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T
hings are norm

al in the W
hite 

H
o
u
se p

ress ro
o
m

, T
h
e rep

o
rt-

ers '..w
h
o
 reg

u
larly

 co
v
er th

e 
.P

reS
ident are grum

bling about 
O

le aul ts, real and im
agined, of 

the P
residential press secretary, 

R
on N

essen, and M
r. N

essen, if 
h
e 'h

as, n
o
 h

arsh
 co

m
p
lain

ts 
ab

o
u

t th
e p

ress co
rp

s, h
as at 

leaS
t som

e disappointm
ents. 

T
h

e atm
o

sp
h

ere is all v
ery

 
d

iffe
re

n
t fro

m
 w

h
a
t it w

a
s 

w
h

en
 P

resid
en

t N
ix

o
n
 w

as in
 

o
ffice. T

h
en

 a v
irtu

al state o
f 

w
ar existed betw

een the W
hite 

H
o
u
se p

ress co
rp

s an
d
 R

o
n
ald

 
L

. Z
ieg

ler, th
e p

ress secretary
. 

N
o

w
 it's ra

th
e
r lik

e
 b

o
rd

e
r 

sniping. O
r as V

ariety, the daily 
S

how
 business new

spaper put it 
recen

tly
, "R

o
n

 N
essen

—
is h

e 
fading w

ith D
.C

. new
sm

en?" 
F

ifty or so new
spaper, m

aga-
zine, television and radio report-
ers are reg

u
larly

 assig
n

ed
 b

y
 

th
eir o

ffices to
 co

v
er th

e P
res-

id
en

t, an
d
 th

e assig
n
m

en
t is 

co
n
sid

ered
 in

 th
e p

ro
fessio

n
 to

 
b

e •am
o

n
g

 th
e m

o
st im

p
o

rtan
t 

in
 W

a
sh

in
g
to

n
 jo

u
rn

a
lism

. 
L

ik
ew

ise, th
e jo

b
 o

f P
resid

en
-

tial p
ress secretary

 is o
n
e o

f 
the m

ost im
portant in this city, 

sin
ce th

e secretary
 is th

e m
ain

 
co

n
d

u
it 'th

ro
u

g
h

 w
h

ich
 P

res-
idential policies and pronounce-
m

e
n

ts a
n

d
 e

v
e
n

 fo
ib

le
s a

re
 

m
ade public. 
T

he answ
er to V

ariety is yes, 
M

r. N
essen

 is "fad
in

g
" w

ith
 

som
e W

hite H
ouse correspond-

ents. A
nd.som

e are fading w
ith 

him
. H

e says, for instance, that  a g
reat d

eal o
f th

e in
fo

rm
atio

n
 

h
e h

as av
ailab

le fo
r th

e p
ress 

each
 d

ay
 is n

ev
er ask

ed
 fo

r b
y
 

reporters. S
om

e reporters feel, 
in

 fact, th
at so

m
e o

f th
e q

u
es-

tions put to M
r. N

essen are not 
to

 elicit in
fo

rm
atio

n
, b

u
t, as 

one W
hite H

ouse regular put it, 
"to

 p
ro

v
e th

eir m
an

h
o

o
d

." 
S

till, m
any observers believe 

th
at so

m
e co

n
fro

n
tatio

n
 is th

e 
n

atu
ral co

n
d

itio
n

 an
d

 p
ro

b
-

ably the healthy condition, too, 
sin

c
e
 a

 te
n
sio

n
 b

e
tw

e
e
n
 re

-
p
o
rters an

d
 th

e p
ress o

ffice 
ten

d
s to

 k
eep

 b
o

th
 , sid

es o
n

 
their toes. 

A
 B

alancing of V
iew

s 
T

h
ere are sev

eral , b
u
ilt-in

 
problem

s in the press secretary 
jo

b
, th

e m
o
st im

p
o
rtan

t b
ein

g
 

th
e n

eed
 to

 b
alan

ce w
h

at th
e 

p
ress secretary

 co
n
ceiv

es h
is 

job to be against w
hat the P

res-
id

en
t o

ften
 p

erceiv
es as th

e
e  

secretary's proper role. 
M

any secretaries begin seeing 
them

selves as m
ere dispensers 

of inform
ation. W

hen M
r. N

es-
sen w

as appointed to the job in 
S

ep
tem

b
er h

e v
o

w
ed

 n
ev

er to
 

"k
n
o
w

in
g
ly

 lie" to
 th

e p
ress, 

an
n

o
u

n
ced

 th
at h

e d
id

 n
o

t b
e-

liev
e th

at th
e p

ress secretary
 

alw
ay

s h
ad

 to
 ag

ree w
ith

 th
e 

P
re

sid
e
n

t a
n

d
 sa

id
 th

a
t h

e
 

w
o

u
ld

 n
o

t b
eco

m
e a salesm

an
 

for the P
resident. 

