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gress became the ranking minority member of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, sent Brzezinski
a written demand on December 18 for any and all NSC
and other records in federal custody that might bear
upon Haig’s fitness. Brzezinski justifiably refused to
accede to so broad a demand and asked for specifics,
then spoiled his act by seeming in a cable television
interview to accuse the Senate Democrats of planning
a “witch hunt.” That’s exactly what they were doing,
with Pell’s wholesale call for records and tapes bearing
upon Haig’s services to Richard Nixon during and after
Watergate. Brzezinski said in the same interview that
his witch hunt crack was aimed at slavering journal-
ists, not at the Senate Democrats, but the qualifier
went unnoticed. Carter seemed a day later to overrule
Brzezinski and be more willing to cooperate with the
committee Democrats than Brzezinski was. Pellin fact
had narrowed his first request and made it more spe-
cific, and Carter was responding to the modified
request. Also, however, he asserted his right as the
incumbent President to clear any materials from the
files of Nixon and Gerald Ford that might be offered to
Pell by the former presidents’ attorneys. That was too
much for Herbert Miller, Nixon’s Washington attor-
ney, who instantly broke off separate negotiations
with Pell and served notice that he might contest any
release of Nixon tapes or other material in court.
Ford’s attorney, Dean Burch, insisted that Ford retain
the right to clear any release from his files and seemed
to be calmer about it than Miller was.

There the matter stood when Carter, obviously not
occupied with anything vital to the nation, took off for
a brief stay at his home in Plains, the day before Haig’s
confirmation hearing was to open. Jody Powell said
that Carter needed time at home to prepare for the end
of his presidency and his final return to Georgia on
January 20. '

John Osborne

Why Dr. Lukash would rather dole out
aspirin than be chief of gastroenterology.

The First Physician

William Lukash’s rise to the top is a classic Washington
saga. Fourteen years ago, at age 36, he was recom-
mended for a part-time job in the White House. He
grabbed for the spot, and, realizing that his future
depended primarily on the beneficence of President
Johnson, he energetically began currying favor with
the boss. He did this in typical Washington fashion.
Although he was only a part-timer, he spent a prodi-
gious number of hours in the office. He hovered
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around a lot—always there in case he was needed, but

.never so bold or forward that he could be accused of

being a pain in the neck. He was solicitous in his advice,
but never proffered it unless asked. He knew how to
keep his mouth shut. In short, he behaved with the odd
mixture of self-assertion and self-effacement charac-
teristic of that Washington social type, the special
assistant.

Soon Lukash was making regular trips to Johnson'’s
Texas ranch. He became a member of the Johnson
entourage, one of the handful of people who went
everywhere the president went, all over the world.

Most amazing of all, two presidents later, Lukash is
still there. He is one of Washington'’s great survivors.
How did he do it? Well, among other techniques, after
taking over from the man who had stood bureaucrati-
cally between him and the president, he quickly
slashed his staff by more than half. This not only saved
the government money, but helped to assure that he
would not have to face competition for the president’s
affection from a young, Lukash-like subordinate. He
worked to establish a locker-room bonhomie with each
successive president, playing golf with Ford, jogging
with Carter, etc. He managed to be the first person to
see the president in the morning and the last to see him
at night. He cultivated the first lady. And he was
always discreet, especially with the press. He knew
how to stay in the background when things were
going well, and how to tiptoe around controversies
when they unfortunately arose.

Now, like so many other Washingtonians who
clawed their way to the top, Lukash is about to be
swept out of his job in the Reagan landslide. Cronyism,
alas, is back. Bravely, he says he had been planning to
step aside anyway: “l had plateaued,” he says. But you
needn’t worry too much about him. He has been sift-
ing through offers from the private sector, and there
may even be a book in the works. “I'm not sure about

that,” Lukash says. “But of course,” he adds with a

modest smile, “the agents have been calling.” A fitting
end to a Washington tale. Lukash is about tocash in his
chips.

