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    Author’s Note




    Frost/Nixon is a sequel to my earlier book

    on the Nixon Interviews, ‘I Gave Them A Sword’, written in 1977.

    Wherever relevant, this text draws upon the resources of that earlier book but, thirty years on, there is more to talk about – not least the story of Nixon in retirement and an assessment

    of the Nixon presidency as seen from the vantage point of 2007 rather than 1977.




    I have also included, for the first time, five transcripts from discrete parts of the interviews

    – not only Watergate and Vietnam, but also the Huston Plan, Henry Kissinger and Chile.




    I hope you approve of the result.
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    Introduction




    WATERGATE – WHY IT MATTERED




    Although Watergate is only a

    part of this book, it is a very important part. I thought therefore that, as an introduction to younger readers and as a reminder to older readers, it might be helpful to summarize the salient

    facts about it before we begin.




    On the night of 17 June 1972, a security guard at the plush Washington Office and Apartment

    Complex alerted the Washington, DC, police that burglars had entered the building and were apparently still on the premises. Responding quickly, the police encountered five men about the offices

    of the Democratic National Committee. They had come to repair a listening device placed weeks earlier on the phone of DNC National Chairman Larry O’Brien. A second ‘bug’ had

    been installed on the phone of senior campaign official Spencer Oliver.




    What the police did not know, and what it would take weeks of investigation for them to find out,

    was that the five burglars – four of them Cuban veterans of CIA operations – were being directed from a room at the Howard Johnson Hotel across the street by a senior official of the

    Nixon re-election campaign, G. Gordon Liddy, and by a White House consultant and career CIA veteran, E. Howard Hunt. Almost immediately, the police and the FBI began trying to learn who had been

    involved in planning the break-in, while the White House began trying to prevent them from finding out. In short, the White House went into a cover-up mode with

    the clear intent of obstructing justice.




    From the moment in March 1973, when one of the five initial Watergate intruders disclosed in a

    letter to the presiding trial judge that perjury had been committed to shield the criminal involvement of more senior officials of the Nixon Administration, until 9 August 1974, when Nixon

    resigned the presidency in disgrace, Watergate became a US cause célèbre, a national obsession, or perhaps both. Many US friends around the world thought the country had taken leave

    of its senses. How could it show such disdain for the man who had brought ‘peace with honour’ in Vietnam, détente and arms control agreements with the Soviet Union, and a big

    start towards normal relations with the People’s Republic of China? What was Watergate other than the ‘third-rate burglary’ contemptuously dismissed by Mr Nixon’s press

    aide? Didn’t the country know that America’s security was put at much greater risk by those who would cripple its leadership than by those engaged in a nasty but not altogether

    unprecedented political prank? It is fair to say that even today many Americans too young to have shared the experience of Watergate with parents or grandparents might be posing the same

    questions.




    There are several answers. First, there is nothing small or insignificant about a number of rather

    senior officials from the Nixon Administration and campaign gathering in the office of the Attorney General of the United States discussing such political operations as wiretapping phones,

    planting office bugs, using prostitutes and spreading outrageous lies. Such matters go to the integrity of the political process, no small matter in a democracy. Ringleader Howard Hunt’s

    White House safe, for example, contained forged cables designed to show that the martyred Democratic President John F. Kennedy knew in advance that those

    involved in a coup against South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem planned to kill him.




    Second, in joining the cover-up early on, Nixon threatened to corrupt important agencies of

    government. Asking the CIA to pull the FBI off the investigation was no trivial exercise of politics as usual. It was instead the abuse of two of the nation’s most secret and important

    security agencies, neither of whom can afford to squander the public trust with which they have been invested.




    Third, the Watergate investigation brought to light other abuses of power threatening the rights of

    Americans to be secure in their homes and offices, rights guaranteed by the US Constitution. For example, in approving the ‘Huston Plan’ for burglaries without court warrants against

    those suspected of plotting violent or other illegal activities, Nixon was usurping the critical historic role of the judicial branch of government. From there it was a small step to burgle the

    office of the psychiatrist treating Daniel Ellsberg, the man who leaked the so-called ‘Pentagon Papers’ chronicling the decisions leading to massive US intervention in Vietnam.

    Medical and psychiatric records are, of course, privileged and cannot be introduced without the patient’s consent.




    Concerns generated by these presidential usurpations came dramatically home to US citizens one

    October evening when Nixon ordered his Attorney-General to fire Special Watergate Prosecutor Archibald Cox when the latter refused to obey an order by the president to abandon his subpoena for

    Watergate conversations preserved over the White House taping system. The Attorney-General and his deputy both resigned rather than obey the presidential order. While the third in command

    executed the order, the national loss of support for Mr Nixon had by then passed the point of no return and he was forced by a Supreme Court decision to turn over the tapes. The tapes proved damning in both content and tone. Once they came into the public realm, few doubted that Nixon was through.




    There is, of course, a lot more to be said about Watergate. While coming on the heels of an

    unprecedented re-election victory, Nixon had long been known as a political ‘gut fighter’, who sought no quarter and provided none to his foes. Even so, had he chosen early on to

    dismantle his taping system and destroy the incriminating documents, he could certainly have escaped the serious threat of impeachment. That he failed to do so was probably a function both of

    political arrogance and bad advice.




    Watergate also represented the high point for the role of the media as watchdog over the

    country’s democratic system, a role it had also played during the civil rights era and the disaster in Vietnam. Investigative reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein gained immortality in

    their profession for disclosing important details about the financial and political trails, details that kept the investigation alive when – but for their work – it would almost

    certainly have faltered.




    Finally, Watergate taught Americans something about themselves, their respect for the rule of law,

    their willingness to rise above partisanship in common battle to defend the institutions of freedom. Looking back on Watergate a year after Nixon left office, one columnist gushingly recalled

    ‘our moment of shared wonder and love of country’. That may be overstating it a bit. Over the centuries Americans have shown some dubious political traits as well as noble ones. They

    have elected a Buchanan for every Lincoln, a Johnson (take your pick) for every Roosevelt (take your pick there too). Watergate suggests, however, that while the USA may not be immune to the

    wiles of the political huckster, it remains tough prey for the would-be tyrant.


  




  

     

  




  

    

  




  

    
1. THE

    CHANCE OF A LIFETIME





    




    ‘It will be a sort of intellectual

    Rocky.’




    The speaker was the writer Peter Morgan, and the date was January 2004. Peter and his producer,

    Matthew Byam-Shaw, had come to my office to talk about their idea for a stage play, to be called Frost/Nixon, which would tell the story

    of the Nixon Interviews and Nixon’s dramatic mea culpa in 1977.




    They had three main requests. First: as the holder of the rights, would I give them permission to go

    ahead with the project? After some discussion, I said that, in principle, I would. That led on to the second request: would I let them have these rights for nothing? Peter and Matthew are both

    charming and persuasive, as you can tell by the fact that I said yes to this request. Frost/Nixon, they hoped, would open at the Donmar

    Warehouse and hopefully transfer to the West End. I said that my free grant of rights would extend to both these eventualities but not to any further manifestations of Frost/Nixon.




    Oddly enough, it was not the money, it was the third request that gave me the most pause. Peter said

    that they both thought that Frost/Nixon would have more credibility if I had no editorial control. That was more difficult, and I said

    that I needed time to think about it.




    It was a couple of months later before I gave them the green light on this issue. I felt very 50/50

    about it at the time because I would be entrusting a project that was very precious to me to third parties. On the other hand, they felt that the play would get a

    better hearing if it were independent of me or my company Paradine’s editorial control. In the end, I decided that the advantages probably just about outweighed the disadvantages, though

    when I saw the first draft I was not so sure. Later drafts upset me less. I think that was either because they were an improvement or maybe I was just getting inured to the experience!




    It is a curious feeling to go to the theatre and watch yourself on stage. Particularly if the

    ‘Frost character’ is depicting some of the most dramatic episodes of your life. They were events that took place thirty years ago, but somehow it did not feel that way. Peter had

    promised that he could make these events seem relevant, even current, and he had achieved that.




    I attended a preview of Frost/Nixon two or

    three nights before the play opened in August 2006. I thought it was brilliantly written, directed and acted. There were more fictionalizations than I would have preferred, although one such

    piece of fictionalization – the Nixon phone call to me on the eve of Watergate – was, I thought, a masterpiece.




    I was not so sure about some of the other fictionalizations: why was Watergate now the twelfth of

    the twelve sessions and not (as actually happened) two sessions in the middle, at sessions eight and nine? Why did Jim Reston’s discoveries from the Watergate tapes only reach me on the

    morning of the Watergate session and not eight months earlier, as was the case? Why did the early sessions, which contained a lot of good material, have to be depicted so negatively? Why do we

    see Swifty Lazar, Nixon’s agent, making a series of demands without learning that they had been successfully rejected? Whenever I made these points to Peter, he would simply sigh and say,

    ‘David, you’ve got to remember this is a play, not a documentary.’ However, aware of my concern, he thoughtfully added an author’s note to the programme making the point that he had sometimes found it irresistible to let his imagination take over.




