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Introduction




The Ripples of Watergate

 


Watergate was our national nightmare. I have always
thought that it certainly was one of the reasons why the ’70s saw
such a boom in horror films and novels—we could put up with haunted
houses (Amityville Horror), demons (The Exorcist) and
the son of the devil (The Omen) as opposed to the real world
crisis of a country being eviscerated by the man we had elected to
lead us.

We were a country torn apart and at each other’s
throats.

Even now we tend, as a country, to only see the big
picture; but Watergate reverberated in every local church, school
and supermarket. It was not just the story of what happened to
politicians and newsmen, it happened to all of us; parents and
children, teachers and doctors, mailmen and nurses. White, black,
gay, straight, rich, poor, immigrant or third-generation WASP, no
one was spared or immune.

Those Watergate stories are rarely told.

The ’70s also taught me that the personal is
political, so I’m going to start there.

My parents almost got a divorce over Watergate. Even
as a 12 year-old, I knew my home life was falling apart as the
nation reeled and almost crashed. I was living in a giant metaphor
before we called such things metafiction.

People over a certain age all know where they were
when Kennedy was shot and a whole generation can tell you what they
were doing when the Twin Towers were attacked. But how many people
can tell you where they were when Watergate happened?

I can.

Watergate defined my childhood and early teen
years.

When I tell people that Watergate was by far the most
important influence on my young life, and that it shaped who I am
today, they usually look at me like I’m telling a fish tale.

My dad was a WASP New York Republican who hung out
with Richard Nixon and his cronies when they came to New York to
get pep talks from Dr. Norman Vincent Peale, author of The Power
of Positive Thinking, preacher to presidents (and officiating
minister at Trump’s second wedding). My parents’ second date was a
Billy Graham crusade.

I met Richard Nixon when I was about eight on Palm
Sunday at Marble Colligate Church (the oldest Protestant church in
America which had Peter Minuit as an elder). He touched my hat. I
remember cringing then and threw the hat away as soon as I got
home. Even as a child, I knew he was obsequious.

My mother joined the legion of women going back to
college in the ’70s and with that came a resistance to the Vietnam
War (as most of her younger classmates were facing the real threat
of the draft for a war we, as a country, had long stopped believing
we had a right to be in) and a decision to vote for George
McGovern. My mother and father had never voted differently. It was
just something my father thought could never happen.

We were now a house divided.

The older brothers of my friends were going to
college or Canada to escape the war. This was not some far-off
issue. I saw the war coverage every night on the TV screen because
I came from a home that watched the evening news at six.

McGovern lost. My mom stayed, but our house was
torn.

And then the Pentagon Papers story broke in The
New York Times.

For those of you who don’t remember or understand how
the Pentagon Papers was the first domino in the Watergate scandal,
let me lay it out. The Papers were a classified report by the
Secretary of Defense outlining three decades of US involvement in
Vietnam, as well as escalating military action that had not been
reported to Congress or the public. They were leaked to the press
by Daniel Ellsberg, who had worked on the document and was against
the war. This leak kicked off Nixon’s pathological need to stop
further leaks to the press, leading to the creation of the now
infamous “plumbers” and the Watergate break-in.

And the Watergate stories started to emerge. We were
a Times-reading family, but I quickly learned that the story
was really breaking in the pages of The Washington
Post. In 1973, the only place I knew I could get daily
issues of The Washington Post was the newsstand outside The
United Nations, so I went there at least once a week.

My grandmother came to stay with us in the summer of
1973 and we all watched the Watergate hearings like they were a
soap opera. But we really couldn’t imagine just where this would
lead.

Meanwhile, my dad continued to take us all to the
Collegiate Church, where our minister prayed for Nixon. Church
attendance dwindled.

My younger brother and I did skits with puppets in
the living room where we had Nixon saying “I am not a crook.” My
dad told me not to make fun of “the office of the president.” I
told him I wasn’t making fun of “the office. Just the
president.”

Then Nixon resigned, Ford was sworn in and then
pardoned Nixon so fast our heads spun.

I knew then I wanted to be a journalist. I wanted to
document history in the making. I thought journalism was an
integral part of our country’s checks and balances and that I could
make a contribution.

I went to journalism school at NYU. I started the
local newspaper in my Manhattan neighborhood when I was 22, fresh
out of college. And I quickly learned that no one loves a
hard-hitting journalist, especially the local politicians.

