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“CHARLIE, GET ME THE POPE” 

 

 

 

 
 

I’ve watched The West Wing twice all the way through since I bought it for £50 last 

Christmas. And I still haven’t mastered the new way of putting my jacket on. 

 

———————— 

 

There’s no Secretary of State. He’s there when Bartlet resigns at the end of Series 4, but you 

don’t see his face. He then turns up for one episode and turns out to have been William 

Devane all along. What’s he been doing? A big guy with a slight residual hair lip keeps 

popping in after that, and is referred to as Mr Secretary, but never as the Secretary of State. 

He’s a cipher, not a character, though CJ does get cross with him from time to time. 

 And where’s the man who’s said to follow the President everywhere with the briefcase 

containing the nuclear launch-codes? He’s not there at all.
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 The ones I feel sorry for are the Expendable Women, and the Incidental Women. Moira 

Kelly and Emily Procter are dispensed with after one series each, and Margaret, Leo’s 

secretary (NiCole Robinson), exists only to be bawled at – you’re desperate for one line from 

her, showing some antithetical spirit. The series is famous for CJ and Donna, but they and 

Stockard Channing are the only constant female presences. Anna Deveare Smith is great as 

                                                 
1: The truth comes out in Series 7: these days, the President himself has them on a card. 
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Nancy McNally the National Security Adviser, but is only there when someone needs putting 

in their place. Katherine Joosten (Mrs Landing-ham) is also great, but has to killed off – and 

they make maximum capital out of her departure (Americans do wonderful funerals). But 

when Lily Tomlin (of all people) turns up as her replacement, they find little for her to do 

(though she does play a mean hand of poker). Mary Louise Parker is cute, but you want Josh 

to hit her, she’s so far up herself, and he never does. As Series 4 winds down, she loses her 

edge. 

 We are asked to believe that the secretary to the President of the United States wouldn’t 

recognise the Duke of Edinburgh when she saw him at a reception, and that both she and her 

boss would pronounce it “Edinburrow”. Actually, America being the provincial place it is, 

that’s quite likely. 

 But it’s not just misogyny. Still more ruthlessly introduced, and as cynically discarded, is 

Donna’s “IRA boyfriend” in Series 5. As played by Jason Isaacs, he’s a bit unshaven and 

ugly, but it’s clear from her smiles that he sets her alight. However, she and Josh are destined 

for each other in Series 7, and the thought of a mere Brit – even an Irish Brit – coming 

between them, was obviously too much: so his role suddenly ceases, without explanation. 

 Still more outrageous is “Lord John Marbury” (should be “Lord Marbury”) the U.K. 

ambassador, on the one hand a diplomat with a laser-mind and total command of every 

international brief hurled at him, but on the other a buffoon who quotes Christina Rosetti, 

who’s proud both of his pedigree and of the fact that one of his ancestors once played Nanki-

Poo in The Mikado. Roger Rees should have insisted on some re-writes. 

 Most of the other guest stars are very well used: Karl Malden (especially), Glenn Close, 

Laura Dern, Matthew Perry, John Goodman, and Mark Harmon (though Harmon should, as a 

trained operative, have suspected there were two guys in the drugstore). But why Christian 

Slater agreed to such a fart of a part is mysterious. He too is only there to accentuate the Josh / 

Donna intrigue, and you hardly notice his exit. Perhaps they promised more, and didn’t 

deliver. 

 The one I feel sorriest for is Rob Lowe. Apart from one bit – the one about the woman 

whose grandfather was a spy – he’s never the centre of any episode; and what could have 

been a relationship as interesting as the one between Josh and Donna – the one he has with 

the law student / call girl in the first series – is, again, just dropped. He was right to leave – 

pity he didn’t find anything better to do. 

 I gather that in fact he was frozen out because he was too famous. He’s certainly better-

looking than Richard Schiff, and his hairline stays constant, which is more than you can say 

about Bradley Whitford’s. 

 But then quite a few things are dropped which you notice on a nightly basis more than 

you would on a weekly one: what happens about the Mad Cow Disease? Is there an outbreak, 

or not? What happens in Kundu? Do they prevent the genocide, or not? We know the 

California nuclear reactor doesn’t explode, but what of the fleet stuck in the hurricane out of 

Norfolk, Virginia? 

 Watching two, three or four episodes a night makes you aware of these problems where 

one a week might not. But then, in a dream-world, you rarely have closure: you wake up 

before it arrives. 

 I think the character Sorkin is most interested in is Toby, because he’s so brilliant and yet 

so miserable. Such a success, and such a failure. We hear about Josh’s sister dying in the fire, 

and how that makes him crazy, but he never talks about her. Whereas we do see Toby’s 

father, who worked for Murder Incorporated, and we can see how that’s driven Toby crazy. 

Dare I suggest that Sorkin’s more interested in these tormented Jewish characters than well-

balanced goy characters like Rob Lowe’s? 

 

———————— 

 

 “Nobody turns us down. We’re like the Mob, but less violent – ultimately responsible for 

more death and destruction, but still …” says CJ at one point – about the White House. 
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There’s no invasion of Iraq, and no Afghanistan. America is The World’s Policeman, not The 

World’s Biggest Thug. By the end of the last series, Bartlet has intervened (from humane, 

Policeman-like motives) in Africa, Israel / Palestine, and Kazakhstan (by the way, there’s no 

Chinese minority in Kazakhstan – I looked it up). 

 

———————— 

 

The two most important characters in the whole shebang are the homeless Korean War 

veteran lying dead on the bench in Series 1, and the coffee-salesman in Series 7, who doesn’t 

recognise Alan Alda as the guy who just lost the election. Over forty-five percent of 

Americans didn’t vote at all even in last year’s presidential elections. They don’t think it’ll 

make any difference who tries to run the place. 

 

 
 

———————— 

 

In order to liberate my evenings (and the rest of my DVD collection) I’ve lent The West Wing 

out, long term. 

 The first movie I chose to exorcise it was Gettysburg. I’d put it on before I remembered 

who was in it … Martin Sheen, as Robert E. Lee. 

 

 
 

He loses the battle. 


