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During his tenure, Ridge worked with more than 180,000

employees from a combined 22 components to come together

as one agency to strengthen our borders, provide for

intelligence analysis and infrastructure protection, improve

the use of science and technology to counter weapons of mass

destruction, and to create a comprehensive response and

recovery division. Ridge served the nation’s first Secretary of

Homeland Security until February 1, 2005. 

Ridge was twice elected Governor of Pennsylvania, serving

from 1995 to 2001. He kept his promise to make Pennsylvania

"a leader among states and a competitor among nations."

Governor Ridge's aggressive technology strategy helped fuel

the state's advances in the priority areas of economic

development, education, health and the environment.

Born Aug. 26, 1945, in Pittsburgh's Steel Valley, Governor Ridge

was raised in a working class family in veterans' public

housing in Erie. He earned a scholarship to Harvard,

graduating with honors in 1967. After his first year at The

Dickinson School of Law, he was drafted into the U.S. Army,

where he served as an infantry staff sergeant in Vietnam,

earning the Bronze Star for Valor. After returning to

Pennsylvania, he earned his law degree and was in private

practice before becoming assistant district attorney in Erie

County. He was elected to Congress in 1982. He was the first
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Congressman to have served as an enlisted man in the

Vietnam War, and was overwhelmingly re-elected five times.

 Ridge’s official portrait (/portraits-secretaries-homeland-security) was

unveiled at DHS Headquarters in Washington, D.C. on May 23,

2013.

Last Published Date: October 31, 2017

https://www.dhs.gov/portraits-secretaries-homeland-security




 

Tom Ridge Biography

Tom Ridge is an American politician who served as the Governor of Pennsylvania from 1995 to 2001.

This biography of Tom Ridge provides detailed information about his childhood, life, achievements,

works & timeline.

Quick Facts
Also Known As Thomas J Ridge, Thomas Joseph Ridge

Famous as Former Governor of Pennsylvania, Former

Member of the U.S. House of Representatives

Nationality  American

Religion Catholicism

Political ideology Republican

Born on 26 August 1945 AD   

Zodiac Sign Virgo

Born in Munhall

Mother Laura

Spouse Michele Ridge

Education Pennsylvania State University - Dickinson Law,

Harvard University, Harvard College, Cathedral

Preparatory School

Elected as the Governor of Pennsylvania twice before tragedy struck America in the form of the 9/11

Attacks, Tom Ridge is a politician known for his commitment and high ethical standards. Under his
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tenure from 1995 to 2001, Pennsylvania thrived as a state fueled by a high rate of economic and

infrastructural development. Following the unfortunate events of September 11th, 2001, Tom Ridge

became the first Assistant to the President for Homeland Security. Though considered a successful and

highly respected politician during the decade of the 2000s, Ridge’s entry into politics had been anything

but spectacular. He had been off to a shaky start but persevered to eventually become a capable

politician. As a child he had been diagnosed with an ear infection that diminished his hearing in one ear.

But the young boy did not let this stop him from becoming a bright student who excelled in both

academics and athletics. He joined the army where his blooming career was cut short by a medical

condition. Undaunted by the challenges life threw at him; he studied to become a lawyer and had a

successful practice. Eventually he decided to enter politics where again he found success due to his

gritty determination. Today he is also a thriving businessman who serves as the CEO of Ridge Global. 

Childhood & Early Life:

He was born on August 26, 1945, as the eldest among three siblings to working class parents in

Pennsylvania. His father Thomas Regis Ridge was a Navy veteran and a traveling salesman. He

suffered from diminished hearing in one ear.

He went to St. Andrews Elementary School and Cathedral Preparatory school. He was a good

student and excelled in both academics and athletics.

He won a scholarship to Harvard College. Hailing from a middle class background he took up

construction works to support himself. He graduated with honors in 1967.

He decided to study law and enrolled at the Dickinson School of Law. After one year he drafted

into the United States Army. He won several medals during his service.

