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The posthumous publication of this memoir is dedicated in memory to its author, Robert E. Barrett








Introduction

It was April 1978. I was sitting in Dr. Joe Pursch’s small office with the former president and his wife. Betty Ford was preparing to be checked in for a four-week drug rehab program at the Long Beach Naval Hospital—the family had held an intervention a week earlier to address her addiction to opioids, originally prescribed over fifteen years earlier to alleviate pain from a pinched nerve. We all knew the drugs weren’t the only addiction Mrs. Ford was battling, and perhaps not even the main one, but it had been hard enough on her and the family to confront the pain meds issue. Dr. Pursch, the family physician who had also been present at the family intervention, delicately offered her the opportunity to own up to her other demon.

“Well, Mrs. Ford, is there anything else you would like to tell us before going into the rehab program?” he asked.

“No,” she said thoughtfully, as though she really was considering it. Here was a lady with tremendous self-control and dignity. The president sat quietly, looking from her to the doctor, in full support of the love of his life.

I knew what Dr. Pursch was after. In my four years with this impressive couple, I had watched her pour a large glass of vodka over ice at nine every morning and nurse it until four in the afternoon. She would then pour another that lasted until dinner, when the drinks began to flow more freely. Far too many nights I had seen her end the evening in an extreme state of intoxication.

“Are you sure?” Pursch persisted. “There’s nothing else you need to tell me?”

“No, no. I can’t think of anything,” she said.

Her doctor was determined not to let it go. If he was going to encourage the former first lady of the United States to enter a rehab program, by God he wanted it to be effective.

“Please, Mrs. Ford. I need you to seriously consider this. Are you confident there’s nothing else we need to address when you enter this program?”

Finally, she broke down.

“Well, maybe alcohol,” she confessed through tears. “Maybe the booze.”

She began to sob uncontrollably. In one of the tenderest moments I witnessed between these two, and there were many during the three decades I spent with them, the president reached over and gently held her hands. This man, who once held the most powerful position in the entire world, had lived with and loved an alcoholic for at least twenty years. As far as I knew, and I knew a lot, he had never confronted her about it. Seeing her break down and accept the truth, he began to cry as well.

“Goddammit, you two,” the Boy Scout who rarely said a curse word said to the doctor and me, “she’s said she’s going in there. Now make it happen!”



What follows is the fractured fairy tale of a thirty-five-year-old US Army major who found himself invited to serve as the military aide to one sitting United States president, Richard Milhouse Nixon, and less than one month later began a two-and-a-half-decade-long relationship with the man who replaced him, and with his family. With five former wives in my rearview mirror, I’m probably not the man you want your son to model his family life after. But the person you will meet in these pages, Gerald Rudolph Ford Jr., should be. Jerry Ford was the most decent, honorable, trustworthy person I ever met. He was 98 percent koala bear and 2 percent grizzly, and he and his lovely, force-of-nature wife brought me into the orbit of their family and made me feel like a son. I committed to serving my country when I joined the army—I did that and so much more while serving the Fords.






1 Elephant in the Room



Tens Are Wild

It was not that long ago, though it seems like eons. A different world entirely. Two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, with a third waiting in the wings—Communist China—ruled the Earth, all three with their fingers on the trigger of nuclear Armageddon. There were smart people, but no smartphones. There was interaction, intercourse, and international relations, but no Internet. My grandchildren may wonder: how did we ever survive? I look back sometimes and wonder the same thing.

The call came at exactly ten after ten in the morning, Wednesday, July 10, 1974. It was the third straight day of temperatures soaring into the high nineties—the kind of heat and humidity that comes down on you like a steam press, taking the starch out of you and your army-issued uniform. But that was no excuse. At the United States Army War College at Carlisle Barracks, we were all expected to straighten up and fly right, heat and humidity be damned.

I had been assigned to the college late in 1973 as the public affairs and communication officer, tasked with the job of getting word out about the place. The students here—the future leaders of the leading military power in the world—were getting the equivalent of a PhD and were destined to take teaching positions at West Point, to testify before Congress about billion-dollar budgets, or, if it came to it, to map out—and possibly execute—strategies for World War III. The powers that be in the US Army were justly proud of the program and wanted to get as much press coverage as they could—which is where I came in.

