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WASHINGTON >> The last time 
Charles came here for a state 
visit, nobody seemed to notice.

I saw him up close during his 
trip in the autumn of 1985, from 
his stop at JCPenney in a subur-
ban mall to promote British 
clothing to a starry state dinner. 
I was impressed.

The Prince of Wales had a rep-
utation back then as a bit of a 
wimp, always chafing in the 
shadow of his towering mother, 
resentful about being relegated 
to cutting ribbons.

In a flashy decade full of bling 
kings like New York developer 
Donald Trump, Charles seemed 
like a man from another time. He 
yearned to be taken seriously 
and to have an impact on global 
issues. As charming British ac-
tor Peter Ustinov, who attended 
the state dinner, told me: “He 
has a clear sense of what he 
would do if allowed to. One re-
grets that he didn’t live in 1400.”

Touring the sights in Washing-
ton, Prince Charles impressed 
salesclerks and senators alike 
with his genuine interest in cul-
ture and politics and his playful 
and self-deprecating small talk.

As I wrote in The New York 
Times back then, “He went out 
of his way to move past proto-
col, and was equally at home dis-
cussing the architecture of 
Baltimore, the actresses on the 
television show ‘Dynasty,’ the 
opera roles that Beverly Sills 
made famous and the tenuous 
state of international relations.”

It didn’t matter. Nobody was 
paying attention. He was simply 
the man who accompanied Prin-
cess Diana to Washington.

Even without talking much, 
just tucking her chin in shyly 
and looking up out of those lumi-
nous blue eyes, Diana outshone 
her prince. It was pretty much a 
total eclipse of the son. I don’t 
remember seeing a single pic-
ture of Charles from the state 
dinner. His remarks are lost to 
history.

All eyes were on the Sloane 
Square Cinderella. The state din-
ner was Diana’s fairy tale turn, 
conjured by her fairy god-
mother, Nancy Reagan. The first 
lady invited Clint Eastwood, 
Mikhail Baryshnikov and John 
Travolta to dance with the prin-
cess who loved dancing. Mrs. 
Reagan directed the Marine 
Band to put aside the society 
two-step sheet music and get up 
to speed on the “Saturday Night 
Fever” soundtrack.

“She’s a great little mover,” 
Travolta said of Diana, who wore 
a gorgeous midnight blue velvet 
gown and a diamond tiara.

The total effect of the visit was 
“Charles who?” Being overshad-
owed by his young wife, after de-
cades of being overshadowed by 
his mother, did not boost his 
ego.

The ensuing decades would 
not be kind to Charles. He was 
mired in scandal and pain.

But in Washington this past 
week, Charles came into his 
own. Forty years after Diana’s 
Cinderella turn, Charles got to 
be Cinderfella.

In a country rife with No Kings 
protests, this king was a tonic. 
He presented himself with ele-
gance, intelligence and wit —  
everything that has been want-
ing in Washington during the 
Trump era.

He arrived at a propitious mo-
ment to remind the autocrat in 
the White House why Britain’s 
rebellious colony ran away: to 
escape the tyranny of an oppres-
sive king.

“Out of the fires of a bitter and 
bloody Revolutionary War, the 
triumph of the father of this 
country, George Washington, 
and his fellow founders was to 
forge a democracy founded 
upon the rights to liberty and 
the rule of law,” Charles said at 
the state dinner.

In his pointed speech to Con-
gress, he reminded the lawmak-
ers that our Constitution, based 
on Magna Carta, provides 
checks on a tyrant’s power.

The king deftly schooled Don-
ald, and Donald took it because 
he has always been awed by the 
British royal family. The presi-
dent was thrilled when a British 
newspaper did a genealogy that 
found he may be a distant 
cousin of Charles. (Then again, 
so are the Bushes.) Trump even 
dropped the tariffs on Scotch 
whisky to please the king.

Charles gently reminded the 
president, who has been blast-
ing NATO for not helping bail 
him out of the Iran quicksand, 
that America’s allies stepped up 
after 9/11. Britain battled in Af-
ghanistan beside us, and tried to 
rebuild it with us, for 20 years.

“Our people have fought and 
fallen together in defense of the 
values we cherish,” Charles said.

The message to Trump was 
obvious: Don’t berate us for not 
backing your misadventure in 
Iran, after we went all in on 
America’s misbegotten occupa-
tion of Afghanistan and war in 
Iraq.

Gently mocking the territorial 
Trump at the state dinner, 
Charles noted that he is already 
the king of Canada — no need 
for another. He also teased: 
“Now I know you have big plans 
for the moon, Mr. President, but 
I’ve checked the papers and I 
rather suspect it is already part 
of the Commonwealth, I’m 
afraid!”