He returned home from the army because of a ruptured appendix and proceeded to complete his

Juris Doctor degree at the law school, graduating in 1972.

Career:

He began his legal career with a private practice in 1972 eventually becoming the Assistant

District Attorney in Erie County, Pennsylvania in 1980.

He ventured into politics in 1982 and ran for the District’s open seat in the U.S. House of

Representatives. He beat Democratic Senator Anthony Andrezeski in a surprise win for the

Republicans.

He won the re-elections six times and solidified his political career. Feeling ambitious, he ran for

the Governor in 1994 and won the election becoming the governor in 1995.

In 1998 he was re-elected to the post with 57% of the vote. During his tenure, he promoted better

law and order measures and provided for the creation of an emergency fund for facing any future

disaster.

He supported the creation of separate schools for disruptive students and proposed that public
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charter schools be opened in Pennsylvania. He helped to create the Link-to-Learn initiative to

ensure effective use of technology to promote education.

The then President George W. Bush created the Office of Homeland Security after the September

11, 2001 terror attacks and made Ridge the head. He resigned as the governor to take up this

post.

Ridge had to develop a comprehensive national strategy to strengthen the security of the United

States against terror attacks in future.

The Homeland Security Act 2002 was passed and Ridge became the first Secretary of Homeland

Security. It was a job involving a very high degree of planning and coordinating the activities of

several departments in order to increase the country’s resistance to terror threats.

After being active in politics for many years, Ridge resigned from the post in 2004 stating that he

needed more time to spend with his family and pursue other activities.

He founded Ridge Global, an advisory firm in Washington, D.C., which provides services in risk

management, security and infrastructure protection, emergency preparedness, and other related

fields.

In 2010 he lent his name to be used by two former Chiefs of Staff, Mark Campbell and Mark

Holman, for opening a lobbying firm called Ridge Policy Group.

Today he also serves on the board of directors for Home Depot and The Hershey Company. He is

a senior advisor to the auditing firm, Deloitte.

Major Works:

Ridge served as the Governor of Pennsylvania from 1995 to 2001 over the period of which he

promoted law and order, supported competition among electric utilities, created a fund for facing

recession, and promoted insurance programs.

Awards & Achievements:

He was honored with the Woodrow Wilson Award by the Woodrow Wilson International Center

for Scholars.

Ridge had played a key role in securing funds for an environmental center in Pennsylvania which

is named The Tom Ridge Environmental Center in his honor.

Personal Life & Legacy:

He married Michele in 1979 and has two children with her. His wife is the former executive

director of the Erie County Library System.
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Do They Still Make Republicans Like Tom Ridge?
by Steve Volk | March 18, 2017 9:00 pm

Tom Ridge. Photograph by Matt Stanley

On election night, as the foreign country around him lay sleeping, Tom Ridge stayed up all night, watching TV.
“I wanted to know who my president was going to be,” he says.

Ridge was all alone in a hotel room in the Ukrainian capital of Kiev, and he felt surprised but not shocked when
the race was called in favor of Donald Trump. Ridge is a former military man and former governor of
Pennsylvania — he viewed the crash site at Shanksville on 9/11 — and served as the nation’s first Secretary of
Homeland Security. He’d been prepared for Trump’s victory by a trip he’d made back home, to Erie, prior to the
election.

“I’d never seen that level of engagement and support,” he says, “for any presidential candidate.”

The lawn signs, bumper stickers and billboards seemed to speak of near-unanimous intention, so Ridge, his hotel
TV turned to CNN, felt no knot in the pit of his stomach. “I switched modes immediately,” he says. “It was just,
‘Okay, now Donald Trump is my president. I want him to succeed.’”
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Back in May, Ridge, a Republican, had penned a guest column for U.S. News & World Report announcing that
he wouldn’t vote for Trump or Clinton. “His bombastic tone reflects the traits of a bully,” he wrote, “not an
American president and statesman. If he cannot unite Republicans, how can he unite America?”

