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Objective

Oral history is a collection of an individual's memories and

opinions. As such, it is subject to the innate fallibility of memory and
is susceptible to inaccuracy. All researchers using these interviews
should be aware of this reality and are encouraged to seek
corroborating documentation when using any oral history interview.

The Pryor Center's objective is to collect audio and video recordings of
interviews along with scanned images of family photographs and
documents. These donated materials are carefully preserved in the
Pryor Center archives. The transcripts, audio and video files, and
photographs are made available on the Pryor Center Web site at
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu. The Pryor Center recommends that
researchers utilize the audio recordings and highlight clips in addition
to the transcripts to enhance their connection with the interviewee.

Transcript Methodology

The Pryor Center recognizes that we cannot reproduce the spoken
word in a written document; however, we strive to produce a
transcript that represents the characteristics and unique qualities of
the interviewee's speech pattern, style of speech, regional dialect, and
personality. We attempt to transcribe verbatim all words that are
spoken, including false starts and repetitions.

The Pryor Center transcripts are prepared utilizing the University of
Arkansas Style Manual for proper names, titles, and terms specific to
the university. For all other style elements, we refer to the Pryor
Center Style Manual, which is based primarily on The Chicago Manual
of Style 18th Edition. We employ the following guidelines for
consistency and readability:
e Em dashes separate repeated/false starts and
incomplete/redirected sentences.
e Ellipses indicate the interruption of one speaker by another.
e Brackets enclose
o italicized annotations of nonverbal sounds, such as laughter,
and audible sounds, such as a doorbell ringing;
o and standard English spelling of informal words.
e Commas are used in a conventional manner where possible to
aid in readability.
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Betsey Wright interviewed Susie Whitacre on February 23,

2012, in Little Rock, Arkansas.

[00:00:00]

Kris Katrosh:

Susie Whitacre:

KK:

SW:
KK:

Betsey Wright:

Okay. This interview is being conducted by the
David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral
and Visual History in partnership with the Butler
Center for Arkansas Studies. And you wanna go by
Susie, right?

Correct.

The interviewee is Susie Whitacre. And the
interviewer is Betsey Wright. The interview will be
con—transcribed and returned to the interviewee and
interviewer for their review before being published.
The interview, transcripts, and related materials will
be deposited in the Special Collections Department,
University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, and at the Butler
Center for Arkansas Studies, Little Rock. If you
agree with this statement, please give your verbal
consent now.

I agree.

Thank you. Okay.

All right. Susie, where were you born?
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SW:

Iwas...

Trey Marley: Oh, oh, oh, oh, I'm sorry Betsey, I'm a little bit

behind. Okay. [SW laughs] And we're ready now.

I'm sorry. [BW laughs] We'll get this.

[00:00:53] BW: Where were you born, Susie?

SW:

BW:

SW:

I was born in Springfield, Ohio.

And is that where you grew up?

I grew up in Springfield, went to college at Miami University in
Oxford, Ohio, and soon after my husband and I were married

and moved to Little Rock, Arkansas.

[00:01:07] BW: Where did you meet your husband?

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

We went to grade school, high school, and college together.

And what is his name?

Mike Whitacre.

And you got married after college?

We got married after college.

And then where did you live?

We lived in Columbus, Ohio, for about six months, and then we
were transferred to Little Rock. They basically said go—he had a
territory. He worked in the paper industry at the time—a
territory of Mississippi, Louisiana, and Arkansas, and they said

just go pick a place. And we loved Little Rock from the second
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BW:

SW:

we got here.
Oh, that's great.

Yeah.

[00:01:45] BW: Well, what had your family done in Ohio?

SW:

BW:

SW:

My father had always run manufacturing plants. And Mike's
family has a chain of Whitacre drugstores there even still today.
So there was a line of pharmacists in his family.

And did you have siblings?

I have two older brothers, and I have two younger sisters. I'm

right in the middle.

[00:02:11] BW: And so then you got to Little Rock, and he was

SW:

BW:

SW:

working for the paper company. And what did you do?

Well, I had worked for a congressman during college, Clarence J.
Brown, so I kinda was bit with the bug that I wanted to go back
and try to do something in government or politics or something
related, and so when I first got to Little Rock, I worked for the
League of Women Voters for a short amount of time.

And what year was it that you came to Arkansas?

Nineteen—we moved to Arkansas in 1985.

[00:02:45] BW: Okay. And when did you first become aware of Bill

SW:

Clinton?

I think I was first aware of Bill Clinton watching him, I think, on
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BW:

SW:

the Phil Donahue Show, if not before that, talking about the
education program and testing teachers is when I first became
aware of him.

And when did you meet him?

Probably after I was hired, which I think was the summer of

[19]86, [19]85.

[00:03:16] BW: And what happened and led up to your getting the

SW:

job on the governor's staff?

I—you know, I had had an interview with Carol Rasco on the
governor's office. I think I had actually just walked in one day
and filled out an application or said I would like a job. I was
fortunate enough to get a call sometime after that, interviewed
with Carol Rasco, did not get the job, and I think a month or two
went by. Got a phone call. I believe it was from you. It was
either from you or from Bob Nash. Can't remember at the
time—and said, "You didn't get that job, but we liked you.
Would you come back and interview again?" And I was thrilled

and then soon after got—was—got the job with Bob Nash.

[00:04:01] BW: And what did you do?

SW:

BW:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

I was Bob's assistant—as—an assistant for economic
development is basically, I think, my title—what my title was.

And was this after the economic development session of [19]85,
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SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

or were you there for that session?

I believe I was there for that session.

Which was huge.

Huge, yes.

Transformational. And what kinds of things did you do? What
was a day like for you working on the economic development
team?

Yeah, it was—I haven't thought about it in a while, but the
biggest part of it was whatever Bob needed, if it was organizing
what he had goin' on or getting ready for a meeting or—a lot of
what I did was respond to phone calls that he couldn't get to or
writing correspondence that he couldn't get to or
troubleshooting. Every day was different. Hard to say what

one—wha—how—you know, no two days were alike.

[00:05:03] BW: And did you ever travel?

SW:

I did travel. Tryin' to think when I traveled. It seems like we
ha—I'm tryin' to think if I did it for economic development
versus the press office. Seems like there were town meetings
that we would go to when we were tryin' to convince different
communities of some of the things that we were working on. I
seem to remember going to, I wanna say, Russellville. Seems

like at one time we went to Hope, and that's about the size of it.
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BW:

SW:

And did you go to meetings where the governor was speaking?

Yes.

[00:05:48] BW: And did you interact with the governor much while

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

you were working on economic development?

Somewhat. Some—you know, mostly just—mostly Bob did a lot
of that and—but some of it was, you know, again, whatever was
needed just trying to assist. I know Bob and I traveled with him
to the—he was chairman of the Southern Growth Policies Board,
and I remember Bob and I traveling to Atlanta. And we helped
prepare packets and assisted him with whatever he needed at
the time. [00:06:29] Now thinking back, it was actually at that
meeting where the space shuttle went down.

Mmm.

And I can remember having to go tell—I member that was one
of my jobs that day was to go tell Governor Clinton that—what
had happened. And I remember it impacting, of course, the
whole feeling of what was—all this great work was going on, and
it had a pretty big impact on that particular day.