He quoted Shakespeare’s 
“Henry V” to prompt the belli-
cose president to seek peace: 
“my speech entreats, that I may 
know … why gentle Peace 
should not … bless us with her 
former qualities.”

It was lovely to hear the King’s 
English, devoid of the ven-
geance, blasphemy and vulgar-
ity common in our leader’s 
language.

The king put a salve on a blis-
tered partnership. Trump has 
trashed Prime Minister Keir 
Starmer as “cowardly” and a 
“loser” for not helping with Iran. 
Britain’s ambassador, Christian 
Turner, didn’t help with his 
leaked comment that the “spe-
cial relationship” America has 
now is with Israel.

On his last state visit, Charles 
was in the shade of Diana’s radi-
ance. On this one, he radiated an 
elan of his own — a class act, 
shining next to the boorish 
Trump. At long last, Charles was 
in no one’s shadow. At 77, he has 
done what he always yearned to 
do: make his mark on the world.
———
Maureen Dowd writes  
for The New York Times.

P eople of a certain age will re-
call a lyric from the Tennes-
see Ernie Ford song “Sixteen 

Tons”: “Another day older and 
deeper in debt.”

I thought of that song as Secretary 
of War Pete Hegseth asked Congress 
to approve a $1.5 trillion budget for 
fiscal year 2027 to put the military 
on what he called a “wartime foot-
ing.” Hegseth says the Pentagon 
needs the money for more drones, 
munitions and modernized systems. 
Though President Trump has de-
nied it, bragging that we have the 
strongest military in the world, it 
would appear that the Iran conflict 
has significantly depleted U.S mili-
tary resources.

Whatever Congress decides to do 
in response to Hegseth’s request will 
be done with borrowed money, be-
cause we don’t have enough re-
sources — and 
haven’t for some 
time — to pay for 
the unrestrained 
spending Congress 
loves to do. Notice 
there were no 
pledges of cost re-
ductions in 
Hegseth’s request. 
There never are 
when it comes to 
government

If you want to be 
shocked, assuming we are shocked 
about much these days, visit  
usdebtclock.org and watch the num-
bers rise faster than a space rocket. 
It’s $39 trillion and counting with the 
average cost to each American fam-
ily of $114,130, according to the Pe-
ter G. Peterson Foundation. No 
nation in history has ever been able 
to shoulder such debt and survive. 
The politicians don’t seem to care as 
long as they can dole out money to 
keep themselves in office.

I have written about the debt  

before, but it bears 
repeating until 
Congress takes ac-
tion. What frus-
trates those who 
are paying atten-
tion to the debt is 
that it is not an un-
solvable problem. 
It’s been fixed be-
fore, even within 
recent memory for 
many people.

In the mid-1990s, 
an unlikely part-
nership was forged 
between President Bill Clinton and 
Speaker Newt Gingrich to address 
the debt, which had increased from 
$4.8 trillion to $5.6 trillion. Chump 
change compared to today. From fis-
cal years 1998 to 2001, thanks to the 
1997 Balanced Budget Amendment, 

the federal govern-
ment achieved four 
consecutive budget 
surpluses. There 
was still debt but 
surpluses were re-
ducing it. What cre-
ated the surpluses?

Clinton and Ging-
rich addressed the 
biggest drivers of 
the debt — Medi-
care and Medicaid, 
the so-called “third 

rail.” They managed to cut $115 bil-
lion in Medicare spending, $14 bil-
lion in Medicaid, along with 
significant reductions in discretion-
ary spending to eliminate the deficit 
by 2002. Much of this was done by 
removing fraudsters and the unenti-
tled from the rolls. Sound familiar? 

While Vice President JD Vance has 
been tasked with rooting out fraud 
as in the child care centers in Minne-
sota, no one wants to revisit Medi-
care and Medicaid, especially with 
elections just five months away.

Somebody has to do it. According 
to the Kiplinger Retirement Report 
and numerous other projections, 
the “Medicare Hospital Insurance 
(Part A) trust fund is projected to be 
exhausted by 2033-2040, requiring 
automatic benefit cuts of 11-13% if 
not addressed. While Medicare itself 
won’t totally ‘run out,’ it will only 
cover roughly 89-90% of costs. Med-
icaid is funded differently via fed-
eral/state taxes, so it does not face 
the same ‘trust fund’ insolvency, but 
is facing severe funding pressure, 
with 2025 legislation implementing 
significant cuts.”

These would not be tough 
choices if the public was properly 
prepared. The reduction in benefits 
and/or an increase in taxes is inevi-
table. Means testing, allowing peo-
ple to choose a hybrid retirement 
fund combining reduced Social Se-
curity payments with investments in 
the stock market and other reforms 
would save the programs for those 
who need it and allow more individ-
uals to care for themselves instead 
of burdening the government.