    And the play was an instant hit. The rave reviews were unanimous, and Peter, director Michael

    Brandage and both Michael Sheen (Frost) and Frank Langella (Nixon) were deservedly saluted.




    Frank Langella did not look like Nixon but he was Nixon. ‘I have never been a Method actor,’ he told me. ‘Normally when I’m off stage during a Broadway play, I chat to the

    stage manager about how the Mets are doing or whatever, but with this play, the tension is such that I did not want to go out of character, even for a minute when I was off stage. I would go to

    the darkest corner at the back of the stage and just stay with my thoughts and wait. When I was required, the stage manager had to come over to me and say, “Mr President, you are needed on

    stage.” ’




    I met Michael Sheen for the first time after attending that preview. The cast had not been told that

    I was in. Michael said that they were all bewildered because for the first twenty minutes the audience seemed nervous and there was less response than usual. I don’t know whether people

    expected me to leap up and say ‘Stop! That’s not true!’




    When I interviewed Michael in December 2006, shortly after the Broadway production and the film had

    been announced, Michael said, ‘I’m going to be playing David Frost for the next year.’




    ‘That’s a coincidence,’ I said, ‘so am I.’




    * * *




    How did the Nixon Interviews come to pass in the first place? Well, I must say that, as I look back now, I marvel at the fact that we managed to pull them off.

    There were so many obstacles and challenges to overcome.





    First, there was the challenge of

    getting Richard Nixon to say yes.




    ‘Don’t waste your time,’ said an Australian, adding cheerfully,

    ‘you’ve got Buckley’s’ – a piece of Australian vernacular intended to make a lost cause seem roseate by comparison.




    ‘In the words of David Schoenbrun, talking about a possible interview during World War

    Two,’ I replied, ‘let De Gaulle say no.’




    I knew from experience that getting a clear response – whether yes or no – would not be

    easy. Experience came for The David Frost Show. Following the interview with Candidate Nixon that I had done in 1968, we would make

    annual requests for the president to appear on the programme. The annual White House response had an almost ritual quality to it. It would be signed by Mr Nixon’s press secretary, Ron

    Ziegler. Always Ziegler would begin by saying, ‘I accept your invitation for the president to appear on a show with you.’ And, always, after ‘accepting’ the invitation,

    Ziegler would state that the question of if and when to actually make the appearance on the show would be taken up with the president,

    with further information to be provided should Mr Nixon actually agree to be interviewed.




    This touching little habit of accepting pieces of paper on which invitations were written without

    responding affirmatively to the invitations themselves, I came to accept as wholly innocent indications of Ziegler’s ability to render the English language inoperative, even in matters not

    involving alleged presidential culpability. Just once, though, I would have liked to have Ziegler reject my invitation, and Mr Nixon agree to be interviewed.




    But that, of course, never came to pass. Neither, understandably enough, was there an immediate

    response to my phone calls now to San Clemente. The breakthrough came in late June when Clay Felker, returning from a weekend in the Hamptons, telephoned to say that he had encountered Swifty

    Lazar at a party. Swifty Lazar was the appointed representative that Richard Nixon was said to be using. Clay said that he had gained a distinct impression that

    Swifty was now authorized to act for Nixon in the area of television as well as that of books, and that indeed one of Swifty’s purposes in visiting the East Coast was to see what sort of

    interest in a Nixon interview he could whip up between the three networks. I knew I had to move quickly – and alone. Apart from Clay Felker and a few close colleagues, The Nixon Interviews were something I had not spoken to anybody about – partially for fear of being declared certifiable, but

    more because I didn’t want to give the idea to anyone who did not have it already.




    I was glad that I was dealing with Swifty Lazar. Noted for his legendary ability to enter a

    revolving door behind you and come out in front, Swifty believed in getting right to the point. He wanted $750,000 for his client for a maximum of four one-hour shows. The main competitor –

    later revealed to be NBC – was currently on $300,000 and on their way to $400,000 for two hours and would not guarantee more than two hours. That seemed to me to be a heavy rate per hour

    – and an underestimate of how much Nixon had to offer, both in terms of information and public interest. I said I was thinking of a maximum of $500,000 for a minimum of four hours. Before

    returning to the question of a fee, however, I ticked off the points I regarded as mandatory.




    First there was the point on which I expected the most trouble: editorial control. I must have sole

    control of editing and content, Nixon must have none. Given the history of Swifty’s client’s relations with the media I knew it was a tall order, but it was essential. On the question

    of editorial control, Swifty would check with his client.




    Secondly there was Watergate. I knew that the recently announced Warner book deal contained no

    specific reference to Watergate at all. Reports of other approaches suggested that the Watergate factor might have been a problem in those negotiations. But

    regardless of all that, I had to have a cast-iron assurance that Watergate would be one of the four shows. That was new, and Swifty would investigate.




    Thirdly there was the issue of exclusivity – before and after – which was a must. An

    independent venture ran far greater risk, and we just could not afford to take, say, a $2-million risk and then be undercut at the last moment by some network with a valid-sounding interview

    pretext.




    The fourth matter was the time allowed for interviewing. Although Swifty was talking about four

    hours on air, I would want the right to many more hours of taping than that, a ratio of at least 4:1, in case Nixon should ramble or stern and persistent cross-examination proved necessary.

    ‘Sixteen hours,’ Swifty mused. He could see the point, but that was asking a heck of a lot.




    Finally, I told Swifty that there was one other vital point. The book for which he had negotiated

    such a large contract – when was it due?




    ‘Delivery of the whole book,’ Swifty told me, ‘or one of two books, was due in

    October 1976 with publication the following year.’




    ‘Well,’ I said, ‘we have to ensure that the television interviews precede the book

    – and the serialization of the book – by a minimum of three months.’




    ‘Are you sure?’ asked Swifty. ‘That might cause me problems with Warner Bros, and

    after all, they have a first option on the television rights too.’




    ‘Yes, but they must have passed on those, Swifty.’




    ‘True – but they might reconsider.’




    ‘Well, that is their right.’ As far as I was concerned, the television had to come

    first.





    ‘A lot of these points are new,’ said Swifty, ‘I’ll be back to you.’ I

    gave him my phone numbers in London and waited.




    Within days, the word came back: the response was not unfavourable. Swifty, God bless him, felt

    ‘duty bound’ to tell me that the ‘rival quote’ was now $400,000 for two hours, and then returned to his magic figure of $750,000. I said I could not really go beyond my

    original figure unless I had more time on air. We compromised at $600,000 plus 20 per cent of the profits, if any, for four ninety-minute shows (rather than one-hour shows), with $200,000 of that

    to be paid on signature.




    However, the financial side of our negotiations took the least amount of our time. Now we had to

    turn to the other points, almost any of which could break the deal.




    First the sine qua non. What was the

    position on absolute editorial control? I waited for an explosion.




    ‘Agreed,’ barked Swifty.




    ‘He does realize that means he has no rights to know the questions in advance?’ I asked

    somewhat incredulously.




    ‘Of course,’ said Swifty, ‘but I think he also realizes that the bone fides of

    these interviews have to be demonstrable if they are to have any impact at all.’




    The former president was worried about the exclusivity. ‘Other television and radio interviews

    being out is understandable, but how about one- or two-minute statements for the news bulletins?’ asked Swifty.




    I took a deep breath. I rarely seemed to have the time to look back to my childhood, but for a

    moment I wanted to pinch myself that a Methodist minister’s son from Beccles, Suffolk, was really laying down conditions like this for the former leader of the Western world. I confirmed to

    myself that indeed I was.




    ‘Only by mutual agreement,’ I told Swifty.





    Next, did the former president understand the need for me to be protected from the book?




    ‘Yes, he does,’ said Swifty to my relief. Though naturally, the former president felt

    very strongly that the publishers had to be protected too when it came to the Watergate period. ‘Watergate’, said Swifty, ‘is the main problem.’




    And it had all been going so well, I thought. But then Swifty amplified his point. It was not that

    the former president had any objection to Watergate being part of the contract, it was just that he could not possibly speak out freely on the subject as long as he might affect the appeals of

    Mitchell, Holman and Ehrlichman, which were still in progress. It seemed a fair point and we wrestled with the principles over the telephone, reaching a broad agreement, which was eventually

    enshrined in a cautious and complex clause.




    The 9th of August was the chosen date for the parties to meet at San Clemente to sign the contract.

    Coincidentally, it was the first anniversary of Nixon’s resignation. Nixon, dressed in his familiar dark-blue suit, was waiting for us in his office. His handshake was firm, his gaze

    steady, his voice relaxed and confident. He had gained weight. He looked good – reassuringly good – for someone who was about to have to start a worldwide search for life

    insurance.




    We exchanged pleasantries. Small talk. Always the most difficult part of any conversation with

    Richard Nixon. But today there was news in the papers of Brezhnev. Clutching at straws, I mentioned it.




    ‘I would not like to be a Russian leader,’ said Nixon, shaking his head, ‘they

    never know when they’re being taped.’




    Not a hint of a smile. Was he aware of the irony? Or just keeping the straightest face in the

    business?




    ‘Communism stifles art,’ he said a moment or two later. ‘There is little important

    art you can cite from communist countries. Solzhenitsyn is not nearly as impressive as Tolstoy.’





