
An Oral History Interview 
 
 with 
 

 Norma Gilbert Udall (part 2) 
 Tucson, Arizona 
 
 conducted by 
 Julie Ferdon 
 
 January 17, 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

transcribed by 
Jardee Transcription, Tucson 

 
The Morris K. Udall Oral History Project 

University of Arizona Library, Special Collections 
 

 © 2003 
The University of Arizona Library 

Arizona Board of Regents 
All Rights Reserved 



JF:  All right, we’ve turned the tape over, and we’re on Side B. 
 
NU:  I’m finding a place for him to live. 
 
JF:  The condominium. 
 
NU:  Yeah.  Because there were a number of paintings around the house of Ella, and 
there was one life-size portrait of her.  And he said he was having nightmares, after his 
medication—you know, the medication gets you a little bit off.  And in the night he 
would see the figure from the painting, as if she were alive—knowing it wasn’t.  But it 
was making him have bad dreams.  I said, “You’d better get away from that house with 
all those memories.”  So I found several places, and the one that he really liked the best 
was in Crystal City—same building where John McCain lives now.  Beautiful condo, 
right on the river, all glass on the front, triple glass so that you don’t hear the airplanes, 
and all balcony on the front, and it was very, very nice.  And then we advertised at the 
colleges for a student to come and help him.  In those days, he needed help with buttons 
and his ties and belt buckles, and tying his shoes, and things like that.  And so we found a 
lovely Chinese fellow who was already a lawyer in Taiwan.  He came to live there, and 
he liked Mo a lot.  He was studying for the bar in the daytime.  He was going to school at 
night and studying in the day.  In other words, he could be there for Mo. 
 
JF:  Right, so he could study probably in the condo until Mo needed him. 
 
NU:  Yes.  And he was wonderful.  He was very intelligent, and a very sweet fellow from 
a lovely family in Taiwan.  We kept in touch for a long time.  He had to leave—I forgot 
what it was.  Oh, he got married, that’s what it was.  We’d be interviewing, and Matt 
James helped with the interviewing, too.  Matt would put an ad in the paper, and we’d 
interview different people.  And we ended up with a couple of bad ones.  Called an 
embassy once and got someone who was so highly recommended, who we think was on 
dope or something like that.  They said he was a professional photographer, and his wife 
was a dentist, that he was a wonderful, fine young man.  He drank up all the liquor in the 
house, and he did a lot of crazy things.  He threw Mo’s suits into the washing machine 
(laughter). Finally, Jimmy, our Chinese boy came back, and when we saw….  He’d put 
things away in drawers where no one would find them.  He put knives in the linen closet.  
It was just crazy.  So Jimmy looked, and we saw that all the liquor had been drank.  And 
Jimmy just stood there and said, “Please leave.”  He watched him as he left.  And I do 
think he must have been on some kind of dope.  He used to keep saying, “Excuse me, I’m 
going to go out and smoke.”  And about every ten minutes, so very odd.  So much for a 
fine recommendation from the embassy.  “Oh, he’s such a lovely young man.”  And then 
we had a black man.  He seemed to be fine for a while, but he had too much—he had a 
bad temper, and if I asked him to do something, he’d say, “No, I don’t work for you, I 
work for Mr. Udall.”  He wouldn’t help me with anything. 
 
JF:  Hm, that’s not very politic. 
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NU:  And once he said to me—I got really upset with him once, I wanted him to move 
some firewood or something—and he became very angry, and he said, “You know, I 
could hit you.”  I said, “You’re fired.”  So that didn’t work too well.  You just don’t 
know.  He seemed great in the beginning, but I would ask him—I had a woman who 
cleaned the house, so he didn’t have to do anything like that—but I would ask him to help 
me with little things.  “No, I only work for Mr. Udall.  I don’t work for you.”  And he 
was very rude to me. 
 
JF:  You were still in the subcommittees? 
 
NU:  Oh, no, this was after we were married.  I’m sorry, I’m getting ahead of our story.  
The fellow from India, that was when Mo was by himself. 
 
JF:  Okay. 
 
NU:  But the other one came later, after we were married.  Anyway, during this time I 
would come and try to help Mo, and help him get settled, and helped him lay out his 
furniture in an attractive way, and hang the pictures.  And then he had a staff party.  
While we were doing some things one day, one thing led to another, and he said that he 
realized that he was in love with me.  And when I heard that, it was so shocking, because 
I had compartmentalized our relationship into something very platonic.  When I heard 
that, it was the strangest thing.  It was like sunlight breaking through.  And I said, “You 
know, I think I’m in love with you, too!”  He said, “I think we should get married.”  So 
that was how it all happened. 
 
