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Dedication




To Rosalynn Carter, Nancy Reagan, Barbara Bush, Hillary Clinton, Laura Bush, and Michelle Obama, who each shared a small part of their lives with me while they served our country as wonderful first ladies.

To the Residence staff of the White House, unsung heroes whose mission is to make a home for the president and his family, and to keep the White House in its glory.

And to my family, whose love and understanding made it possible for me to work at the White House for thirty years.
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PREFACE: Blossoming Passion

I have loved flowers since the first day I saw my grandfather’s garden. When I was growing up in Illinois, we didn’t have much money, and we had to occupy ourselves with activities that didn’t cost anything, like playing in our grandparents’ yard. This was one of my favorite things to do. My grandfather was a professional gardener who maintained estate gardens, and he made his own yard beautiful, too, filling it with many colors and varieties of flowers.

We lived with my grandparents for a few years, and then moved half a block away, so I spent a lot of time in that yard — sometimes just looking at the blossoms, but more often picking the flower heads off the stems and squeezing snow berries to make them pop. “Nancy! Get out of those flower beds!” was my grandfather’s constant refrain. When that didn’t work, he tried to explain (“Don’t pick the flowers off the stems, because they need to finish growing”) or bargain with me (“You can water the flowers — if you stay out of the flower beds”). I loved watering the flowers, but I didn’t stay out of his flower beds, which meant I would be temporarily banished from the yard. And then I’d sneak into other people’s yards to play with their flowers, which always prompted a phone call to my mother. Eventually, I learned to stop destroying the flowers and to start caring for them almost as lovingly as my grandfather did.

My grandmother loved their flowers, but she wasn’t as worried about my exploits in the garden. She was a seamstress who could sew the most exquisite things, from winter coats to wedding gowns, and she instilled in me a love of creativity. I think I got some of my artistic sensibilities from her. (When I was in grade school, I used to win a lot of little art contests — and I like to think that many of the flower arrangements I made for the White House were temporary works of art, too!)

I didn’t pursue floral work or anything artistic early on in my career, though. When I left Bradley University (which was located in Peoria, where I grew up), I took a job as a flight attendant with United Airlines. I knew there was a whole world out there that I hadn’t seen yet — and I wanted to start traveling and meeting new people. But in the back of my mind I still thought about flowers, and creating things. I moved to New York City for my first flight attendant assignment, and then I was transferred to San Francisco. I loved this job because I got to see every major city in the United States.

My travel came to a halt, though, soon after I met a handsome man in the U.S. Air Force test pilot school named Michael Clarke. We dated for five months and were married in November 1967, at which point I had to quit flying because back then flight attendants couldn’t be married. It was difficult at first to give up my traveling career and to move far away from city life, but of course it was worth it to be with my husband.

We lived at Edwards Air Force Base, about seventy miles from Los Angeles, and I frequently drove to the L.A. flower market to buy flowers for our home. I didn’t know a thing about floral design then — I just knew I liked flowers that looked pretty, smelled good, and had lots of petals. Some of my favorites were peonies, roses, and snapdragons.

After test pilot school, my husband was transferred to Albuquerque, New Mexico, where I continued to experiment with flower arranging in my spare time, although I still didn’t think I was doing it quite right. I also worked as a receptionist until our son, Chris, was born in December 1969. We moved to Montgomery, Alabama for a year, and then during the summer of 1971 we moved to Dayton, Ohio, where our daughter, Suzanne, was born in October. In Dayton, I started to play with flower designing more, and I began giving arrangements away to friends — because how many flower arrangements does one house need? It was fun to design things for other people, who seemed to like what I was making.

The Vietnam War was still going on, and when it was my husband’s turn to go in 1974, he was stationed in Thailand to fly in Vietnam. I moved back to Illinois with my children to live with my mother, who was now alone because my father had recently died. I tried to get a job, even a part-time job, in a flower shop there, but no one would hire me because I didn’t have any professional experience. Instead, I worked for a temporary employment agency and had an odd assortment of administrative jobs. At last the war ended, my husband returned, and we moved back to Dayton. I decided it was finally time for me to turn my flower arranging hobby into something more than a pastime, so I signed up for an adult night school class in home floral design. The teacher of the class owned a flower shop. “If you come to work for me,” she told me when the class ended, “I’ll teach you how to be a florist.”

That sounded like a great idea to me, so I took a part-time job with her. She taught me a lot of basic designing, but I felt I needed more. While working in her shop, I learned that one of the top floral design schools in the United States — Hixson’s School of Floral Design — happened to be located in Ohio, in the Cleveland area. Although it was three hours away, I knew immediately that I wanted to go.

“Michael, I need you to stay with the kids for three weeks while I go to school,” I announced to my husband one night in the spring of 1977. “I am going to floral design school in Cleveland.”

He looked at me like I was nuts and asked, “Can’t you find a school in Dayton?” Of course I could have, but I explained that this was one of the best schools in the country, and there was nothing like it nearby. He always supported my crazy ideas, and the craft projects I came up with but never got around to finishing, and he was supportive again this time. “Okay,” he said. “Go for it.” So I did. Chris was seven years old at the time and Suzanne was six, and neither of them knew quite why Mommy was leaving for a while, but it was just a few weeks, and they got over it pretty quickly. I lined up a sitter for them every day from the time that school ended until my husband got home, and off I went.