Today, Ridge says, with surprising enthusiasm, “I’m rooting for Trump.” He cites some of the cabinet picks —
Kelly in Homeland Security, Mattis in Defense, Tillerson in State — and says, “I have to give him credit where
credit is due.” But he hasn’t changed his head or heart. In fact, Ridge is still waging a carefully calibrated
campaign of his own. He is pushing, he says, with a pause and a single crisply enunciated word, for “civility.”

On its face, the 71-year-old Ridge’s mission might appear both laudable and laughable. The news each day is
rife with conflict: Protesters decry the President’s policies and overblown, dictatorial methods; each morning,
seemingly, Trump hits “send” on some toxic tweet, leveling unsubstantiated claims of voter fraud and “paid”
agitators, even that the previous president tapped his phones. His approval rating is at a record low for any
president at this early stage of his administration — roughly 40 percent. But who cares? That’s just most of
America. The same polling shows at least 85 percent of Republicans think he’s doing fine.

In this fiercely partisan environment, Ridge seems anachronistic. The first time I interviewed him in his D.C.
office, he described bipartisan compromise as “the heart of democracy.” Around that time, Republican leaders in
Congress were declining to launch an independent investigation of Trump’s possible ties to Russia, a foreign
power, with GOP Senator Rand Paul even admitting the effort would distract them from pursuing their partisan
agenda.

Do they even make Republicans like Tom Ridge any more?

Of course, the need to ask this question captures why Ridge’s out-of-step ideals are so important right now. “If
we have this politics of division and demonization, it doesn’t seem to me that there’s any way forward for a
democracy under those conditions,” says Ridge, “and so because I love my country, I’m advocating that we
restore civility to our discourse and treat our opponents with respect.”

Ridge’s opening salvo, perhaps out of an overabundance of politeness, is larded with a gentle euphemism, its
concussive conclusion made purposefully indirect: What does it mean when he says our current division permits
“no way forward” for democracy if not that on its current course, America will cease to be a democracy at all?
And so the first man to represent our Department of Homeland Security is back, bearing an urgent message: Our
homeland isn’t so secure.

•

TOM RIDGE REMEMBERS the dinnertime conversation most. His parents engaged in long discussions
about politics — and disagreed about pretty much everything. “What I remember is the tone,” he says. “There
wasn’t any yelling.” The debates between his mother, a Republican, and his father, a Democrat, evolved like a
tennis match in which “neither player was interested in scoring a point.”

Today, Ridge serves as CEO of a self-named company, Ridge Global, that consults with corporations on matters
of cybersecurity and risk management. He splits time between D.C., where his company is headquartered, and
Erie. But work takes him all over the world. He might be in Ukraine one week and Dubai or London another.
But he remains very much the product of Erie — a small city closer to Cleveland than to Philadelphia — and his
parents’ bipartisan dinner table.

As he grew, his life took turns that would satisfy both right and left, checking boxes associated with Republican
and Democratic candidates. He served in Vietnam as a staff sergeant, long a conservative credential, without
seeking any deferments or way out. He graduated from Harvard, that bastion of liberalism, with a degree in
government studies. He served six terms in Congress in an era when Republicans and Democrats actually
compromised. And when he ran for governor in 1994, the Daily News description that became his unofficial
slogan — “A guy nobody ever heard of, from a city nobody’s ever seen” — marked him as a politician with the
humility and good grace to turn even his weaknesses into strengths.
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“I think Tom’s decency was always apparent,” says former governor Ed Rendell, who worked with Ridge when
he was Philly’s mayor. “There was never any sense with him that political party identifications were driving
him. My mayoral administration enjoyed a great partner in him.”

Ridge’s old gubernatorial spokesman, Tim Reeves, was surprised when the administration approached him, back
when he was a reporter for the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, about serving as press secretary. Sheepishly, he told
chief of staff Mark Holman: “Do you realize I’m a registered Democrat?”

Holman rolled his eyes. Reeves got the job. “As we talked about position requirements and sifted through
candidates for various jobs,” says Holman, “the Governor never once asked about anyone’s politics. So I knew it
wasn’t important to him.”