JF:  Now, when was that? 
 
NU:  That was after Ella died, of course. 
 
JF:  Of course. 
 
NU:  Toward the end of the year.  She died in the summer.  He wanted to get married 
right away.  I said, “No, you can’t do that.  You’ve got to wait a year.”  In retrospect, I’m 
a little sorry, because he was doing so much better then.  We would have times together 
where he wasn’t failing, because he started failing badly after that.  But we did have a lot 
of fun, anyway. 
 
JF:  Was your engagement known? 
 
NU: (laughs)  I said, “Don’t tell anybody now. Don’t tell anybody!”  “Oh no, I won’t tell 
anybody.”  And then he had a big fundraiser up at the Monaco or someplace, or upstairs 
in the Democratic Club—I don’t remember where it was—so don’t you think he whispers 
it to Susie DeConcini.  And all of a sudden, the rumor’s all over the room, all over the 
room.  And I see a crowd of press guys running toward me with their cameras.  So I 
realized that he had let the cat out of the bag.  But he just couldn’t wait.  We suddenly 
realized that we were both very much in love with each other.  He used to call me—I was 
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still working for the committee at the time—when I realized that we were going to get 
married, I quit, because I didn’t think it was appropriate.  While it was still supposedly a 
secret, he was calling me several times a day saying, “I’m in love.  I’m in love.”  And it 
was so wonderful.  It was really a special secret, that he just couldn’t keep.  And I 
remember Roy Jones said he was so happy at that time. 
 
JF:  Now, who’s Roy Jones? 
 
NU:  He was the head of the Interior Committee, the committee staff director.  But those 
were sweet times.  We’d go out to dinner, I remember, and Mo, even if his hands 
wouldn’t function sometimes, he’d let me feed him.  Or I’d just cut the food and lay it on 
the plate and he’d pick it up.  But if he really was not doing well, he wouldn’t mind.  I’d 
try to get a table where people were not all around us.  But he had no embarrassment, 
which is wonderful, isn’t it? 
 
JF:  Did you wait a year to be married then? 
 
NU:  We waited a year.  And as I say, it’s ironic that he became sicker.  When he asked 
me, he was doing pretty well.  I just couldn’t believe it when he said it, because just all of 
a sudden, all these thoughts came rushing into my head how much I really cared for him, 
and how much I really did love him.  And I’m sure it was the same for him.  I remember I 
told Roy Jones, the staff director, and he jumped up, and he had tears in his eyes, and he 
hugged me. 
 
JF:  So by the time you were married, people knew about it. 
 
NU:  Oh, yes.  Then it was in the paper.  The next day, it was in all the papers. 
 
JF:  But I mean before you were married, after Mo let the cat out of the bag. 
 
NU:  Oh, yeah. 
 
JF:  I imagine the rumors went pretty quickly. 
 
NU:  Oh, by then it was all over.  So then we had a thing, he had me interviewed at his 
office, and they took some pictures.  And do you know, there were stories, large stories, 
on Page 2, inside of Page 1, of practically every major paper in the country with our 
picture, and the story that Mo Udall is engaged.  And I couldn’t believe it.  We were on 
the front page of USA Today.  In every major city.  And it wasn’t just a little small 
picture, but it was a large picture. 
 
JF:  And this is when you were married, actually? 
 
NU:  This was the engagement!  I couldn’t believe that little me would be on was on Page 
2. 
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JF:  When did you actually announce the engagement then? 
 
NU:  Then, by that time. 
 
JF:  And that was when? 
 
NU:  I guess around the first of the year, something like that—in January or something.  I 
really don’t remember. 
 
JF:  And then you were married…. 
 
NU:  In August.  We also, during that time, realized that he needed someone there all the 
time with him.  Even if we got a larger apartment, you can’t have someone else living in 
an apartment with you, even though it was a nice spacious apartment with a gorgeous, 
gorgeous view—look out those windows you could see the Maryland shore and the 
water.  It was an incredible view.  You know who our neighbor was there in the next 
building, was Justice….  Begins with a “B.”  He died.  He was a wonderful liberal.  
Justice Brennan.  I’m sorry.  I’m having these senior moments. 
 
JF:  (chuckles) That’s all right. I had one right along with you. 
 