It was one of the best moves I ever made. I started to understand how to care for flowers properly, and I learned advanced design skills — color coordination, flower placement, and a variety of design approaches, from traditional to contemporary. I also learned I was a natural at making big, festive arrangements. “You’re a party designer!” said the school’s owner, Bill Hixson. “If your husband is ever stationed in Washington, you should see if you can volunteer as a designer at the White House.” And he gave me the chief florist’s name, which I carefully kept stashed in my wallet. Well, one year later, my husband was assigned to Washington, and I did call the chief florist. That was the beginning of my thirty-one-year career as a floral designer in the most important house in the country.


Keeping the House in Bloom
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Telephoning anyone to ask for a job can be intimidating — but calling the White House in search of employment, even a volunteer position, is downright nerve-wracking. My palms were sweating and my heart was beating fast on the afternoon in July 1978 when I dialed the main White House number and asked to be connected to Rusty Young, who was then the White House chief floral designer.

I had received Rusty’s name more than a year earlier from Bill Hixson, the director of the floral design school I attended in Ohio. Bill had told me that if I ever found myself in Washington (a possibility, because my husband was in the military), I should call Rusty, whom Jacqueline Kennedy had hired in 1961 when she first established the Office of the White House Florist. It turned out that my husband did get a job in Washington, and we moved to the suburb of Fairfax, Virginia. So I decided to pick up the phone and see if they would be interested in having me work as a volunteer in the Carter White House. I kept telling myself that the worst they could say was “no.”

An operator answered and transferred my call to the flower shop where, to my surprise, Rusty himself picked up the phone. “My name is Nancy Clarke,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound as nervous as I felt, “and I am a florist. I would love to volunteer to help you with anything you need.” (Truly, I would have been happy to sweep floors or take out the garbage — and I did, many times.)

“Thank you for your call,” Rusty said politely, “but we have plenty of volunteers at the moment.” I’m sure he must have received dozens of phone calls like mine every month. When I eventually became chief floral designer, I got a steady stream of calls and letters all year long, and if a television special showed the Christmas decorations and mentioned our volunteers, I’d be slammed with inquiries for weeks. He tried to end the call by saying, “We’ll keep your name on file in case anything opens up,” but before he had a chance to hang up, I told him that I’d attended Hixson’s School of Floral Design. He paused for a moment, realizing that I might legitimately be helpful. “I see,” he said. “Would it be possible for you to come in for an interview next week?”

Little did I know at the time that this one phone call would lead to thirty-one years at the White House — with almost twenty-five of them as chief floral designer — and to relationships with six first ladies, from Rosalynn Carter through Michelle Obama. I served four of them — Nancy Reagan, Barbara Bush, Hillary Clinton, and Laura Bush — throughout their time in Washington, and developed wonderful, lasting, unique bonds with each one of them.

My New Job

As I walked into the White House for my interview, my stomach was in knots — until I saw the White House Flower Shop. I was expecting something grand, elegant, and serene, but that was not at all what I encountered. It was crammed, cluttered, and overrun with flowers, cut stems, and discarded leaves, and had refuse piled up. In other words, it was just like every floral shop I’ve ever been in. Rusty’s three designers were hard at work in there, and everything felt so familiar that I relaxed immediately. Rusty’s gentle demeanor also put me at ease. “Come in and sit down,” he invited, and then kindly asked me about my design experience and the types of arrangements I’d made. When he realized how much experience I had with party flowers and funeral flowers (which tend to be large and elaborate), he asked when I would be available to work at the White House. I started as a volunteer the very next week.

On my first day as a volunteer, the very first thing Rusty told me was, “You cannot talk about what you see or hear in the White House outside of the White House.” That was good advice — volunteers and staff members who didn’t heed it were unceremoniously let go, and most members of the permanent staff took it quite seriously. Though (as I learned later) they did occasionally gossip amongst themselves when something really juicy was going on, they didn’t tell the outside world about it — and they were very careful not to be loose-lipped around a brand-new volunteer.

Next I learned the unwritten rule of the flower shop: if you make an arrangement of flowers, you have to take it to where it goes. On my first day, Rusty asked me to put together an arrangement for the Library, a beautiful room on the ground floor with cream-colored walls, cream damask draperies, a pastel Oriental rug, and shelves filled with books about American history and culture that Jacqueline Kennedy had asked a committee to choose in 1963. The Library was the first “real” room I saw in the White House. Until then all I’d really seen was the flower shop and the rather dingy, low-lit corridor leading to it. I was impressed — but I had no idea at that time how much more impressive the White House would become after the Reagans moved in.

Tour guests pass by the Library, so from Tuesday through Saturday (the days when public tours are held), there is always a grand arrangement there, on the center table. For the scale of the room and the table, I figured I needed to make an arrangement about forty inches in diameter, which would be the largest display I’d ever made. When I stepped into the refrigerator to select flowers, I felt like a kid in a candy store. I could take anything I wanted and use as much as I needed. After thinking about the cream and pastel color palette of the room and the stately furnishings, I decided to incorporate bright purple liatris, white chrysanthemums, pink lilies, and pale pink roses in a large china bowl with a delicate pattern. When it was finished, one of the designers told me it passed inspection, and it would be used for the tour the next day. I breathed a sigh of relief and became excited at the idea that an arrangement I made would be on display in the White House.

But first I had to get it into the Library, which I somehow managed to do without dropping it or splattering water anywhere along the way, though I felt the entire time I was carrying it that I was on the verge of losing it. A big, full arrangement — with the container full of wet foam, not to mention all the flowers — is unbelievably heavy. There were carts available to transport the arrangements, and I was tempted to use one. But I saw that all the guys in the shop carried their arrangements, and I wanted to prove that I could keep up with them. So I carried mine, too. (Later on, when I was in charge of the shop, my staff and I most definitely used carts!)

