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Commentary and Opinion

Going Public About Packwood

Why His Abuses Were a Fair Pursuit for the Press

By Florence George Graves

HE CALLER to a Washington radio

I show put the question about Bob Pack-

wood bluntly; Why does the press
keep knocking good people out of public of-
fice over private behavior?

Such questions take me back to the last
days of October
1992, after [ had in-
ter viewed almost a
dozen women who
acknowledged un-
welcome sexual ad-
vances by the Ore-
gon senator.
Another Washington
Post reporter,
Charles Shepard,
and I flew to Port-
land to interview
Packwood, who was
then locked in a
tight race for reclec-
tion. In a soft, al-
most wounded voice, he flatly denied the al-
legations.

“] am so hesitant of anything at all that |
just, I 'don't make any approaches,” Pack-
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wood told us. “It's simply not my nature with
men or women to be forward.”

That, as we now know from the Senate
ethics committee and from Packwood's own
diaries, was a lie. Sometimes it's hard to sort
out Packwood's lies. For example, in a
March 1993 diary entry, he recalls being at
KRarbara Walters' Fifth Avenue apartment

and telling her about
“the 22 staff mem-
bers I'd made love

to and probably 75

others ['ve had a

passionate relation-

ship with.” ("1 don't
remember that.”

Walters said yester-

day, explaining that

she was trying to
" talk Packwood into
doing an interview
with ABC. ‘I truth-
fully don't remem-

ber him saying ‘I

slept with 22 wom-

en and it was very
passionate,’ which makes me sort of think he
didn't, Of course it would have gotten my at-
tention.™}

But we now know for certain that Pack-
wood told many lies. His denials to us, and
his desperate attempts to discredit the wom-
en he had accosted, succeeded in delaying
publication of the Post article about his sexu-
al misconduct until three weeks aiter he was
safely reelected to a fifth term. Only now has
the: vad truth about the range of his abuse of
power finally forced Packwood to resign.

Implicit in the caller’s question about the
media's role is the notion that we print any
piece of gossip we can find, intent on bring-
ing down otherwise noble public servants.

See PACKWOOD, C2, Col. 1
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1':I‘he Press and Packwood

PACEWOOD, From C1
‘But the truth is that mainstream news orga-
“nizations often withhold knowledge of pri-
" vate affairs that they have determined have
. no bearing on a politician’s performance; in
=~fact, we didn't print all we kmew about what
*might be considered Packwood's “private”
life.

T he focus of the story, in my view, was

whether Packwood had abused his

power over women who worked for-

him or that-he dealt with in the course of
business as a United States senator. He had
_influence over them because he was a sena-
tor, not because he was Bob Packwood, U.S.
citizen. And he was making unwanted advanc-
es, Whether it was a staffer or a hotel clerk or
‘a Senate elevator operator, he felt entitled to
work his will. They were not sharing an equal
- relationship; he had power, they did not.
< [Ironically, it was Packwood's own behavior
‘in response to our inquiries that raised the
~question of whether his “private” sex life
«might in fact be relevant to our stories,

ithough in the end we did not report on any-

such incidents.

After our interview several days before his
.reelection, Packwood tried to defend himself
by faxing to Post Executive Editor Leonard
-Downie Jr. a number of statements from for-
mer or current employees that questioned the
.credibility of the accusers. None of the state-
.ments dealt with the disputed incidents; sev-
-eral included potentially embarrassing de-
scriptions of purported aspects of their sexual
:histories and personal lives. Our reporting in-
-dicated that some of the information was dis-
-torted or untrue, and that most of it was irrel-
.evant to the allegations,

When told of these statermnents, the women
wmitially panicked and said they were afraid to
_be included in the Post article. One, julie Wil-
Jdiamson, a former employee who says Pack-
wood once reached under her dress and tried
to pull her girdle off, called the tactic a form of
Sblackmail.” '

The women feared that when the story was
published, Packwood might try to smear them
by releasing these statements to the press,

true or not, and that their lives might be de-
stroyed. I believed that Packwood clearly and
cynically saw these statements as a weapon he
oould wield to stop the story. I also believed
we had to do something to neutralize their val-
ue to him. During our reporting, we had heard
many stories about Packwood having “consen-
sual sex” with staff members (I use quotation
marks because as Packwood reports in his dia-
ries, former Sen, John Danforth told him that
sex’involving people of “disparate posi-
tion . . . the senator’s senior, boss, [and] the
junior, subordinate woman, cannot be consen-
sual”)

None of these stories were as graphic as
the diary accounts of intercourse on the rug of
his Senate office after drinking wine with “a
very sexy woran.” Nor did we hear about her
big breasts that stood “at attention,” and her
“ability to shift her hips.” Nor did we hear
about sexual refations with a supposedly lonely
staffer, done as part of his “Christian duty.”

But we had heard enough to know that if
Packwood thought the women's private sexual
behavior was relevant to their credibility; it
might be germane to apply that same test to
his own conduct when we interviewed him a
second time a few days before our first story
was published. He was no longer maintaining
that he never made approaches to women; in-
stead, he insisted, “I never made a pass to
anyone who was not receptive.”

Had he dated staff members? *I never had a
dating relationship” with any employee, he
said, defining “dating” as a “continuing social
relationship.” Had he ever had a romantic or
sexual relationship with members of his staff?
“I'm not going to get into personal relation-
ships.” What did he think of people who com-
mitted adultery? “I'm not even going to. com-
ment.” Asked about a rumored affair with a
top staffer, he replied: “I'm not even going to
dignify that with an answer. Your charges are
unwanted, not wanted relationships. And with
that, I think we've finished the’ interview.”

It was one of several times he threatened to
throw us out. .