Ridge was, by seemingly all accounts, a personally happy and professionally productive governor. He even
prefers to be called “Governor” today, rather than “Secretary,” his last and highest-ranking position. While
leading Pennsylvania during the Clinton go-go years of relative prosperity — a distinct advantage — he oversaw
a boom in charter schools, steered Pittsburgh and Philadelphia through contentious debates over sports stadiums,
and brought shipbuilding back to Philly at the Navy Yard.

In Congress and later as governor, he watched other politicians live and die with every vote. But he had seen real
life-and-death crises, close up, in Vietnam — “Being shot at gives you a new perspective,” he says — and
recognized the difference. He had about 16 months left as governor on 9/11. Then President George W. Bush,
also a friend, called and asked him to help design and implement the nation’s post-9/11 security strategy,
ultimately forming the current Department of Homeland Security.

Ridge’s gubernatorial staff put together a fast but comprehensive study of the position’s pros and cons, but
Ridge never heard it, waving them off. The president’s call, for him, was like Vietnam: He didn’t particularly
want to go, but a sense of duty compelled him.

Ridge quickly became a target for late-night comedians. The nation’s new terror watch system, which included
color-coded “threat levels” ranging from green (low) up through blue, yellow, orange and red, quickly proved
alarmist and self-defeating. When the threat kicked up to blue or yellow, how could Ridge dial it back? Wouldn’t
he be blamed if the drop preceded an attack?

Citizens also didn’t know what was expected of them — how should we behave on a yellow day as opposed to a
green one? At his nadir, Ridge suggested citizens invest in duct tape and plastic sheeting as a hedge against
possible bio-weapons attacks. Some panicked citizens quickly bought out all the available stock at local
hardware stores and sealed their homes in plastic. Clearly, Tom Ridge had a lot to learn in his new role. What
saved him is that the “guy nobody ever heard of” was humble enough to admit as much.

Our current president flips out after most episodes of Saturday Night Live. But when comedians made fun of
Ridge — one night, SNL famously declared the threat level magenta, just shy of oxblood — he never took it
personally. He even laughed about the jokes during media interviews, and told some himself.

Ridge served for about a year in a poorly defined advisory role before winning unanimous confirmation from the
Senate to a new cabinet-level position. His ascension marked a moment of American unity, never mind the
fractures in our foundation. He became the calm face of America’s response to terror.

The “no win” job, against all odds, became a big victory, and in 2004 Ridge retired from the role. He’d often
been rumored as a VP candidate; would he run for president himself? But just a dozen years later, every political
professional I interviewed for this story made the same observation: Tom Ridge would have a very hard time
getting elected today. For the House, Senate, governor, president, maybe even school board.

Ridge, long a pro-choice Republican — “I think the decision is best left between a woman, her doctor and her
God,” he says — further undermined his ideological purity by going pro-gay marriage. As governor, Ridge
signed a state defense of marriage act in 1996, defining marriage as occurring only between a man and a woman.
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But years of meeting gay and lesbian people and getting to know them as colleagues and friends caused him to
“evolve.” And evolution on these kinds of core ideological disputes is something our current politics don’t
allow.

“I like Tom Ridge, I really do,” says Republican pollster Frank Luntz. “But there’s no question he’s out of step
with what the primary voters in the Republican Party want, which is someone far more ideological. I don’t think
he could get elected in this environment.”

Do they make Republicans like Tom Ridge any more? “The short answer,” offers SiriusXM talk-show host
Michael Smerconish, “is no.”

Smerconish and Luntz both consider Ridge’s electoral obsolescence a sign of danger for the Republican Party
and perhaps even the nation as a whole.

“There’s no question we have reached a crisis point,” says Smerconish. “We have to learn how to talk to each
other again, across party boundaries, ethnic and racial boundaries and regional boundaries.”