S
o

m
e rep

o
rters th

in
k

 h
e h

as 
sh

ad
ed

 th
e tru

th
 at tim

es, al-
though that is not a m

ajor criti-
cism

 o
f h

im
. N

o
 o

n
e k

n
o
w

s 
w

h
e
th

e
r o

r n
o

t h
e
 a

lw
a
y

s 
agrees w

ith the P
resident. 

M
r. N

essen says now
 that the 

"job looks a lot different to m
e  

correspondent. H
e is articulate, 

about m
edium

 height and bald-
ish. H

e dresses som
ew

hat m
od-

d
ish

, h
as a ten

d
en

cy
 to

w
ard

 
p
u
d
g
in

ess an
d
 ch

ain
 sm

o
k
es 

th
ro

u
g

h
 h

is d
aily

 p
ress b

rief-
ings, w

hich are scheduled each 
m

o
rn

in
g
 fo

r' 1
1
:3

0
 A

.M
. b

u
t 

u
su

ally
 start ab

o
u
t 2

0
 o

r 3
0
 

m
in

u
tes late. 

H
e g

en
erally

 o
p
en

s w
ith

 a 
jo

k
e; p

artly
 b

ecau
se th

at's th
e 

nature of the m
an and partly as 

a d
ev

ice to
 relax

 th
e y

ears o
f 

tensio
n

 hat d
ev

elop
ed betw

een 
M

r. Z
ie

g
le

r a
n
d
 th

e
 W

h
ite

 
H

o
u
se p

ress. M
o
st rep

o
rters 

give him
 credit for relaxing the 

tensions, but seriously criticize 
th

e jo
k

es. 
O

n som
e ocdasions M

r. N
es-

sen
, w

h
o

 is k
n

o
w

n
 to

 h
av

e a 
rath

er v
o

latile tem
p

er, can
 b

e 
p
reach

y
. L

ast m
o
n
th

, fo
r in

-
stan

ce, h
e sco

ld
ed

 a rep
o

rter, 
accu

sin
g
 h

im
 o

f b
ein

g
 d

isre- th
e In

terio
r. "I w

o
u

ld
 lik

e to
 

rem
ind you again of 'som

ething 
I said before about the need for 
civ

ility
 in

 th
e p

ress ro
o

m
," th

e 
secretary said. =

 
A

nothertim
e, w

hen a report-
er started

 ch
u
ck

lin
g
 in

 a p
ress 

briefing, M
r. N

essen snapped at 
h
im

, "H
o
w

 w
o
u
ld

 y
o
u
 an

sw
er 

that question if you w
ere press 

secretary
 —

 a jo
b

 y
o

u
 w

o
u

ld
 

dearly love to have?"  
S

om
e reporters feel that M

r. 
N

essen
 h

as a ten
d
en

cy
 to

 let 
h
is tem

p
er g

et th
e b

etter o
f 

h
im

. T
h
u
s, th

ey
 feel, h

e o
v
er-

reacted w
hen T

he W
ashington 

S
tar-N

ew
s b

rak
e th

e W
h
ite 

H
o

u
se release d

ate o
n

 P
resi-

d
en

t F
o

rd
's b

u
d

g
et y

esterd
ay

. 
B

ecau
se O

f th
at, M

r. N
essen

 
ordered an advance copy of the 
P

resident's E
conom

ic M
essage 

w
ith

h
eld

 fro
m

 th
e p

ap
er u

n
til 

d
ead

lin
e tim

e an
d

 b
an

n
ed

 th
e 

p
ap

er fro
m

 a b
riefin

g
 o

n
 th

e 
m

essage. 

O
n

e o
f th

e co
m

p
lain

ts ab
o

u
t 

th
e p

ress secretary
 is th

at th
e 

p
ress o

ffice h
e ru

n
s is in

effi-
cient, T

hus, on P
resident F

ord's 
trip

 to
 th

e F
ar E

ast last m
o
n
th

, 
press briefings w

ere often held 
in the m

iddle of the night, som
e 

rep
o
rters w

ere n
ev

er to
ld

 th
at 

th
e p

ress b
riefin

g
s w

ere b
ein

g
 

held and frequently neither M
r. 

N
essen

 n
o
r h

is aid
es co

u
ld

 b
e 

fo
u
n
d
 to

 a
n
sw

e
r q

u
e
stio

n
s 

w
hen they w

ere needed. F
or all 

of this, he later apologized. 
In

 h
is o

w
n

 d
efen

se, h
e say

s 
th

at th
e jo

b
 o

f p
ress secretary

 
"lo

o
k
s fairly

 sim
p
le fro

m
 th

e 
o
u
tsid

e, b
u
t th

at it really
 in

-
volves com

plicated m
achinery" 

w
h
o
se h

an
d
lin

g
 it "to

o
k
 h

im
 

so
m

e tim
e to

 learn
. R

ep
o

rters 
g
en

erally
 ag

ree w
ith

 th
is as-

sessm
ent of the job. 

