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1988 

July Reagan names Richard Thornburgh Attorney General. Thornburgh pledges to 

consider the independent counsel’s report on Attorney General Edwin Meese, III 

and “follow the evidence wherever it may lead.” (Washington Post, 7/13/1988) 

 

August The Senate Judiciary Committee unanimously votes to recommend confirmation 

of Thornburgh, after which the Senate unanimously confirms Thornburgh as 

Attorney General on the 11
th

. (Washington Post, 8/11/1988) 

 

Thornburgh says he is concerned that a plan proposed by his predecessor, Edwin 

Meese, to allow special prosecutors to investigate Congress is a “cure where there 

is no disease.” Thornburgh says he is taking a second look at the order Meese 

signed on his last day as Attorney General, which requires special investigations 

of members of Congress suspected of criminal wrongdoing. (Associated Press, 

8/24/1988) 

 

October Press reports speculate that the FBI is having a rocky initial relationship with 

Thornburgh. (New York Times, 10/14/1988) 

 

Thornburgh meets with Border Patrol officials in San Diego and promises 

“another chapter” in fighting drug trafficking. At a news conference following the 

border visit, Thornburgh says that the anti-drug bill approved by Congress last 

week will provide “important new tools” for local and federal officers in efforts to 

interdict drug trafficking.”  Thornburgh says he believes the military can play a 

significant role in the U.S. effort against drug trafficking. (San Diego Union-

Tribune, 10/25/1988) 

 

November Thornburgh makes an unusual appearance before the U.S. Supreme Court in 

Railway Labor Executives Association v. Burnley to support the Reagan 

Administration’s mandatory drug-testing program. (Wall Street Journal, 

11/3/1988) 

 

Thornburgh agrees to investigate a south Texas GOP advertising campaign that 

Democrats claim is intimidating Hispanic voters. (Washington Post, 11/5/1988) 

 

William Bradford Reynolds announces his resignation as Assistant Attorney 

General for Civil Rights. Congress had rejected his proposed elevation to 

Associate Attorney General in 1985. In September, Thornburgh relieved 

Reynolds of his duties as counselor and moved him from an office located near 

the Attorney General’s office. (New York Times, 11/13/1988) 
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Bush announces he will retain Thornburgh as Attorney General during his 

Administration.  

Thornburgh refuses to intervene in a securities-racketeering indictment against 

Drexel Burnham Lambert, Inc. and clears the way for a last-minute round of 

settlement talks between the large investment bank and Manhattan U.S. Attorney 

Rudolph Giuliani. In addition to Drexel Inc., Thornburgh approves a racketeering 

indictment of Drexel high-yield bond chief Michael Milken and several top aides.  

(Newsday, 11/30/1988) 

1989 

January Thornburgh meets with Iran-Contra Independent Counsel Lawrence E. Walsh 

amid indications of a developing confrontation over what classified information 

can be used in a public trial of former White House aide Oliver L. North. The 

meeting followed an Administration decision to withhold some classified 

documents that Walsh considers critical to his case against North. (Washington 

Post, 1/5/1989) 

 Several U.S. Senators call on Thornburgh to provide a “full explanation” of why 

he refused on national security grounds to release classified information deemed 

essential to the Iran-Contra case against North. In a letter to Thornburgh, Select 

Intelligence Committee Chairman David L. Boren (D-Okla.), Vice Chairman 

William S. Cohen (R-Maine) and Senate Judiciary Committee Chairman Joseph 

R. Biden Jr. (D-Del.) write that the 1980 law governing the procedures for using 

classified information in court require such an explanation in the Attorney 

General’s twice-yearly report to Congress on the workings of the law.  

(Washington Post, 1/7/1989) 

Bush will keep the twin domestic issues forums used by Reagan, a Domestic 

Policy Council and an Economic Council. Thornburgh will head the Domestic 

Policy Council and Treasury Secretary Nicholas F. Brady the Economic Council. 

(Washington Post, 1/12/1989) 

It is reported that Thornburgh informs Associate Attorney General Francis A. 

Keating, II that he will not be kept on in the Bush Administration and that 

abolition of his job, the Department’s third-ranking position, is being strongly 

considered. Thornburgh’s office asks the transition team for President-elect 

George Bush to hold off on filling the Associate Attorney General position and is 

considering whether legislation would be necessary to eliminate it. (Washington 

Post, 1/14/1989) 

Thornburgh says that enforcement of securities and commodity trading laws will 

be ‘beefed up’ after reports of a widespread Federal inquiry into Chicago 

commodity markets. (New York Times, 1/23/1989) 
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The Supreme Court limits affirmative action programs in J.A. Croson v. 