NU:  Goes out of my head, and then a minute later it comes back in.  Justice Brennan 
lived in the next apartment.  A number of people from the Hill lived in those condos.  
They were just lovely.  But anyway, we had to move to have a little more privacy.  And 
so we found this townhouse, which he really liked a lot. 
 
JF:  Where was this one? 
 
NU:  It’s in Arlington.  I’m still there.  It’s three floors.  Well, we don’t have a basement.  
And the ceilings are high, and it’s a tall man’s house.  And Mo just loved it.  The great 
room—you know, kitchen and den combined—has ceiling beams, and all the things that 
he liked, and a large bedroom with plenty of space.  He loved it there.  He wanted to have 
an open house, but we never did. 
 
JF:  Did you go condo shopping together? 
 
NU:  Well, I would do the groundwork, and then he would come to my—as I say, I’d 
give him a couple of choices.  But when I saw this condo, it looked so much like a private 
home.  The detailing. You walk in the door, you don’t know you’re in a condominium—
you’d think you’re in a private home.  It’s a very nice area. 
 
JF:  Why did he decide to go the condominium route, instead of getting another house? 
 
NU:  We didn’t want to get started with gardening and…. 
 
JF:  Oh, yeah, and a yard. 
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NU:  So we’re in a townhouse, we’re not in a condo. 
 
JF:  Oh, okay. 
 
NU:  He was in a condo in Crystal City, overlooking the river. 
 
JF:  Right, and then he moved into a townhouse. 
 
NU:  And we’re in a townhouse, and it’s a private home.  It’s our home.  It’s a small 
grouping of homes.  A lot of people from Capitol Hill live there.  And also a lot of people 
from the Pentagon, because it’s convenient to both.  And he loved it right away, because 
it does not look like your typical townhouse.  It has a very homey…. 
 
JF:  When did you move in there? 
 
NU:  In ’89, August—I think.  I might have moved in a little earlier than he, because his 
hadn’t sold yet, or something like that.  I sold my house sooner, and I think I moved over 
there.  But it was like two minutes away.  He really enjoyed the townhouse. 
 
JF:  Tell me about your wedding. 
 
NU:  My feeling was that Mo was a man of the House.  He loves the institution so much, 
he wrote The Job of a Congressman, and his whole life was centered on the House.  So I 
thought it would be nice to be married in the House chapel.  And we were.  The chaplain 
of the House performed the ceremony.  He’s a Lutheran, but it didn’t matter.  Mo wanted, 
actually, a civil ceremony, but I said, “Oh, let him do one little prayer.”  (laughs)  And 
the room has George Washington holding a Bible, and it’s a nonsectarian atmosphere, but 
it’s very lovely.  It doesn’t lean into Catholicism or anything like that.  It’s just very nice. 
 
JF:  Who was there? 
 
NU:  Well, we were only allowed thirty-eight people.  I jokingly said, “You can come if 
you hold your hands in the air.”  We had some of our friends from the Hill, some 
colleagues.  I remember Congressman Kastenmeyer and his wife were there.  I’m 
blanking. 
 
JF:  Were there staff members, too? 
 
NU:  Well, Matt James was there.  I don’t remember who-all.  You know, it’s funny, I 
just don’t remember.  I have all the pictures.  It was a long time ago. 
 
JF:  Yes, it was. 
 
NU:  But I’m trying to remember.  Oh, Congressman Jim Scheuer had a reception for us 
at his house, which was very, very nice—he and Emily. 
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JF:  From? 
 
NU:  New York.  He’s a good friend of Mo’s.  And he very generously had a reception at 
his house afterwards—a lovely buffet.  Father Drinan was there.  It’s coming back to me 
now.  Father Drinan and Jim Scheuer did a harmonica duo of “The Saints Go Marching 
In.”  (laughs)  And Lloyd Meeds was there with his wife, Mary—former Congressman 
Lloyd Meeds.  The DeConcinis were there, I think.  But we had such a limited number.  I 
just can’t remember who-all was there. 
 
JF:  Was there much family? 
 
NU:  Just my two daughters came.  He just didn’t give his family any notice.  I kept 
[asking him], every week, “Did you call them?” 
 
 Oh, but I have to tell you, I got the cutest call after the engagement was 
announced.  We didn’t have a ring or anything like that, it was just an announcement.  
And I got this phone call one evening, and a young man said, “Is this Norma Gilbert?”  
And I said, “Yes.”  He said, “Well, my name is Bradley Udall, and I understand that 
you’re going to marry my father.  I’d just like to introduce myself and say 
congratulations, and get to know you a little bit.” 
 