Getting called out of a meeting at Carlisle to take a phone call was highly unusual and disconcerting; such interruptions were simply not part of army protocol. Consequently, as I marched across the grassy quadrangle from Root Hall, where I had been meeting with some professors about a press release I was writing, to the main building, where the mysterious call waited in my office, I had to wonder if there had been a death in my family or if my house was on fire. Neither turned out to be the case. No, both my family and my house were intact. This was my country calling—and as I would discover in the coming weeks, it was my country that was on fire.




Answering the Call

W. L. “Bill” Gulley grew up dirt poor in America’s heartland, rising out of the country’s Great Depression to become a shining example of its Greatest Generation. Serving with the 1st Marine Division, he was wounded at Guadalcanal in World War II, won the Presidential Unit Citation in the Korean War, and was later deployed with Marine Air Group 14 to the Florida Keys during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Selected in 1966 to serve as chief administrator in the military aides office in the East Wing of the White House, he eventually rose to become director of the White House Military Office, exercising command and control of Air Force One, Marine One, Camp David, the White House Communications Agency, the military aides to the president, the White House Medical Unit, the White House bomb shelter, the White House garage, and the White House staff. In addition to all that, Bill Gulley was one rough, tough, gruff SOB—and that was who was waiting patiently on the other end of the line for me to pick up the phone.

Bill was not a man to waste words or his breath. He wanted to know if I was interested in being considered for nomination to the position of army aide to the president of the United States.

My first thought was: Is somebody jerking my chain? My second was: One does not get called out of a meeting at the United States Army War College to have one’s chain jerked. My third: Jesus Christ, I’m talking to the White House.

I had no idea how or why my name came up as a candidate for the position. One did not seek the job; the job came looking for you. Clearly I had some expertise in the field of communications, and when working for the leader of the free world, knowing when to open your mouth and when to keep it shut, what to say and what to keep to yourself, and how to move mountains by making a few phone calls are all skills that can come in handy. But how my name worked its way up the military food chain was a complete mystery to me. And it wasn’t a question I could ask.

I was just a soldier, and any insight into how these two behemoths of American power—the White House and Pentagon—ingested and digested all the data at their disposal, ultimately spitting out the name Bob Barrett as presidential-aide material, was above my pay grade. I didn’t have a need to know. For the moment, the only communication Bill Gulley needed from me was a simple yes or simple no.

My heart was pounding, my head was spinning, and my stomach was churning. What was I supposed to do? In Vietnam I had commanded the 1st Battalion of the 73rd Field Artillery, requiring split-second life-and-death decision-making. But standing here at the phone, at attention, I was completely at sea. I knew that my life would be determined, from that moment on, by the answer I gave. I held my own fate in my own hands—and didn’t know what the hell to do with it. I asked Gulley if I could have some time to think about it.

“Take all the time you want, Major Barrett,” he said. “I’ll need your answer at eleven.” Forty-five minutes and counting.




No-brainer

With its tree-lined streets, car shows, and downtown movie marquee, Carlisle is a sweet, friendly apple-pie slice of small-town Americana. The Army War College, situated a few miles from the exact midpoint of the Appalachian Trail, is just far enough west, away from the madding crowds along the East Coast, to provide a quiet retreat—an incubator designed to advance military thinking, military strategy, and military careers.

I had enjoyed all the benefits of the college. I had been to Vietnam—to hell and back. Still, nothing could have prepared me for that phone call—and the choice that I had to make in the next forty-five minutes. I hung up and stared out the window at the barracks. The idea of leaving them unnerved me. I was thirty-five and comfortable in my skin and in my work. Life was good.

The choice was deceptively simple: Stay here, all but guaranteeing a bright, successful future—a steady rise through the army ranks. Or uproot my family for a future I couldn’t even begin to imagine—pull out of this small-town Pennsylvania paradise and leap blindfolded into the Pennsylvania Avenue pressure cooker in Washington, DC. And not only that… it would mean scuttling my two-year assignment to the college and bailing on my boss, General Dewitt Smith, a two-star general.