Guess so.

Yeah. Yeah.

[00:06:55] BW: Well, how long did you stay with the economic

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

development team?
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SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

I believe I was with the economic development team for about a
year.

And then what?

And then my husband and I left for a while for his job, and we
went on—we went to Houston, Texas, for a while. And then . ..
You came back after a few months.

Right.

And said you'd like to come back on staff.

Ididand. ..

And we were thrilled.

And you were—I was very lucky. [BW laughs] And came back

and started working in the go—in the press office.

[00:07:28] BW: And what did you do in the press office? What did

SW:

the press office do?

Yeah. Press office was a great place to work. Loved it. We, of
course, did sort of the obvious. Set up press conferences,
responded to press questions. That was a lot of my day and
Mike Gauldin's day, who was the press secretary, and I was the
assistant press secretary—spent a lot of our time on the phone
or—and sometimes in person talking to the press tryin' to work
things out. A lot of those days where we had press questions

were spent trying to find the answers to the questions and going
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to di—various people on staff, going to you, Betsey. We were
always taught "Don't try to answer a question immediately
because you might not know"—we might not know what was
going on in a particular part of the staff. If it was an education
question, we might not know what was happening that exact
day. And so that was the fun part because we knew a little bit
about everything going on in state government. And so some of
the days were prep—were just preparing to answer—some of—it
might be just one question, but we always wanted to give the
best answer possible, obviously. And sometimes it was tracking
down the governor—wouldn't—you know, what do you wanna
say, or what should we do? And so that was a big part of the
day. A lot of the day was spent answering correspondence.

[00:09:04] BW: What kind of correspondence did the press office
have?

SW: Yeah, I would say—you know, I'm trying to think. Birthday
letters, would you say?

BW: Part of the correspondence that I think you all had to do were
general public relations for things that we were doing, letters to

supporters, reports to the people . . .

SW: Right.
BW: ... agency reports, things like . . .
The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 8
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SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

Kind of . . .
... that that. ..
Kind of . . .
...youall ...
. . so-called PR.
. . polished.
Yeah.
Exactly.
Right.
Exactly. And you had to produce a lot of reports.
Right. Right.
For the governor.
Right. On different programs that were—we were tryin' to get
passed or we were tryin' to publicize. We did that. You know we
spent a—some of the time with the governor doin' public service
announcements that he might tape for somebody or for what we

were trying to promote at the time.

[00:10:13] BW: And when did he start doing his radio address?

Didn't he do a radio addre—or a tee . . .

SW: He did a weekly radio address. And I believe we did it with
KARN. And you know, it's a good question. I don't know if that
was an idea of Mike Gauldin's or—it seemed to me it happened

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 9
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about that time when Mike Gauldin became his press secretary.

[00:10:36] BW: 'Cause you—when you came on, you came on as

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

kind of acting press secretary, didn't you?
I did. I did.
Because Joan Roberts had left, and Kay Gaines had left, and so
you were thrust into major . . .
Yes.
. responsibility immediately . . .

Yes. Itwas. ..

. . until Gauldin could come.
Right. He was at the University of Arkansas and, I think, tryin'
to finish up that position and coming on staff. Yeah, it was a

baptism by fire. It was a lot.

Yeah.

[00:11:07] TM: 'Scuse me, Susie, would you mind taking that

SW:

TM™M:

KK:

TM™M:

SW:

KK:

bracelet off real quick?

Isit...

We're gettin' a little bit noise [unclear words] . . .
Good. Yeah, I was kinda . . .

. . . [unclear words].

Yeah.

Yeah. I was looking for an opening.
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TM™M:

SW:

KK:

SW:

TM™M:

Thank you.

Is that—if I put it over there, is it all right?
That's great. That's fine.

Kay.

Okay, we're good.

[00:11:20] BW: How many people worked in the press office?

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

Press office was made up of Mike Gauldin, the press secretary,
myself—Carmen Fowler worked in the press office, and Sue
Culvey was our secretary, and Trey Schroeder was also one of
the press assistants as well. There were five of us.

Six.

And then probably—or six.

Melhorn.

Right. Robert Melhorn was our photographer. That's right.
So it was the largest team we had going, and yet it was too
small.

Probably so. It—nobody had more fun than we had, though.
Oh.

It was a great team.

[00:12:02] BW: Somehow or nother, the press office got major

responsibility for the school day at the Mansion. Explain what

that was, what you did.
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SW:

There was a yearly event, usually in May or June, end of the
school year, that I believe was Governor Clinton's idea. It went
way back every year. It was an event to honor the top two
students from every high school in the state. And it also
honored the students' parents. And so that was actually one of
my jobs, and I worked with Ann McCoy at the Governor's
Mansion where it was held every year. And it seems like it was
always on the hottest day of the year. But Governor Clinton and
Mrs. Clinton would shake and—every student's hand, every
parent's hand. They would stand for hours and meet with all the

top students from around the state.

[00:13:05] BW: It was particularly poignant because we had begun

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

to get the education standards into place, and students were
getting to take courses that would enable them to go to college,
which they had not been able to do before.

Right.

And do—the governor and Hillary loved this . . .

They loved it.

. . . feedback.

They loved it. They soaked it all in. Every student that came up
in front of them, they soaked it in. It was amazing. 'Cause the

staff would be—we'd be wilting on the sidelines, and they were
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BW:

SW:

relentless. They could just stand there and talk and talk and talk
and enjoyed it. It was a great event. It was a great event. Fun
to work on.

Well, and there was a lot of follow-up to it, too, because you
took photos.

We took photos of every student with the governor and Mrs.
Clinton, and yeah, and we mailed them out to them. He
probably signed them. I don't—I ca—I don't quite remember,
but we—it was a lot of work beforehand, work afterhand. But
we didn't wanna miss a student, and we wanted to make sure

we took care of every student.

[00:14:07] BW: And we're talking about several hundred people.

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

Several hundred, yes.

Every year.

Yeah.

And did the invitations actually go out from the press office?
We did do the invitations to that. We did. Yeah. It was a big
deal. It was a big event.

So it—this is way beyond press. This is general public relations
and outreach to the community and the state.

Right.

[00:14:37] BW: Give me an example of the work that went into your

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 13
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average, run-of-the-mill—of which there was nothing run-of-the-
mill with Bill Clinton—but a press conference that had to do with

economic development.

SW: Kinda like what it entailed or what it . . .
BW: Yeah. Can you remember any one specific that you . . .
SW: You know, I have a picture of one, and I was trying to recall

what it was we were promoting. Well, I can recall one—it—we
were promoting the Adult Literacy Program, and I think we've—
may have a picture of that, but you know, it was sending out
information ahead of time trying to prepare the press for it,
trying to get them excited for what we were gonna ask them to
come in and witness. Most press conferences took place in the
conference room at the state Capitol, but not all. If we wanted
to—depending on what we were showcasing. You know, now
that you say that, I think we went out to a company in Little
Rock, and I can't—I'm not gonna be able to think of the name of
it—where we were tryin' to showcase a literacy program within
the company. And so we as the press office—you know, tryin' to
advertise it to the press or let them know about it and setting it
up where they could follow Governor Clinton around this
particular facility, which he was fantastic at 'cause he would—he

loved shaking everybody's hands, meeting everybody, trying to
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understand their story. And so you know, in a way that was
economic development in that it was trying to promote education
literacy within the state, which is a great example of how he
could combine so many different programs for the betterment of
the state. That he could—he helped—he went and touched
everybody's lives to make them understand why the things he
was promoting was, in the long run, great for Arkansas.

