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_In Washington, politics and corruption are permanent bedfellows. Paul Mansfield enjoys a satirical romp through the corridors of power

O YOU re-
member

Fawn

Hall? She of the

big bair. paper-

shredding abili-

ties amd wn-

swerving loyalty
“to ber former
bass, Celonel
Oliver North?
Fawn is mow
working as 2
. tour guide im
Washingion DC. As we pass the
0ld Ezecutive Office Building in
downtown Washington. the sile
of Ollie’s office during the lran-
Comtra scandal. Fawn explains —
in a breathless bimbo lilt —
bow ber reputation bas been
maligned.

“When } was bired as Colonel
Neorth's secretary it was lhe
Eighties and in the Eighties sec-
rejaries were supposed 10 just il
there and ook good. right?” she
says. "Now | don’t know about
you, but jusi sifting down and
breathing at the same time is dil-
fecult encugh for mme. No one
taught me about filing or paper-
sbredding. So. no wey eould |
asve done those things | was sup-
vosedtodo... "

This. of course, is not the real
Fawn Hall. but Christine Thomp-
s08. 3 virtuoso acress with the
Washingien comedy (roupe
>eess Natonal Product, and we
sive balfway through GNP's
veekly Scandal Tour of Ameri-
-a's capital city

HNow some peoplc — and espe-
sally some people in Washington

~ might find this in bad taste.
They will point to all DC's other
artractions: its wuseums, archi-
tecture, shady parks and shiny
Dew metro system. Fair enough;
baut also — as the bocals say — gef
real.

No otber city in the world bas
such a dense concentration of
political power as Washington:
and power. 25 we know, iovan-
ably breeds secrecy. intrigue and
sexual excess. As lhe present,
ooisy affair (so to speak) of Mogi-
ca Lewinsky and President Clin-
ton so gloriously demonstrates,
scandal is in tbe very air.

| bad my first whiff of this at
Dulles sirport, where. in the cof-
fee bar, two men were talking st
maximum volume about some
flagrant double-dealing one bad
witnessed. “The STA was in bed
with the PTC and they botb
screwed the GTO before the GTO
even knew what was bappening.”
said ooe. No ene else paid any
atiention to this. It was clearly a
routine capital conversation.

Likewise at my botel. the Jef-
ferson. an old-fashioned town-
bouse hotel mear the While
House apd a favourite with DC's
political set. 1o the dimly lit bar,
grey-suited men and power-
dressed women conversed io
muted tones, and the bartender
offered his own observations on
the capital's political life (in
Washington, everyone bss an
opinion about political life).

*Think of the number of politi-
cians here, foreign and American.
They move in the same circles.
They kpow each other. They

work across the street from each
otber. If they want something
done, then il gets done — and
usually for a favour. People talk
aboul Washington as the coatem-
porary Rome. Well, remember
bow decadent Rome was."

Ester Gross National Product,
armed with enough decadent row
material to sink a battleship.
GNP was formed in 1980 by John
Simmons, a tall, witty 42-year-old
with a backgrouad in political
journalism. 1t quickly became
one of the capital's favourite com-
edy revues, playing to packed
sudiences. In 1988 it began the
weekly Scandal Tour to give lour-
ists an inside view of what Jobn
terms “the scandal capital of the
world'. GNP's policy
is to satirise every-
one — “although,”
Simmons says, “one
thing we don't do is
kick people when
they're down. We don't do Ronald
Reagsn now be has Alzheimer's.
Bout then, hey, be bad it all
through his second term, so why
the big deal pow?"" H

From the moment you join the
Scandal Tour bus, the tose is one
of almost fanatical irreverence.
For astart, “Nancy Reagan' is on
the microphone, giving us some
bistorical background. Did we
kmow that George Washingten
was impotent znd that the ines-
capably phallic-looking Washing-
ton Mooument o our left is thus
“George's fisest erection™ And
that Abrabam Lincoln looks so
solemn ig bis famous statue
because bis wife was a emanic

depressive who went on uncon-
trollable spending sprees?

The audience — mainly Ameri-
cans. rangiog in age {rom early
twenties (o senior citizens — gig-
gles mervously, then slowly gets
into the spirit of things. By the
time. “'Nancy™ has popped iato
the bus’s bathroom for a costame
chapge. they are yelling with
laughter at the driver's
announcement that Senator Ted
Kennedy has been given his own
personalised Scandal Tour, on
which so alcobol will be served
snd the bus won't drive scross
any bridges.