JF:  How sweet of him! 
 
NU:  I thought that was the dearest, loveliest, sweetest thing.  I was so touched.  I was 
very, very moved by that.  I’ve always had a tender feeling for Brad since then.  And then 
both Dodie and Anne called.  I don’t remember which one called first, but they both 
called me with the same kind of message, and I got to meet them over the telephone. 
 
JF:  But they had not yet heard this directly from their dad? 
 
NU:  No, by then they had.  I’m sure that they would have come if he’d given them any 
kind of notice.  He just didn’t. 
 
JF:  Well, none of them lived in Washington. 
 
NU:  No.  I don’t know what it would have been.  I guess he was so used to people doing 
things for him.  I said, “You can’t have a staff person call them.  You have to call them 
yourself.  They’re your own kids!”  But I know he did love them tenderly, because, as I 
say, after we were clearing things out, I found a box of letters that he saved, that the kids 
wrote him from when they were children.  And he had carbon tissues in there of his 
answers to them, that he typed on his little typewriter.  You know that little typewriter 
that he had, little manual.  And he kept all these little letters from all of his children. 
 
JF:  Are those in the archives, do you know? 
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NU:  Each one had a folder.  I gave each one to the child.  I thought they’d want to have 
them, themselves. 
 
JF:  Sure. 
 
NU:  I didn’t really read them.  I felt they were too private.  But I did happen to see one 
of them that Mark wrote, and it was so cute.  It was all about sports and scores of games, 
and how he was playing golf.  It was very, very cute.  That was the only one, because it 
sort of slipped out and it was right there.  I didn’t want to read father-to-child 
correspondence. 
 
JF:  When did you first meet his kids? 
 
NU:  Oh, we went on a trip after we were married, and we went to Colorado.  And then 
we went to California. 
 
JF:  Sort of a honeymoon trip? 
 
NU:  Yeah.  My children and my family were there, and my friends.  My friends had a 
big party for me.  But it was a lot of strain for Mo, and he didn’t do too well on the trip.  
But at time, that was when Tess was born.  Tess had just been born, Mark’s child, Mark’s 
daughter. 
 
JF:  Mark’s first child? 
 
NU:  Second child.  And also Dodie, one of her boys—I’ve forgotten which one—maybe 
it was her first child—had just been born.  So there were two brand new babies, and I 
have the most wonderful pictures somewhere of big Mo, sitting in this chair, holding this 
tiny, tiny little baby on his elbow.  And it is the sweetest picture.  Don’t know where it 
is—somewhere in my box. 
 
JF:  That was certainly good timing, for him to get to see them. 
 
NU:  And they were all there.  Every one of them was there.  Even Kate was there.  And 
we all had pizza together at Dodie’s house, and I got to know them all. 
 
JF:  Where was Kate living at that time? 
 
NU:  I think she was living in Oklahoma.  And she was, at the time, I think teaching 
aerobics or something.  But she was also doing some acting.  She’s so pretty.  She’s 
beautiful. 
 
JF:  So what was your impression of the kids when you first met them? 
 
NU:  Oh, I adored them!  I thought they were wonderful.  I was just so proud to meet 
them all.  They’re all accomplished in whatever they’re doing.  It was really exciting. 
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JF:  So then you went to California and got to get together with your friends. 
 
NU:  Uh-huh, my children, my two daughters, and a lot of my friends.  I had a ninety-
five-year-old uncle I wanted him to meet.  My parents were gone by that time.  It was a 
good trip. 
 
JF:  You said it was a hard trip on him then.  Was that when he started kind of going 
downhill? 
 
NU:  Well, he actually started worsening right after we announced that we were going to 
get married.  He’d been on a plateau for some time.  And when we talked about getting 
married originally, we felt it was manageable—even if he got a little worse—that it was 
manageable, and we could still have a good life together, and he could still enjoy things.  
He wouldn’t have to be an invalid.  He just went down a peg after that, and continued 
going down a peg.  And then after we got married….  Well, then there was a period of 
plateau again.  And after we got married, he went down again. 
 
JF:  How was he doing in terms of performing his work at that point? 
 
NU:  With difficulty.  With difficulty.  But he had a good staff.  And they knew him.  But 
it was not easy.  You know, his mind was fine.  They would just give him things to sign, 
and he would read them.  But I’m not sure that he was originating a lot of things at that 
time, except there were a couple of bills that were very important to him:  the Arizona  
Wilderness—he was working on that—that was the last bill he worked on.  He was very 
excited about that. 
 