Assigning me this arrangement to create was a quick test of my skill and ability to design in a style appropriate for the White House, not my personal style. And I handled the test well. The flower shop was staffed only by men at that time (floral designing was a male-dominated profession in the late ’70s), but after the success of my first arrangement — and my placement of it! — I had the respect of everyone who worked there. After that, though I was still a volunteer, they had me designing pieces for public spaces and special events as if I were part of the staff. This was unusual for a volunteer, but the staff had realized that I could keep up with them and design high-quality pieces, so they made use of that.

For most of the year, the flower shop has a staff of four or five full-time employees, plus up to ten or eleven part-time people who work on an as-needed basis. Around the holidays, almost 100 additional volunteers, who are usually skilled commercial florists, come in to help the floral staff decorate the White House. I ended up working more hours than most volunteers — twenty to twenty-five hours per week, and more for big events.

I was strictly a volunteer until 1981, when I was hired first as a part-time staff member, and then full-time. Because I wasn’t officially part of the staff in 1978, I did not work on flowers for the Carters’ Residence, and I certainly didn’t visit it. So I didn’t even see the first lady until months after I’d started at the White House, and I only saw her occasionally after that. But in my years as a volunteer during the Carter administration, I did come to understand how the White House works behind the scenes.

In the House

The White House, officially, is the residence and workplace of the president of the United States. Running such a grand and complicated building isn’t easy, and there’s a huge team that makes it all happen.

The White House itself is divided into three main sections: the Residence, the West Wing, and the East Wing. The first family lives in the rooms on the second and third floors of the Residence, which is the central and original part of the White House complex. They inhabit sixteen rooms plus bathrooms on the second floor, and twenty rooms plus bathrooms on the third floor — hardly cramped quarters. Both the second and third floors feature a central corridor, about twenty feet wide, which is divided into sitting areas. Most first families use the West Sitting Hall on the second floor as their main living room. Also on the second floor are the first family’s kitchen, a dining room, and a beauty shop. The president and first lady’s bedroom is on this floor, too, as are a few other bedrooms: some that the president’s children might sleep in, the Lincoln Bedroom, and the Queens’ Bedroom, which is named for the royal guests who have slept there, including queens of England, Greece, the Netherlands, and Norway. On the third floor are storage rooms and ten or eleven guest bedrooms, and above the third floor is a solarium that serves as an informal living and dining room.

The Residence staff has a hectic schedule on Inauguration Day, trying to get the new first family’s clothes into their closets, their beds made, and their furniture unpacked. The staff also has to get rid of empty boxes and packing paper (which pile up all over), set up the Oval Office, prepare meals for the first family’s guests, and put flowers in place for the family and all of their guests — and finish the whole job in less than five hours, before the family returns from the inaugural events.

Two or three times a year (around the holidays and definitely at inauguration time), all the guest rooms are filled, and at least one or two guest bedrooms are filled once or twice a week. We only placed flowers in the guest rooms when guests would actually be staying there, so on most days we had twelve to fifteen flower arrangements — not thirty-six — on the second and third floors. We almost always had arrangements for rooms on the second floor, including the sitting areas, the bedrooms, and the dining room. We always made sure the flowers in the first family’s home coordinated with the colors in the rooms and looked like they belonged there, not like we were putting on a floral design show.

In the entire White House complex, there are 132 rooms and thirty-five bathrooms. Beneath the second floor in the Residence is the state floor, where you’ll find the State Dining Room, which is used for state dinners; the East Room, where press conferences, large dinners, and after-dinner entertainment take place; and the Red, Blue, and Green Rooms, three parlors used primarily for cocktail parties and other receptions. Mrs. Reagan, whose favorite color was red, especially loved the Red Room, which had walls covered in red silk. She often had her official photographs taken in there.

Below the state floor on the ground floor are the Diplomatic Reception Room (one of four oval-shaped rooms in the White House, where diplomats enter the house before a state dinner, and which the president uses as his back door when he comes and goes to and from the helicopter on the South Grounds); the Map Room, a private meeting room that the first lady uses when she doesn’t want people to come up to the second floor, and that members of the Residence staff can use for meetings as well; the China Room, where glass cases display presidential china plates; the Vermeil Room, a beautiful sitting room with glass cabinets showcasing sample gilded silver pieces from the White House vermeil collection; and the Library, which is often used for television tapings of interviews and public service announcements by the first family. These rooms, most of which visitors see during public tours, are on the south side of the ground floor. The rooms most visitors don’t see — the main kitchen, the housekeeping office, the National Park Service office, the bowling alley, the carpenters’ shop, and my home base, the flower shop — are along the corridor on the north side.
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The president’s Oval Office, the Cabinet Room, and the offices of the president’s senior staff are all in the West Wing, while the offices of the first lady and her staff members are in the East Wing. Mrs. Carter was the first first lady to have a formal East Wing office, and she worked there almost every day.

Once I joined the flower shop as a full-time employee, I was part of the Residence staff, which includes more than ninety people, all there to look after the needs of the first family: the chef, pastry chef, calligraphers, curators, housekeepers, butlers, plumbers, electricians, and more. The entire Residence staff serves “at the pleasure of the president,” which means someone can be let go at any time, for any reason, or for no reason at all. But because the Residence staff isn’t political in nature, many, like me, remain on staff from administration to administration, regardless of whether the president is a Democrat or a Republican. Like most members of the Residence staff, I kept my political views to myself while I worked at the White House, and I still do.