[00:16:38] BW: What was pics and procs?

SW: [Laughs] Pics and procs—once a month we ha—we would call it
a proclamation session. And I won't be able to do it justice to
explain it because Carmen Fowler was the queen of the
proclamations, Pics and procs. And she—we shared an office
together for years, and sadly, she's not with us anymore, but
she was wonderful. She—you know, proclamations were a
statement made—it would be a document signed by the
governor that would declare a day, you know, Heart Awareness
Day or, you know, Race for the Cure Day or whatever. And we
did lots of those. And the groups that the proclamations were
for would come in on those particular days, so during a pics and
procs session, we might do ten or fifteen proclamations, and
we'd have big groups come in. And at the end of every

proclamation session, Governor Clinton would make himself
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available to have his picture taken with the groups. On those
particular days, sometimes we got requests from different
groups to—they just wanted to come and have a picture taken
with him, and so we would invite them to come those days and
have their picture taken with the governor. Sometimes we—we
usually ended those with a small press conference, just kind of
spur of the moment. But Governor Clinton, again, liked to stay
around, visit with the press that was there, and usually talk
about whatever was happening that day with them.

[00:18:19] BW: And as I recall, part of the reason that we could get
the press to come and cover pics and procs was because they
knew they'd have a chance to ask him questions about whatever
was going on.

SW: Exactly.

BW: At that time.

SW: Exactly. Which was great. It was great—it—they were always
fun days, and great as an assistant [/laughs] press secretary
when Governor Clinton could always be there to have that—you
know, be accessible to the press and . . .

BW: He loved being accessible to the press, didn't he?

SW: He was. I mean, he just was. He was. And they had—I think—

you know, I think they—the Arkansas press, you know, for the

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 16
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BW:

SW:

[00

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

most part, respected him and just liked him, liked him as a
person. And that madeit. ..
Well, ...

Made our job easy.

:19:02] BW: I—my memories of pics and procs were they were

just circus days.
Yes.
There were so many different kinds of people. We would have
pet weeks with pets and cre—of—crazy things happened. And I
don't know if you remember any funny stories out of pics and
procs that you can share. If they come to you, we can come
back to it but . . .
Yeah. Oh, I'm—I mean, I remember the little beauty queens
that . . .
Oh. Yes.

. . would like to have their picture taken. And that was always
interesting.
The children from beauty contests.
Yes. Yes, small children. And I mean, I remember one
proclamation session I think they wanted him to break a board.
I don't know if you remember that one.

Tae kwon do or something, yeah.

William Jefferson Clinton History Project, Susie Whitacre Interview, February 23, 2012
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SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

Yes, tae kwon do. And he loved the tae kwon do people, but I
member there being a great deal of discussion about whether or
not he was gonna break the board. And you know, I—to this d—
I can't rem—I don't know what we ended up doin'. I think he—I
don't know if he ended up saying he'd do it or not, but I member
lots of discussion around that. How'd I. ..

Well, what I remember was if you do it, do it with your right
hand [SW laughs] not—because you're left handed, and you still
have too much writing to do.

And they guaranteed him, it will break. It will break. It will
break.

And it did or something. I seem to think that he really did . . .
I...

. . . break it.

I—somehow in the end I think he ended up doin' that. I know I
need to think about that because, like you said, there was—it

was crazy, crazy.

[00:20:33] BW: Otus the Cat.

SW: Yes.

BW: Used to come.

SW: Yes.

BW: With his owner for adopt animals or something week.

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 18
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SW:

BW:

Right.
Humane Society week or something. Michael Storey would bring

him up there.

[00:20:45] SW: I have a good friend to this day says, "The day I met

you was at a proclamation session."

BW: No.

SW: And I don't know what we were proclaiming at the time.
BW: Yeah.

SW: I think it might have been Race for the Cure.

[00:20:58] BW: Well, the other—another aspect of the press office

SW:

were school groups that came through and the schoolkids that
worked during legislative sessions. And you did—I mean it—
amazingly enough, you got 'em photo ops with the governor.
We—and one of my jobs was to—during the session was I was in
charge of bill-signing ceremonies, which was a press oppor—
opportunity for the press to come see what bill that the governor
was signing. And usually they could ask questions, but it was,
for me, a time where I had to make sure every person on the bill
was invited to the bill-signing ceremony. Governor Clinton gave
each of them a pen. And then of course we made sure we had
lots of pictures taken that then we could then give over—turn

over to the legislators. And then also we did try to get as many
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school groups in because of course, they were touring the
Capitol every single day. And pages that were there—you know,
that was a constant trying to make sure that they could get a

picture taken with Governor Clinton.

[00:22:09] BW: Well, not every bill signing was a public ceremony,

though, 'cause there was too many bills.

SW: True.

BW: So they were major bills of some sort or another that got a
public signing.

SW: Exactly. And I guess those that—a lot of those were signed in
the conference room in the Capitol, and then a great deal were
just signed in his office.

BW: Most of them.

SW: Right.

BW: And the vetoes? We didn't do those publicly, but you always had
to do a press release.

SW: We had to do a press release. Right. And you know, we did
press releases on people that he appointed. I feel like I did a—
hundreds of those that he appointed to boards and commissions.
That was always a big announcement on those. But yes, we
always did press releases on bills that were passed and bills that
were vetoed.
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[00:22:57] BW: Something that we did, and I don't know if

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

governors still do it, but every week you did a press release
about the upcoming schedule for the next week . . .
Exactly.

. . or the next few days, didn't you?
Exactly. Every Friday afternoon it was my job to put it, you
know, to—yes, do a press release on what his schedule was for
the following week.
And I don't know if governors do that anymore.
I don't know. I don't know.
I don't remember seeing anything in the newspapers much

anymore.

[00:23:23] SW: I remember it being—Friday afternoons were usually

the longest day of the week because the press was—they
wanted to know what to anticipate from Governor Clinton for the
following week, and if there was something that weekend, they
wanted to know do they need to go out and cover it. But it also
seemed to be their big story day for whatever's gonna appear in
the paper not just Saturday but Sunday. So it seemed like to
me there was always something happening last minute that we
were trying to get answers for them about that. [00:23:53]

And you know, one more thing I was gonna add about the
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BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

legislative sessions. I—since we had to be aware in the press
office what was goin' on with each of the bills and then what was
happening with all the state agencies, we would attend morning
meetings with lots and lots of the governor's liaisons to the
legislatures and then representatives from all of the state
agencies. And . ..
That was our strategy meeting that . . .
Strategy meeting.

. . started every day during a legislative session.
Which was always fascinating. Always interesting. Because for
me a lot of times that's the first time we'd hear about
something, and so it was always interesting to get in on the

ground up and to follow bills as they were going through.

[00:24:38] BW: It is interesting that people seem to remember that

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:
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It did.

And of course, everybody worked late at night . . .