JF:  They even, I believe, held hearings out in Arizona on that bill. 
 
NU:  Yes, we went. 
 
JF:  You accompanied him on those? 
 
NU:  Yes, and we went on hearings once to Hawaii for something. 
 
JF:  Was it difficult for him to sit through the hearings? 
 
NU:  It was hard for him.  But, you know, his cognitive capacities were unimpaired.  It’s 
just that he was tired.  He would take a nap.  He slept a lot.  He’d take a nap in the office.  
And they didn’t want to wake him up.  And sometimes it was hard to wake him, because 
the drugs did that.  But he continued to produce.  He continued to produce legislation. 
 
JF:  Was there ever a time when he started receiving pressure to resign? 
 
NU:  Well, the end of the last term, some people questioned whether he could serve 
another two years.  And he said, “Well….”  And he was kind of okay then.  This was 
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toward the end of the last term.  So I would say it was about a month or so after we got 
married, and he had gotten a little worse.  But he was still all right.  And he said, “No, I 
think I still have a couple of years in me for one more term.”  And he ran.  He ran, and he 
won.  But it was very hard on him. 
 
JF:  The campaign? 
 
NU:  Very hard on him.  I remember he said something about—I said, “Before you….”  
And he went through all of his ailments with a bad back, and a bad this, and a bad that, 
and he said, “But I think it’s pretty good, considering the alternative.” 
 
JF:  I remember that.  That’s another one of my favorite comments of his. 
 
NU:  It was hard for him, but he loved serving in the House so much, that he put all of his 
energy into whatever he had to do on the Hill, and wiped out his energy for a lot of other 
things.  He would just become tired easily. 
 
JF:  How did he deal with the loss of independence? 
 
NU:  Oh, he didn’t like it.  I wasn’t aware of it, but his secretary had told me that he had a 
couple of fender benders, and they said, “You can’t drive your car anymore.  We’ll have 
one of the staff….”  Eric used to go out and pick him up. 
 
JF:  Who was his secretary at that time? 
 
NU:  Joan. 
 
JF:  So at what point did he have to give up driving? 
 
NU:  He was very upset.  I remember he said, “Damn it!  Takin’ away my manhood!  
Don’t take that away from me!”  Driving a car is important for a male, I guess. 
 
JF:  Oh, I think giving up your license is a big thing—especially for Westerners, 
Arizonans. 
 
NU:  Yeah.  And then they wouldn’t let him fly, either, obviously.  Remember, he had 
that line in the campaign, said he’d gotten rid of the Piper Cub, and he said, “That’s okay, 
because the next one will be Air Force One.”  But he was upset when they said he 
couldn’t fly anymore either. 
 
JF:  When was that, do you recall? 
 
NU:  That was way before my time.  Well, it was during the campaign for president, I 
think. 
 
JF:  When did he stop driving? 
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NU:  It guess it was around the time Ella died. 
 
JF:  I would imagine that would have been incredibly difficult for him. 
 
NU:  He found her. 
 
JF:  He found her himself. 
 
NU:  He rushed across the street to his neighbor’s, whose sons had done things for him, 
and he said, “Please call an ambulance, call the police.” 
 
JF:  Was she alive still when he found her, or she was already gone? 
 
NU:  She was gone.  But that was very hard for him. 
 
JF:  Oh, unbelievably difficult for him. 
 
NU:  He suffered so, when you consider he had meningitis as a child, lost an eye. 
 
JF:  Well, he generally turned the bad things like that into good things. 
 
NU:  He did.  I’ve never seen anyone who is loved with such depth, by so many people, 
unanimously. 
 
JF:  Very true.  How did he get to and from work after he lost his…. 
 
NU:  Well, a staff person would pick him up, bring him in. 
 
JF:  Did Ella used to drive him at all to work? 
 
NU:  No, a staff person would bring him.  And he had this white car, this white 
convertible Buick with red leather upholstery, and the staff used to call it the Mo-mobile.  
(laughter)  Finally he had to get rid of that when he couldn’t drive anymore.  He sold it to 
one of the staff people, and then it was stolen and wrecked.  (JF:  Oh, dear!)  But anyhow, 
those were hard times for him. 
 
JF:  So that last campaign, did anybody, do you recall, try to talk him out of running? 
 
NU:  I’m sure people did, but he was so committed to the House.  He could not see not 
serving.  And I wasn’t about to say “don’t run.”  I felt if he wanted to do it that badly, I’m 
not going to stand in his way. 
 