Years went by. Journalism morphed into infotainment
and journalists became writers-for-hire. As a country, we tried to
forget Watergate had ever happened, and certainly assured ourselves
it could never happen again, even though there were ripples with
Iran-Contra and the Monica Lewinsky scandal. We’d do 25-year
look-backs, but more often than not, Watergate was just the
punchline to almost every political joke.

That is, until recently, when the truly unsettling
feeling of political déjà vu has crept into every article we
read. We have been forced to re-evaluate Watergate and the lessons,
if any, that we learned from it.

That’s when I found myself thinking; I know what
Woodward and Bernstein and Rockefeller and Reagan thought of
Watergate, because we always cover those stories, but what happened
to Julie Nixon Eisenhower? Did anyone else’s parents almost get
divorced as a result of Watergate? What was it like to be black, or
Jewish or Italian and hear the president spew all that bigotry on
those tapes?

I have a son now and I have tried to share with him
what it was like living through those years of turmoil. Watergate
made us a nation of cynics who look at our politicians as fallible
humans. In this age of The Daily Show and Colbert’s
Tonight Show, my son can’t imagine what it was like to
blindly believe in the innate good of your elected officials.

With this age of cynicism comes an ability to see the
absurdity as the Mueller investigation unfolds day to day and
remember that there’s a precedent.

We survived Watergate and Richard Nixon. We will
survive Russiagate and Donald Trump.

 


Lori Perkins

February 2018

 


P.S. This book is by no means intended to be a
comprehensive guide to this subject. The title was taken from a
popular book of the 1970’s that itself was a tongue-in-cheek
“everything guide” to a subject that cannot be contained in one
book. When Sen. Holtzman asked me for whom this book was written, I
told her it was a refresher course for those who had been there and
a primer for those who were about to see history made. It is meant
to be simultaneously serious and entertaining; as Brian and I feel
that this is the only way you can approach this subject.

As with Watergate, we have the unsettling belief that
this story will take months, if not years, to come to a conclusion.
With that in mind, we expect to publish additional editions of this
book on a regular basis, so if you have something to add or
corrections to point out, please send them in to
submissions@riverdaleave books.com, subject line “attn:
Watergate.”


Chapter One

 The Timeline as Seen Through
Popular Culture

 


When you look back on news media from the early
1970s, you might think that there was nothing going on in America
except Watergate, but it was a busy, creative time with some great
movies, some head-scratching pop music, world tragedies and a
country that had decided what we really needed was to take off our
pants and run through a crowd of people.

Let’s start in the pre-dawn innocence of what would
become known as The Watergate Era.

 


***** 1971 *****

 


January 1, 1971: As the first seeds of
Watergate are about to be sown, the country rings in the New Year,
with American casualties in Vietnam for 1970 coming to 6,081
American servicemen killed, down from 11,616 the year before. This
grim total comes just seven months after four students protesting
the war are killed by National Guard troops at Ohio’s Kent State
University amid campus uprisings against the increasingly unpopular
fighting in Southeast Asia.

This year, Idi Amin seizes power in Uganda, the
Supreme Court rules that busing to end school segregation is legal,
the voting age is lowered to 18, and the Baltimore Colts beat the
Dallas Cowboys in the Super Bowl (the first ever to be played on
artificial turf), while the Pittsburgh Pirates take the World
Series over the Baltimore Orioles later in the year. The socially
conscious All in The Family debuts on CBS-TV. Jim
Morrison of The Doors dies in Paris, while Duane Allman of the
Allman Brothers Band dies in a motorcycle accident. Patton
wins the Oscar for Best Movie, Simon and Garfunkel’s Bridge over
Troubled Water wins Best Record and Phyllis George of Denton,
Texas, becomes our Miss America.

 


February 1, 1971: Fiddler on the Roof
is released in movie theaters, starring Topol. This story of a
Jewish peasant in pre-revolutionary Russia trying to marry off
three of his daughters amid growing anti-Semitic sentiment will be
the highest-grossing movie of the year. Other notable releases in
the year will include Willard, Carnal Knowledge, Harold and
Maude and Shaft.

 


April 1, 1971: “Joy to the World” by Three Dog
Night hits number one on the Billboard pop chart, where it stays
until May, becoming the top single of the year. Yes, music fans
that year not only had to put up with the fact that Nixon was
president, but also that Jeremiah was a bullfrog.

 


May 3, 1971: Anti-war protestors in Washington
try to disrupt the government, with as many as 12,000 protestors
arrested by police and military units.