It did.
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It did. I th—I recall seven, but I could be wrong, too. [BW
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laughs] But it seemed li—and we w—'cause we were always
trying to end them by eight, but it seemed like they would go to
about eight thirty or something most days. But. ..

[00:25:08] BW: Talk about Travelers Certificates. The Arkansas
Travelers.

SW: Arkansas Travelers. And that was something that Carmen
Fowler worked on, again, in the press office. And those were
really fun—it was a fun way to acknowledge, maybe, a visitor to
the state or to the city or—and it was a certificate given to
someone by Governor Clinton. And he always presented it to
them by saying, "Now, I'm giving you this. You're an honorary
Arkansas Traveler. And now you can only go out and say good
things about our state, and this now forever makes you an
ambassador to our state." So it was kin—it was a fun—it was a
nice, goodwill gesture to people that, again, we wanted to honor.

BW: And as I recall we had requests from organizations and groups
and clubs that we never saw the people who were coming in, but
they wanted a Traveler's Certificate from Governor Clinton to
pass on.

SW: Right. Exactly.

BW: It was like the key to the state.

SW: Exactly. And I think some—and then, I guess, that name went
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on to be adopted by people that went forth from our state
campaigning . . .

BW: Yes.

SW: ... for Governor Clinton. They were known . . .

BW: When he ran for president.

SW: ... as the Arkansas Travelers. Yeah. So it kind of originated
from that.

[00:26:28] BW: Well, of course, the Arkansas Traveler is a legend in
Arkansas lore anyway.

SW: Right.

BW: Which I guess the certificates had been given for many years,
and the secretary of state also had to sign them so . . .

SW: That's exactly right. Right.

[00:26:45] BW: There were—we tape recorded everything he said.
Why and what was done with those tapes?

SW: Yes. We tape recorded. I—we all—we didn't leave anywhere
without walkin' around with a tape recorder in our hands.
'Cause you never knew what he was gonna say or when an
important moment might come up but . ..

BW: Why was that? Because when he'd go give a speech
somewhere, didn't he have a written speech?

SW: He did not. He—no, he did not. It's amazing. It really, when

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 24
William Jefferson Clinton History Project, Susie Whitacre Interview, February 23, 2012
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/



https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/

you think about it, it was amazing. He never had a written
speech. He usually had some notes that probably he would write
in the car on his way to the speech or something. Oftentime
briefing notes were prepared by a staffer, which we would give
to him. But honestly, you almost couldn't prepare him because
he was so—he was already so well prepared himself. But then
as a result, he would give these wonderful speeches, but then
we didn't—we had nothing to work from for what he said, so we
would tape record them to—and then go back and transcribe
whatever he said. And if he was at a press conference, we
would transcribe what he said. And it was, you know, it was a
way for us to, you know, keep all our ducks in a row on what
was being said and for us to be accurate, and then what we said
as press people. And then it also then provided a record. But as
I recall, I think by the time he left to become president, we had
millions and millions of little microcassettes. And most—Iot of

'em transcribed from, probably a lot of 'em not.

[00:28:30] BW: Can you talk about a little bit what the job of the

staff photographer was?

SW: Robert Melhorn was our staff photographer. And he was always
ready to follow Governor Clinton wherever he went and take
pictures. Again, he was the person there taking the pictures at
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the proclamation sessions, the school students that were comin
through the Capitol, the pages, the bill signings, pictures at
press conferences if—you know, pictures at high school days. 1
mean, he stood there. He stood there as long as the governor
and Mrs. Clinton stood there taking picture after picture. And
then it was his responsibility, of course, to process those pictures

and then to get them distributed.

[00:29:22] BW: And where did he process them?

SW:

BW:

SW:

He had his own—Robert had his own darkroom in the basement
of the state Capitol. And that was his, I think, his happy place
that he worked in. He was . ..

Now, how did he keep track of who was in each picture?

How did he keep track? I think he wrote down the names after
he took the pictures, or we would stand there and help him and
write down the names. I think Carmen did a lot of that. I did a
lot of that. Trey Schroeder did a lot of that, just tryin' to keep—
'‘cause he would be too busy most of the time taking a picture
without having someone there to kind of help him figure out
where the pictures went. And then Sue Colvey, who was our
secretary, would then help by mailing them and getting them

out.

[00:30:15] BW: Well. My—I just lost my train of thought. I'm sorry.

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 26
William Jefferson Clinton History Project, Susie Whitacre Interview, February 23, 2012
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/



https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/

SW:

How did—did the press office change over time as Clinton took
on more national responsibility? And what kinds of things—how
did that change your job?

I think it definitely evolved when we were there. One thing
about when he would travel and do more national events, we
were always careful to keep it separated what was state related
and then what might be related—so-called campaign related.
And but you know, regardless of where he was goin', we were
getting calls from all around the country, and that became a
bigger and bigger process, a process that we had to carefully
navigate. And again, everything we did, we did it with the full
knowledge of trying—that we would research our answers, we
would try to get as much information as we could. But it was
over—it became overwhelming the amount of—the more press
he got. More—the more people paid attention to him, the busier
we got in the press office and the heavier the workload got. And

the more serious it all got.

[00:31:41] BW: Well, and I, in particular, was mindful of how tough it

was on the press office when he became chairman of the
National Governors Association at the same time he was

chairman of the Education Commission of the States.

SW: Right.
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BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

And then when he became chairman of the Democratic
Leadership Council, your jobs just . . .
Yeah. Took off.

. . mushroomed.
Right. Right.
And your staff did not grow.
And our staff stayed the same size, right. Right. But you know,
Mike Gauldin was magnificent, and I think he was a brilliant
writer, a very relaxed person responding to the press. And so I
think we took a lot of our cues from him as far as staying calm
and trying to get it all done. But I thi—you know, we worked a
lot of long days, and we worked a lot of weekends, and we
would—you know, we wore beepers at the time, and I mean, a
lot of thi—I mean, it didn't just end, you know, at six o'clock or
five o'clock a lot of times. The press were calling us at home
and asking questions. So yeah, it really did take off. But we
always kinda had that teamwork approach, and so I think I di—
ended up doin' more, Trey ended up—you know, his position
grew and grew. He did a lot of writing, a lot of transcripts. You
know, we were all sort of answering, you know, taking turns

answering the press, doing what we could do.

[00:33:16] BW: And at the same time, the governor's desire to make
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sure that he acknowledged birthdays of people—if someone died
that he had met at a county fair, he wanted a sympathy letter.
Talk about that process.

SW: Right.

BW: It was huge.

SW: Huge. And he always—I mean, he was amazing. His ability to
keep up with—he never lost a friend, only gained friends, I think,
and he never forgot about any—still doesn't. Still doesn't forget
about anybody. But he had an extensive list that was constantly
growing where he wanted to acknowledge people's birthdays.

He wanted to make sure that he acknowledged a death in
someone's family. I know he would take time out and make
phone calls to people who were ill or s—or a family that had lost
somebody. [00:34:10] I can remember a tornado goin' through
Lonoke, and he made a phone call to the Tull family at the time,
who had—you know, there had been some loss to the property.
And I mean, he just never hesitated to get on the phone. And I
think he was that way when he was tryin' to get an opinion
about something. He would reach out to people who were his
friends but also he knew were key leadership people in different
counties, and he would call on them to help him. I mean, he

was always good about—I mean, I can remember one time him
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BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

looking at me goin'—in a meeting with lots of people and saying,
"What do you think?" And I can remember thinking, "What do I
think?" 'cause I'm thinking you—he was so amazing as it was,
but he really did wanna know what you thought about
something. And he . ..