    But the purpose of the meeting was business. And for close to six hours, interrupted only by crab

    salad, Nixon paid attention to the task in hand. Finally, he asked his secretary to call in a tax attorney who had apparently been waiting in the wings to review the final document. As he

    entered, Nixon half smiled, ‘If I’d used this man four years ago, I wouldn’t have gotten into all that trouble with the IRS!’




    The moment came for signatures. And then, the cheque. With a firm hand but a slightly trembling

    mind, I wrote the name ‘Richard M. Nixon’ and then the words ‘Two Hundred Thousand Dollars’ and then the numbers ‘$200,000’.




    Nixon reach for his billfold, but Swifty cut him short.




    ‘Can I have the cheque, please?’ he demanded.




    ‘It’s made out to me,’ the former president protested. ‘I’ll deposit

    it.’




    ‘No, no, give it to me. That is the customary procedure.’




    ‘But what about the bank?’




    ‘I’ll take care of it.’




    ‘But, but—’




    ‘Will you give it to me . . . please,’ said Swifty, this time enunciating every word separately and distinctly.




    Nixon handed the cheque to Swifty with the forlorn look of a little boy not allowed to consume the

    cookie he had swiped from the jar before dinner.




    In the months that followed, Swifty had a falling-out with Richard Nixon. Apparently he had been

    asked at a Hollywood party, ‘How on earth can you represent a man like Richard Nixon?’ And he had replied, ‘Listen, I’d represent Adolf Hitler if there was money in

    it.’




    Needless to say, the former president had not appreciated the linkage when it was retold to him, and

    relations cooled.




    It was a year or two later that I asked Swifty why on earth he had said that he’d represent

    Adolf Hitler if there was money in it. And he replied, ‘No, I never said that. I only said, “I am not a literary censor, I would represent

    Mein Kampf if requested to do so.” ’




    I think I know which of the two alternative quotes sounds more like Swifty to me. However, it was

    probably a blessing for the project because Swifty loved his Hollywood parties, and if you are an agent and you’re behind the scenes, it’s only by revealing what goes on behind the

    scenes that you can be the centre of attention, and Swifty was always determined to be at least one of the centres of attention.




    Had Swifty been present for the interviews, the two-month gap between the tapings and the

    transmissions would have presented him with an almost irresistible temptation.




    The second major obstacle we

    encountered was the Nixon team.




    Later on, we grew to like them and relationships worked pretty well, but we had certainly not

    reached that stage during the build-up to the interviews. A couple of examples . . .




    When I met with Jack Brennan and Frank Gannon in Los Angeles, there was bad news. Richard Nixon had

    apparently fallen far behind his October 1976 deadline for his memoirs. Indeed, it now appeared that the memoirs would not be finished until April or May 1977. Breaking off for the months it

    would take him to prepare for the interviews, not to mention the months of arduous taping sessions, was totally unacceptable. There was just no way we could get to that business until May or June

    of the following year.




    June 1977 – that, I thought, would be a disaster. Agreements and contracts were due to be

    drawn up with the major networks in Great Britain, France, Italy and Australia. This sort of sudden delay would mean we would have to wait until the following season, and Brennan and Gannon must know that. What the hell did they think they were playing at?




    ‘I’m afraid that’s impossible,’ I snapped. ‘I have made commitments on

    the basis of your commitments to me. Even on our current schedule, one of my investors will have had his money tied up for eighteen months. That sort of delay is out of the question.’




    Brennan then unveiled his doomsday weapon: ‘If that’s the case then the president would

    prefer to return your cheque and call the whole thing off.’




    ‘Fine, Jack,’ I said, as calmly as I could. ‘I would say that will cost him

    between fifteen and twenty million dollars in damages growing out of his breach of contract. There are worldwide rights at stake now, not to mention our whole credibility. And I know what our

    rights are and what his obligation is. When we drafted the contract, we didn’t leave ourselves vulnerable to this sort of game-playing.’




    Brennan had no immediate answer, but said he would carry my response back to Mr Nixon and await

    further instructions. We parted company, and I flew to New York.




    When Jack Brennan called back, he said, ‘We’ve had discussions with the president and he

    is very anxious that you don’t get screwed. He wants you to know that.’




    That was nice.




    ‘And you were quite correct about the contract. It is your right to start taping after the

    election. That’s fine, but obviously, also under contract, we won’t be able to discuss Watergate yet. The Court of Appeals has yet to rule.’




    ‘Well, that’s a great relief,’ I said. ‘I look forward to going in November

    and December with everything except Watergate if the Court of Appeals has not yet ruled.’




    ‘Yes,’ said Jack, ‘everything except Watergate. Which, as we define it, covers the break-in and the cover-up and also the resignation and the pardon and the final days. Because obviously they all bring up the whole question of guilt, which you

    can’t discuss without discussing Watergate.’




    Before I could express my vehement disagreement with that interpretation, Gannon chimed in,

    ‘It also rules out the mindset leading to Watergate, of course,’ he added, ‘all the security leaks, whether of a national security or a political security nature.’




    Needless to say, I could scarcely believe what I was hearing, but I might as well hear it all. What

    exactly did they feel the ‘mindset’ would exclude?




    ‘Oh, the installation of the taping system, the Pentagon papers, the early wiretaps, the

    plumbers and Ellsberg, of course. And anything from June 72 is difficult.’




    I am not quite sure how I managed to end the call in a civil fashion, but I mumbled something to the

    effect that we would have to discuss all this further.




    Whichever way you looked at it, this was a pure wrecking operation. No Pentagon papers. No Ellsburg.

    No plumbers. No wiretaps. No taping system. No mindset leading to Watergate. What did they expect me to talk about for eighteen hours? The Postal Reform Act and the 1969 Ohio State–Purdue

    football game? We could be staring defeat in the face.




    While I was abroad in July taping another series in Iran, John Birt made a vital trip to San

    Clemente and made significant progress. I followed on 9 September with my colleague Marv Minoff to meet with Nixon. I explained to the president that I had to be back at Los Angeles airport to

    catch the 1 p.m. flight to Chicago for a lecture at the University of Northern Illinois.




    ‘Are you getting paid?’




    ‘Certainly.’




    ‘Just make sure you pay your taxes,’ he warned. ‘Otherwise you can get yourself in

    a lot of trouble.’





    Thanking him for the advice, I turned to the subject at hand. The prospect of waiting until May or

    June was devastating, I argued. That would mean we couldn’t complete the editing until July and it would be August at the earliest until the shows would be aired. And no stations or

    advertisers would be confident of getting a large audience in August.




    ‘I don’t know about that,’ said Nixon. ‘We got a hell of an audience on

    August 9th 1974.’




    ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘but what do you do for an encore?’




    We had another meeting at San Clemente on 14 September, and a new clause of the contract was drawn

    up and posted to San Clemente on 30 September. Then there were objections to that from the Nixon team, and a new letter was sent off on 3 November, but even that did not bring an immediate

    signature and, when I was in Los Angeles on 7 December, I arranged to meet Frank Gannon for a drink and some hard discussion later.




    I began by reviewing point by point the terms that had been derived from both the 9 September

    meeting, at which he’d been present, and the 14 September meeting, which he had missed. Clearly, I was reciting nothing he hadn’t seen with his own eyes or heard about at the

    time.




    ‘Frank,’ I said, ‘the thing that puzzles me is that when we have these problems,

    always in the end the president acts honourably and helpfully. But for the life of me I can’t understand why it’s done in such a way as to invariably deprive him of any credit he

    might otherwise earn by being cooperative. I don’t know if it’s the advice he’s given or what, but why are we getting f---ed around like this?’




    Gannon said he would look into it. The next day we received word that the letter of understanding

    had been signed in the form submitted.




    At last I had my contract, barely more than three months before the first interview session.




    Third: assembling the team. This was, of course, a category that was not so much an obstacle as a challenge.




    The first priority was to locate a producer – or ‘co-producer’, as we were later

    to call ourselves on this project. The job definition as I ticked it off was daunting. My producer would not only have to be a first-rate journalist in his own right, to be able to command the

    respect of other first-rate journalists on the project. He had to be someone who could deal diplomatically with the Nixon people, who could make wise decisions fast under what might become

    incredible pressure, and who would constantly test my own instincts and conclusions. He had to be a conceptual thinker and, at the same time, know television technique and equipment as if it were

    second nature to him.




    Did such a paragon exist? Fortunately, I knew that at least one did. John Birt was the most

    outstanding current-affairs producer I had ever worked with. He was now controller of current affairs for LWT and, after weeks of discussion, he obtained a three-month leave of absence from

    November to January (which later had to be adjusted) to devote himself to the project. The quality of the rest of the team could also make or break the project. In June, I contacted the columnist

    Joe Kraft, a long-time friend whose journalistic stature was attested to by the fact that he had been on more presidential hit lists than any other columnist in living memory.




    Kraft first recommended James Reston Jnr, who had not followed his distinguished father into the

    New York Times but was pursuing a successful career as a novelist and English instructor at the University of North Carolina. A bit

    later, Kraft recommended Bob Zelnick, a veteran reporter and, until recently, National Public Radio bureau chief, hardly known outside Washington but well respected among his colleagues. Bob

    would recruit a third reporter when we needed one and would generally act as the bureau chief of the smallest bureau in Washington.