 


June 13, 1971: There’s no joy to the world
over at the headquarters of America’s military, as The New York
Times begins publishing the Pentagon Papers — the Defense
Department’s secret history of the Vietnam War. Spoiler alert: the
war is a complete fraud. The Washington Post will begin
publishing the papers later in the week after the government moves
against The Times.

 


June 13, 1971: James Taylor’s “You’ve Got a
Friend” is the number one song on the Billboard charts. Speaking of
a guy who could use a few friends…

 


September 9, 1971: Daniel Ellsberg has none at
the White House, where the “plumbers” unit — named for the team’s
orders to plug leaks in the administration —breaks into his
psychiatrist’s office to find files to smear Ellsberg, the former
defense analyst who leaked the Pentagon Papers.

 


December 17, 1971: The latest James Bond movie
Diamonds Are Forever hits theaters, starring Sean Connery
and Jill St. John. The story of a diamond smuggling investigation
that leads Bond to Las Vegas is the second highest-grossing movie
of the year. The Nixon plumbers show up to take notes, but the
White House purchasing department turns down their order for a
fleet of Aston Martins.

 


***** 1972 *****

 


Where were you in 1972? If you were around, you’ll
remember that it was a momentous year. The Supreme Court outlawed
the death penalty (sort of) and segregationist presidential
candidate George Wallace was crippled in an assassination attempt.
In sports, the Dallas Cowboys trounced the Miami Dolphins to win
the Super Bowl, the Oakland Athletics bested the Cincinnati Reds
for the World Series, and 11 Israeli athletes were killed when Arab
terrorists attacked the athletes’ dorms during the Munich
Olympics.

 


In happier news, M*A*S*H premiered on CBS,
Ms. Magazine was introduced by Gloria Steinem, HBO debuted
and Atari introduced Pong, a video game so primitive it was played
by carving the moves onto cave walls. Apollo 17 marked the last
U.S. manned mission to the moon. The French Connection was
the Movie of the Year, Carole King’s Tapestry was album of
the year (and still is, if you ask us) and both email and the
compact disc were created. Laurel Lea Schaefer of Bexley, Ohio, was
crowned Miss America. And the anti-depressant Prozac was developed,
which, if you think about the times, was just what the doctor
ordered.

 


January 9, 1972: The third-biggest pop song of
the year hits number one, Don McLean’s cryptic “American Pie.” It
will be five months before the White House plumbers drive their
Chevy to the levy at the Watergate hotel.

 


March 15, 1972: The biggest-grossing movie of
the year is released, The Godfather. Francis Ford Coppola
directs the story of an aging organized crime patriarch
transferring control of his empire to his reluctant son, with stars
Marlon Brando, Al Pacino, James Caan and Diane Keaton. It will be
more than two years before Senate Republicans make the embattled
President Nixon “An offer he can’t refuse.”

 


April 14, 1971: Nixon ends the U.S. trade
embargo against China, one week after Chinese premier Mao Zedong
invites the U.S. ping-pong team to Beijing.

 


May 12, 1972: Jeremiah Johnson is
released in movie theaters, starring Robert Redford as a 19th
Century mountain man who wishes to live as a hermit. Redford soon
acquires the movie rights to the story of two reporters
investigating the Watergate break-in and goes on to co-star in the
film All the President’s Men.

 


June 4, 1972: Sammy Davis Jr. hits number one
on the pop charts with his version of “The Candy Man,” which
originally appeared in movie Willy Wonka & the Chocolate
Factory. Davis is said to have hated the saccharine tune but,
as his only number one hit, it became one of his signature
songs.

 


June 17, 1972: “Who can take a sunrise /
Sprinkle it with dew / Cover it with chocolate and a miracle or
two?” Not the five men — including one who used to work for the CIA
— who are arrested at 2:30 a.m. while trying to bug the offices of
the Democratic National Committee at the Watergate hotel and office
complex.

The criminal masterminds are apprehended by Frank
Wills, a lone security guard who discovers their sophisticated
criminal technique — doors stuffed with paper or taped-over locks.
(Wills would later play himself in All the President’s Men).
A weekend metro staffer, Tim O’Brien, is dispatched to report on
the break-in by The Washington Post and walks into the lobby
door, breaking some glass.

 


June 19, 1972: O’Brien, along with a pair of
lowly city desk reporters named Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward,
report in The Post that a Republican Party security aide is
among the Watergate burglars. Former attorney general John
Mitchell, head of the Nixon re-election campaign, denies any link
to the operation.

