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Washington, DC – Last weekend I visited the White House.  President Reagan and his wife, Nancy, were up at Camp David for the weekend, so my time was not taken up by small talk about the deficit, the MX, or other affairs of state currently under discussion Monday through Friday in these historic rooms.
Even though the President and his entourage pf advisors and camp followers were out of town, there was one group who remained behind the security apparatus.  The White House has become a fortress.  There are guards everywhere. Secret Service personnel patrol the grounds continuously with German shepherds.  Each gate  has several guards.  There are even sharpshooters stationed on the roof with rifles and other sophisticated ordnance.  Although the White House will neither confirm nor deny the rumor, it is well known around town that the Secret Service has devices on top of the White House to shoot down helicopters or small aircraft which violate the perimeter.

There are not yet moats around the outer fence, but there are new concrete barriers on the outer edge of the sidewalk along Pennsylvania Avenue. Other barriers are currently under construction along 17th Street and other sides facing south and east. These new devices are intended to prevent a Beirut-style truck bombing attack.  Of course, there are also the latest state of the art electronic surveillance systems everywhere.  If you would like to be on TV, stroll along the White House fence.  Inside the grounds there are additional sensors and hidden detectors.  In short, if you are thinking of crashing the White House, bring a well-equipped army.

In view of all this security, you can imagine the embarrassment of the Secret Service when Robert Latta, the Denver water meter reader, slipped into the White House to try to see President Reagan’s inauguration in January.  Latta simply walked into the White House with members of the Marine Corps band and took his own private tour.
All of the major federal buildings here in DC are receiving their own security upgrades.  The State Department and the Pentagon now have their own barriers and beefed-up security forces. I do not know if our officials are much safer, but the terrorist threat has cost us dearly both in terms of millions of dollars of tax dollars spent on this new growth industry, and, more importantly, in terms of a distinct loss of civility and décor.  

I thought you might like to know.
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