Luntz, whom I interviewed in February, says our politics are racing toward a new bottom. “I can see it in my
own data,” he says. “The hostility, the anger! You can see it grow from the primary to the election, and then it
jumped again by the inauguration, and it’s worse now. Every month you can see it get worse.”

Among Republican voters he polled on Election Day, just 35 percent wanted to see any kind of bipartisanship
from their elected leaders. And this was before they knew the results. “It’s a rejection of compromise, and it
undermines the democratic process,” says Luntz, “and it’s going to get a lot worse before it gets better. I believe
this year will resemble 1968. My hope, and this is the best I can ask for, is that the similarity is in the tone and
extent of protests, not in the matter of lives lost.”

Does he see any sign of hope? “Not much,” says Luntz. “If you want some hope, at least we still have examples,
like Tom Ridge, that there is a better way to do things. But I have to admit: I’m not very hopeful.”

•

THIS PAST SUMMER, Tom Ridge attended a ceremony in Washington, D.C., where he presented the
Allegheny College Prize for Civility in Public Life to both Senator John McCain and Vice President Joe Biden.

Standing there in a conservative blue suit, before a pair of American flags, Ridge spoke on behalf of the award’s
founding institution, Allegheny College, a small liberal arts school in Meadville, Pennsylvania. He struck all the
right notes, talking about the need for the cross-party friendship Biden and McCain maintain and, of course, for
their civility. Ridge, and the Allegheny College prize, seems to define civility broadly, encompassing polite
behavior, courtesy, respect and consideration. This last word captures the essence of bipartisanship — that
opposing viewpoints should be considered and to some degree accommodated as a matter of course. But the
whole affair seemed to convey sadness, even isolation — a gathering of adherents quietly celebrating a niche
faith.

Allegheny College, a campus of 2,000 students in a community of just 13,000, wouldn’t normally be expected to
hold annual events that earn national coverage, but the Prize for Civility is becoming kind of a thing, sparking
stories in USA Today, the Los Angeles Times and Time magazine. Allegheny College president James Mullen
says Ridge has been vital: “To be straightforward about it, he is obviously key to even getting figures like Vice
President Biden and Senator McCain to attend.”

But far from merely attending the ceremony, Ridge also goes to regular meetings to discuss potential winners
and strategize promotions and events. This year, Ridge highlighted one key moment from the career of each
award winner. He lauded Biden, whom he referred to as “my vice president,” for the speech he gave in October
2015 in which he announced he wouldn’t run for president. “We are opponents, not enemies,” Biden said,
calling for a change in the tenor of politics.
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Ridge also celebrated John McCain’s famous “No, ma’am” moment, when a woman at a town hall for McCain’s
2008 presidential candidacy questioned Barack Obama’s citizenship and called him an “Arab.”

“No, ma’am,” McCain gently responded. “He’s a decent family man, citizen, that I just happen to have
disagreements with on fundamental issues, and that’s what this campaign is all about.”

Ridge portrayed both instances, both men, as candles glowing in the current dark. And he brought tremendous
gravitas to the task. His face, though jowlier than during his time as governor, remains chiseled, seemingly made
for regular public viewings. He is also six-foot-two, with a still-youthful vitality. But that sense of a shrinking
cult — Mullen, Ridge, Biden and McCain all spoke about civility as a kind of fugitive on the run — never lifted.

Some words do provoke a kind of automatic harrumph in our irreverent age — civility, etiquette, politeness.
Mullen admits he frequently hears criticism that the prize honors something no longer of value. “I hear that a
lot,” he says. “‘Civility is over,’ ‘Civility is dead,’ and ‘Civility doesn’t get things done.’”

Ever civil himself, he declines to call out any critics by name. What alarms him is that these critics are otherwise
“good, respectable people.” Their rejection of decorum further convinces him “that we’re doing something
important, and we need to work that much harder at it.”