This sounds like a typical saga of a Washington
lawyer or political operative. But William Lukash isn’t
alawyer—he’s a doctor and an admiral in the Navy. He
happens to be the White House’s official in-house phy-
sician, which means (drum rolls, please) he is the man
most responsible for keeping the leader of the free
world healthy. That’s the billing. As with most high-
echelon special assistantships, the daily duties are con-
siderably more mundane—far beneath the talents of
the occupant, and beneath his dignity too if it weren't
for the glamorous trappings. Lukash runs a White
House version of the nurse’s office in elementary
school where your teacher sent you if you complained
of aheadache. When Zbig complains of a headache, he
gets sent straight to Lukash. Lukash also is the per-
sonal doctor for not just the president, but for all the
members of the first family. But he still manages to
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spend the largest part of his time tending to America’s
premier patient—the president. Lukash has treated, in
his career, such well-publicized presidential ailments
as Johnson’s heart condition, Nixon'’s phlebitis, Ford’s
football knees, and Carter’s piles. These are not, Lord
knows, diseases that have put Lukash on the frontier
of modern medicine, but frankly, he doesn’t give a hoot
about that. As he looks back over his long career in the
White House, he has nothing but fond memories. It
has been “an honor” to have had the chance to serve as
White House doctor, he says. He has found working in
the White House “awesome.” He has considered his
responsibilities “challenging.” “I leave with a sense of
satisfaction,” he says.

Judged by the only standards available, Lukash has
indeed had a successful tenure as chief keeper of the
presidential health. None of his presidents has keeled
over dead in the middle of high-level negotiations with
Allied leaders. None has even spent much time being
too sick to carry on with the important business of
running the nation. Lukash’s special contribution has
been setting up diet and exercise regimes for his presi-
dents that have kept them usually at the top of their
games. Depending on your political persuasion, this
should have met with your approval at least some of
the time over the past 14 years.

On the other hand, Lukash has had four very
healthy presidents during his reign as White House
doctor. He hasn’t had to cope with paralyzed presi-
dents (Roosevelt), manic-depressive presidents (Wil-
son), presidents with cancer (Harrison), presidents
with chronic back trouble (Kennedy), or presidents
with debilitating diseases of one sort or another (at
least a dozen others). Johnson’s heart condition was
the closest Lukash came to handling an ongoing medi-
cal problem, but Lukash’s treatment consisted primar-
ily of feeding Johnson’s need for constant reassurance
that he was not on the verge of a new attack, rather
than providing sophisticated treatment. On his first
trip to the Johnson ranch, Lukash was summoned to
examine the president’s heart at 2 one morning. When
he arrived, his stethoscope was still cold, and when he
put it to Johnson’s chest, the president let out a string
of loud Texas epithets. “After that,” recalls Lukash,
“there was a closer rapport between the two of us.”

This was the highest sort of challenge Lukash faced in

his White House career.

The history of medicine in the White House is not
full of success stories like Lukash’s. In truth, many of
the physicians have been hacks, culled from the ranks
of the Navy, which pays for the doctor’s office in the
White House, and which therefore provides a doctor
to the president free of charge. These men were often
little more than court jesters. They had been chosen
not because of their medical skills, but because presi-
dents liked having them around. The office apparently
hit rock-bottom during the presidencies of Wilson and
Roosevelt. Under Wilson, writes one physician who
has researched the subject, “[the] young naval surgeon
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proved little during the next eight years except the fact
that he knew almost nothing about the care of hyper-
tensive cardiovascular disease” (which Wilson suffered
from). Roosevelt, despite his paralysis and other
illnesses, chose the legendary Ross T. MclIntire as his
physician, a man so inept at his profession that he was
criticized by the AMA. For two years, McIntire single-
handedly misdiagnosed Roosevelt’s congestive heart
problems, primarily because he believed in Roosevelt’s
toughness. Even Mclntire, though, went into the
White House as a low-ranking naval officer, and came
out a rear admiral. This has since become traditional
for White House doctors, Lukash included.