    After due consideration, he chose an outstanding investigative journalist, Phil Stanford, who worked

    for us on abuses of power (non-Watergate).




    We set 1 July as the starting date for Bob and Jim. John Birt would fly from London to Washington to

    meet them a few days later on 12 July. The tempo of events was quickening. During May and June, the BBC in London had said yes, and Pacific Video of Los Angeles had agreed to become the

    facilities and technical unit for the production, deferring their fee of $290,000 to be recouped out of income.




    During June, we had also found our ‘network erector’. Syndicast Services would organize

    our network for us, deferring their fee of $175,000 in a similar way to Pacific Video. We set 12 July as the day on which we would announce that the special network was about to come into being.

    I was confident, but I could not help recalling the recent words of one reluctant non-investor: ‘The networks have said no,’ he told me, ‘the stations won’t dare go it

    alone.’




    In Washington, Birt met first with Zelnick. From their initial handshake, they hit it off

    immediately. Birt told Zelnick we wanted four ‘programme briefing books’, each dealing with a separate aspect of the Nixon Administration. While the shape of the programmes would be

    defined finally by the material generated by the interview sessions themselves, it was not too early to be thinking in terms of Nixon’s foreign and domestic policies, Watergate, and the

    other abuse areas. There was also Nixon the man himself. John asked Zelnick to prepare briefing books on Nixon’s foreign and domestic policies.




    Birt’s first session with Reston he found less encouraging. Jim regarded Nixon as the epitome

    of evil and, despite his resignation, a continuing threat to the American body politic. He felt that Nixon would know more about all areas of his presidency

    – including Watergate – than we could ever learn, and thought it inevitable that he would win any confrontation between us based on an evidentiary interrogation. Jim was speaking

    partly as a novelist. What he seemed to want was a psycho-history of the Nixon presidency that would at once explain the mind of Richard Nixon and the dark forces in American society that had

    carried him to the pinnacle of political power. Birt and Zelnick felt as I did – that it was the whole record of Richard Nixon that had to be examined. ‘The biggest danger,’

    said Bob, ‘is in failing to do a thorough job and not putting this man on record on things about his presidency which he has never had to address in a comprehensive way.’




    I arrived in Washington on the 15th to find the argument still going on and with Birt by now

    harbouring serious doubts whether he and Jim could ever work fruitfully together. I was all for providing insight into the Nixon character, if at all possible. But to make that the be all and end

    all was setting the sights far too low. However, I decided that Jim should stay on the team. If he lacked Birt’s combination of intellect and television professionalism or Zelnick’s

    tactical and logical intuition, he added a dimension of passion and creativity that could prove exceedingly valuable. It was a decision I would never regret. While Reston would continue to press

    doggedly with his lonely plea for a quasi-psychiatric interrogation of Nixon, he did a masterful researching and organizing of the Watergate material.




    Indeed, by mid-September, while perusing the Watergate trial transcript at the Federal Courthouse on

    John Marshall Place, Jim came up with a gem. Leafing through the prosecution exhibits, he came upon a conversation between Nixon and Charles Colson dated 20 June 1972, just three days after the

    break-in. And other conversations on 13 February 1973 with Nixon saying, ‘When I’m speaking about Watergate, that’s the whole point of the

    election: this tremendous investigation rests unless one of the seven begins to talk: that’s the problem.’ And on 14 February, Nixon says, ‘That’s where we’ve got to

    cut our losses. My losses are to be cut. The president loss has gotta be cut on the cover-up deal.’




    These tapes were new, and the dates that they took place were devastating. It was the best kind of

    scoop – developed not through a leak or a breach of ethics on anyone’s part, but through Jim’s own sheer shoe-leather diligence.




    Fourth: finance – raising

    the money.




    Finance – or the lack of it – was a perpetual subtext of The Nixon Interviews. The bankers who had promised that first $200,000 of the Nixon cheque that we had to present on signature had, for instance,

    reneged with just twenty-four hours to go. That crisis was averted when Jim Wolfensohn – then at Schroders in New York – came to the rescue. It was soon clear that the overall cost of

    The Nixon Interviews was going to be in the region of two million dollars and that was the sum we had to raise. Polygram soon came into

    the picture with the $200,000 that enabled me to repay Jim Wolfensohn. They came in for a later $400,000.




    Jimmy Goldsmith said that he would match that sum. But it was soon clear that raising two million

    dollars by financial contributions alone was going to be difficult, if not impossible. We had to have pre-sales as well around the world. I was in Sydney, Australia, when Kerry Packer of the

    National 9 Network said ‘Yes’ at dinner on the night of 1 July. We would settle the details over the phone before I left for Los Angeles the next day. After completing a week’s

    stint from 9 a.m. till noon on radio, on Sydney’s 2SM Network throughout Australia, I called Kerry in his office. Kerry confirmed that he wanted to take the Nixon Interviews but not go a cent above $160,000. I said I would not come down a cent below $175,000 because at that stage every dollar mattered. An impasse like that – particularly

    between friends – can often end in disaster.




    ‘Let’s toss for it,’ I said.




    ‘Okay Frostie,’ said Kerry. ‘You call . . .’




    ‘Tails.’




    ‘Tails it is, old son.’




    I had equally fruitful conversations with TF1 in France, RAI in Italy and the BBC in London. The gap

    was beginning to close, but then one other investor who had pledged his support withdrew and the gap began to open again . . .




    Fifth: the stations – where

    would we broadcast the interviews?




    Despite perfectly amiable conversations, it became clear that the three networks’ news

    departments would not change their minds about broadcasting the Nixon Interviews. NBC News, CBS News and ABC News rarely, if ever, took

    independent productions from outside companies. In this case, with something that they could see would have considerable impact, they were even more adamant that they did not want to take on this

    independent production.




    So I had to erect my own network, making syndication deals in each market in the country. It had

    never been done before, but it was the only way. I was fortunate enough to find a syndication distribution company, Syndicast, who were prepared to take on the challenge. Friday, 16 July 1976,

    was a crucial day. I met with Syndicast at 8.15 a.m. to check on progress to date. They told me that in the previous four days since 12 July, two of the nation’s most respected station

    groups – Scripps-Howard, whose markets were Cleveland, Cincinnati, Memphis and West Palm Beach, and Corinthian, with stations in Houston, Indianapolis, Sacramento, Fort Wayne and Tulsa – had both committed to the Nixon Interviews. At 8.45 a.m.,

    Syndicast had arranged a meeting with George Moynigan and Pat Polillo of Group W Westinghouse Broadcasting, who had produced The David Frost Show and whose markets were Boston, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, San Francisco and Baltimore. And at 10 o’clock,

    with another old friend, Larry Fraiberg of Channel 5 in New York, who was representing the Metromedia group of stations in New York, Los Angeles, Washington, Kansas City and Minneapolis. Both

    meetings went well, and by lunchtime both station groups had said yes. We had 40 per cent of the nation in one week! That left only another 170 stations to go . . .




    Sixth: the little matter of

    sponsors.




    In order to erect a one-off network like this, the arrangement with the individual stations had to

    be as follows.




    In the course of each ninety-minute programme there would be twelve minutes of commercials. The

    local station would broadcast six minutes of our national commercials and in return have six minutes that they could sell themselves. So we had six minutes in each show to fill with our

    commercials.




    As an ad-man explained to me, ‘Look, you’ve got a big problem. Out of the companies

    you’re approaching, 50 per cent wouldn’t have wanted to be seen having anything to do with Nixon even when he was president, and the other 50 per cent are trying to make people forget

    that they did.’




    Mickey Johnson, the president of Syndicast, wrote to thirty major institutions to see if they would

    be interested in sole sponsorship of all four programmes. ‘The opportunity exists for . . . to perform an unprecedented national service and to reach, at the same time, a very large and

    intense audience.’




    If it had not been so serious, the responses would have been hilarious. The thirty companies were

    unanimous. ‘We would have no interest whatsoever in programs of this type,’ said one. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that our television strategy

    over the next several years does not include these kind of programs.’




    One advertiser’s letter seemed to have two distinct authors: ‘While we agree with you

    about the outstanding historic nature of these broadcasts, I’m sure you can see it would be dangerous for us to be associated with an enterprise like that.’




    No sole sponsors, then.




    It was Datsun who made the first verbal commitment for four thirty-second spots. The first signed

    agreement came on 7 January from Weed Eater in Houston. They had obtained their reward in 60 Minutes four months later, when they became

    a subject of national debate on that outstanding news magazine:




    ‘Weed Eater,’ said Mike Wallace. ‘I don’t know what Weed Eater is, but they have

    bought one spot, two spots?’ I was not, I must confess, totally equipped to answer him.




    

      

        FROST Weed Eater is a

        product that you’re going to come to know and love and understand, but first I hope that I come to understand it. Let’s be clear about this. We’re seeking advertisers who

        realize it is history, but it’s controversial history. So, we are seeking advertisers with courage, and these people have courage. But we are –




        WALLACE Weed Eater has

        courage?