And he didn't want to just be told what you thought he wanted
to hear, either.

Exactly.

Yeah.

He didn't. He didn't. He wanted to hear what you thought about

something. And . ..

[00:35:10] BW: Well, I don't know exactly how it fell to the press

office to be responsible for all these birthday greetings and
sympathy letters. But then there were also the congratulations

for awards, and we had a clipping service that you all kept up

with . ..

SW: Right.

BW: ... where we learned about various things that went on that he
wanted to congratulate a local mayor about. It was unending.

SW: Unending. And Robert Melhorn would be—was our person that—
the photographer, but he also clipped the newspapers every day,
made a packet out of all the—what he would—of all the

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 30

William Jefferson Clinton History Project, Susie Whitacre Interview, February 23, 2012
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/



https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/

BW:

SW:

clippings, and then just about all the key people on staff got a
copy of that packet so that we were all informed on what each
other was doing and what the governor was saying and just—it
just kept us unified as a team so everybody knew what, you
know, what—the right hand knew what the left hand was doing.
And it—and I think it made us—we were more educated that way
on what was happening. But that was a big deal. I mean, he
would acknowledge the birth of babies. And if he saw that
somebody won an award—and it might be a high school student.
It might be someone retiring. He en—he never failed to
acknowledge an accomplishment or a passing or a—you know,
some sort of big event in someone's life.

I always thought of the press office as a combination of a
personal staff for his personal wishes as well as the public staff
for his gubernatorial duties in a lot of ways.

I think that's right. Right.

[00:36:46] BW: Talk about the preparation for a speech he was going

out to make and what kinds of information was pulled together

and how that got pulled together.

SW: Right. I think through the years there were various people in
charge of what we call briefing notes. And the person in charge
of briefing notes—I think I did it for a while, and I know Phyllis
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Johnson did it probably for the—for most of the time. But we
had county coordinators on staff who would keep up with various
counties. And so there was a file on each county, and those files
might talk about, you know, what might be happening in the
schools there. It was sort of current information, usually. It
always included, you know, the population of the state and who's
the current mayor—who was, you know—and so that was alwa—
a file was always pulled for whatever county he was going to.
And then depending on if he was gonna go give a speech at ASU,
maybe, for instance, you know—research was done by a person
on staff. What's the current information, what's happening there
right now, and what are the issues that are important to those
particular people? [00:38:05] So it—they were always tailor
made to whatever group he was going to. If it was, maybe, a
group of, you know, Munro shoe company or something, you
know, he'd wanna talk about that. Or if it was an education
group. And in those notes it would be things that they might be
saying about Governor Clinton or the state, things they didn't
like, and it might be things they did like. It wasn't just all—you
know, he wanted to know both sides. He wanted to know what
am I walking into? So—and those were prepared and then

always presented to him before he left to go to a speech.
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[00:38:45] BW: When did someone from the press office travel with

SW:

him, whether it was in town or on the road, and when was it
somebody else?

Yeah, you know, it varied. Usually it seemed to me if he was
going out into a county, it would be a staff person that worked in
that particular county. Or if it was a major education speech, it
was usually the education liaison, but not always. And if we
were so-called orchestrating a major press event, then we were
always there setting up, maybe tearing down, but always trying
to be there. If we knew there was gonna be huge amount of
press, for sure someone from the press office would be there. If
something was brewing that day that we—that might be a little
bit controversial or that might, you know—we—someone from
the press office was always there. We were just always tryin' to

keep all our bases covered on what might be happening.

[00:39:51] BW: How did it change when he decided to run for

president, and he was still the governor, and you were still in the

governor's press office? What happened?

SW: That was an interesting time. It was a har—it was difficult. It
was difficult because, again, always trying to keep the lines
straight between state government and a campaign. And I think
we had some changing chiefs of staff, and that always meant
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some—you know, 'cause we always took our cues from the top
going down, and so that was interesting. It changed. He wasn't
there as much, so that was always different. And it was
always—it was fun. It was always fun to work for him. So there
was—you know, he wasn't there as much, and that changed, 1
think. Again, we were answering lots of questions from the
national media and doin' our best to answer what then we
would, you know, would fit in. It was unavoidable. He was
being asked a campaign question, but it was a sta—it related to
what he did as governor, so we were constantly trying to answer

press questions that way.

[00:41:08] BW: Well, I know that the presidential campaign in

[19]92 was very demanding of the governor's office in terms of
building what the record had been as governor, and so I know
you all ended up having to burn the candle at both ends to
answer the questions that were related to state government but

were for the presidential campaign . . .

SW: For the campaign.

BW: ... or debate preparation.

SW: Right. I mean they couldn't do it without us, basically. We had
the information. But I do recall, then, in the evenings
sometimes you leave the governor's office, and then you would
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go to the campaign headquarters to, sometimes, just to fill in
the holes. And I remember the—especially before debates on TV
that would take place at night, we'd leave our office, go to the
campaign, and be ready that if something, a question, came
up—state related and maybe we needed to, on the spot, be able
to answer it, do research, or whatever, that became one of our
jobs as well.

[00:42:12] BW: Well, you had worked in the gubernatorial campaign
in 1990. But did you do that from the governor's office, or did
you take a leave of absence?

SW: Right. I took a leave of absence from the governor's office . . .

BW: And worked in the campaign headquarters.

SW: ...togo workin the campaign headquarters. Right. Right.

[00:42:29] BW: And during the [19]92 campaign, obviously
Lieutenant Governor Tucker was acting governor much of that
time, so did you interact with him?

SW: We did interact with him. And again, that was an adjustment
because we were used to Governor Clinton being our boss. And
it was hard on Governor Tucker, I think, because we weren't his
staff, you know, and . . .

BW: 'Cause the lieutenant governor had very small staff.

SW: Had a small staff. Yeah. And but we did. We did work with
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him. And there were times where I know we had to answer a
question, maybe, that was asked of Governor Clinton, but
Governor Tucker, you know, was sort of—it was sort of an acting
governor but then being asked of Bill Clinton. And sometimes it
got a little confusing, you know, trying to make the answer come
out as it should between the two governors and then, you know,
as a press office, tryin' to come up with the right answers. But I
think that would have been hard on Governor Tucker. Our
loyalties were so strong to Governor Clinton, and yet we were
working for the state. We were workin' for the good of the state.
And so, yeah, those days were . . .

BW: Weird.

SW: Weird. Evolving. Different. Yeah.

[00:43:53] BW: I'm gonna—I wanna remind you about some major
events that occurred, and you talk about it from the point of
view of having to work with the press in response. In 1988 he
made the nominating speech of Michael Dukakis at the
Democratic Convention in Atlanta. So it was panned 'cause it—it
was panned for a lot of reasons.

SW: Right.

BW: It went wrong.

SW: Right.
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BW: What happened in the press office in Arkansas when that
occurred?