In JFK’s administration, the White House doctor
was his longtime physician, Dr. Janet Travell. Travell
was the first White House doctor to try to make a
bundle by writing about her experiences, in the now-
forgotten Office Hours: Day and Night. She was also the
first White House doctor really to master the art of
news management. For example, she used to deny that
Kennedy was afflicted with a form of Addison’s dis-
ease, despite a good deal of evidence to the contrary.
Most important, Travell was the first White House
doctor toinsist on following the president everywhere
he went. This was her cause célébre, but in this, as in so
much else, she was ahead of her time. “Doctors have
better use for their time than to follow me around,”
Kennedy told her.

Y THE TIME Lukash first came to the White

House, Travell’s arguments had carried the day.
A doctor now traveled with the president at all times,
and one or another of his assistants went with the first
lady and vice president. But the man who was then the
White House doctor, Rear Admiral (of course) George
Berkeley, didn’t care for all that traveling. Nor did he
like working late hours, which White House doctors
now did whenever there was a reception at the White
House. Thatis why he tapped Lukash to help him out.
Lukash was then alieutenant commander in the Navy,
and chairman of the gastroenterology department at
Bethesda Naval Hospital. After joining the White
House staff, he would work the day shift at Bethesda,
and then head for the White House for evening duty.
Evening duty consisted mostly of hanging around and
waiting to see if the president or one of his guests got a
stomach-ache, but Lukash was up to it. Sometimes he
actually would get to attend the reception, where he
could refine his low-key technique. “1 stay close to the
President, but not in such a way that I would stand
out,” he once told Nation’s Business. “Everybody thinks
I'm a Secret Service man.”

Today, as number one White House doc, Lukash still
does evening duty. And travel duty. And everything
else. He has ceded none of his responsibilities to
anyone else. “The man,” writes Sheila Rabb Weiden-
feld in her memoir of life as Betty Ford’s press secre-
tary, “is at the White House when the President arises
just about every morning, and usually does not leave
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until the President goes to bed every night.” She goes
on:

During the day, he is usually in his office, sitting, reading
or treating other patients, but always close to the elec-
tronic box that lists the First Family principals by their
code name and tells where each is at all times during the
day. His office is right across from the elevator to the
Family residence, and whenever his box shows that the
President is on his way home, Lukash stands outside just
to check on his patient as he bounds by for the elevator
and give the President a chance to say ‘I have a head-
ache. . ..” When Mrs. Ford is sick, he is at her bed-
side. . . . He monitors the President’s activities, too, sug-
gesting a swim or a game of golf or some other exercise
when he feels he needs it. (And he still finds time to take
care of Susan’s cramps!)

During the Carter era, Lukash has not been able to
develop an elevator-side manner because Carter walks
down the White House stairs as part of his exercise
routine. But for Lukash, there are other ways to nab
his man. At Camp David Lukash usually runs with the
president, and at the White House he often plays ten-
nis with him. He is always on call when Carter wants
to hit a few balls back and forth. He can watch for
those telltale signs of illness while smashing a fore-
hand past the president. When Carter doesn’t want
to play tennis, sometimes Rosalynn does. Lukash
makes himself just as available for her, and has come to
admire her backhand these last four years. (“I have
watched her progress. She has a marvelous game.”) He
makes it a point, he says, to try to see the president at
least once a day, and he has his patient trained to tell
him whenever he has a minor ache, so Lukash can
treat it quickly before it gets any worse. For our presi-
dents, of course, having a fellow like Lukash around is
pleasant. This constant, obsessive medical attention
for themselves and their families feeds their sense of
self-importance, and doesn’t cost them a penny in
medical insurance. And they get a free tennis partner
in the bargain. Whether it is necessary, or even wise, to
have a doctor dogging the president’s every step is a
tougher question.