        FROST Weed Eater has

        courage.


      


    




    So did Dick Gelb of Bristol-Myers who came in with a really positive contribution, but when we

    started taping the interviews in March, we still did not have a full line-up. Halfway through the taping of the interviews, we had the reassuring news that we were sold out.




    * * *





    And so all the obstacles were eventually

    – and sometimes at the last minute – overcome. Of course, while all of this business planning was going on, so was the research.




    Bob Zelnick, Jim Reston and Phil Stanford, our third journalistic contributor, were producing the

    briefing books in Washington. John Birt and I were working on those and, of course, on the tapes in London.




    We were amateurs in the cloak and dagger business, but we did our best. We had strict

    confidentiality clauses for everyone in sight. We knew the name ‘Nixon’ immediately attracted attention, so in telexes we referred to ‘the subject’, and when we met in

    restaurants, whenever waiters approached, Richard Nixon would become ‘William Holden’ or ‘Charlton Heston’, but I would be hard pressed to claim that we ever fooled anyone

    with our little moments of melodrama.




    Leaving the table briefly during one of our sessions at the Rive Gauche in Washington, Zelnick

    encountered one of our regular waiters.




    ‘Mr Zelnick,’ he said, ‘I hate to interfere, but I have waited on William Holden

    dozens of times, and he just doesn’t seem like the sort of fellow who would tell witnesses to lie to juries.’




    Before Zelnick could think of a response, the waiter went on, ‘But Richard Nixon does, and I

    hope Mr Frost gives him hell.’




    The Rive Gauche was about to give way to the delights of the Beverly Hilton. Unfortunately Phil

    Stanford could not join us because of prior commitments but otherwise we were at full strength. John Birt had arrived from London, followed a day or two later by Libby Reeves-Purdie, my London

    secretary and Girl Friday. Marv Minoff, Bob Zelnick and Jim Reston were commuting between the hotel and our offices in Century City, where Don and Sue Clark and Stew Hillner were handling the

    awesome logistics associated with the project, poring over airline schedules and trying to work out in advance how you dispatch tapes to Denmark to meet a

    deadline and get them transferred from 525 lines to 625 lines on the way. Over at Don Stern Productions, Jørn Winther, our director, Don Stern himself, who was to be our editor, and Tony

    Hudz had been reviewing thousands of feet of newsreel film and tape supplied by our film researcher in New York, Ann Dean. John had brought Bernard Lodge’s titles and Dudley Simpson’s

    music from London, and he and Jørn were busy checking out the final technical arrangements with Pacific Video. It was a team, small and ad hoc though it may have been, good enough to fill

    any executive producer with confidence. And, as I write their names again now, gratitude.




    After we had arrived in California, Jack Brennan and I had one more rousing confrontation before the

    interviews began. We were lunching at The Quiet Cannon near San Clemente. ‘How do we know’, said Brennan, ‘that you’re not going to screw us with the editing?’




    I demurred and quickly put the question that was on my mind: ‘How do we know you’re not

    going to screw us with the stonewalling?’




    We had both stated as boldly as possible our basic fears. We had not put each other’s minds at

    rest, but at least it did make dialogue easier.




    Brennan went on, ‘You know, 60 per cent of what this guy did in office was right,’ he

    said, ‘and 30 per cent might have been wrong but he thought it was right at the time.’




    I stared at Mr Brennan without having to say a word. Both of us had passed arithmetic in elementary

    school. Ten per cent of what Nixon did was wrong and he knew it was wrong.




    Brennan finally broke the silence. ‘If you screw us on the 60 per cent, I’m going to

    ruin you if it takes the rest of my life.’




    I did not want to quibble over the exact percentages. Putting my arm around him, I replied,

    ‘And if you stonewall us on the 10 per cent, I’m going to ruin you if it takes the rest of my life.’ It was a curious compact born of belligerence, but I found it oddly encouraging.




    On the drive back from The Quiet Cannon to the Beverly Hilton, I was horrified to realize that

    I’d left my briefcase behind at San Clemente, containing at least one of our four basic briefing books.




    I hastened to find Zelnick, only to discover that he’d already learned about the missing item

    from Ken Khachigian. ‘Ken just called to extend his thanks for your leaving the briefcase there,’ he told me. ‘He says it saved them a fire bombing.’




    We continued talking to anybody and everybody who could help us understand Nixon better. A senior

    domestic policy adviser theorized to Bob Zelnick that there were really two Nixons: the one who was fascinated with great international issues and the mechanics of governing, and the

    frighteningly insecure political thug. Each Nixon surrounded himself with a predictable set of colleagues. In the end, the thugs prevailed and were responsible for bringing down the Nixon

    presidency. But both Nixons existed. Like the poor hero in Hesse’s Steppenwolf, Nixon could well complain, ‘Alas, two souls

    beat within my breast.’ Or as Dr Johnson said of one of his contemporaries, ‘He may do very well, as long as he can outrun his character: but the moment his character catches up with

    him, he’s all over.’




    How many Nixons, I wondered, were we going to encounter in the coming month?
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    DAY ONE: 23 MARCH 1977




    As N-Day dawned in California, I found

    myself considering how best to get the ex-president talking. Though the sessions were bound to be edited and aired out of order, I liked the idea of starting the first day with a question that

    might also head our first programme. I also felt it was important for Nixon and the American people to pick up where they had left off three years earlier. As I drank a black coffee, my mind

    wandered towards Watergate.




    I met my team in the hotel lobby at 7.45, and we set out for the one-and-a-half hour drive to

    Monarch Bay. As we drove, we debated the merits of various possible openings.




    ‘Why don’t we start with the question everybody talks about?’ I asked. ‘Why

    didn’t he burn the tapes?’




    Bob didn’t like the idea. ‘It could open up the entire Watergate matter long before

    we’re ready to delve into it. And if he regards it as a breach of our understanding to discuss Watergate after Easter, it’s more likely to set the sort of negative tone you’re

    worried about.’




    Birt was less apprehensive.




    ‘Apart from Bob’s point about the breach of understanding, I can’t see any real

    harm in it,’ he said. ‘It’s not likely to take him by surprise. My goodness, if he’s thought of nothing else about Watergate, he’s

    surely thought of that. Provided we don’t stay too long on the subject, I don’t feel strongly one way or the other.’ We made no final decision in the car. I would check with

    Brennan about the breach-of-understanding issue, then trust my own instincts.




    Our 9.35 arrival at the Monarch Bay estate was greeted by a swarm of network and local media. I

    paused briefly, then hurried inside. Nixon would be arriving at ten past ten.




    At precisely the appointed moment, Nixon’s white Lincoln Continental pulled to the kerb. What

    impressed me first about the ex-president that first morning was his apparent robust health. Gone was the tortured mien of the resignation period, the jangle of bones that offered a hollow

    victory salute on his departure by helicopter, even the recuperating recluse of our meetings with Swifty Lazar. This Nixon now gliding towards us looked formidable, tough, knowledgeable, well

    briefed, and confident he would soon be at the top of his game. It was a moment to savour.




    We shook hands, then parted for a few moments of final preparation and make-up. Fifteen minutes

    later, we walked along the passage and through the kitchen into the living room where the cameras were waiting. Nixon showed no sign of nervousness. His face seemed set, determined; his gaze

    firm.




    The first question could be so important, I thought again. Will the nudge of the unexpected elicit

    an honest response, crisply delivered, right to the point? Or will he feel betrayed, besieged by those hostile media types, the target of another gunman from the Eastern Establishment? As we took

    our seats, I decided to test him. The cameras rolled.




    ‘Mr President, we are going to be covering a lot of subjects and a great deal of detail over

    the course of the next six hours, but I must begin completely out of context by asking you one question, more than any other, almost every American and people all

    over the world want me to ask. They all have their questions, but one of them in every case is, why didn’t you burn the tapes?’




    Nixon didn’t like what he had heard. Intellectually, he was an orderly man who stored his

    information in modular units and who drew upon them as programmed. This day was supposed to be about other topics, and his interlocutor had started it off with a subject about which he knew

    everything, but had no structured thoughts prepared. Still, Nixon wanted his public back and the seasoned politician knew the hazards of a brash response. The air of feigned diplomacy he now

    adopted was a hat Nixon would don repeatedly over the next month when confronted by questions or accusations he found distasteful.




    ‘Mr Frost,’ he began now, ‘as you know, we agreed that we would cover the

    Watergate aspects of these various programs, the White House years and the early life as well in our last taping session, but since you have that as a major concern among your listeners and

    viewers, there is no reason why I at least can’t respond briefly to it now and you can explore it at greater length later if you like.’




    I noted the breach of protocol, but returned to the question. ‘But everybody says, why

    didn’t you burn the tapes, and in a word, I wondered what your answer was.’