I went to his office and said it was an emergency—I had to talk to him. He immediately put me at ease. With his kind face and gentle demeanor, General Smith had what I consider to be a fundamental quality of good leadership—the ability to empathize with those under his command.

“Sir,” I said, standing in his office. “I’ve got a situation.”

“Sit down, Major Barrett,” he said. He walked around to his side of the desk and sat across from me. “What’s on your mind?”

I laid it out for him—the call from Bill Gulley at the White House, the floating of the position as army aide to the president, and the short timeframe in which I had to make my decision. I expressed to General Smith my doubts about taking the job in the White House, tempered by my concern that it might be my duty to accept it.

The general shook his head; the situation as he saw it was quite the opposite. Gulley’s phone call was just a bit of reconnaissance. There was a reason why he hadn’t ordered me to take the job: If I didn’t want it, he didn’t want me to take it. It would be my duty to refuse. Smith then proceeded, slowly and deliberately, as I stole glances at my watch, the minutes ticking by, to tell me all the reasons not to pursue the position.

First of all, he pointed out, even if I accepted the offer, there was no guarantee that I would get the job. I had been invited to be considered to work for the president, and before passing muster, I would have to run through an obstacle course of interviews and interrogations. I’d have to “jump through hoops” was how General Smith put it—hoops thrown up by various personal and political aides to the president, as well as Secret Service agents, secretaries, and so on. If any one of them didn’t like my answers—or didn’t like the look on my face—I’d be cut loose and sent back to Carlisle without so much as a “Thank you very much.”

And, General Smith went on, even if I did get the job—that would be no picnic either. He had spent some time in Washington, and he knew how brutal the place could be.

Like Caesar’s wife, I would have to be above suspicion. The only reason there was a need at the moment for an army aide was because on a trip to the Middle East a few weeks before, during which President Nixon had met with Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, the previous aide was spotted drunk in a hotel bar. End of story: that man’s military career was effectively killed and buried by one too many martinis. Did I really want to put myself in that position—where every move I made would be scrutinized, analyzed, and perhaps investigated? For me, the White House would be a glass house.

Smith didn’t stop there but kept piling on. As the official US Army voice of the commander in chief, I would have to learn how to say no to men in the Pentagon who far outranked me. Some would try to curry favor with me to get close to the president. Others would simply resent me for enjoying the access they envied. But, then again, if I ever tried to take advantage of that access, I’d be out on my ear on Pennsylvania Avenue. The people around the president would guard their turf like tribal chieftains—and the moment I overstepped my bounds, the knives would come out.

So it went for forty-five minutes, General Smith drawing a picture of a spider’s web of suspicion, intrigue, and sticky situations that no one in his right mind would volunteer to enter. I looked at my watch. Five minutes to target. I had to make the call. I thanked General Smith and stood to go.

“I hope I’ve been helpful,” he said.

“Yes, sir.” I nodded, digesting all he had said. I turned to leave.

“Major Barrett,” he said, stopping me.

“Yes, sir?”

“Go,” he said. “It’s the chance of a lifetime. Don’t pass it up.”

Of course he was right. There had never been any doubt.




Power Trip

I had been in many helicopters before. In Vietnam, helicopters were like pigeons in Venice or taxicabs in Manhattan—they were all over the place, and the best way to get you where you were going. But this was something else. The big-bellied beast dropping out of the hot sky that afternoon—two and a half hours after I made the call—and landing on the Carlisle Barracks green was a flying fortress and conference room with cream-leather upholstered seating for sixteen, wood paneling, and a wet bar.

What was I doing in this monster helicopter? I could easily have hopped on a bus or commercial flight out of Harrisburg and made it to DC none the worse for wear. But that kind of thinking no longer applied. I was flying in a different airspace now and breathing different air. I was in the orbit of the commander in chief, entering a strange new world bound and determined by the dictates of executive privilege and power. I was headed into the land of the giants, and the Sea King was my first glimpse of the place.