JF:  And you said mentally he was doing fine then? 
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NU:  Oh, yes, it was just—you know, one of the problems with Parkinson’s is you lose 
words, like I did a couple of times on this tape. (chuckles) And he couldn’t say the words 
sometimes—they would just get stuck in his throat, more or less, and they wouldn’t come 
out.  And then sometimes he would have problems with mobility—he would stop and 
freeze, and you had to give him a push to get him going again.  He certainly was not in 
any way impaired in his thinking—it’s just he didn’t have the stamina. 
 
JF:  Was he having to cede a fair amount of his workload, etc., on to the staff by then? 
 
NU:  Yes. 
 
JF:  And the committee, I would imagine. 
 
NU:  He did.  And he kept the Energy Subcommittee, and he kept the Native American 
Subcommittee, and he gave up the other ones that he sat on.  But he certainly chaired the 
[interior] committee.  Of course after he went in the hospital, the vice-chair took over, 
George Miller. 
 
JF:  So he relied on his staff tremendously at that point? 
 
NU:  Yeah.  And they were very good.  They really helped him and made sure that if he 
didn’t feel well, that they’d change his appointments around.  I know it was hard for 
them.  I know it was very hard for them—harder for some than for others, because some 
of them were with him more.  And it was difficult.  I mean, he’s such a nice person.  But 
he was a big man, and to be helping him physically to get around, he was a great big guy.  
Well, for example, if he was in a car with someone driving him, he would lose his 
balance and fall over sideways, against the driver.  That’s what I mean when I say it was 
difficult.  It was difficult to deal with that while you’re driving a car—this big man 
leaning on you.  And also, we have a little elevator in the house, thank heavens—you 
know, a three-story townhouse—and he’d be in the elevator, which he did not like at all, 
and he would lean against the metal, which automatically stops it.  We had some times, 
getting him going again.  It has a mechanism that if you lean against the metal…. 
 
JF:  So the townhouse itself had its own elevator? 
 
NU:  Yes, it has an elevator.  But there were things, you know, for the people who helped 
him in those ways, you had to learn helping him down the steps, and things like that, so 
that he wouldn’t fall. 
 
JF:  So they were doing not only extra in terms of the congressional and committee work, 
but also in terms of helping him out physically. 
 
NU:  Yeah.  But he was still a congressman, and they would bring him the papers, and 
he’d look with his eagle eye at every paper, and he would know what it was doing, and he 
would sign everything.  His thinking was okay.  And he would—you know how he used 
to cuss a little bit.  (laughs) 
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JF:  Was there a time when it was suggested that he step down, in terms of the 
chairmanship of the Interior Committee? 
 
NU:  At one point, one of the members of the committee started a challenge.  This was 
behind closed doors.  And I found out about it later.  A good friend on the committee, 
who is still a visible public figure—I don’t want to put a lot of names in here—he called 
me up and he told me what happened, and he said, “I stopped it.  I stood up and said, 
‘What are you doing?  Don’t you realize this is Mo Udall?!  How dare you!  How dare 
you challenge!’”  And it was stopped.  But there are always going to be ambitious people 
like that. 
 
JF:  Oh, of course, in Washington. 
 
NU:  Later, we’ll talk about it. 
 
JF:  I think it was early in January 1991—that’s what I’ve got—in your townhouse, Mo 
fell down some stairs. 
 
NU:  Somehow, someone in the press said “a flight of stairs,” which was not true, 
because if he had fallen down a flight of stairs, it would have killed him.  But that story 
appeared in every paper in the country, and it took the longest time to correct it, that he 
had fallen down “a flight of stairs.” 
 
JF:  What was it? 
 
NU:  He fell down about three or four steps, but he fell backward. 
 
JF:  He wouldn’t use the elevator? 
 