Some stops on the tour will be
tastantly f{amiliar to Britoas —
the Watergate Complex, for

¢For Blil's generatlon,,
‘harass’ Is two words 9

erample. where a bungled break-
in in 1872 marked the beginning
of the end of Richard Nixon's
residency. biore recently. of
ourse, the Watergate has been
bome to Monica Lewinsky.
Anyone with a passing kaowl-
edge of American politics over
the past few years will recognise
most locations, il enly by reputa-
tion. There is 3 photo-stop at the
Vista Hotel. where Mayor Mar-
jon Barry was secretly videoed
smoking crack cecaioe with 2
prostitute. “*We are pow lollow-
ing the very same white lines as
Mayor Barry that fateful day.”
says the driver. There is Senator
Gary Hart's townhouse, where

the model Donna Rice was photu-
graphed leaving by the back door,
thus ending Hart's presidential
campaign in 1988,

And {inally. there is the White
House, where “Hillary Clinion"
emerges from the back of the bus
to defend her busband's reputa-
tion. “'You kave to und d

s3id one woman (rom Kansas.
“It's just kind of fun to see it
brought out into the open.”
For a visiting Briton, the
agesi-thing about Gross
National Product is how its mem-
bers get away with #t without
being sued — or executed. Sim-

that Bill comes from a generation
for whoimn ‘harass’ is-actually two
words.”’ she anmounces. fo
cheers. Then the President bim.
gelf puts in an appearance. "Yes |
did promise a middleclass tax
cut. But | made that promise back
when | was middle class.™

After nearly an bour and a half
of one-liners, unexpecied charac.
ter appearances and inspired
: lusacy, the bus
returns to base,
depositing 40 sagis-
fied — and grinning
— customers. "It
was greal fun," says
Ken (rom Missouri. “and {'d'say |
learned a bell of a lot more about
our bistory than | would oa a nor-
mal tour."”

Me, too. Not caly did | see
Washingion's best-knowa sights,
1 also gained some understanding
of bow Americans view their poli-
ticians: somewhere between seri-
ous-minded legislators and game-
gshow hosts. Public exposure of
wrongdeing simply brings a new
kind of celebrity and good-
patured ridicule. None of the
Americans on the bus seemed
sugry or outraged at the caia-
logue of misbehaviour. They
were amused. "We krow whal
kinds of things they get uwp 10"

mons did ider setting wp a
Scandal Tour in London, but be
abandoned the idea when be real-
ised the sirength of our libel laws.
*But here you can say just about
anything you want,” be says. “0f
course. we have the right to free
speech enshrined ig our constitu-
tion. but I think il's because our
politicians are desperate for
sttention.”

They must be, if the Clintoas
are anything to go by. Last year,
GNP was invited to perform for
the White House. altbough parts
of the act had 1o be toned dowa.
So was the President amused?
““He pretended to be. when
people were watching him.” says
Simmons. “*Ctherwise. he just sat
there looking bored and sort of
disgusied. Basically, be's 3 pretty
bumouriess guy.”

The scaodal involving the
President and Lewinsky has left
the GNP team rubbing their
bands. This year's Scandal Tour
season kicks off in March with a
“Bimbo Eruption Special”. Addi-
tional stops include the west wing
of the White House (the Oval
Office). with a special visit from
“the intern ", and new presenters
Gennifer Flowers. Paula Jones
and the independent counsel
Kenncth Starr.

If GNP’s relentless ridicule of

Washington's great and good
seems excessive, i is, says Sim-
mods, o more deserve.

of them

begen chanting obscenites

Hillary. And | thought: “These
the people we impersonst
we don't go
That's ene
never play o
thing was so
we're going to

I

sRick to towrists.”

ton froms
£351 per pereon shering (three
nights from £375), including el

tazes. Under the city’s Winterfest
promotion, travellers booking
now will receive v0 3 offer~

£197 e might). Scendal Tours (06 1
202 783 7212) restert on Mereh 15
end run every Saturdey uatil Sep-
tember; ebout £19 per perpon. Fur-
ther injormation from the Wash-
inglor DC Cenvention end
Visitors Association (0181 $82
$187) end Capital Region Torcriern
{00234 767928).