Richmond. 

February Thornburgh, pledging a crackdown on “crime in the suites,” announces the 

formation of special task forces in six U.S. Attorneys’ offices nationwide to 

prosecute securities and commodities fraud. (Washington Post, 2/1/1989) 

Thornburgh joins the debate over a proposed pay raise for federal judges, telling 

the American Bar Association that the raise is “absolutely essential” to prevent an 

exodus of judges from the federal bench. (Washington Post, 2/5/1989) 

Thornburgh tells the Senate Banking Committee that the government’s efforts to 

prosecute fraud in the savings industry are not likely to lead to large recoveries of 

stolen funds. (New York Times, 2/10/1989) 

Thornburgh files a petition with the Supreme Court asking it to halt the trial of 

former White House aide Oliver L. North, saying that it is “all but certain” that 

sensitive secrets will be disclosed illegally if the trial begins as scheduled. The 

Supreme Court grants a stay in the matter. Shortly thereafter, Thornburgh 

consents to lift the stay, indicating he is satisfied that procedures developed by 

Independent Counsel Lawrence E. Walsh would permit him, as Attorney General, 

to prevent unauthorized disclosure of government secrets in court. (Washington 

Post, 2/12/1989, 2/16/1989) 

 

Thornburgh chooses William Lucas, a Michigan Republican who failed in a 1986 

attempt to become the nation’s first black governor since Reconstruction, to head 

the Justice Department’s Civil Rights Division. (Washington Post, 2/25/1989) 

 

March Thornburgh reports that Supreme Court decisions allowing mandatory testing of 

employees in law enforcement and public safety jobs for illegal drugs will force 

federal agencies to reexamine plans to subject more than 400,000 workers to 

possible random tests. (Washington Post, 3/22/1989) 

 

Thornburgh recommends Robert B. Fiske for Deputy Attorney General, the 

Justice Department’s second-ranking position. Fiske served as Chairman of the 

American Bar Association committee charged with evaluating nominees to the 

federal bench. Fiske was called to testify before the Senate Judiciary Committee 

during the failed Supreme Court nomination of Robert H. Bork.  (Washington 

Post, 3/28/1989) 

 

April Four influential senators urge Thornburgh to hold off on his expected plan to 

abolish the Justice Department’s organized crime strike forces. (Washington Post, 

4/7/1989) 

 

Thornburgh, citing President Bush’s proposed legislation extending the 

independent counsel system to members of Congress, suspends operation of an 
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order imposed by his predecessor, Edwin Meese, III, that does the same thing.  

(Washington Post, 4/13/1989) 

June Thornburgh orders an inquiry to determine whether anyone in the Justice 

Department provided journalists with politically damaging information about 

House Democratic leaders. (New York Times, 6/1/1989) 

 

Thornburgh announces plans to resume the Justice Department’s longstanding 

practice of having the American Bar Association evaluate judicial nominees.  In 

explaining the reason for the change, he cites ABA’s agreement to forgo any 

inquiry into political or ideological views of prospective nominees and to 

concentrate their attention on the professional qualifications of nominees. (New 

York Times, 6/3/1989)  

 

The Supreme Court overturns law prohibiting flag burning. 

 

Bush appears to endorse Robert B. Fiske, Thornburgh’s controversial choice for 

the Justice Department’s second-ranking post. Speaking to U.S. Attorneys at the 

White House, Bush describes federal prosecutors as “a breed apart: invariably 

bright, committed, tenacious public servants.” He adds, “We hope to see yet 

another Bob Fiske of New York joining our ranks here soon.” In the meantime, 

Republican Senators circulated a letter, to be sent to Bush, opposing the 

nomination. (Washington Post, 6/17/1989) 

 

Thornburgh, outlining the Bush Administration’s position on a major civil rights 

bill that would extend federal antidiscrimination laws to the disabled, pledges 

“full support for comprehensive civil rights legislation for persons with 

disabilities.”  (Washington Post, 6/23/1989) 

  

Thornburgh says through a spokesman that he opposes two major options that a 

Justice Department task force listed for trying to keep guns out of the hands of 

felons: a national registration card for gun owners and a broader national identity 

card for all citizens that would contain information on criminal records.  