The ushers are the leaders of the Residence team. Everything goes through the ushers’ office, and the chief usher is the one in charge of it all — at the direction of the first family, that is — and the one in closest contact with the president and first lady. In Nancy Reagan’s memoir, My Turn, she mentions that at the beginning of the Reagan administration, Letitia Baldridge (who had been Jacqueline Kennedy’s chief of staff and social secretary) told her, “Make sure you get along with the chief usher … he runs the place. Next to your husband, he’ll be the most important man in your life.”

The chief usher when I started at the White House, and through the first term of the Reagan administration, after which he became White House curator, was Rex Scouten. (Mrs. Reagan did indeed think he was an important man in her life. She even named her Cavalier King Charles spaniel after him!) He had been at the White House in some capacity since 1949, when he became a Secret Service agent for President Truman, and he stayed for forty-eight years, until he retired in 1997. He was handsome, charming, and very old-school. Though I called all other members of the staff and subsequent chief ushers by their first names, he was always “Mr. Scouten.” I call him that to this day.

When I was hired as a full-time floral designer in 1981, Mr. Scouten told me, “I’m not sure how it’s going to work out having a woman as a floral designer — but we’ll give it a try.” But after that, he always supported me, and I loved working with him. When I checked in with him after state dinners to make sure things had gone well, Mr. Scouten didn’t just say, “Yes, it was fine.” Instead, he would put his arm around me and exclaim, “Well done!”

Mr. Scouten overheard me briefing my volunteers during my first Christmas season as chief floral designer. I assigned them to teams, told them exactly what they would be working on and where, and made sure everyone was well aware of what would be happening in every area of the house. He told me later, “That was great — this is the first time I’m sure Christmas will be well organized.” (And after that Christmas, he gave me a raise.)

Once, when I presented Mrs. Reagan with a selection of samples and she didn’t like any of them, Mr. Scouten assured me that I had nothing to worry about. “You can never please them during the third year of an administration,” he said, and that proved to be true over the years. By the third year the first ladies are comfortable in their roles supervising the Residence staff, but they’re starting to get tense or uneasy about an upcoming campaign or the prospect of leaving the White House. By the fourth year, they’ve adapted to whatever change is coming and they seem more relaxed.

When Mr. Scouten retired, Gary Walters became chief usher, and he served in that role until his retirement in 2007. Gary and I had a more collegial relationship — lots of joking, plenty of good-natured arguments, and much mutual respect. When my husband, who was still in the military, got orders to move to Korea and I told Gary I might be leaving the White House, he said quietly and sincerely, “Nancy, we’d really hate to lose you.” He told me what an asset I was to the White House, and what a great job I was doing. His encouragement played a big role in my husband’s decision to retire rather than go overseas, so we could stay in Washington and I could keep my job. I loved working with Gary as much as I loved working with Mr. Scouten, which was a good thing, because the chief usher was my day-to-day boss (though the first lady was my real boss).

Of course, when you work at the White House, you report to a lot of people. As chief floral designer, I also worked closely with the social secretary, who coordinates all White House social events, from luncheons with friends to the biggest state dinners. The social secretary was my first and main contact for every event. I made friends with all of the social secretaries I worked with through the different administrations, and I still keep in touch with many of them. Leading up to events, I spoke to them three or four or more times a day, and they often called me at home at night to tell me about little details that had changed for an event. There were generally one or two different social secretaries per administration, though Nancy Reagan and Laura Bush each had three. It’s an intense job with incredibly long hours, and after a four-year stint, burnout tends to be inevitable. When a new social secretary starts, there’s usually a month or two of overlap with the outgoing one, and during that period I would establish my working routine with them. My policy was to check in with them about everything and communicate frequently and openly. Every social secretary I worked with was very nice — it sounds sappy, but it’s true. My volunteers always commented on how nice they were. Someone couldn’t have that job if she weren’t a nice person; a social secretary has to be friendly with everyone and roll with whatever comes her way.

The floral design staff works in parallel with the housekeepers and butlers to make the first family’s Residence beautiful and to set up for events. It was always a little bit of a dance — I’d be placing flowers in the Residence while the housekeepers tried to make sure the floors were perfectly polished and I hadn’t dripped any water. Or the butlers would wait for me to place a centerpiece on a dinner table before they would set it with china and glassware. Meanwhile, the executive chef and a team of four or five full-time staff and ten or more part-time chefs coordinated menus and prepared food for all events. The kitchen staff also prepared food for the first family’s daily meals, which I was interested to learn the president and first lady pay for themselves. They can eat whatever they want, but only the food served at official functions is covered by the government. (Mrs. Reagan explained in her memoir that she was surprised by this, too, and was caught off-guard when she saw their first food bill. They also paid for incidentals like toothpaste and soap.) The president’s valets handled such personal needs as shoe-shining, pressing clothes, carrying luggage, and so on. We were all on the same team, and we all had the same goal — to make the first family happy, every single day.

A “Typical” White House Day

People often ask me to describe a typical day working in the White House. I have to tell them, of course, that there was no such thing as a typical day. Anything could happen — a luncheon for a queen, a dinner for a prime minister, a rock star playing a concert for hundreds of guests — and it usually did.