 


June 30, 1972: The landmark pornographic film,
Deep Throat, is released, starring Linda Lovelace and Harry
Reems. The film provides the nickname for the highly placed FBI
source who helps guide the Watergate investigation of Woodward and
Bernstein. The source, later revealed to be Mark Felt, the
second-highest officer at the agency, was said to be “shocked to
have his place in history tagged with such a tawdry title.”

 


August 1, 1972: A $25,000 cashier’s check,
apparently earmarked for the Nixon campaign, was found in the bank
account of a Watergate burglar, The Washington Post
reports.

 


August 6, 1972: On the heels of Deep
Throat, Woody Allen’s film adaptation of the popular sex
manual, Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex* (But
Were Afraid to Ask) debuts in theaters. (What’s with all the
sex movies, you ask? All we can say is, “It was the ’70s.”) The
film grosses more than $18 million in North America, and becomes
the 13th highest grossing film of the year. The series of brief
sexual vignettes includes a brilliant segment titled, “What Is
Sodomy?” that involves Gene Wilder and a sheep, not a roughly
violated democracy. In 2018, the book and movie will inspire the
title of the snarky-yet-informative book you now hold.

 


September 5, 1972: At the Munich summer
Olympics, eight armed Palestinian members of the Black September
Organization creep into the athlete village during the early hours,
attacking the Israeli team, killing two and taking nine other
athletes hostage. The drama is beamed over live TV for 21 hours
before a failed rescue attempt results in the death of all the
athletes, a German police officer and five terrorists. The three
captured terrorists are released one month later in exchange for
the release of a hijacked Lufthansa jet. A year later, Israeli
agents track down and kill Palestinians suspected of involvement
with the Olympics attack.

 


September 29, 1972: The Washington Post
reports that John Mitchell, while serving as attorney general,
controlled a secret Republican fund used to finance widespread
intelligence-gathering operations against the Democrats. Since
Mitchell is the top law-enforcement officer for the nation, this is
awkward.

 


October 8, 1972: Michael Jackson hits the
number one Billboard slot with Ben, a song from the movie
Willard, in which the singer befriends a rat named Ben and
forms an army of his rodent friends. Speaking of an army of loyal
rodents…

 


October 10, 1972: FBI agents establish that
the Watergate break-in stems from a massive campaign of political
spying and sabotage conducted on behalf of the Nixon re-election
effort.

 


October 8, 1972: The Johnny Nash song, “I Can
See Clearly Now” hits number one on the pop charts. Alas, all of
the bad feelings have NOT disappeared even though…

 


November 11, 1972: Nixon is re-elected in one
of the largest landslides in American political history, taking
more than 60 percent of the vote and crushing the Democratic
nominee, Sen. George McGovern of South Dakota.

 


December 13, 1972: A metaphor for the coming
Constitutional crisis, The Poseidon Adventure is released in
movie theaters, with Gene Hackman, Ernest Borgnine, Shelley Winters
and Red Buttons as a group of passengers who struggle to survive
and escape when their ocean liner is capsized at sea by a rogue
wave. The film features Maureen McGovern’s pleading ballad, “The
Morning After,” which becomes the top pop song of the year.

President Gerald Ford later pardons the rogue
wave.

 


***** 1973 *****

 


At long last, the United States signs a ceasefire
that ends the involvement of U.S. soldiers in Vietnam, although the
U.S. doesn’t quit bombing Cambodia until August. Amazingly, both
North Vietnamese leader Le Duc Tho and U.S. Secretary of State
Henry A. Kissinger are awarded the Nobel Peace Prize rather than
declared international war criminals.

Speaking of criminals, Gen. Augusto Pinochet
overthrows the Marxist president Salvador Allende of Chile. With
the support of Nixon and Hank “The Peacemaker” Kissinger, the
Pinochet regime will murder 3,000, torture tens of thousands of
citizens (which Kissinger is reported to have covered up) and force
an estimated 200,000 Chileans into exile. Nixon and Kissinger
lament that, during the Eisenhower era, they would’ve been hailed
as “heroes” for helping drive out a communist.

It is also a nasty year in the Middle East, where
Egypt and Syria attack Israel during the Jewish holy day of Yom
Kippur, which results in Arab countries placing an embargo on oil
exports to the U.S. in retaliation for U.S. involvement in the
conflict (It doesn’t help that Nixon was drunk some of the time).
This ended the U.S. luxury of cheap gas, resulting in rationing at
some points and, sadly, the creation of both the Ford Pinto and
Chevrolet Chevette.
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