SW: Well, I think our first reaction was "Oh my gosh. Now what?
[BW laughs] Now what do we do?" But. ..

[00:44:39] BW: Where were you when this happened?

SW: That's a good question. I think I was watching it in my home, I
believe. I can't remember. You know, things like that our staff
would tend to get together and watch together.

BW: I think most of the staff was at—I forget the name of it, but we
had a huge screen for the staff to be together to watch it on TV,
but I don't know if you were . . .

SW: Was it possibly . ..

BW: ... there that night. I was in Atlanta.

SW: I know. And was it possibly the Oyster Bar or . . .

BW: It was atthe. ..

SW: ...somethi...
BW: ... Oyster Bar.
SW: Okay.

BW: That's exactly where it was.
SW: Okay. I was there. I was there. [00:45:18] Yeah, I think even
at that moment, you knew something had kinda gone wrong, but

I don't think we knew the impact until you s—until we started
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BW:

SW:

getting, you know, the pundits on television sort of responding
quickly, and then suddenly the press coming in and reacting to it
negatively. And I think it was very quickly—and I would say
Mike Gauldin played—yu—was more in touch with what was
happening minute to minute, probably, than I was, but the idea
that he would then go on the Johnny Carson Show actually came
up quickly, and it was amazing that it quickly sort of resolved or
fixed the problem.

It did.

And probably made it better.

[00:46:06] BW: Did somebody from the press office go with him to

the Carson show?

SW: I believe Mike went with him.

BW: I think he did.

SW: Right.

BW: Yeah.

SW: Right. And I can remember being—Mike bein' so tickled because
here Governor Clinton was goin' on with Johnny Carson, and
Governor Clinton was so excited about—was it joh—who was—I
can't remember who was the guest on that night, but somebody
he really loved, so it was kind of a funny story that Mike tells
about that. AndI can't. ..
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BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

Was it when Joe Cocker was on?

Joe Cocker. Right. Right. But that was a brilliant thing that
worked out really well.

That Harry Thomason came up with and pulled off.

And pulled off. Right.

Yeah. It was wonderful.

And I think Johnny Carson—you could tell he had a general
respect for Governor Clinton and seemed to like him, and so that
just made it all come out really well.

Did he play the saxophone on that show?

He played the saxophone.

[00:47:10] BW: I always had mixed feelings [SW laughs] about when

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

he'd pulled the saxophone gig. [Laughter]

Right. Right.

It seemed like he only knew one song, and that was
"Summertime."

"Summertime," and I think that's what he played on the [BW
laughs] on the Johnny Carson show. Right.

It was, yeah.

Right.

[00:47:26] BW: What about when—I know that we separated the
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SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

thinking about running for president in 1988—so it was in 1987
that the national press came in for this announcement.

Right.

And then it was a nonannouncement.

And then it was kind of a nonannouncement.

And what happened with the Arkansas press that you were
dealing with at that time? And how did you and the staff feel
when this—when all of the sudden he wasn't gonna run?

Right. First of all, I remember Bev Lindsey set up that press
conference and—which she did a lot of press conferences
through the years for him. And so I recall that from the press
angle of it. Sort of Bev dealing with that. I think there just were
lots of questions. You know, why? What was goin' on? I think
there was lots of disappointment. I think there was some relief
in some ways because those of us that worked for him, you
know, enjoying our jobs, maybe there was that bit of relief. But
I think, in general, probably there was, you know, just surprise
and, I think, a tinge of disappointment. I think people were

ready to go for it.

[00:49:00] BW: When he was doing the Democratic Leadership

Council chairmanship and traveling and organizing chapters all

over the country, this was a Democratic Party, partisan
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SW:

organization, and yet you were in the governor's office and being
held responsible for explaining where he was and what he was
saying and why he was doing it. How did you handle that?
That—yeah, that was always tricky. And I would say the press
was always on it. [Laughs] They always knew where he was
and always had questions about how it was being paid for and
who was traveling with him and expense reports. I mean, they
were always asking, you know, how were flights being paid for.
They wanted to see expense reports, phone bills, you know, you
name it, they would wanna see it. So we were always careful, I
think, you, you know, the chief of staff, everybody was always
careful to make sure we understood what was state and what
was not. It felt to me like we did a good job of that and—

because a lot of time and effort went into making that right.

[00:50:10] BW: It always felt to me like we couldn't have tried any

SW:

harder.

I—it—I—it felt like that way to me too. And we would comb
records, extensive conversations with people on staff, you know,
just always in an effort to make it be right, the right thing. And
I—and then at the time, Bruce Lindsey, then, would travel with
him. It wasn't necessarily someone from our staff. It was Bruce

Lindsey who then would do the travel with him.
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[00:50:39] BW: When he made the decision to run for president in

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

1992, what did all the national press scrutiny feel like to you in
the governor's office, who had worked with him now for several
years?

Right. I would say a lot of the questions and the scrutiny were
gradual, and they evolved. And then probably in the end
became—exploded. Became overwhelming because we were
constantly—every day there was national media not just going to
the campaign but coming up to the state Capitol. And I thought
at the time it was extremely difficult and not necessarily fun. It
was just tough. It was just—it was relentless. It was constant.
And it was—you know, felt like 24/7, you know, answering—
trying to answer questions, get answers for people. It
sometimes felt like we couldn't give them enough answers or
enough of an answer for them. So it was tough.

But there was a point at which everything felt accusatory.

Very true.

And that was really hard on the staff, the people who had
worked for him for so long in the governor's office, who knew

that he was not a wrongdoer.

[00:52:02] SW: Exactly. I think that was the hardest part. The
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that you felt like they had a negative intention behind their
questions before anything was ever responded to or anything
was ever written. And I remember attacks on, for instance, his
environmental record and Ken Smith doing everything he could
to present an accurate record, which was a good record. But it
seemed like no matter what he did, you know, that there was
always an angle that somethin' must be wrong with this. It can't
be this good or whatever. And I think a lot of that was the same
with economic development programs or, you know, education,
you know—they could find one small statistic to focus on and yet
miss the whole big picture of all the good things that were goin'
onso...

[00:53:03] BW: There was also the sense of this was a yahoo state,
and he was a yahoo governor, so who did they think that they
could be in the big time.

SW: Exactly. Exactly.

[00:53:16] BW: When—in the ni—in the New Hampshire primary
when the Gennifer Flowers story broke, when the draft letter
broke, so many of the people who had come in to work on his
campaign thought it was all over and started packing their bags.
What was your reaction to it?

SW: I think those that know Bill Clinton, knew Bill—Governor Clinton
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BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

knew it wasn't over.

That's right.

And we just—you just be—we just knew it wasn't over. We
knew he was a good man. We knew he was the right man at
that time.

And stuff like that didn't take him down.

It didn't take him down. I mean it—I mean, you just—no, it was
not gonna. So those of us who knew him and had worked a long

time for him knew it wasn't over. We knew he'd go on.

[00:54:08] BW: What were other major developments in the—were

you there during the sesquicentennial celebration or . . .

SW: I had just come on staff when they had the big celebration for
the sesquicentennial at War Memorial Stadium.

BW: And were you—you were the acting press secretary during that,
weren't you? Or had Mike come yet?