As the helicopter scudded over the rolling hallowed ground of Gettysburg and across the fortieth parallel into Maryland, I sat on the edge of my seat, feeling like a kid—not in a candy store, but in a fragile multimillion-dollar flying machine belonging to the president of the United States. I folded my hands in my lap, careful not to move or touch anything for fear I would break it.

The helicopter touched down late that afternoon at Fort McNair, a US Army post located at the confluence of the Potomac and Anacostia Rivers in Washington, DC. As I stepped out of the air-conditioned comfort of the Sea King and onto the helipad, I discovered that, as far as the heat was concerned, Carlisle, Pennsylvania, had nothing on the nation’s capital—which made the appearance of Sergeant Fred Ingersoll, White House driver, that much more remarkable.

In creased slacks, sharp gray blazer, and tie, the sergeant appeared as cool and crisp as his salute, not a drop of sweat on him. He took my bag, set it down in the trunk of the car, and opened the rear door for me. This was heady stuff for a kid from the working-class side of the South Shore of Long Island, but I just went along with the program—from the Sea King to the back seat of a chauffeur-driven White House car. Rarely am I at a loss for words, but on that fifteen-minute drive, all I could muster was something along the lines of How about this heat? A light rain had begun to fall—the kind that does not cool the air but merely dampens it.

My day had begun, with my usual 6:00 A.M. cup of black coffee, in the mess at Carlisle Barracks, but it had taken an incredible turn—leading me through the rain-slickened Washington streets, across the National Mall, within shouting distance of the Lincoln Memorial, Washington Monument, and the dome of the United States Capitol. History was taking me for a ride, and I took in each point along the way with a degree of awe and dread. I knew where I came from, but not where I was going—I was having a hard time connecting the dots and getting my bearings.

Unconcerned with the NO PARKING sign out front, Ingersoll pulled up to the Hay-Adams hotel, the rain coming down more heavily now, took my bag, and led me through the front door, across the lobby, into the elevator, and up to my room. His duty done—his charge safely bivouacked for the night—the sergeant took his leave. Now what? I didn’t know what to do, other than wait for my next cue. I pulled back the window curtains, and there it was, two minutes away, across Lafayette Park, hunkered down in the gloom of the falling rain and failing light of day. The White House.

Earlier, on the helicopter, I had sat on the edge of my seat. Now I did the same on the bed. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast but was afraid to go out. What if I left the room and someone called? Couldn’t risk that. And there was no way I was going to order room service. I imagined the president reading his credit card bill at the end of the month and asking, “Who’s this goddamn guy ordering a cheeseburger and fries at the Hay-Adams?”

I’d eat, I told myself, when I got an order to eat, and not before. Sleep, however, seemed like a good idea. The sun had gone down, and so should I—rest up for whatever the hell was going to happen next. I lay down on top of the covers, careful not to muss the bed. Whose room was this? It sure didn’t feel like mine.




Rough Country

That summer, 1974, the country was on edge.

A year and a half had passed since the signing of the Paris Peace Accords, signaling the end of the US military’s direct involvement in the Vietnam War. Still, as the South Vietnamese government and army—our allies in the war—slowly but surely collapsed, more and more Americans were asking whether the loss of more than 50,000 American lives had been in vain. Some thought we never should have been in Vietnam in the first place; others said we should have stuck it out and finished the job. But almost everyone came away from the experience with a powerful sense of distrust and doubt of our government that wasn’t there a decade before.

Another war in another part of the world had also left America with a lingering hangover. In October 1973, Egypt and Syria—joined later by Jordan and a coalition of other Arab countries in the Middle East—launched a surprise attack on Israel. Besieged on all sides, Israel faced the possibility of choosing between total destruction or the use of its nuclear arsenal against its enemies. The United States government and its allies saw neither option as a viable one, and so began a massive rearmament of Israel, which helped turn the tide of the Yom Kippur War in its favor.