NU:  No, didn’t like the elevator.  And I was alone with him then.  The strange thing was, 
he was very good on steps.  He was not sleeping too well—Parkinson’s patients don’t 
sleep that well—and he’d get up in the middle of the night, go down to the kitchen, and 
dish out some ice cream for himself, and then he’d come back up the steps.  He was up 
and down the stairs all the time.  But I was thinking about at the office the steps were 
marble, so they always were careful with him on the steps.  But at home we had carpeted 
steps.  I wasn’t even aware he’d go up and down, and he liked to walk around the house 
in the middle of the night, or he’d pour himself a beer.  So this was a Sunday, and he had 
been watching the Redskins, and we thought about going to a movie later.  He said, 
“Well, I’ll go up and take a little nap, and then we’ll go to the movie later.”  And he went 
up just a few little steps, and I heard his yell, and he had fallen backwards.  And as you 
know, there are a lot of blood vessels in the head—which is why protestors always look 
so bloody—and he was bleeding, and I was terrified, absolutely terrified—quickly called 
an ambulance and the fire department, and they took him to the hospital. 
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I remember his doctor, a dear friend from NIH, called up and said, “Now, Norma, 
Parkinson’s patients fall all the time.”  Which is true, he was falling, but hadn’t fallen on 
steps.  He fell when we were in Hawaii, several times.  We were standing there talking, 
and all of a sudden he’s down on the ground.  He said, “They fall, and that’s the nature of 
the disease.  Don’t blame yourself.”  I said, “Oh, I should have been right there with 
him.”  He said, “If you had, maybe he would have fallen on you, and you would have 
been injured too.  Please don’t even begin to think about things like that.  It happens.  
This is the nature of Parkinson’s.”  He broke a couple of ribs and a shoulder—the 
collarbone.  He never came back from the hospital after that.  Never came back from the 
hospital. 

 
JF:  Why was that?  Was it the last straw? 
 
NU:  Yeah.  Well, and also his disease had been going downhill, and it brought it to a 
point where it would have gone to that point anyway, according to the doctor, because he 
was having tremendous difficulty speaking.  He was having a lot of trouble talking.  After 
the fall, he couldn’t speak at all, and the doctor said probably in a few months this would 
have happened anyway. 
 
JF:  Even if he had not had a fall, he probably…. 
 
NU:  Uh-huh, but that was the last….  But in the hospital, he did speak a little bit.  Once 
in a while something would come out of him, little phrases.  But after a while, he couldn’t 
speak at all. 
 
JF:  How was he taking it, when he did speak in the hospital? 
 
NU:  Never complained.  Never complained. 
 
JF:  Did he realize what was happening to himself? 
 
NU:  Yeah.  Never complained.  And the nurses just loved him.  Other patients would 
come in and visit him.  He was at the V.A. 
 
JF:  How long was he in the hospital? 
 
NU:  Well, the V.A. is a hospital [unclear]. 
 
JF:  But with the hospital section of the V.A., versus the nursing home section? 
 
NU:  It’s all one.  The nursing home is also a hospital—they’re all doctors and nurses 
there. 
 
JF:  So did he initially get a lot of visitors? 
 
NU:  Oh! from everyone. 
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JF:  The Hill and staff? 
 
NU:  Everyone.  And I always say it’s amazing how many Republicans came.  The 
hospital was so wonderful.  The hospital administrator called me in, and he said, 
“Anything that he needs—anything.”  And I said, “Well, the first thing we need is, he’s 
kind of curled up on that hospital bed.”  It was a good-sized hospital bed, wide and all 
that.  I said, “But you know, he’s very tall.  Do you have one that’s a little longer?”  The 
next day, the next day there was a new bed there.  And it was state of the art.  If you press 
on one end, it goes up on the other.  So you always have balance.  It had all these 
electronic buttons at the bottom. 
 
JF:  Oh, excellent. 
 
NU:  It was a marvelous….  And they did it for him.  I remember the head of the hospital 
took me in one day—the head of the nursing home, who was a woman at the time, a 
gerontologist—and she said, “I just want you to know, Mrs. Udall, that it’s a privilege to 
have your husband here with us.  And we consider him a national treasure.”  I thought 
that was very sweet. 
 
JF:  That is very sweet. 
 
NU:  But he never complained.  The nurses used to come in and chat with him.  He 
couldn’t answer…. 
 
JF:  So he went to the hospital, and fairly soon after was considered a nursing home, the 
Veterans’ Affairs nursing home, patient. 
 
NU:  Yes.  They gave him a private room, and in the beginning, the hospital itself 
stationed a guard outside his room, so that the press wouldn’t come in.  I didn’t want the 
press to see him like that.  And I left orders for the people that they can’t let anyone 
through at the desk unless their name is on a certain list.  If their name isn’t on a list, call 
me.  Because I didn’t want people coming in, taking pictures of a man who’s sick.  Just 
unfair. 
 
 But he had so many people coming.  Some of his most consistent visitors were 
really kind.  They would talk to the staff. 
 
JF:  Who were some of those more consistent visitors? 
 
