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Past interns speak in hushed tones of the panoramic view from the rooftop of the E 
Street apartment building. It is not until you stand there, and look around – to see at 
once the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial and the Jefferson Memorial; 
to make out in the distance the dome of the Capitol Building; to spot the Stars and 
Stripes fluttering above the Smithsonian Institute; to watch the sun set over the 
National Cathedral; it is not until you stand there, and look around, that you realise 
you are in the political capital of the world. 
 
For two months this summer I worked for the United States Congress in Washington, 
D.C.. On a humid evening in the middle of June I landed for the first time in America 
and settled into my new home on E Street, two blocks west of the White House. I had 
had the good fortune to be selected by the English-Speaking Union as one of its ten 
Capitol Hill Scholars. Following a fairly rigorous application process I was assigned 
as an intern to the office of Congressman Sherrod Brown, the Democratic 
Representative for the thirteenth district in Ohio.  
 
Congressman Brown’s voting record revealed a political outlook that happily 
corresponded with my own: he sat on the progressive wing of the Democratic Party, 
and were “liberal” not a pejorative term in the United States it would be an apt 
description of his policies. One of his books, Congress From The Inside, serves both 
as an introduction to the legislative mechanisms of Capitol Hill and as an 
autobiographical account of the first ten or so of his fourteen years in Congress. It 
made illuminating reading material on my flight – though I have to confess to skipping 
his other major work, a lengthy treatise on American trade policy. 
 
What made Congressman Brown’s office a particularly exciting prospect was his 
election campaign: after seven terms in the House of Representatives, the 
Congressman was challenging one of the incumbent Republican senators in Ohio. 
The race was an agonisingly close one, consistently identified by American 
newspapers, pundits and pollsters as one of the six key contests on which the future 
of the Senate would turn. Federal law demands the separation of legislative business 
from campaign affairs, so we in the D.C. office dealt with the former, leaving the latter 
to be managed by a separate staff in Ohio. In reality, of course, the line between the 
two is blurred, and our work in Washington was conducted with an acute awareness 
of the wider political consequences of every move. 
 

The United States Capitol, seen from the Rayburn House Office Building 



2 
 
 

Capitol Hill, 2006 

 

 

 
Interns are warned not to expect to play a profound role in policy-making, but quite 
what degree of responsibility they are given depends very much on their office. I 
began in June as the least experienced of five interns, and finished in August as the 
most senior of three. To their enormous credit, not once did the staff ask the interns 
to do the photocopying or fetch the coffee: the truly mundane tasks – sealing 
envelopes and the like – were delegated to us only very infrequently, and even then 
apologetically. 
 
Of course we had administrative duties, but these served to provide real insights into 
the operation of government. Opening and sorting the mail, for example, revealed the 
extensive variety of influences on legislators: who would have thought that 
Congressman Brown was entitled to a free subscription to The Ukrainian Weekly 
Magazine? And how else would we have learned that thousands of people in north-
east Ohio were genuinely worried by the possibility of an influx of Mexican 
immigrants? (One helpful constituent posted us a brick, along with firm instructions to 
use it in the wall along the Mexican border.) Even answering telephone calls was 
fascinating: it alerted us to the tactics of lobbyists as well as the everyday concerns 
of real Americans – many of whom were so surprised to hear my Scottish accent, 
and so eager to make tenuous claims of Scottish lineage, that they quite forgot what 
they had called to say.  
 
Most of my time, however, was devoted to more substantive work than that. Every 
morning, the Press Secretary would require two reports: the first listing all references 
in the national and regional press to the Congressman and his activities, and the 
second condensing the editorials and letters in every newspaper published within the 
thirteenth district – from the Akron Beacon Journal to the Zanesville Times-Recorder 
– into a summary of the principal issues troubling the people of Ohio. From time to 
time, a staff member unable to attend a Congressional briefing would send an intern 
in his or her place, with instructions to participate and produce a summary of what 
was discussed.  
 
Perhaps twice a week a group of constituents or competition winners from the district 
would turn up at the office for a tour of the Capitol Building: in exchange for 
entertaining them for a few hours, I learned a great deal about life in Ohio. D.C. is a 
city built for government, and its population largely reflects that – so it was refreshing 
to hear what ordinary Americans made of the day’s hot political topics. Leading the 
tours took a great deal of creativity to compensate for my sketchy knowledge of 
American history, but nobody seemed to notice when I embellished an anecdote or 
invented a great battle here and there. 
 