Peace came at a high cost. In retaliation for America’s support of Israel, several Arab states, led by Saudi Arabia, declared an oil embargo, leading to an energy crisis here that sent the American economy reeling. The embargo ended in the spring of 1974 but left behind an anxious sense of vulnerability. The whole idea of America—of its ingenuity and invincibility—seemed to be running out of gas, as smaller countries that some had never heard of started pushing us around.

You couldn’t turn on the evening news or open a newspaper that summer without sighing in frustration or fighting off an urge to punch a wall.

On Long Island, near where I grew up, a mysterious tide of sludge was creeping toward the beaches. Health officials declared that it was safe to swim but added that it would be beneficial to find new ways to dispose of sewage as the amount of human waste being dumped in the ocean increased.

In Boston, in an attempt to desegregate the public schools, a judge ordered that students be bused to schools outside of their own neighborhoods, Black kids sent to predominantly white schools and vice versa. The city responded with riots, mob violence, and racially inspired attacks on schoolchildren.

In California, a young woman named Patty Hearst—who had been kidnapped and radicalized by a violent self-styled revolutionary group calling itself the Symbionese Liberation Army—remained at large. Heir to one of the greatest fortunes ever amassed by an American publisher—her grandfather William Randolph Hearst—she had changed her name to Tania and had recently been photographed robbing a bank with an M1 carbine.

In movie theaters that summer, another innocent—a young girl named Regan played by Linda Blair—was possessed by a different kind of demon in The Exorcist. Viewers lined up around the block for the chance to see Regan curse at a priest and her mother, levitate off her bed, and rotate her head 360 degrees. In other films, a political reporter (Warren Beatty in The Parallax View) uncovered a massive conspiracy to assassinate public officials, only to end up a victim of it; and a cynical but well-meaning private detective (Jack Nicholson in Chinatown) discovered that nothing is what it seems, men of wealth and power can get away with anything—rape, incest, murder—and that massive cover-ups are business as usual.

These were the stories Americans wanted to hear—stories that confirmed their worst fears about the souls of their children and of their ruling class. Even as they took off on vacation, heading for the beaches, they took along a book (Jaws) that warned them of the dangers lurking just beneath the surface of the water. Swim at your own risk.

It was the summer of anxiety, paranoia, and dark doings—the gloom spreading from the White House across the country. And I was by no means immune to the sense of tension and foreboding. I swam in the same murky, shark-infested waters as the rest of the country—and, if anything, I was being drawn deeper into it.





Retreat

It was 8:00 A.M., July 11, 1974, at the Hay-Adams hotel. I had already been up for four hours, and the first thing I had done earlier that morning was put in a call to my wife, Bev, back in Carlisle. We had been high school sweethearts and had gotten married in 1960. While I ended up in the army, she got a degree in education and went on to teach elementary school students. Bev has the patience of a saint, evidenced not only by her choice of career, but by the fact that she was still married to me after fourteen years.

My phone call woke her up, and I told her exactly what I knew about my situation—which was exactly nothing. But it was good to hear her familiar calm, reassuring voice. We couldn’t talk more than a few minutes—it was long distance, and I didn’t know who was paying for it—so I hung up and waited. The call came from Bill Gulley, at eight on the dot, from the White House. Although it was no more than a few football fields’ length from where I sat, I wasn’t going there today. He told me a car was coming to take me to Andrews Air Force Base.

The heat wave had broken overnight, and Washington shimmered in the clear morning air. But I wouldn’t be around to enjoy it. I was headed some three thousand miles to the west: to San Clemente, on the opposite coast.

Lee Simmons was a gentleman’s gentleman. A member of the US Air Force since the early 1950s, he had served in the 89th Air Force squadron—the presidential air fleet—under every president from Eisenhower on. Within a decade, in the Kennedy administration, he became the first African American to fly as a crew member on Air Force One—a position that, back in the early 1960s, must have required a Jackie Robinson–like degree of courage and self-control. On trips to some cities in the South, he had to eat in different restaurants and sleep in different hotels from the rest of the plane’s crew.