On a Monday in 1994 during the Clinton administration, which came as close to “typical” as any, I got up at 4:20 a.m., as I did every morning. I had to be at work by 6:30, and before that I had to get dressed up (I wore a suit most days) and turn on the news to learn if anything important had happened in the political arena overnight that would affect us, or if any last-minute events or press conferences had been scheduled for inside the White House that day. If something big came up overnight that the ushers’ office found out about, they’d alert me at home, but sometimes the press found out first and I would learn about it from the news before the ushers did. (I often heard about press conferences that hadn’t yet been scheduled when I had left work the previous day. Once I learned about a pilot crashing a stolen plane into the White House; another time, I got the news about an armed intruder jumping a fence onto the South Lawn and wounding a Secret Service agent, who was a good friend of ours in the flower shop — luckily, he was fine.)

Press conferences in the Rose Garden fell outside my purview, but when they were held in the East Room or Cross Hall, I had to make sure fresh flowers were in place. After I caught up on the news — and drank a big cup of coffee — I drove the forty minutes (or longer, if something big was happening in Washington) from my house to the White House.

After parking near the East Wing on East Executive Avenue, which separates the White House from the Treasury Building, I showed my White House badge to get through two outdoor security checkpoints, and said hello to the officer stationed at the door where I entered the building itself. (This was before 9/11; after that there were even more layers of very stringent security.) I passed the visitors’ office, which was really a reception room for guests. Because it was on my way, the first thing I did every morning was check the flower arrangement in the visitors’ office — a large arrangement, often composed of flowers left over from dinners and other events, which we placed there to welcome visitors — so I could let my staff know if anything needed replacing or refreshing.

Then I went to the flower shop, where my staff was rolling in and grumbling about the early hour. It doesn’t matter where you work — it’s not very exciting to be there at 6:30 in the morning! I had a staff of three incredibly talented full-time designers at that time. Ronn Payne was a wonderful, very high-end designer who joked about everything and kept us entertained with his (sometimes off-color) stories. Keith Fulghum pushed us all to try new things by coming up with unusual color and flower combinations, which often worked beautifully. When Keith was in charge of the flowers in the Residence while George and Laura Bush lived there, I occasionally got a call from Mrs. Bush, who would tell me how much she liked the new direction we’d taken with the flowers. Wendy Elsasser, a fifth-generation florist, had worked in New York City with me on a Macy’s window display project — we had turned the window into a lush garden, complete with “trees” made out of flowers. Wendy was funny and off-the-wall and often had me in stitches. I’d liked her immediately and was thrilled to hire her to join my staff because she was an excellent designer and a good friend.

On that Monday, as I did every day, I logged into the flower shop’s computer and checked “Usher Information,” which the ushers’ office posted on the White House server, to see the schedule for the day. I saw nothing unexpected at that point. We had a huge congressional picnic on Tuesday evening in a tent on the South Lawn, but I’d ordered flowers for that the previous week, and my staff and I had worked over the weekend to begin assembling the 120 centerpieces. We’d have plenty of time today to finish them up, so we were in good shape. Luckily, no other big events were posted on the calendar that week. The president was going to be in the Oval Office all day (and not taking off or landing in the presidential helicopter, Marine One, since the South Lawn was unavailable while the tent was in place), so we were free to come and go to the tent as needed without being blocked by his motorcade. The National Park Service was taking care of arranging picnic tables in the tent, and Mrs. Clinton didn’t have any last-minute events.

Since no emergencies loomed, I left the shop and took my daily tour through every public room in the White House where we kept flowers — three rooms on the ground floor and four rooms on the state floor, with one fairly massive arrangement in each room — and then checked in at the ushers’ office to see if anything new had come up on the “Usher Information” schedule before I returned to the shop to divvy up assignments for the week. I rotated tasks weekly among my staff members. One would spend the week handling “tour pieces” (arrangements for public rooms that tours passed through; there were no tours on Mondays, so that’s when we did the bulk of the work making and placing new displays for the tours that began just after 7:00 on Tuesday mornings), another would take care of the flowers in the West Wing, and another would oversee the flowers in the first family’s Residence. I was in charge of flowers for special events. I also assisted my staff members with the daily maintenance as needed, and they assisted me with events. Working on the different types of arrangements didn’t require different skills, but it did require working in styles and colors appropriate for the location. We rotated responsibilities for the sake of variety, so the same person didn’t have to make an arrangement for, say, the Red Room every week.

By 10:00 a.m. my staff members were up to their elbows in flowers, making arrangements for their respective sections of the house, and I was checking in at the weekly meeting of all the Residence staff department heads. The meeting always included the chief usher (as well as the deputy usher on duty that day), the head butler, the executive chef, the head plumber, the head engineer, the curator, the National Park Service supervisor, the head carpenter, and me. The meeting, which was run by the chief usher, lasted anywhere from fifteen minutes to an hour, and we discussed all upcoming events for the week and any major events on the horizon.

As the meeting began that day, my mind drifted to finishing the arrangements for the congressional picnic. But I snapped back to attention when I heard Gary Walters, the chief usher, casually say, “And then we have 1,000 people coming for a picnic on Friday night.” There had been no hint of any Friday event on the “Usher Information” schedule — let alone a picnic for 1,000 guests.

“Did I just miss something?” I asked in astonishment. “Gary, what are you talking about? What dinner?” It wasn’t the size of the party that surprised me; the Clintons liked to entertain — a lot — and when they did, the events were often enormous. But usually I got more than a few days’ notice for something this big.

Gary Walters explained that since the tent was up for the congressional picnic on Tuesday anyway, “the social office decided last night to keep it up and have a big press picnic on Friday evening.” I started calculating the number of arrangements we’d need for 1,000 people — and then, trying to contain my alarm, I asked, “Gary, do you have a table count yet?” He shook his head. He had no other details. I wondered how much it was going to cost to expedite shipping in whatever flowers Mrs. Clinton wanted for the picnic. Gary knew what I was thinking. “Nancy,” he chided me, as he often did, “whatever you have to do, don’t spend too much money.” I shot him a look — but didn’t say anything.