T
here are areas in w

hich M
r. 

N
essen

 d
eserv

es h
ig

h
 p

raise, 
m

ost W
hite H

ouse reporters be-
liev

e h
e h

as, fo
r ex

am
p
le, ap

-
parent ready access to the P

res- 

th
an

 it d
id

 w
h
en

 I cam
e h

ere, 
an

d
 I can

 n
o

 lo
n

g
er b

e p
recise 

about draw
ing the line betw

een 
g

iv
in

g
 an

 ex
p

lan
atio

n
 o

f th
e 

P
resid

en
t's p

o
licies, w

h
ich

 is 
m

y job, and salesm
anship." 

N
early

 to
 a in

an
 m

o
st o

f th
e 

W
h

ite H
o

u
se rep

o
rters b

eliev
e 

th
at M

r. N
essen

 h
as b

eco
m

e a 
salesm

an for the P
resident's en-

ergy and econom
ic policies. A

t 
a recen

t p
ress b

riefin
g

, fo
r in

-
sta

n
c
e
, h

e
 d

e
liv

e
re

d
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 lo
n
g
 

com
m

entary on the dangers of 
g

aso
lin

e ratio
n

in
g

—
w

h
ich

 th
e 

P
resid

en
t o

p
p

o
ses—

an
d

 d
eliv

-
ered

 it n
o
t in

 resp
o
n
se to

 a re-
p

o
rter's q

u
estio

n
 b

u
t b

ecau
se 

he w
anted to. 
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and Disappointments 
ident, and when he speaks 
about how the President feels 
on some situation, reporters 
can be fairly sure that that in-
deed is how the President feels. 

In fact, some members of 
the press corps criticizes Mr. 
Nessen because they think that 
he is more concerned with help-
ing to make policy than to giv-
ing out news about policy. Sim-
ilar criticism has been made 
about other Presidential press 
secretaries. 

At Mr. Nessen's suggestion, 
President Ford became the first 
President to allow "follow-up" 
questions at his news confer-
ences, meaning that a reporter, 
after listening to the President's 

An Open White House 
Largely because of Mr. Ford 

the White House is probably 
more open to reporters than it 
has been since the early days of 
President Lyndon B. Johnson. 
That is because Mr. Ford does 
not seem either to fear or dis-
like reporters. 

If the reporters have their 
usual complaints about the 
press secretary' he in turn has 
some unusual complaints about 
them. Mr. Nessen says, for in-
stance, that he spends about 
five hours each morning pre-
paring for the morning press 
briefing and is "surprised how 
little homework the reporters 
do." 

He has told friends that the 
caliber of questioning is such 
that most often he never gives 
out much more than 20 per cent 
of the answers he, is prepared 
to make. 

When asked about it he puts 
the percentage somewhat high-
er, concedes that "I was no bet-
ter when I covered the White 
House" and adds that he is dis-
appointed in the press corps. 

Mr. Nessen cited a number of 
examples of news events in re-
cent weeks on which he re-, 
ceived no questions at his news-
briefings although he had been 
prepared, often with quotes 
from the President. 

He arrives each day at the 
press briefing with a large 
loose - leaf notebook jammed 
with information—often, includ-; 
ing long quotes from the Pres-
ident. 

No Question on Topic 
On a recent day, for instance, 

there was a news article that 
the Chinese had canceled a con-
tract to purchase 601,000 tons 
of wheat from the United-
States. At his press briefing, 

answers to a first question, not one question was asked 
could ask a second question on about it. 
the subject. In the same day's papers, . 

there were accounts of the 
withdrawal of 1,000 Turkish': 
troops from Cyprus, about a 
Latin-American Foreign Minis-"" 
ters' meeting, about the United 
States' asking the Soviet Union' 
to •explain a possible violation 
of the 1972 agreement on 
tation of strategic arms and 
about the White. House's asking, ' 
the courts to allow it to send a - 
substantial number of former 
President Nixon's papers to him 
in California. 

The briefing lasted 54 min-
utes, and not one question'," 
was asked about any of those 
news events, the official trans- 
script of the briefing shows. 

"The format of these brief-
ings is question and answer, 
and it bothers me—the ques-
tion how much should I volun-
teer when I'm waiting for ques-
tions?" ,Mr. Nessen says. 
"Where is the line? I fear if I 
volunteer people are going to 
say I'm using salesmanship for - 
the President, or we are trying 
to manage the news. I can't tell 
the press what 'news they are 
not going to get out by not ask-
ing the questions." 