By the time I met Lee that morning at Andrews Air Force Base, when I boarded the Lockheed JetStar—a smaller executive jet in the presidential fleet that would fly me out to California—he had risen to the position of personal steward to President and Mrs. Nixon. But neither of them was flying on this day, so he was assigned the task of stewarding me across the country. The first thing Lee asked me as we took off from Andrews was what I wanted for lunch.

I’m a wise guy by nature, and any other time I would have cracked wise. But this wasn’t any other time. I had left that guy back in Carlisle. On any military flight I’d ever been on, you ate what you were served, and even on a large commercial flight, you usually had two choices: the baked chicken or the Salisbury steak. And this was a small jet—there couldn’t have been that much of a choice.

“What do you have?” was my perfectly logical response. I’d have been grateful for a ham sandwich.

Lee narrowed his eyes in thought. “You look like a steak man to me,” he said. I must have agreed with his assessment, as twenty minutes later a meal appeared before me—a thick Porterhouse steak, baked potato, creamed spinach, and a fresh salad—worthy of a Midtown Manhattan steak house. Ascertaining that I was “between assignments” and not technically on duty, Lee brought out a glass of red wine to go along with my lunch.

It was beginning to dawn on me that, as a member of the US military in the direct service of the president, I would be the conduit of an awesome amount of power and responsibility. Yes, it was just a steak, but it was just a helicopter that had picked me up in Carlisle, it was just a hotel room I had stayed in last night, and this was just a presidential jet carrying me from sea to shining sea.

If I were to become the US Army aide to the president, and he were to order a steak for lunch or an aircraft carrier on which to entertain a foreign dignitary, I would, as often as not, be the one to make the call. I would be like the genie let out of the military bottle, able to grant the president’s every wish. And there would be one genie you hoped never to have to let out of the bottle: I would be the man at the president’s side carrying “the football”—the briefcase that I would open and hand over to the commander in chief in the event of a nuclear attack on the United States.

A dizzying thought. But I tried to put it aside, relax, and enjoy the flight. It was a nice steak, after all, and very good wine.

President Nixon put San Clemente, California, on the map. Prior to his purchase of an estate there, on a bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean, the area was known only for attracting swallows to the nearby Mission San Juan Capistrano and surfers to the beaches. To everyone else the place was just a sign on Interstate 5 about halfway between Los Angeles and San Diego. That all changed in 1969 when Nixon bought the ten-room Spanish-style California Mission Revival mansion as a place to escape the Sturm und Drang of Washington, DC. He dubbed the house La Casa Pacifica—the House of Peace. Everyone else called it the Western White House.

Japanese prime minister Eisaku Sato, South Vietnamese president Nguyen Van Thieu, and Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev had all had their time in the sun at the Western White House, and now I would have mine.

The JetStar landed at Marine Corps Air Station El Toro, an enormous air base since decommissioned, about a forty-five-minute drive from San Clemente. A Secret Service agent and yet another car were waiting for me. The agent put a pin on my lapel, handed me the keys, and gave me the address of a hotel on Interstate 5. No driver this time—I was on my own. After one night in the hotel acclimating to my changing circumstances—I ordered dinner and charged it to my room, made long-distance phone calls at will, and slept under the covers—I got the call. Friday, July 12, I was headed for the House of Peace.

I pulled up to the entrance of the Western White House, and the sergeant on guard there took one look at the pin on my lapel, and I was in like Flint, a member of the secret club. He pressed a button and opened the gate.

“Good morning, Major Barrett,” he said.

And the last thing I remember doing with any confidence was saying good morning back. I glanced into the rearview mirror, the gate closing behind me, and, as warm as it was in that Southern California sunshine, felt a chill. I had crossed the Rubicon.

They say in San Clemente that on a clear day you can see forever, but on that day, there was no clarity whatsoever. I reported to the office of the deputy assistant to the president for national security affairs, Major General Brent Scowcroft. Small, quiet, unassuming, and razor-sharp, Scowcroft was at the time, perhaps, the most powerful man in the US military. Here was a guy who had the ear—and the respect—not only of Nixon, but of National Security Advisor and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, as well as White House Chief of Staff Alexander Haig. No small feat considering the Olympic-sized egos of those three men.