(Washington Post, 6/29/1989) 

 

July Robert B. Fiske, Jr. withdraws his name from consideration for the Justice post, 

saying it has become “increasingly clear” that his nomination would generate 

“prolonged controversy” from conservatives upset about his role as Chairman of 

the American Bar Association’s judicial screening committee.  Conservative 

Senators and activists had urged President Bush not to nominate Fiske, 

complaining that as Chairman of the ABA’s Standing Committee on the Federal 

Judiciary, Fiske had helped torpedo conservative candidates for federal judgeships 

and leaked the names of prospective nominees to liberal groups.  In a reply to 

Fiske’s letter, Thornburgh expresses his “great regret” at Fiske’s decision. “I have 

had the fullest confidence in your ability to perform the job with great 

distinction,” says Thornburgh. (Washington Post, 7/7/1989)  
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William Lucas, Thornburgh’s embattled nominee to head the Justice 

Department’s Civil Rights Division, testifies at confirmation hearings. 

Thornburgh defends Lucas’s nomination, arguing that Lucas’s testimony before 

the Senate Judiciary Committee “ably demonstrated his ability to serve” in the 

job. (Washington Post, 7/22/1989) 

 

August The Senate Judiciary Committee rejects the Lucas nomination. Thornburgh argues 

that by rejecting William Lucas’s nomination to head the Civil Rights Division of 

the Justice Department, the Senate Judiciary Committee had applied a “litmus test 

that the prospective nominee must refuse to support Supreme Court decisions.” 

(Washington Post, 8/3/1989)  

 

Thornburgh announces he will seek to create a new Office of International Affairs 

at the Justice Department to coordinate the increasingly international scope of the 

Department’s activities. (Washington Post, 8/9/1989) 

 

Thornburgh says that the United States would seriously consider sending 

American troops if the beleaguered Colombian government requested help in its 

fight against powerful drug traffickers.  (Washington Post, 8/21/1989)  

 

Thornburgh announces that the Justice Department is investigating about 1,000 

cases of possible wrongdoing at the Department of Housing and Urban 

Development during the Reagan Administration.  (New York Times, 8/21/1989)  

 

Thornburgh gives Colombia list of twelve “drug-trafficking kingpins,” most 

wanted for trial in the U.S., as talks on new extradition procedures begin. (New 

York Times, 8/23/1989) 

 

Bush says that he will not send American troops to Colombia and complains that 

interpretations of Thornburgh’s remarks on the subject have become “out of 

whack.” (New York Times, 8/29/1989) 

 

Colombian Justice Minister Monica de Greiff, meets with Thornburgh in 

Washington, D.C., despite reports of death threats from cocaine traffickers. White 

House and State Department officials said they have been assured by President 

Virgilio Barco’s government that she has not resigned due to the threats.  The 

meeting centers on procedures for the United States to gain extradition of alleged 

cocaine-cartel figures wanted in this country who may have been caught in the 

crackdown decreed by Barco after the murder of Colombian presidential 

candidate Luis Carlos Galan. (Washington Post, 8/29/1989) 

 

September Bush unveils his $7.9 billion war on drugs plan. 

 

Thornburgh denies D.C. Mayor Marion Barry’s request for a meeting to discuss 

the source of news reports on Charles Lewis’s allegations that he smoked crack 

cocaine with Barry. (Washington Post, 9/8/1989)  
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A Federal appeals court in Richmond rules that the Attorney General may not 

seek review of decisions on disclosure of classified information that were made 

by a trial court in the Iran-Contra case. (New York Times, 9/30/1989)  

 

October Lawrence Walsh accuses Thornburgh of deliberately side-tracking “with no 

legitimate reason” the criminal case against Joseph Fernandez, a former Central 

Intelligence Agency official, who assisted Oliver L. North’s secret network that 

provided supplies to rebels in Nicaragua at time when American military aid was 

banned by Congress. (New York Times, 10/17/1989)  

 

November The Justice Department decides not to appeal a decision requiring the release of 

government secrets in the Iran-Contra trial of a former Central Intelligence 

Agency station chief, but is still considering blocking the use of the information.  