As soon as the meeting ended, I ran to my shop to call the social office to talk to Ann Stock, Mrs. Clinton’s social secretary. “Ann! I just heard about the picnic on Friday. What do you want us to do? I haven’t ordered anything beyond what we need for the congressional picnic!”

“It’s a picnic for the press,” she explained calmly. “Let’s just see if we can reuse some of the arrangements that are being used for tomorrow’s picnic.”

At tent events, guests ate off very simple rental china or paper plates, rather than pieces from the White House china collections, so I didn’t have to worry about coordinating the look of the flowers with the place settings. For the Tuesday night picnic, we were assembling cheerfully casual arrangements of sunflowers mixed with bright yellow sunflower pom-pom chrysanthemums, and I wondered if they would work (and last long enough!) for the Friday evening event. When Ann stopped by our shop to see them a few minutes later, she simply said, in her upbeat way, “Oh, they’ll be fine!”

We didn’t have time to get Mrs. Clinton to okay them for Friday, but when a last-minute event came up, she was never picky about the flowers, so I knew if Ann said it would be fine, it would be.

Sunflower pom-pom chrysanthemums last like iron. I could leave them out on a counter for a week and they’d still look good. But we would have to replace any sunflowers that drooped. I knew local wholesalers would have these in stock. I quickly contacted seven or eight of them who could track down whatever I needed from all over the world. But in this instance, they wouldn’t need to expedite any flower shipments from far away, which I knew would make Gary Walters happy.

I spent more than an hour on the phone with all my wholesalers, ordering replacement sunflowers to add to the arrangements for Friday. The main issue was that any sunflowers they delivered on Thursday had to be already open (sunflowers often arrive closed, and then it takes three or four days of water and sunshine to get them to burst open). I explained this to the wholesalers, and they knew me well enough to give me what I asked for. If a single flower arrived closed, it would go back on the next delivery truck and I wouldn’t pay for it.

When we had Friday’s details under control, my staff and I got to work finishing the table arrangements for the Tuesday picnic. Making 120 centerpieces is an assembly-line process. After the containers are prepared, one person puts in the sunflowers, the next person does the greens, and so on. There was no room in our shop for such an extensive project, so we worked on large tables outside in the alley behind our shop, using scaffolding as shelves to hold the finished arrangements, which were hardy enough to stay outside overnight. We finished — just barely — before the end of the day. Our standard working hours wrapped up at 3:30 p.m. — that’s one benefit of coming in so early. We’d all worked over the weekend, and we knew we’d be working late the next day, so it was nice to have a reasonable nine-hour day.

Both picnics that week came and went with no remarkable problems. We quickly moved on to the next parties on our schedule, all the while keeping up with the everyday flowers in dozens of White House rooms. I remember stretches of three or four weeks (sometimes six, when the Clintons were the first family) when we had an event every day — dinners, concerts, luncheons, press conferences, and more — and I didn’t get a single day off. Sometimes we also had to supply flowers for Air Force One and Camp David, too. The key to keeping up with everything without getting stressed was being extremely, meticulously well organized. Because that’s how it was at the White House: frenzied work on special events was all part of the routine. However, there were some events — like a state dinner for the queen of England — that stood out and required extra special attention, and provided delightful memories for even the most experienced members of the White House staff.

Royal Welcome: A State Dinner Fit for a Queen

State dinners at the White House are always a big deal. The president and first lady welcome a head of state from another nation to Washington, and the guest list might include government luminaries, former U.S. presidents and first ladies, Hollywood stars, and celebrated athletes. But the most memorable state dinner I ever worked on was the one we hosted on Monday, May 7, 2007, in honor of Queen Elizabeth II of England. Not only was it the most formal and elaborate dinner I can recall — it was the queen of England. Yes, we had heads of state visiting the White House all the time, but most of us wouldn’t have recognized many of them. Queen Elizabeth, on the other hand, was and is one of the most famous women in the world.

When a world-famous reigning monarch comes calling, of course she doesn’t show up unannounced. It was January when I first heard that the queen might be visiting sometime in the spring. Amy Zantzinger, who had just started working as Laura Bush’s new social secretary, gave me the heads-up that it was a possibility, and told me not to breathe a word about it to anyone. She had no other details at that point, but wanted to share it with me because she was so excited. If it happened, it would be her first state dinner, and it would be a big one.
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The official announcement to the White House staff about the queen’s visit finally came in April. Our brand-new chief usher, Admiral Stephen Rochon, who came to the White House in March 2007 after Gary Walters retired, told us it would definitely be happening. And effective that instant, we were to be on alert. “Mrs. Bush wants the house to be absolutely spotless,” he said. Well, Mrs. Bush always wanted the house to be in impeccable order. For this event, we were obviously taking it to a new level. In both the public and private areas of the White House, walls and woodwork were to be repainted, wooden doors were to be cleaned and polished, and all the hardware had to be buffed to a perfect shine. “If you see anything, anywhere, that needs attention, let the ushers’ office know,” he added. “Immediately.”

Mrs. Bush didn’t get visibly or vocally excited about things, but because she was giving so much attention to the queen’s visit, I knew it meant a great deal to her. I heard from Amy that this would be a white-tie dinner, which is the most formal kind of dinner that the White House hosts. (President Bush didn’t really want to wear white tie — he preferred less formal occasions — but when he and Mrs. Bush visited Buckingham Palace, the event in their honor was white tie, so it was appropriate to reciprocate.) It was the first and only white-tie dinner of the Bush administration, and the first and only time I worked on a white-tie dinner for a queen. It doesn’t get any fancier!