The effort did gain a new urgency this past year — and not just because of the election. During one of our
interviews, Ridge nodded along as his press agent, Steve Aaron, quoted from memory the “concerning” details
of a 2016 study Mullen and Allegheny College commissioned through the Zogby polling firm. The most
alarming stat: The percentage of voters who believe elected officials should pursue personal friendships with
members of other parties plummeted from 85 percent in 2010 to just 56 percent.

Ridge’s response to this shift is, as ever, well-meaning. He works, gratis, on behalf of the Allegheny College
prize. He wrote about civility in a guest column for Time. And whenever he encounters a member of the House
or Senate, he finds a moment to engage on the subject.

Still, in this divided climate, isn’t any effort to promote civility doomed to failure? Isn’t Tom Ridge, the old
soldier, trying to stop a hurricane by blowing a kiss into its howling winds?

“I don’t know what I can say,” says Ridge, “except that I am doing everything I can, and I am going to keep
pushing.”

•

LAST AUGUST, Donald Trump brought his campaign to Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania, the kind of white,
working-class town that would eventually propel him to victory. Trump had just taken considerable heat for
insulting Khizr and Ghazala Khan, Gold Star parents and Muslims who lost their son, a U.S. Army captain,
when he was fighting for America in Iraq.

Nonetheless, Trump and his surrogates served up generous portions of political red meat, triggering chants of
“Lock her up!” and “Build that wall!” He castigated the media, cordoned off at the back of the Cumberland
Valley High School gym. And he won the crowd by telling them about a meeting he’d had with a group of coal
miners in West Virginia, relating their plight to that of laid-off factory workers throughout central Pennsylvania.

“I asked them, ‘Did you ever think of maybe moving and going into a different business?’” he said.

The coal miners said they didn’t want to move. They wanted to stay where they’d been born and work the jobs
their parents and grandparents had. Trump told the crowd he understood, respected, the coal miners’ argument,
and in response he was going to bring those jobs back.

Of course, his promise is denounced by experts on both the right and left as impossible to keep: The coal
industry is being destroyed by the free market, not regulation; natural gas is more abundant and cheaper to
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obtain. And manufacturing jobs have been reduced because of technology. Robotics are replacing less precise,
and more expensive, human workers. But there is a lesson to take from this moment that goes beyond Trump’s
lack of understanding of, or disregard for, the true drivers of the American economy.

The average Trump voter has largely been depicted as racist and uneducated. And yes, race did play a significant
role. What, 58 percent of white voters preferred Trump while 88 percent of African-American voters chose
Clinton for no reason? Further, Trump did perform much better with voters who lack a college degree. But any
insistence on seeing all his supporters through a prism that is both narrow and pejorative won’t do anything to
woo such voters next time, or bind this country’s cultural wounds.

Put another way: A large swath of white America feels it’s been mistreated. Will any argument convince them to
feel otherwise?

Ridge’s old press secretary, Tim Reeves, tells a story about what it was like for him, as a Democrat and former
reporter, to become privy to what Republicans said in private. “They took me, because of my position, to be one
of them,” he says. “And while I didn’t normally agree with their criticism of the media, I did come to realize that
these were very thoughtful Republicans, and their sense of being truly aggrieved, that the media just will not
give them a fair shake, was real. It isn’t just a campaign tactic. They really feel wounded by it.”

From Reeves’s perspective, what to do about the problem is difficult to calculate. The new administration — and
Congressional conservatives — shouts “fake news” every time a new and damaging fact is reported. But Reeves
insists that accepting the reality of this sense of “injury” among rank-and-file Republicans is crucial to genuine
understanding: “It colors all their perceptions of whatever the media reports.”

Of course, this cuts both ways. The media, right and left, has been engaged in a kind of arms race. Fox triggered
MSNBC. Big right-wing personalities like Rush Limbaugh and Bill O’Reilly were countered by Jon Stewart and
Stephen Colbert. Both Stewart and Colbert emerged as, foremost, satirists, riffing off of provable facts. But in
terms of our current cultural divide and separating right-wing rurals from left-wing coastal elites, did they help?

“No,” says Reeves. “They didn’t.”

