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Hello from Your on the Street Reporter. Most of us follow the news about national leaders and
other celebrities. This week I was watching a newscast about a noted national politician. I was
struck by how many security people he had around him
him.. An almost continuous blanket of bodies
encircled the man.. The incident reminded me of a similar situation that Reporterette and I
encountered a few years ago in Washington, DC.
Visit
it from a Middle East Diplomat
One summer
mer weekend, we were staying in the city at the Willard Hotel. On Saturday, as we were
leaving the hotel, we encountered a security detail in front of the building. Security
ecurity details are as
common in Washington, D.C. as lobbyists.2 Some of these assemblages are small; some are
large. The group in front of the Willard was gargantuan. I thought Bill Clinton might have come
into town and was staying at the “Lincoln Slept Here” suite.
I approached Freddy, the doorman, "Good morning, Freddy. What's with the security
sec
blanket?"
Freddy, "Hi, Mr. Black. A bigwig from the Middle East is staying here."
A Security Blanket and a Few Tax Dollars
Byy this time, Holly was on the other side of the street
street, and I walked over to join
oin her. As I crossed
over, I took a picture of the line-up
up in front of the doorman,, as seen in Figure 1. (Notice the
Capitol in the right-side, distant background
background, circled in blue.)
.) A man yelled from one of the
vehicles (circled in red), "No pictures!"

Figure 1. Part of the security detail.

1

I copied the picture of Linus after keying
keying-in
in his name into my search engine. There was no copyright citation
accompanying the image. I thank Charles Schultz anyway.
2
The term lobbyist originated at this hotel. It was coined by President Grant in reference to influence buyers and peddlers
because they hung-out
out in the lobby of the Willard Hotel
Hotel, our place of residence for a few days.
Uyless Black 2014

1

Blog: Blog.Uylessblack.com Web: www.UylessBlack.com Facebook: Uyless Black Books email:Ublack7510@aol.com