As soon as I learned the dinner was on, I reached out to four of my part-time florists and put them on call. I knew my full-time staff and I would need their help during the three or four days leading up to the dinner. Then I started planning.

Although Mrs. Bush had been choosing bold, contemporary flower arrangements for recent dinners, Amy told me that the first lady wanted the flowers to be very formal, very classic, and very beautiful for the queen. I immediately thought of using pieces from the White House vermeil collection — elegant nineteenth century gold candelabras and wine coolers — as containers for the flowers. Mrs. Bush loved them, and they were the most formal (and most expensive!) in the White House.

In order to put together samples to show Mrs. Bush, I had to get a few vermeil pieces from the White House curators, a team of five or six full-time employees who oversee all the antiques and artwork in the house. The White House butlers take care of the frequently used china and other serving pieces, but the curators are ultimately responsible for everything that belongs to the White House, including china and crystal, and they kept the rare and valuable pieces under lock and key. The head curator was never thrilled when I asked to use pieces from the vermeil collection for flowers, because he was afraid they’d come back with water damage (which did sometimes happen). But all I had to say was, “This is what Mrs. Bush wants.” He reluctantly gave me what I needed.

I presented samples to Mrs. Bush on April 24. Because we were using the vermeil containers, I thought the gold-and-ivory Clinton china would look best, and I paired that with the vermeil flatware to show her. I made a few white-and-cream samples (with cream and white roses and white lilacs), and one sample with pale pink flowers. We set everything on a lush cream brocade tablecloth. Mrs. Bush came into the State Dining Room to see the samples and immediately chose the cream and white flowers, barely glancing at the pink. That’s exactly what I thought she’d choose for this event, because they looked so classic and formal.

She told me she thought everything from the china to the flatware to the flowers was perfect. Her one request was that we keep the centerpieces very low, because the queen isn’t very tall. “We want her to be able to see over them!” she said.

Once Mrs. Bush had approved the table setups, I quickly passed the information on to the ushers’ office and to Cris Comerford, the executive chef. The chefs needed to know which china we were using for an event before they could finalize the menu, because not all china sets have the same pieces, and they needed to make sure they could serve all their menu items in the appropriate dishware. (When the chefs knew they wanted to serve a clear soup, for example, they’d ask me to steer the first lady toward the Reagan china, which includes the proper soup bowl.)

After I shared the tabletop plan with everyone, I brought Mrs. Bush’s chosen samples with me back to the flower shop. I never threw samples away until after an event was over, even after the flowers withered and browned. The dead samples were my safety net. If anyone questioned what appeared on the tables at an event, I could point to the samples and explain that the first lady had signed off on them. The samples also gave me flower counts; I could look at the arrangements and know that each needed forty-two roses, or whatever the number was.

The very day Mrs. Bush approved the samples, I called the wholesalers and placed orders for roses (several varieties, in white and cream) and white lilacs. I ordered thousands and thousands of flowers, because not only would I be making thirteen centerpieces for the State Dining Room (one for each table of ten guests, with 100 roses in each), I also needed to make arrangements for every room and hallway on the state floor as well as the second floor.
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Flowers began arriving at the White House on the Thursday before the dinner — four days in advance. We cleaned each and every rose, cutting off the bottom leaves and thorns and recutting the stems, and placed them in water in our refrigerator to keep until we were ready to put them into arrangements. On Friday we prepped more than sixty containers for all over the house, cutting foam carefully to fit and inserting it, and fitting many containers with chicken wire to support heavy stems. On Sunday all my staff and I were at the White House for nine hours, assembling the flowers we needed in place on the state and ground floors for the queen’s Monday morning arrival ceremony.

A camera crew from C-Span came in that day to film us working behind the scenes, getting ready for the dinner. This was unusual; we had been filmed a few times before for brief segments of National Geographic specials about the White House, but the flower preparation for most state dinners didn’t attract that kind of attention.

I arrived at work at 6:15 on Monday morning and got right to work making the arrangements for the dinner itself. We made a few, then took them to the State Dining Room, in part to clear out some space in our shop, which was so small that storing flowers for large events was a nightmare, but also because I wanted to see how they looked in the room and make sure we were really happy with them. Luckily, we were.

We finished making the arrangements and, after the butlers placed the tablecloths and the housekeepers ironed them, we positioned the arrangements and put all the candles in the candlesticks and candelabras while the butlers wiped and polished the china, crystal, and flatware and set the tables. As always, there were a lot of people working in concert to prepare the room, and we had everything ready by 2:30 Monday afternoon, in time for the press preview.

About forty members of the press were allowed into the State Dining Room for a peek at the decorations and to interview Mrs. Bush. I always attended these previews, in case anyone had a specific question about the flowers or table settings. At the preview, Mrs. Bush introduced me, saying, “You’ve met her at all the Christmas previews and all the other previews. She’s been here for many years, and once again, you can see her arrangements are just magnificent. They’re just so perfect and elegant, I think, for Her Majesty.” (It was very flattering, and I was happy to know she liked how the flowers looked when everything was set up.)