SW: I believe Mike had come, butI can't. ..

BW: Yeah. Itwas...

SW: Idon't recall.

BW: It was an exciting event.

SW: Itwasareally...

BW: Fund.

SW: A very positive, exciting event for the state.
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[00:54:40] BW: And then you were there for the 1987 inaugural.

SW: Nineteen se—yes.

BW: And do you remember what all went around—went on around
that inauguration?

SW: You know, I recall—and I was believe in the—you know, it—was
recently thinking of Secretary Clinton's mother passing away.
And I recalled, you know, part of what I got to work on was
pre—the things before the ball, sort of talking about what the
ball would be like, what the theme of the ball would be, and
what dress she would wear was always really important. And I
remember her wearing a crackling-ice gown made by an
Arkansas designer. And I remember her mother and her father
sitting there as she was being photographed and just, I noticed,
admiring her at the time. And she looked beautiful. But so
things like that for me and the press office the—I remember
those kinds of things. [00:55:44] And then I can remember,
you know, Governor Clinton wanting to dance with Chelsea, and
that was a big deal to the press. They all wanted pictures of that
and, of course, the first dance with Mrs. Clinton. And so you
know, just trying to—they always wanted lots of different
camera angles, and they wanted to be sure that they got him,

and I think that the clothes were fun, and that was a big story.
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BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

Seemed to me that he wanted as many people to come as
possible, so it seemed to me that was always sort of an issue,
you know, trying to invite as many people and having them
there, but always fun. And then the inaugurations on the front
steps of the Capitol. A big deal.

In the winter.

In the winter.

[Laughs] In January.

I know. I do remember—I don't know if it was the first or the

second one—standing on the steps in January.

[00:56:45] BW: Now in the legislative sessions, sometimes we were

SW:

BW:

SW:

prepared with all of our legislation, and some of the time we
were still doing it after the legislature had convened, and you all
were besieged by the press wanting to know where was this . . .
Where was it.

. . stuff, constantly.
Right. And they would be critical. The press would be critical.
You know, why aren't you ready? What's going on? But I seem
to think that we tried to give them as much as we could when
we had it. And it didn't make the press happy, necessarily,
'cause they needed to be prepared, too. We were provide—you

know, that was their homework as well, so whatever we gave
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BW:

TM™M:

BW:

them they had to have to be able to write the best stories they
could write. But and I recall legislators wanting it as well. And
the deal was Governor Clinton was always working, always
thinking, always—you know, you always said—tweaking. Lots of
tweaking constantly going on. And you know, we just had to
stand by him, and when it was gonna be ready it was gonna be
ready, and that was the best we could do.

In 1990 when heran . ..

'Scuse me, Betsey, we need to change tapes.

Okay.

[Tape stopped]

[00:58:03] BW: What was Governor Clinton like when you were

SW:

around him traveling or in the office? Give me some stories,
some examples, of your perspective of this man.

I think my perspective is that he was always kind and generous
to work for. He was fun. He loved a great joke. He loved a
funny birthday card. He loved to laugh. He loved a good story.
And those—that was a great per—I mean, he was a great person
to work for from that point of view. He liked to know what you
thought about things. He would ask you your opinion. And you
know, as I was preparing for this interview, I thought of a story

that always stuck with me working for him. And I was in his
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office with Mike Gauldin, and we were trying to get an answer
from him on a press question. And the subject of the question
was something negative somebody had said about him or
something like that. And I remember personally making a
comment, a negative comment, about the person, and him
turning to me, Governor Clinton turning to me and saying, "Waell,
you don't understand. That person has had many hardships in
his life," and on and on and kinda lookin' at me like that's not
what we're about. We're not gonna be negative about other
people. And it wasn't gonna be personal, we were just gonna
answer the question. And so it was an early lesson for me that
he taught me. And I respected that. I thought that was the way
that we should work. And I appreciated that. That came, again,
that came from the top down. That was the way that we were
gonna be. And I think genuinely he was a person with a good
heart that saw the good in everybody.

BW: He did, didn't he?

SW: He did.

[01:00:00] BW: Talk about Chelsea and where she fit into the daily
life of the governor's office and his life.

SW: You know, Chelsea was the greatest part of his life, you know,

just—I mean, he would light up when you mentioned his—her
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BW:

SW:
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name, and it seemed to me that we had—no matter what was
happening, in his schedule always had to be a planned around
the fact that he wanted to get up in the morning with her, have
breakfast, and take her to school. And then it seemed to me
that he always wanted to, whatever he was doin', he wanted to
be able to stop and read her a book. 'Cause I think there were
times where we had meetings at the Mansion at night as we
were working on things, and the meeting would stop if it was
time for Chelsea to go to bed, and he would go up and tuck her
in and say good night to her and then come back and finish it—
we'd finish a meeting. But you know, and she would be present
at our Christmas parties and things. But always a—we always
had a great respect for him and Mrs. Clinton as parents and
great respect for what—you know, for Chelsea and how they
raised her, and you know, it was somethin' for us to emulate
later on, I suppose, with our own children what we watched with
him.

Yeah. [01:01:23] Well speaking of reading books, talk about
him as a reader and how amazing it was.

He was an amazing reader, and it seemed like if you'd walk into
his office or he—you'd be riding in the car with him to an event

or, I don't know, walking out of the state Capitol at night, and
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BW:

SW:

he'd have a, you know, load of books under his arms. He was
always reading—had to have been no less than five books at one
time. And it would be a variety. It would be someone's
biography. It would be a mystery novel. It would be, you know,
someone's current political, you know, perspective of something.
You know, it was amazing. And he was reading them all at the
same—and then you would see him again a couple of days later,
and it would be five more, five new books. So that to me was
astounding, and still is, and I'm sure he's—I know he's the same
way still. And . ..

And he . ..

So impressive. [Laughs]

[01:02:21] BW: And he loved movies. He loved movies.

SW:

BW:

SW:

Loved movies.

And it seemed like every time he ran into a reporter, he could
think of a movie he wanted to talk to that reporter about.

He liked movies and music. I can remember him talkin' about
KD Lang 'cause he had just gotten her latest music, and he was
listening to it, and what'd we think about it, you know. And
again, there, I mean it—he loved everything. He loved rock and
roll to country to, you know—I mean, you name it, he loves

every kind of music. And that was fun. That was a great side of
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his personality because that was joyful to him to talk about
music or to talk about books or to talk about the latest movie or,
you know, pop culture, what was happening. I mean, he had a
great . . .

[01:03:09] BW: So what was your impression—well, did you get to
work with his mother, Virginia, some?

SW: I did work with Mrs. Kelley once I left—once he became
president and at—for a time I worked in presidential transition,
and then we opened an office for him in Little Rock, and so one
of my jobs then was to be a staffer to Mrs. Kelley. And so that
was more when I worked with her. Not so much in the
governor's office. But we would—we helped her with
correspondence because she became a popular figure and
wanted lot—had lots and lots of press requests. And so we kinda
had to become—you know, we kinda—we had to help her. She
had to have some staff so . . .

BW: The press office helped her, too.

SW: We helped her, too, yeah. And then the press office and the
governor's office.

[01:04:03] BW: The—were you there when Roger Clinton was
arrested?