"OK." I was taking a picture of the Capitol. You just got in the way.
"Put your camera away." I took-in the scene of several men walking around several limos.
Acting as an ambulatory security blanket, they were wearing bulletproof vests and holding
assault guns (which are difficult to see, so I circled them in yellow in the photo). I decided it
wise to put away my camera. One shot was enough.
I was reminded of my visits to Belfast during the "troubles" there. The city, hotels, shops, and
stores were armed as if a war were going on---which it was in Northern Ireland at that time. How
about here? There was no Marshall Law invoked. The streets were crammed with summer
tourists. Under these benign circumstances, can a cop tell us to put our camera away when we
are on a public street in the Nation’s Capital? It seemed excessive and unnecessary.
Camera stowed, I stood at the other side of the street to observe the scene. I pulled-out my
notebook and began taking notes. I counted the number of vehicles for this security detail. I'll list
them in the order in which they left the hotel. All told, they constituted a long parade on
Constitution Avenue.
One police car.
Two police motorcycles.
Two police motorcycles.
One police motorcycle.
One SUV.
Another SUV.
Another SUV.
Another SUV.
Another SUV.
One limo.
Another limo.
Another limo.
Another limo.
Another limo.
One police car.
Another police car.
As I was writing down these findings, I noticed two people walking toward us from the security
area.
- Man, "Good morning."
- Us, "Good morning."
- Woman, "What are you doing taking notes?"
- "Just that, taking notes of my observations of these goings-on."
- Man, "Most people don't take notes about these events."
- "I do."
- Woman, "Some ID please."
- "Who are you?"
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- Man, "State Department." Yep, my tax dollars at work here.
- I responded, "Let's see your ID as well," We exchanged IDs. I didn't pull-out my National
Press Club card, because I did not want to diffuse what might be an interesting conversation.
- Man, "Why are you taking notes?"
- "I'm a reporter.”
- Woman, "For whom?"
- "Myself."
- Man, "Who are you affiliated with?"
- "No one. I send reports to my friends and relatives and a selected list of other readers."
- Woman, "Let's see if I have this straight. You are a reporter, with no affiliation, and you are
writing reports about U.S. Government security operations."
- Reporterette, ever the peace maker, offered an explanation, "We're spending the weekend at
the Willard. That's why we're here."
- Woman, "Don't you think it's coincidental that you are at the Willard at the same time as this
visitor?" [I am not making up this conversation, but that question deserves to be highlighted.]
- "No, I think it's coincidental that he is at the Willard the same time as we. You might ask the
other few hundred hotel guests the same question."
- “They are not out on the street taking photos of a security detail.”
- This was an amazing encounter. Every night, security details for Presidents, kings, rock
stars, etc. are on television and YouTube. I offered a modest proposal, "Look at us. Do we
appear threatening?"
They were interrogating an elderly man without a backpack, a good-looking blonde without a
veil, and a Miniature Poodle----who by the way---was on a leash.
- Man, "You never know. You might be taking down license numbers."
- Unbelievable. "License numbers! Of government vehicles!?" Our tax dollars at work again.
- Woman, "Or taking notes of the patterns of our work. Could I see your notes?"
Taking notes on an open street in America seems to be a fairly simple and fundamental part of
the Bill of Rights. I supposed I could have told them I was a “time-and-motion” consultant, that I
was doing an analysis of the wasted time they were spending on their motions involving public
street strollers. But I did not. It would have been of little use.
Think about this simple action. What could she possibly glean from notes that I had been taking
in front of her face? No search warrant to boot. What if I had written the notes in my usual
shorthand of cipher that I myself have trouble understanding? Agent, “Good God, it’s encrypted!
On the ground, mister, hands behind your back.”
I handed her my notes. She looked them over. I didn't respond. They had the guns. I had a ballpoint pen. Contrary to the myth that the pen is mightier than the gun (sword), I let it ride. They
returned my notes and walked away with, "No more notes."
No more notes. I was standing on a public street in America doing something that is fundamental
to our way of life: Exercising freedom of expression. I was performing an innocuous maneuver
that is routinely done hundreds of times a week in Washington, DC. I'd even been examined and
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found innocent---police, judge, and jury, wrapped up in two State Department employees. The
two police people knew I was harmless. Yet, "No more notes." The man’s brush-off assuaged the
“I have to get in the last word” mentality of authorities.
[Well, Melba, we didn’t find a terrorist in that totterer, but we helped keep America safe!...Yeah,
Bill…Say, did you notice there’s more agents in the crowd than the crowd itself? ….Yeah Melba,
just be careful not to card an agent. It’ll give him away. Then, he won’t be able to card other
agents.]
I was tempted to say to his departing back, “My intelligence sources (FOX News) tell me the
man under your security blanket is headed for the Islamic Center. Do you plan on throttling the
Middle East press corps on the streets there?” The famous person was indeed headed for this
place. He was photographed and was the subject of note-taking. I watched the news that evening
about his arrival. It appeared no one was hassled for making notes or taking pictures.
Do you think a terrorist worth his salt would be snapping photos after he talked and did highfives with the hotel doorman in front of a multi-star hotel? Would a terrorist be taking notes, so
that security would come over and ask the terrorist for his green card? I doubt it, but one can't be
too cautious these days. We're at perpetual war. And the terrorists are happy campers: American
citizens are getting carded for being citizens.
It was a minor inconvenience for me and an over-reaction on the part of State Department
Security. But where is the line drawn? We hear each day that more of our city streets are having
cameras installed to check-up on cars and pedestrians. Perhaps this creepy practice can solve the
unemployment problem. America can put people back to work by hiring them to review millions
of videos in hopes of catching a traffic offender, or on a good night, a terrorist. The down side to
this modern WPA initiative is that it would overwhelm America’s hospital wards. Emergency
rooms would be inundated by a flood of patients who were dying of boredom from watching
surveillance films.
Some parts of large cities around the world now track the strolls of everyone who ventures out of
their confining urban cubicles for a “private” walk into an actual open space and perhaps to talk
with themselves. Take no notes fellow citizen. It will only draw suspicion.
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