    A generation later, journalists, scholars and others still ponder the question. Dates and events are

    tossed around like football plays on Super Bowl Sunday. All are premised on Nixon explaining his action as a defence of the presidency from encroachment by Congress and the courts. The earlier

    Nixon had acted, the less evidence documenting the Watergate crimes would have come to light and the more time his natural political allies would have had to rally to his defence. The optimum

    moment to move would have been within hours of White House aide Alexander Butterfield’s Ervin Committee testimony disclosing the existence of the taping

    system. Destruction of the tapes could have been accompanied by a speedy but thorough White House investigation identifying the wrongdoers – nearly all of whom were already known by Mr

    Nixon – firing them from whatever positions they held, and issuing pardons to all involved in a ‘boys will be boys’ type of adventure that had got horrifyingly out of hand.




    Back on the set I hoped silently that Mr Nixon could be both forthright and concise in his response.

    It was not to be. Nixon warned that ‘it takes a little bit more than a word’ because ‘you have to understand why they were put in’. Twenty minutes later we were still

    understanding a pretty simple narrative. Upon moving into the White House, Nixon learned that LBJ had maintained an elaborate taping system including both phones and offices, apparently his way

    of building an accurate record of his presidency. He further learned that Kennedy too had maintained a system. ‘Not as extensive apparently as President Johnson’s, but that there were

    several hundred tapes of conversations that had occurred while he was president that had been taped and put in his library.’ Nixon had the Johnson system dismantled but installed a new one

    in February 1971 on Johnson’s strong recommendation, ‘just in places where we conduct official business’. This one would play a fateful role in his presidency.




    Mr Nixon’s account was flavoured with wordy descriptions of LBJ’s persuasiveness and a

    syrupy recollection of a military medal ceremony he was happy to have taped. Nixon vaguely recalled having urged Bob Haldeman to purge the tapes of all save historic content, but Haldeman

    recalled having received no such instructions. After Haldeman and John Erlichman were sent packing, Nixon said he listened to all of the Watergate tapes involving conversations with John Dean for

    the first time at the suggestion of General Al Haig, his new chief of staff. Keeping those tapes ‘was probably a good idea because the tapes in many respects contradicted charges that had been made by Mr Dean . . .’




    Finally he got to Butterfield and the question of destroying the tapes. ‘I considered it. Ah,

    but I felt ah, that first if I were to destroy them, it would be an indication that I felt there were conversations on there that demonstrated that I was guilty. I thought it would be an

    admission of guilt to destroy them.’




    Nixon related that after Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox had won the right to subpoena nine crucial

    tapes in the Court of Appeals, he had considered turning those over to Mr Cox while destroying the rest in order to preserve ‘the confidentiality of all presidential communications’.

    But again Nixon claimed to be influenced by not wishing to look as though he had something to hide. Moreover, ‘. . . I must admit in all candour that I didn’t believe that they were

    going to come out’.




    In the end, Nixon cited those four main reasons for not destroying the tapes. He did not wish to act

    in the manner of a guilty man. He thought that if not exculpatory they would at least impeach the credibility of John Dean, his most dangerous adversary witness. He felt there were other means to

    protect the presidency against future encroachments by the legislative and judicial branches, and he never quite believed that the courts would compel him to part with the requested material.




    His judgement proved faulty with respect to each reason. First, it was the tapes themselves that

    provided the most compelling evidence of presidential guilt. Second, rather than impeaching Dean – and despite his erroneously transposing a 21 March conversation with the president to 13

    March 1973 – Dean’s memory proved superb, his note-taking fastidious, and his ‘cancer on the presidency’ advice to Nixon – cut it out! – the best the president

    received during his lengthy ordeal. Instead, Nixon persevered on his own disastrous course. As he spoke, I remembered Nixon’s lame attempt to force Senator John Stennis upon the special prosecutor’s office in order to monitor White House-supplied ‘summaries’ of tapes subpoenaed by the office. The country wound up with the

    ‘Saturday Night Massacre’, Mr Cox’s successor with the tapes, and the president – so worried about appearing as though he had something to hide – with another giant

    stride down the road to impeachment. That such a lengthy parade of lawyers, special counsel, speech-writers, senior staff assistants, attorneys general and self-anointed defenders of the

    presidency were unable to get inside Nixon’s head long enough to fix his course, remains perhaps the greatest unsolved mystery of Watergate.




    Though Nixon’s wandering tour of White House taping systems was hardly the candid opening

    gambit I’d been hoping for, I stayed with the subject for one final question: ‘But looking back on it now, don’t you wish you had destroyed them?’




    As I asked the question, the entire bonanza of Nixon tapes had been impounded by an Act of Congress,

    triggering a legal battle over controlling access that Nixon would eventually lose. The result would be unprecedented access by students of the presidency and other scholars to the inner workings

    of the White House, not simply with respect to Watergate and other alleged abuses of power, but regarding relations with Vietnam, China, the Soviet Union and others, and such important domestic

    issues as family assistance and civil rights. But from the vantage point of San Clemente, still weathering the long winter of his discontent, Nixon knew already the magnitude of his mistake,

    acknowledging that, ‘. . . if the tapes had been destroyed, I believe that it is likely that I would not have had to go through the agony of resignation . . . I think it would have been

    well, looking at it from our standpoint, to destroy them all.’




    It had taken a lot to get this small admission. In our bedroom at the far end of the hall, where

    Zelnick, Reston, Marv Minoff of Paradine, Peter Pagnamenta of the BBC, and David Gideon Thomson of Polygram, were watching on a twelve-inch monitor, the

    morning’s elated mood had begun to dissipate. Worries only mounted as Nixon began rambling again. He insisted that he had been judged unfairly because the tapes had been taken ‘out of

    context’, and that publishing them in a way that showed his ‘very volatile’ private side had undermined the essential dignity of the presidential office. He suggested that

    perhaps he should have destroyed the tapes, not for personal reasons, but because ‘there’s been a chilling effect really, on the advice that future presidents are going to get’

    since the best advice is of a confidential variety.




    Nixon: ‘Ah, I know what cabinet officers and staff members and congressmen and senators and

    friends usually do when they come to see a president. Many times, of course, they want to be heard. They have some axe to grind and that’s very proper. Ah, at other times, they want to

    please the man. But above everything else, they want to be sure if they are heard, and they give advice, ah, and it proves to be wrong, that they don’t take the blame. And that’s why

    I always assured people . . . look here, you tell me what you think and I’ll take the blame if it should fail and I’ll give you the credit and take a little of it myself if it

    succeeds . . .’




    Clearly Nixon was nowhere near ready to confront the Watergate period with complete candour, but

    that should have surprised none of us. It was something he needed to build up to, Ken Khachigian had assured Bob Zelnick. ‘Don’t be surprised if you encounter difficulties until the

    Watergate taping segment is under way.’




    On the set, I was disappointed but not overly distressed. I had gambled that an opening thrust into

    an area he knew a lot about but had not been a part of our Day One agenda might produce a dramatic response. It had not. But little of what he had said would

    survive final editing, so all that had really been lost was time. I had to believe he would be more responsive as we began discussing the day’s agreed subject, the last days of his

    presidency. I asked him when he had decided to resign.




    The return to agreed-upon territory produced nothing beneficial with respect to usable material.

    Nixon produced a rambling, somewhat disjointed account of events that even in its bare bones form would be hard to square with what we would come to learn was going on inside the White House.

    Nixon said he decided to resign on 23 July 1974, following a telephone conversation with Alabama Governor George C. Wallace, which left him convinced that he would not capture enough support from

    southern Democrats to defeat an impeachment vote in the House. Weeks earlier he had been assured by his vice president, Gerald Ford, that the votes were there. But then three southern Democratic

    members of the Judiciary Committee – Walter Flowers of Alabama, Thomas R. Mann of South Carolina, and Ray Thornton of Arkansas – all announced they would support at least one Article

    of Impeachment. And on the 23rd, Nixon received a call from Joe Wagoner of Louisiana, the leader of a bloc of about fifty southern Democrats, who told him he could count on no more than thirty of

    those votes, which would leave Nixon with no more than 190 of the 217 votes needed to block impeachment.




    Enter Chief of Staff Al Haig, who told Nixon he had just taken a call from a ‘Mr

    Snyder’, who identified himself as an adviser to Wallace. Snyder advised a call to the former segregationist pit bull, saying he could help turn Flowers and perhaps other southern

    Democrats. In desperation, Nixon called the man who had, along with Hubert Humphrey, been his opponent in the 1968 presidential campaign, only to find Wallace hard of hearing, remote, and

    unwilling to get involved. ‘I don’t believe there’s anything I can do to be helpful,’ he told Nixon. After exchanging brief amenities,

    Nixon said he hung up and turned to Haig. ‘I said, “Well, Al, there goes the presidency.” ’




    As we shall see later, this account does not fully comport with what was going on in the White House

    at the time, where all appeared to be digging in for the climactic final battle. That changed abruptly, not on 23 July, but rather on 1 August, when presidential counsel J. Fred Buzhardt listened

    for the first time to the infamous ‘smoking gun’ Nixon–Haldeman tape of 23 June 1973, where the president orders Haldeman to speak to the CIA and urge it to request the FBI to

    curtail its investigation into Watergate. As I waded through Nixon’s narrative, all of the fighting statements made between 23 July and 8 August stood fresh in my mind. If it was true he

    made his decision on the 23rd, what purpose could they have served other than to place his desperate allies even further out on a limb?