SW: I was not there.
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BW: That was—it was a devastating day to him. I mean, and I think
to all the staff because we saw how heartbroken he was about
the whole thing.

SW: Right.

[01:04:21] BW: In 1990 when he ran again for governor, he made a
promise that he would not—that he would fill the term out and
that he wouldn't run for president. And then things changed.
And what happened to those of you in the press office dealing
with the media about the contemplation of breaking the promise,
and then how did it han—how was it handled?

SW: You know, I think there was always—I mean, the press corps
that followed him on a daily basis, they knew him pretty well.
And I think they, you know, they liked him as a person for the
most part, you know, and I think he liked them, and so on one
level, we were able to talk off the record sometimes with them
and talk to them as our friends, too. And so you know, I think
there was speculation, and then I think there was "Oh, we told
you so. You weren't gonna do it." And then I think there was
acceptance. And I think it all came from Governor Clinton
saying and believing that the people would, what he said, forgive
him. And I think he was right, and I think—you know, because

eventually people saw what it really could mean to our state if
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he became president. But again, it was just one of those things.

I mean, it—we dealt with it. It happened.

[01:05:54] BW: He went around the state talking to key supporters

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

about . . .

Should I do it?

. . . breaking the promise. Did you go on some of those trips?
You know, I don't recall going on any of those trips, but I recall
him doing that, and that was important to him, and I think in the
end, obviously, he did the [laughs] right thing. Obviously the
state was happy for himand . . .

Well, life for those of you in the press office and the governor's
office as a whole, but it was far more public for the press office,
changed once he announced he was running for president, and
you had an acting governor a lot of the time, and you had the
demands for the Arkansas record, you had the national press
added to the Arkansas press wanting stuff about Arkansas
government, and it was a beleaguering time.

Right.

So what was election day 1992 like for you?

So fun. Election day was so fun. On that particular day, Mike
Gauldin and I each equipped ourselves—I believe we had two

cameras, but it may have only been one where we kinda kept
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trading back and forth, and we made up our minds that we were
going to—'cause there was relief. There was just such a sense
of relief. A mixed feeling. Sense of relief and then a sadness
that really our days in the governor's office were over. Our days
as we knew them with Governor Clinton were over. So but then
there was—and then there was sort of this feeling, "Now what do
we do as staffers?" But in general such a great feeling of joy.
[01:07:39] And Mike and I on that particular day, Mike Gauldin
and I, we got up early and kind of—sort of tried to follow the
events of the day, and we recorded them. And I wanna say we
started when he came in off the plane because he had been
traveling, I think, for twenty-four hours if I'm not mistaken.

BW: Yes.

SW: And so we caught him as he came off the plane. And I don't
think we talked to him, necessarily, but we kinda did these
interviews with people that were in the crowd and sort of
capturing what people thought. And I kinda forget how that
went through the day. We did other things and just got people's
reactions. That night, then, we got to be at the Governor's
Mansion as the information was coming in. We were not with
him. He had his immediate, you know, family and core staffers.

But when it came time to leave the Governor's Mansion, we were
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BW:

SW:

part of the motorcade that left and went to the state Capitol.
And so . ..

The OIld State House.

Old State House. Old State House. Right. And we came in from
behind, you know, the building and came in as they were, you
know—Mrs. Clinton and Chelsea—and as everybody's kinda, you
know, straightening their clothes and getting ready. I mean,
just such this sort of feeling of happiness and I—you know, so
we recorded all of that, and that's what that day was like for us.
I can't even tell you—I don't remember when the day ended but

[BW laughs]—Ilot of exhaustion.

[01:09:15] BW: But there was the next day. And suddenly you were

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

BW:

SW:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

responsible for a governor's office that was in its last days.
Right.

And how did that happen? How—what unfolded then in getting
ready for him to stop being governor?

Yeah, I...

'Cause it was a couple of weeks before he . . .

Right.

Well, it was almost a month before he resigned, wasn't it?

I do recall—it seemed to me it was early December that he

resigned. And there was, you know, a lot of coordinating going
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on with Governor Tucker's office and how that was gonna
happen 'cause they wanted it to happen in a good light for them.
Then they wanted it to be their time now, and it was our time to
go. It was now their time. And so I remember him going—did
he go to the House and speak? And then—and saying goodbye
to everybody. And that was a big time. And then I remember
then there was a lot of time, transition, where people were
offered, "Do you want to go to Washington with me, and if so,
you know, what are you interested in?" and things like that and
transitioned those that were gonna stay. Were you gonna—you
know, there was a time—were we gonna be asked to stay to
work for Governor Tucker? And there were people that were
contemplating that so—for me personally, I believe I stayed for a
certain amount of time, and we eventually had to box our things
up. [01:10:54] And then I went on and worked in presidential
transition and knew that I would—at the time I said I would do
whatever I could for President Clinton, but I would be doin' it
from Little Rock because I had two small children at the time, I
guess, and then eventually a third. So I didn't have ambitions to
go to Washington. My life was gonna be here, but I would do
whatever I could. And then eventually he did wanna have an

office opened up. Actually, he knew he wanted that
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immediately, so we went from presidential transition to opening
up an office in Little Rock. And . ..

[01:11:29] BW: And how long did you work there?

SW: I worked in that office through his first term as president. And
maybe . ..

BW: And then what?

SW: ... a little bit into the second term. And then I retired [BW
laughs] and had—I had three children under the ages of five, so
it was a lot to work. But while I worked there, I had the
opportunity to work, you know, in the White House some in the
East Wing taking care of things that needed to be taken care of
in Arkansas but then getting to go there and sort of
communicate with whoever we needed to work with there.

[01:12:02] BW: When you look back, is there anything that you
really regret not having gotten done or not doing when he was
governor?

SW: I don't think I had many regrets because I think I can honestly
say I knew I was working for someone—I hate to use the word
great, but you know, someone who was gonna have an impact
on a lot more lives than just ours in Arkansas. He was a good
man to work for. It was a fun job. I don't think I ever took it for

granted. I was so grateful for Mike Gauldin, who I got to work
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for. Bob Nash. And Betsey, working for you, it was the best.
We were trained in such an amazing, disciplined way to be good
stewards of, you know, the—for the state and to work as hard as
we could. We were expected to give the best that we had, and I
think I—I think it was a steep slope up for me. The learning
curve was great, but I'm—up to this day it was, you know, one
of the, you know, greatest times of my life. So I guess I don't
have regrets. Now that some of the people are gone, have
passed away, you know, I treasure those friendships, and I hope
I appreciated them as much as I should have. 'Cause that was
like a family.

BW: Yes.

SW: It was truly a family, that whole staff, not just press office, the
entire staff. And I think back and I just—you know, the things
that happened, hard things, funny things, happy things, you
know, it was just a great time in my life.

[01:13:49] BW: Well, I recall when I first talked to you that you were
so worried that being from Ohio would disqualify you from
working for the governor of Arkansas. And you very quickly
became an Arkansan. [SW laughs] And I was always so
grateful to you.

SW: Well, thank you. And I was grateful for you to give me that
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chance in life that changed my life.
BW: Great. Thank you, Susie.
SW: Thank you.
[End of interview 01:14:15]

[Transcribed and edited by Pryor Center staff]
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