By sending these stateinents about the
women, we asked, was he suggesting that
they came on tg him? Or that they were the

kind of women who would welcome his ad-
vances! Was he saying women who enjoyed
sex in private relationships were sluts?

When we told Packwood that some people
might be very surprised that a senator with
his reputation for supporting women’s rights
was using information about women'’s consen-
sual sexual relationships to try to discredit
them, he tried to place the blame on us. “You
asked us to get what information we knew
about the people—that's the informatien that
came,” he snapped.

ersuading a variety of women-—some of
them entry-level employees or volun-

teers—to take on a powerful senator
was a long and arduous task, made even hard-
er by the fact that most women remembered
the treatment Anita Hill received during Clar-
ence Thomas's confirmation hearings. They
feared-—with good reason, it turned out—that
Packwood might try to hurt them with irrele-
vant or false personal information. One wom-
an told me she could not risk subjecting her
sons to that kind of campaign.

Fear of becoming another Anita Hill is what
kept a former congressional intern, then 17,
from allowing us to use her name when we re-
ported her allegation of unwanted sexual ad-
vances in 1993. (Her belated complaint to the
ethics committee this summer helped build
political pressure for Packwood to resign.) She
said that when Packwood arranged to deliver
a reference for her application to Yale, know-
ing she would be home alone, she was shocked
and “unbelievably shaken” when he hugged
and kissed her in a sexual way,

Most of the women who allowed their
names to be used had distanced themselves
from Packwood financially, professionally and
emotionally, In fact, those were the kind of
women I focused on when pursuing the story,
for it was clear to me that women with strong
professional ties to Packwood or the Washing-
ton political scene would be especially reluc-
tant to be named. They had too much to lose.
I know of only one woman currently involved
in Washingten politics who wis among the 17
included in the Senate ethics commitiee’s bill
of particulars. She told me that in his Senate
office one evening, Packwood grabbed her by
the shoulders, pushed her down on the couch,
kissed her on the lips, and repeatedly pushed
her back on the couch as she fought to get up.
She said she burst into tears as she left, feel-
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ing “extremely vulnerable, I felt I was in dan-
ger.”

Interestingly, one high-ranking female staff-
er who said she had never heard about “Pack-
wood's problem” complained that if The Post
published such a story, it might taint all the
women who ever worked for the senator. But
the “problem” was no secret for much of the
staff, Brad Stocks, a former 1980 campaign
worker, said a high-ranking aide warned him
that Packwood “is going to try to get you to
pimp for him. Don't do it™ Stocks recalls
Packwood telling him and a colleague that
- they should “be out there getting young, good-
looking women working for me” on the cam-
paign.

I now know of more than 40 women who
say the senator made improper and unwanted
sexual advances to them. The allegations,
spanning the years 1969 to 1990, range from
awkward kisses to aggressive touching that
created fear, Nearly half these women would
not agree to formally cooperate with Senate
investigators. These include women making
some of the most serious allegations—includ-
ing several who said they left their Jjobs be-
cause of Packwood's repeated sexual advanc-
es. One was a staffer who said Packwood
approached her several times in the office, the
last time reaching into her blouse as she was
typing her resume to look for another job.

eople often ask me, How did you ever
P persuade the women to tell their stories

on the record? The question suggests an
understanding of the tacit code of silence psy-
chologists say many women in this culture ac-
cept, which makes them reluctant to talk
about all forms of abuse involving sex: not just
harassment but also incest, battering and
rape. Perhaps women’s adherence to the cul-
tural code of silence is even stronger in the
male-dominated Congress, where employees
are traditionally expected to offer unquestion-
ing loyalty to the senator or representative for
whom they work.

But in faimess to Packwood—and the reag-
ers—we knew we needed to have a significant
number of women speak on the record. We al-
s0 knew we were asking them to take an enor-
mous-risk. But one thing seemed clear: The
more women we had on the record, the moge
credible the story would be. [ also prayed
there would be safety as well as credibility in
numbers,

During our interviews, Shepard and I did
not pressure the women unduly; instead, we
gave each of them time to reflect on whether
they would go on the record. This go-slow ap-
proach meant that by the time we arranged
our first interview with Packwood, we had not
yet obtained the women's permission to use
their names when confronting him with their
allegations. It was literally moments before
we left our Portland hotel to meet the senator
that the last woman agreed to be identified to
him,

Despite the efforts to discredit them after
this interview, the women decided, after a
very emotional process, to continue cooperat-
ing with us. They had come to believe that
Packwood had engaged in a long pattern of
abusive behavior and to understand the role
silence plays in perpetuating sexual miscon-
duct. The women felt that by teiling their sto-
ries, they would be encouraging other wornen
who had been victims of harassment to speak
out.

Julie Williamson and the other women have
watched ‘with astonishment as Packwood’s dj-
aries have been made public, with their tales
of sordid and compulsive “consensual” sex in
his office and power piays for money for his
ex-wife. “The character flaw I saw in Bob
Packwood when he attacked.me ran deeply’
through all his life,” Williamson said Friday. “It
is absolutely incredible to me that it took how-
ever many of us it took—who were [consid-
ered] nobodies from the hinterlands—to blow
the whistle on Bob Packwood. So many people
must have known and conspired and been part
of all of it. It took those of us who were too na-
ive to know that his power was too great to be
challenged, to challenge him,”

After the senator announced his resignation
last week, my voice mail was overloaded with
callers offering their congratulations. But the
past few days have been bittersweet for me,
and the notion of congratulations made me -
comfortable. At last, Bob Packwood had been
forced to take responsibility for his years of
seriously abusing his power. I find no joy in the
pain Packwood and his friends must be feeling.
But I keep reminding myself of the tremen-
dous pain his behavior has caused 50 many
others over so many years.