Simple, right? If only the politi-
cians would do what they know 
must be done.
———
Cal Thomas writes for  
Tribune Content Agency.

By Clare Connors,  
Mark Recktenwald  
and Aviam Soifer

American democracy is in 
deep trouble today. By re-
moving all federal restraints 

on political gerrymandering and by 
eviscerating the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965, the U.S. Supreme Court’s re-
cent Louisiana v. Callais decision 
did immeasurable harm to the ba-
sic concept of “one person, one 
vote.”

But the undermining of our elec-
toral system began in 2010, with the 
high court’s decision in Citizens 
United v. FEC, which unleashed the 
current flood of corporate spending 
to influence our elections. Fortu-
nately, there is hope that Hawaii can 
lead the way in beginning to limit 
the damage done in the wake of Citi-
zens United.

Justice Anthony Kennedy’s major-
ity opinion in Citizens United 
equated money with speech. In fact, 
the court boldly declared that “indi-
vidual expenditures, including those 
made by corporations, do not give 
rise to corruption or the appearance 
of corruption.” Sadly, we now know 
better, and the current campaign fi-
nance reality makes this statement 
seem woefully naive and demonstra-
bly wrong.

During the 2024 election cycle,  
at least $2.4 billion in corporate con-
tributions could be identified. Given 
a magic cloak of near invisibility af-
ter Citizens United, wealthy individ-
uals found ways to use corporate 
entities to spend massive amounts 
of money to help those candidates 
who would, in turn, help them.

Notably, the monetary tsunami 
has made landfall in Hawaii. As jour-

nalist Nick Grube reported, former 
Hawaii defense contractor Martin 
Kao was sentenced to 33 months in 
federal prison for making $200,000 in 
illegal campaign contributions to 
U.S. Sen. Susan Collins of Maine and 
a super PAC supporting her reelec-
tion. Sen. Collins helped fund an $8 
million contract won by Kao’s com-
pany.

It is entirely understandable that 
many Americans feel helpless to do 
anything about the corruption they 
see happening right before their 
eyes. But this session, the Hawaii 
Legislature did something remark-
able and is poised to enact a practi-
cal response to Citizens United. 
Introduced by state Sen. Karl 
Rhoads, a revised version of Senate 
Bill 2471 was approved by a confer-
ence committee on May 1, and now 
awaits final action this week in both 
chambers.

In short, SB 2471 reaffirms the na-
ture of corporations as artificial — 
not natural — beings. Corporations 
are creatures of the state in which 
they are incorporated and they have 
no inherent right to do anything, in-
cluding to speak. Critically, they are 

limited to the pow-
ers conferred 
upon them by the 
state legislatures 
who authorize 
their creation — a 
corporate law 
doctrine accepted 
in the United 
States for centu-
ries.

Several key leg-
islators in each 
chamber worked 
hard to craft a rea-
sonable compro-

mise and SB 2471 constitutes a 
nuanced response to many practical 
issues raised during its journey to 
passage. If SB 2471 is enacted, Ha-
waii once again will lead the nation 
with a vital legal advance toward up-
holding democracy. It will position 
Hawaii to show that a state’s long-
standing authority to create corpo-
rations fully allows it to limit 
corporate powers, including the 
power to influence elections 
through political spending.

Some observers warn that SB 
2471 will lead to litigation. But doing 
the right thing often triggers court 
challenges. And right now, our de-
mocracy is being held together by 
decisions coming out of federal dis-
trict and appellate circuit courts 
around the country. The threat of 
“see you in court” should not deter 
efforts to solve serious problems.

The Artemis II moon mission dra-
matically illustrated the importance 
of thinking big, while also attending 
with great care to very small details. 
The Hawaii Legislature, by adopting 
SB 2471, will have taken a small step 
for human beings and a major leap 
for American democracy.

King Charles makes his mark 
while smoothing rough patch

It’s messy work, but someone has to zero out federal debt

Isles can lead to reduce dark money

Prickly City >> By Scott Stantis
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Clare Connors, from left, served both as Hawaii attor-
ney general and as the U.S. attorney for the District of 
Hawaii; Mark Recktenwald is retired as chief justice of 
the Hawaii Supreme Court; Aviam Soifer is emeritus 
professor and former dean of the William S. Richard-
son School of Law, University of Hawaii.

ERIC LEE / NEW YORK TIMES

A statue of Alexander Hamilton, the first secre-
tary of the treasury, fronts the Treasury De-
partment in Washington on June 9, 2025. 