The question that interests me most, though, is why
a man trained for a sophisticated medical practice, able
tocure real sickness and alleviate real suffering, would
rather play school nurse. “Every day I've been here has
brought a new challenge,” Lukash said the day I talked
to him. But from what I can tell, the most difficult
challenge he faces is trying to stay awake all day. For all
the hours he spends in waiting, the fact is that Rear
Admiral William Lukash doesn’t have much to do all
day. ”It’s not a very demanding job,” said one person
who had seen him in action during the Ford years. ”All
I've ever seen him do is read magazines,” said a White
House staffer from the Carter era. Some people are
attracted to the White House for power, but Lukash
has less than he did as chief of gastroenterology at
Bethesda 15 years ago. Others want to make policy,
but Lukash doesn’t do that either. He doesn’t get much
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inside skinny about crucial world events. (But he does
get to hear about deaths. According to Bill Gulley, who
once headed the White House military office, Lukash
was the first to know that LBJ had died. “That’s right,
Bill,” Lukash told Gulley, “Big Ears is dead.”) And
Lukash certainly hasn’t kept the job because of its
medical challenges. The big issues Lukash has faced
have been things like: Should Ford keep smoking his
pipe? (Yes, Lukash decided—it relaxes him.) Should
Nixon go to Egypt despite his phlebitis? (Yes—the
importance of the trip outweighs the personal danger.)
Should Jimmy Carter run in the marathon? (Yes
again—he’s a good runner and it relaxes him.) Yes, Mr.
President. Yes, Mr. President. Yes, Mr. President.

No, the reason Lukash has stayed at the White
House for all this time is that he really likes hanging
around presidents even though he has nothing to do
while hanging around them. As Gulley says, “There’s
always a thrill when you get on Air Force One, or walk
out into the Rose Garden, or do things like that. I was
susceptible to it, and I'm sure Bill Lukash was too.”
Lukash himself speaks of being “awed every time |
walk in this place.” He likes the idea that he played golf
with Ford, and tennis with Carter, and traveled all
over the world with both of them, and in general, knew
them personally. For this, he has more or less thrown
away a serious medical career. And no doubt he really
does see it as vital work, even if 90 percent of it is spent
reading People magazine.

N FACT, a case can be made, though you’'ll never

hear Lukash making it, that America would be bet-
ter off without its first physician. A first physician,
hovering around all the time, can get pretty close to
the first family, and that might cause him to lose his
judgment now and again. Sheila Weidenfeld, in her
memoirs, strongly implies that the doctor’s close rela-
tionship with Betty Ford caused him to be too loose
with the Valium. She claims that Betty’s obvious
lapses late in the campaign were caused by her habit of
washing down a Valium with a drink. Lukash says that
this is hogwash and that Betty was merely suffering
from “fatigue.” As to what happened to her after she
left the White House, well, that wasn’t his department
anymore, was it?

Lukash leaves the White House with an overwhelm-
ing sense of admiration for the men he has served. He
admires the way Carter studies the trees in the Rose
Garden. He admires the way Nixon drew “strength
from his family and deep belief in religion” during
Watergate. He admires the way Gerald Ford skis. He
admires the “depth” of all them, and their devotion to
their job, and the way they overcome jet lag, and the
way they have taught themselves to take catnaps. He
says he tries not to root for his president at reelection
time, but he admits that it is hard. They’re all just so
doggone admirable.

Most of all, he admires their health. Lukash has a
theory that presidents and men like them—"Highly
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Successful Executives,” he calls them—get sick less
than the rest of us because they have developed good
health habits and have learned different ways to relax,
which keeps them from getting nasty things like
ulcers. (Of course, they also don’t have the boss yelling
at them all the time, since they are the boss, but Lukash
insists this has nothing to do with it.) Lukash has
become fascinated with happy, healthy, highly suc-
cessful executives, and that’s what he wants to write
his book about. (Attention, all you agents.) He wants
to call it “Stress in High Places,” and to flesh it out he
plans to use anecdotes about the highly successful
executives he has come to know—Carter, Ford, Nixon,
Johnson, Sadat, Mao, and so on. The book will be full
of stories about how, for example, Carter listens to
symphonic music while reading 300-page memos, and
how Ford used to swim to relax. It sounds like a major
medical breakthrough, worthy of the nation’s first
physician.