    But my problem at the moment was not authenticating the former president’s account. Rather it

    was to get him to respond to questions directly and with some concern for the constraints of time.




    ‘Move in, tear the s.o.b. to pieces,’ implored Zelnick in the monitor room.




    ‘Move along. Move along, David,’ Birt countered in the production trailer.




    I decided to press forward.




    A question about his emotional state after he had decided to resign, however, elicited a veritable

    dissertation on his relations with President Eisenhower, their final get-together when Ike was on his deathbed at Walter Reed Army Hospital, and the tears he shed a day or so later when he

    learned that this critical figure in his life was gone. Interesting stuff, had Nixon been able to describe it all in two minutes rather than ten, but even then not really pertinent to the subject

    at hand.





    Nixon’s final encounter as president with Henry Kissinger, unforgettably described by Bob

    Woodward and Carl Bernstein in, The Final Days, was something else again. Kissinger had denied being the source for the story. Nixon

    certainly wasn’t. Yet no one but the two of them were present. How accurate was the account? Had the two men wept and drank cognac together from the same Courvoisier bottle they had used to

    toast China’s invitation to the first summit? (In bringing the Chou En-lai dispatch to Nixon, Kissinger had grandly announced, ‘Mr President, this is the most important message a

    president has received since World War II.’) Had Kissinger promised to quit if the Ford Administration mistreated Nixon? (Kissinger would later tell me that, from Nixon’s embellished

    account of the Kissinger threat, ‘you would think the purpose of the meeting had been to discuss my resignation rather than his’.) Did they fall to their knees in tearful silent

    prayer – the Jew who escaped Nazi Germany with his family and the Quaker veteran of the Second World War? Yes to all of the above. Most likely Kissinger had designated a senior aide –

    Larry Eagleburger, we have been told – to deliver Woodward and Bernstein an accurate account of the session with Nixon. And as Nixon had prepared himself both for our interviews and his

    memoirs, Diane Sawyer, formerly an aide to Ron Ziegler and soon to be a CBS and ABC news anchor, played a liaison role between the two camps making sure their recollections of events both great

    and small were compatible. As Nixon told the story, however, it read like a scene ripped from the pages of a Danielle Steel novel.




    Nixon: ‘And Henry at that time, and I too, became very emotional. He said, “Well, Mr

    President, I just want you to know,” he said, “It’s, it is a crime that you’re leaving office. It’s a disservice to the peace in the world which you helped to build

    and history is going to record that you were a great president.” I said, “Henry, that depends on who writes the history.” . . . And then he

    said, “I just want you to know that if they harass you after you leave office, I am going to resign, and I’m going to tell the reason why.” And his voice broke and I said,

    “Henry, you’re not going to resign. Don’t ever talk that way again.” ’




    Though this initial exchange shed little light, we returned to Nixon’s relationship with

    Kissinger more than once in later sessions. As Nixon began to relax, his comments on Kissinger grew more colourful. Their relationship, laden with dislike, distrust, disdain and disgust on the

    one hand, and, on the other, admiration, appreciation, respect and mutual need, is one of the more remarkable of recent times and one of the most worthy of further scholarly exploration.




    In the period that remained, I asked a handful of questions relating to specific moments of his

    final White House days and departure. I recalled his admonition to the White House staff not to hate those who hate you because then, ‘you destroy yourself’. What a lovely moment that

    would have been for a bit of human introspection, I thought. I had to settle instead for a few homilies, beginning with the respect he felt for his White House barber, the legendary Milton Pitts,

    and culminating with the advice of his former football coach, Chief Newman, to get mad at yourself rather than your opponent when you lose.




    He did leave some thoughts to come back to, some at later points of the interviews, others with the

    perspective of time. His greatest contribution as president, he said, was in achieving an honourable settlement to the war in Vietnam. Second was the opening to China, and third the achievement

    of racial integration in the South – an achievement that few at the time would have associated with the architect of the ‘southern strategy’, but which rings far truer today in

    hindsight. And while we were on the subject of history, I asked him, ‘What negative things do you think it will say about the Nixon Administration?’ He responded: ‘The primary

    negative will be that the Nixon Administration engaged in political activities which led to the resignation. In other words, the bugging of the Democratic

    headquarters and so forth.’




    The moment of candour proved fleeting as Nixon quickly shifted to a complaint that he was being

    judged by a ‘double standard’. After all, shortly after taking over the presidency upon Franklyn Roosevelt’s death, Harry Truman pardoned fifteen members of his old Pendergast

    Machine of Kansas City who had been convicted of ‘stealing votes’. Of course, had Nixon pardoned the Watergate culprits as part of a full accounting process, he would have retired at

    the conclusion of his second full term.




    As the discussion came to a close, my mind ran over the morning’s proceedings. Nixon was

    indeed well prepared. He was also evasive, long-winded and, at times, maudlin. Most of the day, I knew, would end up on the cutting-room floor. I had a lot to think about in the next two

    days.




    The return ride to Beverly Hills was not altogether without rancour. Still smarting from my having

    opened with the question on burning the tapes, Zelnick complained that I had yielded control of the conversation right out of the box and had never regained it.




    ‘He had his way far too much,’ said Bob. ‘I know this is not what you were

    intending today, but you are going to have to challenge him much more.’




    ‘Yes, much more than I thought,’ I concurred.




    Nixon had talked endlessly, blunting the thrust of any area under discussion, creating a risk that

    we’ll run out of time with much ground left uncovered, and providing us with nasty editing problems down the road.




    ‘Honestly, David,’ chided Bob, ‘if I hadn’t been selling pencils on the

    street when you discovered me, I don’t know what I’d do.’





    Birt was more sanguine. ‘Now we learned some lessons today about how Nixon operates and the

    need for David to be more assertive. Obviously Nixon can’t recite War and Peace in response to every question. Now, I’m as

    concerned as you are about falling behind schedule, but I can promise you that if there are any cuts to be made it will not be Watergate or other dirty tricks that get the axe. Now let’s

    talk about Vietnam.’




    Richard Nixon had without a doubt the most varied repertoire of parrying devices I had ever

    encountered. We had given him a soapbox – partly deliberately, partly productively. But he was the one who had built it into a platform. And somehow, we had to be able to prevent him from

    doing that.


  




  

    DAY TWO: 25 MARCH 1977




    Vietnam provided an opportunity for us to prevent Nixon from using the interviews as a

    one-dimensional podium from which to broadcast his Administration’s successes. Objectively, the policy had failed. In little more than two years since he had brought the prisoners of war

    home and declared ‘peace with honour’, the whole of Indochina had fallen to communist governments. Vietnam had been reunited under Hanoi’s control. Remnants of

    Washington’s South Vietnamese ally had last been seen clinging to the skids of helicopters lifting off from the roof of its Saigon embassy. Laos, if anyone noticed, was also communist. Pol

    Pot, the Khmer Rouge butcher of millions, was in his glory. Before too long, he would be on the lam, tossed out by his Marxist North Vietnamese cousins appalled by his inhumanity. And so much for

    the dominos. Once one departed from Indochina itself, they simply ceased to exist. Thailand remained independent, as did Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia and the Philippines. Japan remained

    contentedly under the US nuclear umbrella. Taiwan’s precarious independence had become strikingly less precarious due to the advancement of

    ‘normalization’ with the People’s Republic of China.




    This left us with one big question and several smaller ones. The big question was, given the

    untenable position Nixon had inherited from two Democratic presidents and the cost in both human and material terms of fighting on, why didn’t he simply pull the plug on the venture shortly

    after taking office? The smaller question involved some of the actions that were taken – the secret bombing and, later, the incursion into Cambodia, the Christmas bombing, the puffy

    rhetoric – all undertaken to support a policy that might be termed ‘defeat without surrender’. I was comfortable with that, and comfortable as well with the underlying moral

    premise – that it is wrong to continue a fight that is terribly costly to combatants and non-combatants alike when there is no reasonable prospect of achieving success. I must confess that

    I was particularly anxious to explore Nixon’s actions in Cambodia, where engagement was not inherited from prior presidents. A fine British journalist named William Shawcross had written

    extensively about the secret bombing, the incursion and US political support for a right-wing coup engineered by General Lon Nol, suggesting that the bombing had helped to drive the Khmer Rouge

    deeper into Cambodia, expanding Khmer Rouge territory as well as its recruitment base. Clearly the Nixon Administration must accept some responsibility for the resulting human tragedy.




    ‘Mr President,’ I began, ‘the whole area of foreign policy is such a vast one, but

    at the moment you took office, America’s involvement in Vietnam was regarded by many as a disaster that was splitting American society at home in a very grievous way for what seemed to many

    an obscure or even mistaken reason. How did it look to you though?’