NU:  Dennis DeConcini.  Senator McCain:  You know, he came every week, and read to 
him and brought press releases.  Henry Reuss used to come.  Senator Ted Kennedy.  Of 
course all the nurses lined up when he came.  Jay Rockefeller came.  Barbara Bush came.  
Al Gore came when he was vice-president. 
 
JF:  Did President Bush ever come? 
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NU:  Well, he came when we had a retirement party.  Mo was already in the hospital, but 
we had a big retirement party.  President Bush came to that—he just walked in.  We 
hadn’t necessarily invited him, but it was in the paper that they were going to have it, and 
he just came.  And he spent, oh, I think about 45 minutes there, met with everybody. 
 
JF:  This is getting ahead of ourselves a little bit. 
 
NU:  This was in ’91 when he went to the hospital. 
 
JF:  How long a period of time was there?  He was in the hospital, then pretty much went 
into the…. 
 
NU:  Oh, I see what you mean.  Yes, you’re right. 
 
JF:  And then there was a period of time (NU:  Where he was still a Member.) where he 
was still a Member.  And then at some point (NU:  Then he retired.) he retired. 
 
NU:  That’s when we had the party.  He retired, I think it was June first, or May first, 
something like that. 
 
JF:  Was he aware of the visitors?  I mean, when Senator Kennedy came, when Barbara 
Bush came, was he aware? 
 
NU:  Oh, yeah, he would see people, and he’d open his eyes and smile.  But sometimes 
he wouldn’t respond at all.  And that was very disconcerting when people would come up 
there.  I’m trying to remember.  I feel badly because I mentioned a few names, and I’ve 
probably left out some of his most conscientious visitors, so maybe we should not put this 
in there, because right now, I know as soon as I leave you, I’ll think of people who were 
there all the time.  And maybe we shouldn’t mention their names.  Can you cut that? 
 
JF:  I think it’s good to know who was there, because other people will mention that they 
were there, and I’ll collect more and more names. 
 
NU:  Well, he had a lot of Members come to visit him, and a lot of Republicans came. 
 
JF:  And staff? 
 
NU:  His staff came.  Senator [Alan] Simpson came to visit him. 
 
JF:  What did they do, if Mo wasn’t really recognizing—just sit with him? 
 
NU:  There would be times where he would just not be communicative—maybe he’d just 
had medicine or something.  A couple of his old friends were kind of disturbed, and they 
felt terrible because they said he just stared out the window.  I said, “But he still heard 
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you.”  Cliff Robertson used to come all the time, and he wrote a beautiful poem about 
Mo.  I know you’ve seen that poem. 
 
JF:  Yes. 
 
NU:  We had it on the wall in the hospital room.  We had pictures of all his children all 
over the wall, photographs.  We had the seal of the House of Representatives on the wall. 
 
JF:  There came a time when he pretty much had to resign.  It became evident that he was 
not going to be able to go back to the House. 
 
NU:  Did I mention Hilary Clinton? 
 
JF:  No.  No, you didn’t.  She visited him as well? 
 
NU:  Yeah.  I know that I’ve left a lot of people out, and I feel very badly. 
 
JF:  We’ll keep adding them as you think of them.  When he resigned, how did that 
decision come about, how was that decision made? 
 
NU:  It was a family decision. 
 
JF:  Did you sign his resignation letter? 
 
NU:  I had to write the letter.  It was up to me to write the letter.  And so I did.  It was 
exactly thirty years of service for him. 
 
JF:  I remember that—’61 to ’91. 
 
NU:  Yeah. 
 
JF:  And then after that, a reception was held.  Now, tell me about that. 
 
NU:  We had a party, and the staff made a big guest book. 
 
JF:  This was at the House of Representatives? 
 
NU:  Yeah.  And everybody, all his colleagues and friends and everybody, came to sign 
it.  They had it outside the door.  Unfortunately, it was just before a holiday.  The party 
was in August, before we put it together—maybe July.  It was some kind of a holiday 
weekend—getting away weekend, they call it—where people are leaving.  Still there was 
a mob there—there was just a mob. 
 
 Did I tell you they had testimonial on the floor honoring him? 
 
JF:  No. 



  18

 
NU:  They had two days of speeches on the floor. 
 
JF:  Oh, of course, that’s where the book came from. 
 
NU:  Yeah.  I helped on that book.  I understand that after they finished Mo’s book, they 
started working on Thurgood Marshall’s book.  It’s only for special people that they do 
that. 
 