The Justice Department had been seeking to intervene in the Fernandez case to 

overturn rulings by U.S. District Judge Claude M. Hilton that require release of 

some of the classified information in the case. (Washington Post, 11/14/1989) 

  

In an unprecedented action that could result in dismissal of the case, Thornburgh 

blocks disclosure of government secrets at the impending Fernandez. Thornburgh 

denies he is seeking to undermine the Fernandez trial and says he acted because 

disclosure of the information would cause “serious damage to the national 

security of the United States.” (Washington Post, 11/29/1989)  

 

Thornburgh, expressing new frustration about press leaks within the Justice 

Department, announces he has ordered a sweeping review of the Department’s 

public information policy with the aim of further restricting the number of 

officials who may talk to the news media. (Washington Post, 11/30/1989)  

  

December President Bush announces he will veto legislation to extend the stays of Chinese 

exchange students and instead instructs Thornburgh to grant the students the same 

four-year extension approved by Congress. (Washington Post, 12/1/1989) 

  

The Chairman and Vice Chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence 

ask Thornburgh to explain why he blocked the release of classified information at 

the Iran-Contra trial of a former Central Intelligence Agency agent, an action that 

led to the dismissal of the case. (Washington Post, 12/2/1989) 

 

Thornburgh takes the first step toward deciding whether to recommend that an 

independent counsel be appointed in the case of former Housing and Urban 

Development Secretary Samuel Pierce. In response to a request from nineteen 

Democratic members of the House Judiciary Committee, the Attorney General 

announces that he has begun a “preliminary investigation” into the Pierce case. 

After this 60-day inquiry, a decision will be made on whether to ask a court for 

the appointment of a special prosecutor and whether, if this is done, to expand the 

inquiry to cover other former HUD officials. (Washington Post, 12/6/1989) 
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Thornburgh assigns 400 additional prosecutors and FBI agents to investigate 

savings and loan fraud.  The funding for the appointments was provided in a 

savings and loan rescue law enacted in August. (New York Times, 12/8/1989) 

 

1990 

 

February Thornburgh expresses concern that the American Bar Association will use a 

resolution endorsing abortion rights to produce a litmus test for screening judicial 

nominees.  L. Stanley Chauvin, ABA President, says the resolution, adopted on 

February 13
th

, will not touch’s ABA’s Standing Committee on the Federal 

Judiciary decisions on rating prospective candidates for judgeships. (New York 

Times, 2/18/1990) 

 

March U.S. District Judge Patrick Kelly orders Thornburgh to his Wichita, Kansas court 

in April to explain the government’s abandonment of a settlement involving a 

drug-laden plane leased to U.S. agents and linked to the Contras. (Washington 

Post, 3/21/1990) 

  

Thornburgh names Terrence Burke to be acting head of the Drug Enforcement 

Administration after John Lawn retires as the agency’s director. (Washington 

Post, 3/23/1990) 

 

April During an appearance before the Senate Judiciary Committee, Thornburgh 

announces that he has asked the Justice Department’s Office of Professional 

Responsibility (OPR) to determine if any Department officials should be punished 

for leaking information about an FBI investigation into the office of Rep. William 

H. Gray III (D-Pa.). (Washington Post, 4/4/1990)  

  

Thornburgh acknowledges that his press secretary David R. Runkel may have 

helped to confirm a CBS News report about Rep. William H. Gray III (D-Pa.) 

resulting in a Justice Department criminal investigation to determine who leaked 

the story to the news organization. (Washington Post, 4/20/1990) 

 

Thornburgh asks Solicitor General Kenneth Starr to review an internal Justice 

Department finding that there was no basis for action against any employee in 

disclosure of politically damaging information about Rep. Gray last year. (New 

York Times, 4/25/1990) 

 

Thornburgh assures Judiciary Committee Chairman Jack Brooks (D-Tex.) that his 

inquiry into the Inslaw matter will have the full cooperation of the Department of 

Justice. Committee investigators will have direct access to Department personnel 

and documents, and employees will be assured that they can testify without fear 

of retribution. (Washington Post, 4/28/1990) 

 

May Thornburgh tells Mexican officials that “high-ranking Mexican police officers” 

initiated the controversial abduction of Guadalajara gynecologist Humberto 



 

 

8

 

Alvarez Machain and offered to deliver him to the United States. This contradicts 

official Mexican assertions that the April 2 “kidnapping” of the doctor was 

engineered by a longtime U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration informant in 

Los Angeles. (Washington Post, 5/3/1990)  

 

Thornburgh denies that he has abandoned support for tougher penalties for white-

collar criminals and promises strong recommendations on the subject after more 

study.  “I stand second to none in pressing for nothing less than the maximum 

penalties that we can accommodate under the law” for corporate offenders, 

Thornburgh tells the Senate Judiciary Committee. He says toughened sentencing 

guidelines, which were withdrawn recently, remain under study and could be 

reissued. (Washington Post, 5/9/1990) 

 

Deputy Attorney General Donald B. Ayer and his top aide abruptly resign two 

weeks after it was disclosed that Thornburgh ordered Ayer to revoke a letter 

expressing the Justice Department’s support for stiff mandatory sentences. The 

White House announces that Assistant Attorney General William P. Barr, chief of 

the Office of Legal Counsel, will be nominated to replace Ayer. (Washington 

Post, 5/12/1990) 