Ridge looks back at the media and entertainment industry’s treatment of George W. Bush as one of many drivers
that led to where we are now. “He wasn’t, and isn’t, stupid,” says Ridge, and he shares a quick story to make his
point.

One day Ridge joined Bush and a team of advisers in the Situation Room. They had what appeared to be solid
information about pending attacks on multiple planes flying into the United States from various overseas
locations. Bush moved the discussion around the table, hearing out each adviser’s opinion on the seriousness of
the threat and the credibility of the intelligence. “The review he got was mixed,” says Ridge. “There was no real
agreement about what we should do.”

In response, Bush offered a brief smile. He said he appreciated everyone’s input. And he offered up one question
he wanted everyone at the table to answer: “How many of you would put your family on one of these planes?”

Ridge, in his D.C. office, looks around, a bewildered expression on his face, mimicking the advisers gathered at
the table, all sitting in silence. “He was like, ‘Okay, I guess we have our answer,’” says Ridge.

Ridge’s point seems obvious: Bush wasn’t a dummy, and in fact possessed a deft emotional intelligence. But the
media characterization of him as stupid helped precondition conservatives to reject any negative media narrative
about their icons.

For all his bipartisanship, Ridge remains a “true” conservative in most respects. He is disdainful of Obama’s
foreign policy, which he calls “nonexistent.” He remains an advocate for charter schools — eager to see the
results-driven free market provide solutions for America’s education woes.
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But in direct contradiction of Trump’s attacks on the media, Ridge says, “There is no such thing as an alternative
fact. … The free press is absolutely vital, a cornerstone of democracy. I don’t want to be overly dramatic, but
who the hell wants to live in Russia? Without a free press? If you take the free press away, it’s not a democracy.”
Still, he fears the line between entertainment and the New York Times has been blurred — that to many viewers
and readers, Stephen Colbert, Hollywood and Times editor Dean Baquet are all reading from the same hymnal.

“It’s a difficult problem,” says Ridge, “because we can’t, and shouldn’t, police the entertainment industry. But
there needs to be some understanding, on both sides, of how we treat each other.”

There is, of course, a problem of false equivalencies. Trump’s fat-shaming and Mexican hating, his treatment of
women and his threats to reinstate torture, murder terrorists’ families and steal Iraq’s oil, really are far worse
than Hillary Clinton’s most notorious slip, when she referred to Trump’s supporters as a “basket of deplorables.”
But Ridge says the current moment requires us all to be sticklers for civility — that restoring American politics
to the high road of civil debate about issues, not personalities, requires both sides to be on that road all the time.

“I was very disappointed when she made the ‘deplorables’ remark,” says Ridge. “And believe me, I hear about it
from my Republican friends.”

As Luntz, the Republican pollster, told me, “The right’s current hatred of the media is so great” that
conservatives are likely to reject all arguments, and evidence, against Trump precisely because they can’t stand
the messenger. And Tim Reeves agrees. Trump’s flirtation with white nationalists, his late, tepid response to the
violence rising up in the wake of his policies, his ties to Russia — none of it seems to be making a significant
dent in his popularity with the Republican Party’s new, more extreme base. It’s as if they can’t allow the left, or
the media, to get any kind of “win.”

The current dynamic, then, is so dysfunctional that the only victories are zero-sum — total victory or none at all.
And so the biggest question of all is put to Ridge: Is this political moment like Vietnam and his stint at
Homeland Security? Is this moment about life and death?

“I’d like to be optimistic,” says Ridge, “because I am an optimist by nature. … ”

Ridge pauses then, considering his next words, but nothing to justify any optimism comes.

•

ON DAY 27 of the Trump administration, just two weeks after he first told me, “Donald Trump is my president,
and we need to give him a chance,” Tom Ridge is eyeing his own personal event horizon, the moment when he
might be moved to act, to break his recent public silence on Trump and speak out.