Joseph Nocera

Joseph Nocera is a contributing editor of the Washington
Monthly.

A nuclear detective story.

La Bombe

As if to celebrate the arrival of the Antarctic spring, a
brilliant flash of light illuminated the dawn of Sep-
tember 22, 1979, in the southern hemisphere. The
White House prefers to believe it was all done by
mirrors, but almost everyone else in the US scientific
and intelligence communities thinks that this marvel
in the South Indian Ocean was caused by a nuclear
explosion. No authorities abroad have publicly sup-
ported the White House interpretation. The Dutch
foreign minister said publicly that he did not believe
Cyrus Vance’s assurance that the flash was a natural
phenomenon. There are other capable intelligence
organizations and scientific observers all over the
globe, and all have been silent. No one seems to be
eager to identify the culprit or the type of weapon.

There were widespread suspicions at first that Israel
and/or South Africa were responsible for the burst.
Both these countries were extremely vehement in
their denials. There was some evidence of a political
nature that India was responsible. But with only cir-
cumstantial clues to tag any particular nation, the epi-
sode seems to have been largely forgotten—by the US
and practically everyone else.

The double-pulse flash of light of the type produced
by a nuclear explosion was seen by a US nuclear test
detection satellite. From the nature of the pulse, it was
estimated that the power of the explosion was just a
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small fraction of the Hiroshima bomb—perhaps a
fifth. The actual location of the flash could not be
limited beyond a 3,000-mile-wide circle covering the
Indian Ocean, the South Atlantic, the southern tip of
Africa, and a small part of Antarctica. Within this area
lie the Kerguelen Islands, an archipelago in the south-
ern Indian Ocean. The archipelago consists of the main
island, sometimes known as Desolation Island, and
about 300 small islets scattered over an area of almost
3,000 square miles. The islands are administered by
France. Since 1950 the French have maintained a small
scientific center with a staff of about 100in Kerguelen.
At one time the islands were under serious considera-
tion by France as a nuclear testing site. The French
extensively surveyed the area for this purpose before
they decided on Polynesia.

Besides the flash of light there was no other real
confirmation that a nuclear explosion had taken place.
At first, there was no telltale detection of radioactivity;
for very low-yield explosions in the southern hemi-
sphere, such detection is difficult. This lack of radio-
activity gave rise to speculation that the explosion
might have been a test of a neutron bomb. Designed to
minimize the unwanted effects of tactical nuclear
weapons, neutron bombs are designed to have as small
a fission component as possible and therefore little
fallout.

Proceeding from the hypothesis that it was a neu-
tron warhead, who might the detonator have been?
Since there never has been any verifiable evidence that
the South Africans have conducted any nuclear tests
at all, it seems unlikely that they would make their first
test (or even their fourth or fifth) a relatively sophisti-
cated neutron warhead. Also, for what it’s worth,
South Africa has signed the Limited Test Ban Treaty.
That Israel, perhaps in complicity with South Africa,
conceived and executed the test seems equally unlike-
ly. Israel is also a party to the treaty banning tests in
the atmosphere. To take the risk of violating this
treaty, especially in the Camp David atmosphere,
would seem hardly worthwhile.

Another suspect is India. It has conducted at least
one nuclear test, a fission device of far greater yield
than a neutron bomb. India also has ratified the test
ban treaty and might have been reluctant to risk
adverse world opinion by violating it. And it would
have been sporty indeed, and compounding the overall
risk, to go from an unrelated fission bomb program to
a neutron test.

But now take France. For the French there would be
a much different risk equation. France always has
refused to sign the Limited Test Ban Treaty. (Several
years ago, primarily to placate New Zealand and Aus-
tralia, the French went underground with their testing
in Polynesia in order to eliminate atmospheric radioac-
tive contamination.) But if France were caught con-
ducting an atmospheric test, however low the yield,
there would be some embarrassing political ramifica-
tions. (Of course the Chinese continue to test large-
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