The preview lasted about fifteen minutes, and after that I spent the afternoon running around, double- and triple-checking every flower in every room, making sure everything looked fresh, and running back and forth to our shop if a blossom or leaf needed replacing. I did that until the guests began arriving at 6:30 p.m., at which point I finally had to stop and hope for the best! (Okay, I almost stopped — I didn’t usually do this, but prior to this dinner I peeked into the State Dining Room one last time after the butlers had lit the candles, poured the water, and dimmed the lights, just before the actual dinner began. I wanted perfection, and I think we achieved it, or something very close to it. In the hushed stillness of the dining room before the guests arrived, the candle flames flickered, casting a warm glow on the gold vermeil centerpieces that held 100 white and cream roses each. The china and crystal sparkled, the flowers were gorgeous, and I must say the room looked spectacular.)

Speaking of guests, the attendees at this event included several all-star athletes, including golfer Arnold Palmer, quarterback Peyton Manning of the Indianapolis Colts, former NFL star Gene Washington (who was Condoleezza Rice’s date), and Calvin Borel, the winning jockey from the Kentucky Derby, which had been run on the Saturday before the dinner, and which the queen — a horse racing fan — had attended. After he won, Mrs. Bush asked Amy, her social secretary, to call Calvin to invite him to the dinner. At first he thought it was a joke, but she finally convinced him it was a legitimate invitation from the White House. He happily accepted, but explained that he and his fiancée didn’t have clothes for the occasion. Amy arranged to rent him a set of white tails, and shops in Louisville, Kentucky, home of the Derby, stayed open on Sunday so his fiancée could find a dress.

When guests — other than the guest of honor and a handful of select others — arrive for a state dinner, they come to the East Portico entrance to the White House and go first to the East Room for cocktails, by way of the Grand Staircase. A few very special guests, such as the vice president and the secretary of state, go to the Yellow Oval Room on the second floor to have cocktails and canapés with the guest of honor. Just sixteen guests joined the queen in the Yellow Oval Room prior to her state dinner.

For a state dinner, each minute (in some cases, increments of just a few seconds) of the evening is precisely orchestrated, and there is a detailed, printed schedule outlining every step so staff members know exactly what should be going on, and when. On the night of the queen’s dinner, at 7:15, on Amy’s cue, the Yellow Oval Room guests, except for the “four principals” (President and Mrs. Bush and Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip), were escorted to the East Room by the chief of protocol and announced in protocol order.

At 7:20, the “four principals” left the second floor and descended the Grand Staircase to the Cross Hall while “Hail America” played. They paused (for “5 to 10 seconds,” according to the schedule) at the bottom of the stairs for a photo opportunity, then went to greet the East Room guests in a receiving line. The receiving line concluded promptly at 7:55, and at 8:00 on the dot, President Bush delivered a toast to greet guests. The queen gave her toast immediately after. At 8:10, dinner was served.

When the dinner started in the State Dining Room, my staff and I were still at the White House, working with the operations staff to transform the East Room from a cocktail site into an entertainment venue. Violinist Itzhak Perlman would be playing for the queen and all the guests after dinner. As the operations guys were moving tables and we were replacing flower arrangements, Chief Usher Rochon stopped in to tell me that when the entertainment concluded, the queen wanted to meet the staff members in charge of getting the dinner ready before she left the White House. So, he said, I should change into my gown. “Gown?” I asked. “I don’t have one here,” I said, explaining that I’d never needed one before.

“What do you mean you don’t have a gown at work?” He was incredulous and insisted that I go talk to Amy immediately. When I found her, Amy looked over my black suit, silk shell, and pearls, and told me not to worry. “Just stand with your legs together, and no one will notice,” she said.

We finished setting up the East Room, and the rest of my staff left at 8:30 p.m., but I stayed to meet the queen and got a head start on cleaning up our shop, which we’d torn apart in the process of getting ready for this dinner.

About a dozen staff members formed a receiving line to greet the queen as she emerged from the Perlman performance around 11:00 p.m. I’d been working at the White House for almost twenty-nine years at that point, and I had met many celebrities, so I wasn’t nervous. But I was definitely more excited than usual, because it was the queen of England. I was also very tired, which took some of the edge off for me. Moments before we met her, the queen’s aide — known as her “gentleman” — briefed us on how to behave. “Do not speak to her unless she speaks to you,” he told us. “Do not extend your hand to her. Wait for her to put her hand out first. And,” he added, “do not attempt to touch the queen.”

I learned later that when Calvin Borel, the Derby-winning jockey, posed for a photo with the queen and Mrs. Bush, he affectionately put his arms around both of them. It was a complete breach of protocol, but it was so sweet and he was so excited that no one seemed to mind.

Though I worked for the most famous couple in America and had met plenty of celebrities, meeting the queen left me star-struck. She wore the Queen Mary tiara, which her grandmother had given to her, as well as a diamond necklace known as the Festoon, and diamond earrings. Her gown was creamy white with a beaded bodice and chiffon skirt, and over it she wore the blue Order of the Garter sash. I was amazed that someone so petite and delicate, with such a soft smile, could look so grand and regal. She did not speak to me, but she did extend her hand (it was tiny!), and I took it for a brief handshake — one of the most memorable of my life.

Mrs. Bush, who followed Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip through the staff receiving line, looked beautiful in an embroidered turquoise silk faille dress with a matching bolero jacket by Oscar de la Renta. As she greeted me, she whispered happily, “The flowers were perfect.” The next morning the Washington Post called the dinner “the most elegant Washington evening in a decade.”

When I finally left to go home that night after the long, exhausting day, I walked toward my car in the pitch black feeling elated and satisfied. I knew how gorgeous the event had been — and I could tell how much it had pleased Mrs. Bush. Pleasing the first lady was more important to me than anything else.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