The previous 72 hours kicked the national angst meter up to code red for Russia, and Ridge wasn’t immune.
Trump’s national security adviser, Michael Flynn, was revealed to have spoken with Russian officials about
sanctions imposed by the Obama administration prior to taking office. He subsequently resigned. Another story
declared that U.S. intelligence officials had discovered the Russia links went well beyond Flynn: Multiple
members of Trump’s campaign team had been in touch with Russian intelligence officials throughout the 2016
presidential race.

These events and Trump’s reaction to them aroused widespread concern: Did Flynn hold these conversations
with Trump’s approval? Just why is Trump able to criticize or threaten every pillar of American democracy —
presidents, legislators, the military and intelligence services — but not his buddy Vlad? Yet Congressional
Republicans had again indicated that they wouldn’t allow an independent investigation, and Ridge was
incredulous.

“Forget Mike Flynn, and forget President Trump,” he says, trying to remove personalities and partisanship from
the equation. “This is about the pillars of our government. This is about rallying around the flag. A foreign
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power hacked into the DNC to try and sway the results of the election? There is some kind of tie, potentially,
between a foreign power and one of our presidential campaigns?”

He sits forward in his chair. “The election process is the pillar of democracy,” he says. “This goes beyond party.
No foreign power can be allowed to interfere in that. … This should be a bipartisan effort involving both the
House and the Senate. I’m going to stay quiet for now, but I have my limits.”

There are those who believe his words might yet matter, a lot. “I think a lot of people held their noses when they
voted for Trump,” says Stuart Stevens, a strategist for Mitt Romney’s 2012 presidential run. “His support is
likely not so great as it seems.”

There “might” come a time, says Stevens, when criticism from more mainstream Republicans like Ridge or
Romney will ratchet up opposition.

Closer to home, Sam Katz, who lost to Ridge in the governor’s primary race in ’93, agrees and goes further.
“Tom Ridge is very smart to spend some time on the sidelines right now,” he says, “and knowing him, I’m sure
he will identify the right time, if there ever is one, to speak up. When and if he does, he will provide cover for a
lot of other Republicans to act.”

The Trump administration, then, could be the flash point around which mainstream Republicans and Democrats
ultimately unite. And if that happens, perhaps we can start talking to each other again. “I do think there is a
possibility that Trump could be the trigger that causes some positive change,” says Smerconish. “But it’s going
to take a lot of work.”

Even now, the current sense of crisis might actually be unifying political forces that usually define themselves in
opposition to each other. Just a decade ago, Tom Ridge was one of the nation’s leading Republicans and a living
symbol of neoconservative power. Just three election cycles later, though he would never describe himself in
such terms — at least not yet — he looms as a budding member of a different group entirely: the Resistance.

The day after Trump’s inauguration, in fact, Ridge walked along the Women’s March in D.C. as the event came
to an end. He had been out running errands and stopped “not to participate, but to observe.”

Afterward, friends who are serious Trump partisans complained to him that the march — held in major cities
across the nation — was “un-American … undemocratic … and just the most awful thing.”

Recounting these conversations, Ridge looks mystified. “It was a peaceful protest,” he says, “a pure expression
of the First Amendment.”

The women, and men, carried signs. They chanted. Their solidarity, unity and love of country was something
Ridge could feel just standing there.

He would have disagreed with them about many policy issues. But that didn’t matter. The march struck him as
reflecting the beating heart of democracy. And this memory, of looking out over the crowd as the opposition
party filed past him, seems to answer the question Ridge struggled with earlier — about this life-and-death
moment, about whether there is any reason for his natural optimism. Because during that march in Washington,
Ridge felt something he hadn’t expected: hope.

Where so many of Ridge’s Republican friends saw an America in turmoil, he saw America perhaps battered and
scarred, but still functioning. “I was glad I went,” he says. “I actually found it … somewhat reassuring.”

Published in the April 2017 issue of Philadelphia magazine.

Source URL: http://www.phillymag.com/news/2017/03/18/tom-ridge-republican-civility/

Copyright ©2017 Philadelphia Magazine unless otherwise noted.


	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page