 

Thornburgh reassigns two of his top aides. The aides, Executive Assistant Robert 

S. Ross Jr. and Press Secretary David R. Runkel, viewed by critics as part of a 

“palace guard” that sealed off Thornburgh from even high-ranking Department 

officials, will no longer be involved in daily DOJ operations. (Washington Post, 

5/15/1990) 

 

Thornburgh denies that he suppressed the findings of an internal inquiry which 

found that David Runkel and Robert S. Ross Jr. failed lie-detector tests.  The 

inquiry was focused on the unauthorized disclosure to CBS News of information 

concerning the financial affairs of Rep. Gray (New York Times, 5/24/1990) 

 

July Thornburgh indicates that the controversy stemming from his handling of a leak 

inquiry was the result of a turf war waged by the Justice Department’s internal 

watchdog unit. Thornburgh said in an interview that the Office of Professional 

Responsibility (OPR) felt “crowded out of its jurisdiction” and “wanted to run its 

own investigation” into whether anyone in the Justice Department last year leaked 

information about an FBI probe of the office of Rep. Gray. 

 

Thornburgh denies that the Justice Department has targeted black elected officials 

for prosecution, adding that recent charges along those lines by NAACP 

Executive Director Benjamin Hooks “disappoint me considerably.”  (Washington 

Post, 7/20/1990) 

 

Thornburgh tells a Senate panel that Justice Department will need at least five 

years to prosecute the most serious cases of fraud at the 100 institutions on its 
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priority list. (New York Times, 7/25/1990) 

  

On the 26
th

, the President signs the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

  

Senator Arlen Specter (R-Pa.), a member of the Senate Judiciary Committee, asks 

for the appointment of an independent counsel to investigate allegations of 

cocaine use by Henry G. Barr, a longtime aide to Thornburgh. (Washington Post, 

7/31/1990) 

 

August  On the occasion of the swearing in of a new Administrator for the Drug  

      Enforcement Administration, Thornburgh delivers some of his most forceful  

        comments to date about the role that casual cocaine users play in fueling the  

        nation’s drug crisis. (Washington Post, 8/17/1990) 

 

September In a guest editorial in the Washington Post, Thornburgh comments on the House 

crime bill currently before Congress. (Washington Post, 9/23/1990) 

 

October David Souter is confirmed as Associate Justice of the Supreme Court. 

 

Independent Counsel Lawrence E. Walsh says he will drop attempts to prosecute 

former CIA operative Joseph F. Fernandez after Thornburgh announces he will 

continue to refuse to permit classified CIA information sought by the defense to 

be used in the trial.  (Washington Post, 10/13/1990) 

 

Bush vetoes the Civil Rights Act of 1990 on the 22
nd

. 

 

Independent Counsel Lawrence E. Walsh and the Justice Department blame each  

other for the dismissal of the Iran-Contra criminal case against former CIA  

operative Joseph F. Fernandez. Walsh asks for a congressional inquiry into  

Thornburgh’s actions saying they “underscore the need for objective standards to  

govern the release of classified information in criminal prosecutions.”   

(Washington Post, 10/25/1990) 

 

1991 

 

January The Justice Department retreats from a Reagan-era policy of challenging court- 

ordered school desegregation plans.  John R. Dunne, Assistant Attorney General 

for Civil Rights, says that the Department has not proposed that any school boards 

seek dismissal of court-ordered segregation plans since Thornburgh became  

Attorney General in August 1988 and has “no plans to initiate any kind of action”  

in the future. (Washington Post, 1/24/1991) 

 

March  Thornburgh proposes stiffer prison terms for criminals who use semi-automatic  

weapons and for other violators of federal firearms laws. Kicking off a “summit”  

organized by the Justice Department on violent crime, Thornburgh announces 
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the formation of new “violent crime task forces” of federal agents to attack the 

“ruthless enemy” of urban street criminals with the same “ingenuity and 

certainty” displayed by U.S. troops in the Persian Gulf. (Washington Post, 

3/5/1991) 

 

April  Thornburgh indicates that the Bush Administration may drop its opposition to a  

ban on certain automatic assault weapons, as well as to a waiting period for  

handgun purchases, if Congress agrees to broaden the use of the death penalty and  

of improperly obtained evidence. Thornburgh’s account of Bush’s position 

appears to improve chances for the seven-day waiting period for handgun 

purchases, dubbed the “Brady bill,” and for a bill sponsored by Senator Dennis 

DeConcini (D-AZ) that would outlaw certain domestically made automatic 

assault weapons.  (Washington Post, 4/19/1991)  

 

Thornburgh announces he will consider running for the Pennsylvania Senate seat  

that had been held by John Heinz (R-Pa.), who died in an April 4 airplane  

accident.  “I will be giving that consideration,” Thornburgh says on the steps of  

the Supreme Court after arguing a case involving evidence in death penalty trials.  