    The question did not demand brevity of reply, nor did Nixon

    provide any. He began with an anecdote, which described opening the president’s bathroom safe the first night he was in the White House and finding only a single item: the briefing report

    for 20 January 1969. The USA had 538,000 troops in Vietnam then, and 14,000 per month were being drafted. In one of his favourite formulations – which I call ‘the path not

    taken’ – Nixon said he could have got out, blamed his predecessors, and lost the war. But he didn’t for two reasons: ‘One, because I think John Kennedy was right when, as

    late as July 1963, he said that if Vietnam were to fall, all of South-east Asia would fall with it.’ He also believed Lyndon Johnson was right when he warned that ‘what was involved

    in Vietnam was not simply freedom for Vietnam, the chance to choose their own form of government, but the security of the United States, the credibility of the United States as a dependable ally,

    and, as far as our adversaries are concerned, as one that would take positive action to stop aggression.’ When he took office, Nixon conceded, he was critical of how the war had been

    conducted, but ‘I wasn’t about to go down the easy political path, of bugging-out, blaming it on my predecessors. It would have been enormously popular in America.’ But it would

    have been at ‘an enormous cost, eventually even to America, but particularly to the whole free world’.




    I felt it important on this second day – particularly on as sensitive a topic as Vietnam

    – to demonstrate early on that Nixon’s statements would not stand unchallenged. Thus, I countered quickly:




    

      

        

          	

            FROST 


          



          	

            But wasn’t staying there, I mean, that was also at a massive cost, wasn’t it? In billions of dollars; in 138,000

            South Vietnamese killed; half a million Cambodians; half a million North Vietnamese, and so on. That cost – it’s a question of weighing one cost against another cost,

            isn’t it? But you thought the cost was worth paying for what you got?


          

        


      

    




    

      

        

          	

            NIXON 


          



          	

            Looking at my term in office, yes. I think considering the kind of peace agreement we finally got in January of 1973, one

            which provided for a cease-fire, ah, one which provided for, of course, the exchange in return of our POWs. One which also provided for no violations in the future of South

            Vietnam’s territory by the North Vietnamese, among many other things. I believe that having accomplished that, after those four long tortuous years, was worthwhile. And that held

            for over two years. The cost, I agree with you, however, was very great. It was a close call, a very difficult call . . .


          

        


      

    




    In October 1968, just before the election, Johnson suspended the bombing of North Vietnam. In

    exchange Hanoi was supposed to stop shelling cities in the South and respect the DMZ, which demarcated the accepted temporary line between the North and the South. During the early months of his

    presidency, Nixon explored a variety of ways to achieve a breakthrough at the negotiating table. He suggested a mutual withdrawal of US and North Vietnamese forces, then an in-place or

    ‘leopard spot’ arrangement that would freeze the status quo for the North while still withdrawing US forces. He tried without success to link improved ties with the Soviet Union to

    Moscow’s help in prodding Hanoi to accept a reasonable compromise; later he would try the same thing with Beijing, also to no avail. ‘And so we got to the bottom line with them very

    early,’ Nixon recounted. ‘A line they hung to right until the last, until October the 8th, 1972. Whatever we did, mutual withdrawal, unilateral withdrawal, ah, nothing that we offered

    would they consider unless we agreed on our part to overthrow the government of South Vietnam and allow them to take over. And that we would not agree to.’





    One good reason for Hanoi’s obduracy was the sense that South Vietnam was a ripening fruit

    that would fall into their laps before too long. The US policy of ‘Vietnamization’, announced by the president in the spring of 1969, had the first withdrawals of combat forces

    occurring the following autumn. Nixon purported to condition the withdrawals on the level of military activity, the behaviour of North Vietnam, and the progress of South Vietnamese forces being

    trained by Americans. But in fact they proceeded on an orderly schedule, even through the big cross-border Spring Offensive launched by the North Vietnamese. In our exchange, Nixon defended the

    policy as part of a larger ‘four-legged’ approach.




    

      

        

          	

            FROST 


          



          	

            And when linkage wasn’t working in North Vietnam, that was when Vietnamization became more and more clearly, almost a substitute for

            linkage, was it?


          

        


      

    




    

      

        

          	

            NIXON 


          



          	

            . . . Our policy in Vietnam, as I indicated, was basically a three-legged, or even perhaps, if you call Vietnamization, ah, bring that into

            it, a four-legged position. Negotiate, military pressure, ah, going – working on their arms suppliers, the Chinese and the Soviet Union and any other countries, even the Romanians,

            who might have good relations with them, and, then finally, Vietnamization, providing the Vietnamese with the means to help themselves.


          

        


      

    




    To support his policies during volatile political times, Nixon made some questionable judgements.

    Certainly one was Operation Menu, the secret bombing of a fifteen-mile-wide strip inside Cambodia, which served as a logistical and operational centre and was suspected to house the headquarters

    from which military operations in South Vietnam were being directed. Cambodia’s leader, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, clearly did not enjoy having his

    sovereignty disregarded by his powerful neighbour to the north and had privately suggested the USA might go after some of the infiltrators ‘in hot pursuit’. And since both the

    Cambodians and Vietnamese would know they were being bombed, one might have concluded that the bombing was more easily justified than the accompanying secrecy, particularly since it involved

    deliberate falsification.




    Nixon was unapologetic. ‘Mr Frost, it was much better for the young Americans that

    weren’t killed by the hordes of ammunition, rockets and the rest, and the number of civilians that weren’t killed. My responsibility was to protect these men.’ He argued again

    that the supplies captured and destroyed had saved American lives. ‘You know there was no Tet offensive in 1969,’ he jibed.




    ‘Well, there was no Third World War either, but that wasn’t necessarily the result of

    bombing,’ I replied.




    Nixon did go public on 30 April 1970 with his decision to launch a ground offensive on North

    Vietnamese forces inside the Parrot’s Beak area of Cambodia adjacent to South Vietnam. This was the famous ‘pitiful helpless giant’ address whose bloated language sparked weeks

    of sometimes violent demonstrations and protest marches across the country. As the speech came just ten short days after a far more optimistic presentation, I asked Mr Nixon to enlighten us as to

    what had changed. Instead of responding with specifics, he talked in general terms about a build-up of enemy supplies and then uttered some disparaging remarks regarding the quality of my

    research and promised to provide the kind of intelligence we were seeking. Khachigian would later hand Zelnick some pages from Nixon’s soon-to-be-published memoirs listing a number of

    unfavourable developments inside Cambodia, including the fall of some provincial capitals, but nothing regarding an enhanced threat to South Vietnam. So much for

    the promised Nixon ‘intelligence’.




    I asked a long, emotional question about the US violation of Cambodia’s ‘flawed

    neutrality’, and how the Administration’s air and land incursions had changed the military landscape while its at least grudging support for Lon Nol had changed the political

    landscape. The ensuing slaughter of millions – did that weigh on Mr Nixon’s Quaker conscience?




    ‘If I could, if I could accept your assumption, yes,’ Mr Nixon allowed. ‘But I

    cannot accept your assumption. Ah, I don’t accept it because I know the facts.’ The Cambodians had stayed out of the big war and kept their own civil war pretty much under control

    during their 1970–5 period of ‘flawed neutrality’. It was the North Vietnamese who intervened and eventually overthrew the government. The Khmer Rouge ‘couldn’t have

    lasted a month unless they had received enormous military support from the North Vietnamese’.




    After the wave of protests following the Cambodian incursion, things quieted down. Nixon went to

    China. US troop withdrawals continued. Draft calls fell. So did US casualties. Congress considered legislation to convert to an all-volunteer service.




    In the spring of 1972, Nixon considered how to respond to a massive armoured charge by North

    Vietnamese mainstream units across the DMZ. Should he cancel a pending summit with Moscow, let the Russians cancel, or leave the South Vietnamese to their own devices? Militarily, the big options

    included bombing Hanoi, mining Haiphong Harbour, and giving plenty of air support to South Vietnamese forces. His Treasury Secretary, John Connally, offered the advice Nixon recalled for us:

    ‘Number One, the president cannot lose his war. Number two, that means he should go forward with this strong action. It should have been done long ago, but now he has got to go forward.

    Number three, I don’t believe the Soviets will cancel, but in any event, under no circumstances should the president cancel. Put the monkey on their back by

    blocking the road to peace because of their involvement in Vietnam.’




    The summit came off as planned. On 8 October, in Paris, the North Vietnamese agreed for the South

    Vietnamese government of Nguyen Van Thieu to remain in office pending a more complete settlement. All American forces would be withdrawn. The POWs would come home.




    I felt it had been a good day’s work. I had questioned Nixon firmly and responded to his

    challenges. John Birt pumped my hand in congratulation and Zelnick seemed – for the first time in days – unashamed of the fact that we were working together.




    The Nixon camp was equally enthusiastic. Brennan, Khachigian, and Price warmly congratulated Nixon

    and myself on the dynamics of the day’s debate. Though their reaction caught us by surprise, we soon realized they too had reason to be pleased. Nixon had held his own. He had stated his

    convictions plainly, and had not given way, even under aggressive interrogation. He had not stonewalled or lost his temper, nor did he seem too physically taxed by the day’s energy

    expenditure. We were back on track.




    I should add, however, that perspectives on the issues evolve with time. The Shawcross theory of how

    US military action helped bring the Khmer Rouge to power has been questioned by many, including Shawcross himself. More likely it was the inevitable by-product of the communist victory in

    Vietnam, a victory assured when Nixon first announced the USA would withdraw and then tried to negotiate as though he were dealing from strength. His deal ending the war would be where our next

    session would begin.
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