Even a slow day in a Congressional office is exciting. There is always something to 
do in the seat of federal government: a press conference to observe, a debate on the 
Senate floor to hear or a lunch with lobbyists to attend. I was privileged to watch 
Senators Ted Kennedy and Arlen Specter weigh in at meetings of the Senate 
Judiciary Committee, to see General Colin Powell deliver a lecture on the House 
floor, to share an elevator with a Congressman I didn’t recognise and chat to him 
about ice-cream. These were opportunities that simply form part of the day-to-day 
routine of Capitol Hill, and yet which arise nowhere else in the world. 
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With Congressman Brown in the Rayburn Room inside the Capitol  
 
Beyond acting as tour guide, as secretary and as researcher, an intern has one 
crucial and time-consuming duty. Every week, thousands of constituents contact their 
Representative to express opinions on pending legislation and topics of controversy. 
There is only one practical way to deal with this: it is an intern’s job to write standard 
responses on relevant issues, to be sent in reply to dozens or hundreds of people at 
a time. 
 
There is an art to drafting political correspondence. First, a letter must lay out the 
issue at stake: it must explain the pertinent facts in such a way as to educate the lay 
reader without patronising more knowledgeable recipients. Then it must present a 
staunch and vigorous defence of the Congressman’s policy. It must record and justify 
past votes and commitments. It must not, however, bind the Congressman to a 
course of action that has not been scrupulously considered and specifically 
authorised by senior staff. Nor must it aggravate those constituents who disagree 
with the policy – a concern that obviously becomes all the more acute in the context 
of a state-wide election campaign. Representatives in safe seats have a certain 
luxury to offend people, but when only a few percentage points separate a 
Congressman and his Senate opponent in the polls diplomacy and tact are crucial. 
The smallest mistakes have far-reaching consequences. One unhappy constituent 
returned an incorrectly addressed letter she had received from us with a terse note 
attached: 

 
Dear Congressman, 
My name is Mrs. Willis, not Ms. Willis. You have now lost my vote. 

 
Notwithstanding the danger of typographical errors, drafting correspondence was 
enormously enjoyable. What kept it interesting over two months was an astonishing  
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diversity of topics. On one day, I wrote about the copyright implications of satellite 
radio; the next day I examined the rules on loans for small businesses; the day after 
that, I pledged support for federal protection of wild horses. There was something 
very satisfying about spending hours, even days, using the facilities of the Library of 
Congress to research a subject about which I knew nothing; gradually coming to 
grasp the fundamental issues at stake, then the political nuances of the situation; and 
finally tying the strands together in a carefully worded letter. My legal education gave 
me a distinct advantage when it came to deciphering statutes, but over time I came 
to look at the law from a different perspective. Studying law or government gives a 
valuable insight into the mechanics of legislation, but experiencing Congress from the 
inside really forces you to confront the political intricacies of lawmaking.  
 
Working in Congress was remarkable, and so were the opportunities afforded to us 
by Washington, D.C. in our leisure time. This was my first visit to the United States, 
and I was delighted to be immersed in its culture. The D.C. branch of the ESU laid on 
an impressive array of activities, from drinks with the British Ambassador to sailing in 
Chesapeake Bay. Through the people we met and the contacts we made, we 
arranged tours of the White House and the Pentagon, attended barbecues in 
Georgetown, and went to pool parties in Virginia. Two months gave plenty of time to 
take advantage of all that Washington has to offer: museum tours and gallery visits; 
evening receptions on the Hill; baseball games in the city and kayaking expeditions 
on the Potomac; Independence Day celebrations on the Mall; and trips to some of 
the great cities of the North-East. 
 

 
ESU Scholars with Sir David Manning, British Ambassador to the United States, and Lady 
Manning 

 
Certainly my internship taught me something that I think a degree would not. 
Lawmaking relies on academic debate, but it also relies on angry letters from 
constituents. It requires that you read analytical articles, but it also requires that you 
listen to pleading telephone calls and that you talk to ordinary families. It demands  
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that you think about polls and politics, and it demands that you think about principles. 
I have lasting memories of one letter in particular, from a nurse seeking federal 
support for several charitable projects. I remember reading it, then researching it, and 
presenting my findings to the Legislative Director. A few days later I remember 
signing the Congressman’s name to a response promising to fight for funding for the 
programmes. I remember thinking as I did so that if lawmaking is fundamentally 
about people, then this was lawmaking at its best. 
 
 
 
 

 
 Celebrating Independence Day 
  

 