The former two-term Pennsylvania Governor says, “I’m fulfilled in the work that 

I am doing for the President as Attorney General,” and when asked about his 

interest in the Senate seat, he began singing “Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin’,” the 

song from “Oklahoma.” (Washington Post, 4/25/1991)  

 

   An accord is reached that will allow Jack Brooks (D-TX), Chair of the House  

Judiciary Committee, to see Justice Department documents that have been  

withheld for years in the Inslaw case, the eight-year-old dispute over the  

DOJ’s handling of computer software.  (Washington Post, 4/30/1991) 

 

May  Thornburgh calls the Democrats’ revised civil rights bill “a hoax,” while the bill’s  

proponents in the House tinker with the language in an attempt to win over a  

key bloc of southern Democrats. Thornburgh says the bill “only bars an  

employer from using a quota system that required the hiring of unqualified  

persons.” He said it would not ban quotas if the workers hired met minimum job  

requirements. (Washington Post, 5/31/1991) 

 

June Two years after it threatened to prevent the American Bar Association from 

screening federal judicial nominees, the DOJ decides that no professional  

group, other than the ABA, should interview candidates. (Washington Post,  

6/4/1991) 

 

Bush announces Thornburgh will quit the Cabinet later this summer to run for the 

empty U.S. Senate seat in Pennsylvania in a special election this November.  

Bush, who makes the announcement at the start of a Cabinet meeting, praises 

Thornburgh for “a fantastic job” and thanks him for “his outstanding record” and 

“his sound advice as a legal adviser to two presidents.” The President gives no 

hint of a successor. Bush says Thornburgh would remain in his post until at least 
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the end of July to work for passage of the Administration’s civil rights and crime 

bills. (Washington Post, 6/5/1991)  

 

   Thornburgh puts on hold his plans to resign and run for the unexpired term of the  

  late senator John Heinz (R-Pa.) after a federal judge rules that Pennsylvania’s  

   method for filling the vacancy is unconstitutional. U.S. District Judge Edward N.  

Cahn struck down the state law under which the state Republican and Democratic  

Parties planned to choose the Senate candidates for a November general election. 

(Washington Post, 6/11/1991) 

 

July    Thornburgh refuses to testify before the House Judiciary Committee.    

  Thornburgh’s refusal to attend the hearing comes after Brooks issues a press  

release on announcing the hearing. The release bears the headline: “Judiciary 

Committee to Question Attorney General on Department of Justice Stonewalling, 

Mismanagement.” Rep. Hamilton Fish Jr. (R-N.Y.) says that he advised 

Thornburgh not to attend the hearing after determining that Democrats intended to 

ask confrontational questions.  (Washington Post, 7/19/1991) 

 

August  Thornburgh says that additional indictments against Bank of Credit and  

Commerce International are expected “very soon.” (New York Times, 8/5/1991) 

  

A federal appeals court clears the way for a November 5
th

 election to fill the seat 

of the late Sen. John Heinz (R-Pa.). (Washington Post, 8/7/1991) 

 

Although Thornburgh hasn’t given a date for his resignation from the Cabinet, the 

White House indicates on the 7
th

 that when he does resign he will be replaced, at 

least temporarily, by Deputy Attorney General William P. Barr.  Thornburgh  

tells a news conference that he will “have an announcement of my plans within  

the near future,” but offers no further specifics. (Washington Post, 8/8/1991) 

 

On the 9
th

, Thornburgh officially announces his resignation effective August 14. 

(New York Times, 8/10/1991) 

 

Thornburgh announces that the Justice Department will appeal a decision that 

allows Virginia Military Institute to continue excluding women.  In one of his last 

major decisions before he steps down to seek a U.S. Senate seat in Pennsylvania, 

Thornburgh says Justice is seeking to reverse District Court Judge Jackson 

Kiser’s June ruling, which held that the publicly funded school’s policy did not 

discriminate unconstitutionally against women. (Washington Post, 8/13/1991) 

 



1 

 

RICHARD THORNBURGH SUGGESTED TOPICS 
Prepared by Darby A. Morrisroe 

Miller Center of Public Affairs, University of Virginia  

 

 

Joining the Administration 

• How you came to be nominated as Attorney General in the Reagan 

Administration. The confirmation process. Selection of staff. Your expectations 

about remaining at Justice during a Bush administration.  

• Transition to the Bush administration. 

 

Politics and Policymaking at the Department of Justice  

• Differences in your role as Attorney General during the Reagan and Bush 

Administrations. The challenges facing the Department of Justice at the time of 

your arrival.  Role in the selection of Justice Department staff. What, if any, 

changes did you observe at Justice following Meese’s departure?  Handling of the 

independent counsel investigation of Meese.  

• Policy agenda during tenure as Attorney General. What were the major issues and 

investigations that occupied your time (immigration, BCCI, Inslaw, Iran-Contra 

trials, drug enforcement, financial market fraud)?   

• Your relationship with the Solicitor General, FBI, INS, litigating divisions, etc.  

News leaks at Justice Department.  The role played by Justice in the screening 

and selection of federal judges.  Decision to resume American Bar Association 

evaluation of judicial nominees.   

• Decision to stay at Justice during senatorial race.  How did your absence affect 

the management at Justice? 

 

Attorney General’s Relationships with Congress   

• Relationships with key members of Congress and the judiciary committees. 

Confrontation with Congress over the use of classified information in Iran-Contra 

trials. Failure of Congress to confirm Justice Department nominees. Federal 

judicial pay raises. The involvement of Justice Department in congressional 

relations for the administration, especially the Americans with Disabilities Act.  

 

Attorney General’s Relationship with White House Staff and Other Departments  

• How involved were Presidents Reagan and Bush in setting the Justice 

Department’s agenda?  Did you experience presidential intervention in Justice’s 

operations?   

• Role as head of Domestic Policy Council. With which members of the White 

House staff did you work most closely during each administration?  Interaction 

with the Office of Legal Counsel.  

• Relationships with other cabinet members.  Interactions with counsels for the 

other departments and agencies. 
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The Bush and Reagan Presidencies in Retrospect  

• What were the strengths and weaknesses of the Bush and Reagan administrations?  

• What features of these presidencies were missed or overlooked by the press?  

• How should the Bush and Reagan presidencies be viewed in history?   

 



 

TIMELINES 

 

 

• Richard Thornburgh Timeline, prepared by Darby A. Morrisroe, Miller Center of Public 

Affairs, University of Virginia, 7/18/2001. 

 

• Timeline, Peter B. Levy, Encyclopedia of the Reagan-Bush Years (Greenwood Press: 

Westport, CT, 1996) pp. 398-415. 



SELECTED WRITINGS AND PUBLIC STATEMENTS 

 

 

• “At Thornburgh’s Justice Department the View Is Expanding Worldwide,” National Journal, 

2/11/1989. 

 

• Richard Thornburgh, Address to the Federal Bar Association 1989 Annual Convention, 

Washington, D.C., 8/25/1989. 

 

• Richard Thornburgh, Keynote Speech to the Philadelphia Bar Association Conference,” 

Washington, D.C., 9/30/1988. 

 

• Richard Thornburgh, Excerpts from Testimony before the Senate Judiciary Committee, 

4/2/1990. 

 

• Richard Thornburgh, National Press Club Address, Washington, D.C., 7/25/1990. 

 

• Richard Thornburgh, “‘The House Crime Bill’: The Attorney General Responds,” 

Washington Post, 9/23/1990. 

 

• Transcript, CNN Today, 11/11/1996. 

 



DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE ORGANIZATIONAL INFORMATION 

 

 

• Department of Justice Organizational Chart – Reagan Administration, prepared by Darby A. 

Morrisroe with information from the Federal Staff Directory, Miller Center of Public Affairs, 

6/22/2001. 

 

• Department of Justice Organizational Chart – Bush Administration, prepared by Darby A. 

Morrisroe with information from the Federal Staff Directory, Miller Center of Public Affairs, 

2/28/2001. 

 

• Summary Descriptions of Key DOJ Offices, prepared by Darby A. Morrisroe with 

information from the United States Department of Justice, Miller Center of Public Affairs, 

2/28/2001. 



POLITICS AND POLICYMAKING AT THE DOJ 

 

 

• “Thornburgh Named Attorney General, Pennsylvania Ex-Governor Pledges to Pursue Leads 

in Meese Probe,” Washington Post, 7/13/1998. 

 

• Philip Shenon, “Thornburgh Confirmed as Attorney General,” New York Times, 8/12/1988.  

 

• Philip Shenon, “A Very Different Kind of Attorney General,” New York Times, 9/27/1988. 

 

• Ruth Marcus, “Thornburgh Waiting for ‘Go’ or ‘Stay’ Signal; Speculation Unnerves 

Conservatives, Washington Post, 11/11/1988. 

 

• Ronald Ostrow, “Thornburgh Viewed as Realist Seeking a Consensus,” Los Angeles Times, 

11/22/1988. 

 

• Stephen J. Hedges, “The Quiet Revolution at the Justice Department,” U.S. News & World 

Report, 1/23/1989. 

 

• W. John Moore, “Two Front War on Justice Candidates,” National Journal, 4/22/1989. 

 

• Ruth Marcus, “Thornburgh’s Pick as Deputy Withdraws,” Washington Post, 7/7/1989. 

 

• Tom Watson, “Thornburgh Gets a Lesson in Power Sharing,” Manhattan Lawyer, 7/18/1989. 

 

• Davis Johnston, “Troubles at Top of the Justice Dept.,” New York Times, 8/3/1989. 

 

• Michael Isikoff, “Thornburgh Wants Justice to Speak ‘With One Voice’,” Washington Post, 

11/30/1989. 

 

• Ruth Marcus, “Goodwill for Thornburgh Erodes; Critics Charge Attorney General Has Yet to 

Define Priorities,” Washington Post, 1/6/1990. 

 

• Michaek Isikoff, “Thornburgh Seeks Further Review of Gray Probe Leak,” Washington Post, 

4/4/1990. 

 

• Sharon LaFraniere and Michael Isikoff, “Thornburgh Reassigns 2 Top Aides; Mounting 

Criticism Cited in Shakeup,” Washington Post, 5/15/1990. 

 

• Sharon LaFraniere, “Justice Says Only ABA Can Screen Candidates,” Washington Post, 

6/4/1991. 

 

• Dan Balz and Sharon LaFraniere, “Thornburgh to Resign; Attorney General to Run for 

Senate, Washington Post, 6/5/1991. 

 



MAJOR ISSUES AND DOJ INVESTIGATIONS 

 

Gun Control 

• Ann Devroy, “Thornburgh Rules Out Two Gun-Control Options; Attorney General Objects 

to Registration Card for Gun Owners, National Identification Cards,” Washington Post, 

6/29/1989. 

 

• Michael Isikoff, “Firearms Violators Target of Anti-Crime Proposal,” Washington Post, 

3/5/1991. 

 

• Sharon LaFraniere, “Thornburgh: Deal Possible on Gun Bill; Hill Support Sought for Bush 

Proposals,” Washington Post, 4/19/1991. 

 

War on Drugs  

• Steven De Salvo, “Thornburgh Vows Escalated Drug Wars,” San Diego Union-Tribune, 

10/25/1988. 

 

• Michael Isikoff, “Mexican Police Initiated Abduction of Doctor, Thornburgh Says,” 

Washington Post, 5/3/1990. 

 

Iran-Contra  

• Joe Pichirallo, “Justice Dept. Won’t Appeal Ruling on Iran-Contra Secrets,” Washington 

Post, 11/14/1989. 

 

• Joe Pichirallo, “Thornburgh Blocks Disclosure of Secrets at Iran-contra Trial,” Washington 

Post, 11/23/1989. 

 

• Walter Pincus, “Walsh to Drop Prosecution of Former CIA Operative,” Washington Post, 

10/13/1990. 

 

• Walter Pincus, “Iran-Contra, Justice Dept. Tangle,” Washington Post, 10/25/1990. 

 

 

Civil Rights 

• Sharon LaFraniere, “Civil Rights Veto Stems from Dispute over Discrimination Ruling,” 

Washington Post, 10/24/1990. 

 

• Sharon LaFraniere, “At Justice, A Shift on School Desegregation,” Washington Post, 

1/24/1991. 

 

• Sharon LaFraniere and Tom Kenworthy, “Attorney General Criticizes Revised Civil Rights 

Bill as a ‘Hoax’,” Washington Post, 5/31/1991. 



Miscellaneous Topics 

• Robert Jackson, “Justice Department to Double Number of Investigators of Thrift Fraud,” 

Los Angeles Times, 12/8/1989. 

 

• “The HUD Case Moves to Justice,” Washington Post, 12/6/1989. 

 

• Mary McGrory, “Political Break in the Inslaw Case,” Washington Post, 4/30/1991. 
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