Scowcroft was polite but to the point. He clearly had more pressing matters to deal with that morning than me. He dispatched me to go grab some lunch and promptly forgot about me.

I quickly came to the conclusion that everybody in the Western White House had more pressing matters to deal with that morning. I sat in the mess, alone, for four hours consuming nothing but time. When I left Carlisle I had been told, as I was between assignments, to leave my uniforms behind. In other words, I was up in the air. As a result, sitting there in the lunchroom in my civilian clothes, the executive branch of the US government coming and going and buzzing around me, I felt all out of sorts, out of place, and out of time—with nothing to ground me other than a pin on my lapel.

I was a soldier without a uniform, an aide without a commander, a man without a clue as to what I was supposed to do. But I wasn’t alone. There was an eerie air of distraction about this place, haggard looks on people’s faces—everyone in a kind of limbo. And with good reason. There was an elephant in the room. The government that summer was grinding to a halt, the presidency collapsing and sucking the energy out of everyone.

There was no precedent for what was happening, no way for any of us to measure the degree of danger we were in. It wasn’t just that the people around the president feared that they might lose their jobs—they feared that they might lose their country.

July 10, the day I left the comfortable, insulated confines of Carlisle for the nation’s capital, the headline in the Washington Post had been: TRANSCRIPTS LINK NIXON TO COVER-UP.

July 11, the day I flew west—enjoying that Porterhouse on the JetStar—the president’s chief defense lawyer, James D. St. Clair, sought to discredit former White House counsel John Dean III. Committee members called Dean’s testimony “hurtful” to Nixon and “a real bloodletting.”

July 12, the day I arrived in San Clemente, Air Force One, with President Nixon aboard, landed at El Toro. He was bound for the Western White House. He was in retreat.

Blood was in the water. Sharks were circling.

The elephant in the room was Watergate.

By the time I found myself, in the summer of 1974, having lunch in the mess in the Western White House, the word Watergate had become a part of the American vernacular—as fraught with meaning as Pearl Harbor, Hiroshima, or Lee Harvey Oswald. From London to Moscow, from Beijing to Boise, everyone knew about Watergate—not the upscale complex of buildings on the banks of the Potomac, but the scandal that had turned 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue into a house of political trauma.

I grew up in the 1940s and 1950s, but, as I will show several chapters on, it was the 1960s that shaped my life and my future. It was a divisive, dangerous, deadly decade, pitting men against women, White people against Black people, students against teachers, and children against parents. Young men were burning their draft cards, young women were burning their bras, and nobody, it seemed, was getting any satisfaction.

It was in the midst of this fevered and thrashing chaos that Richard M. Nixon, in November 1968, was elected president, with considerably less than 50 percent of the vote and less than 1 percent over his Democratic opponent, Hubert Humphrey.

Gaining entry to the White House by a whisker, Nixon’s team immediately began plotting strategy for the next presidential race—four years later in 1972. The fire in their bellies was fueled by two factors: 1) determination to take a second term by storm, avoiding another razor-thin election and, 2) lingering suspicions that, in Nixon’s first run for the office in 1960, the presidency had been stolen from him by the Kennedy family. Not again. Nixon was going to win big by whatever means necessary. And his team succeeded. Quietly and anonymously plotting behind the scenes, they ultimately pulverized the Democratic candidate, George McGovern, with over 60 percent of the vote. It was a landslide, but it came on a slippery slope.

The bungled burglary at the Watergate was the loose thread that led to the ultimate unraveling of the Nixon presidency. Breaking and entering was just the beginning. Money laundering through Mexico. Secret slush funds used to spy on the opposition. Political dirty tricks. Trading influence for campaign contributions. Using the power of the executive branch—the FBI, CIA, and IRS—as a weapon against Nixon’s enemies.

Did Nixon have enemies? Absolutely. Watergate was all that sixties shit—assassinations, Cuba, Vietnam, the decade of us against them—hitting the fan. Did Nixon’s administration do anything that previous ones hadn’t? Certainly other presidents had lied, sold influence, and abused their power—but the extent and degree of the abuses that Nixon allowed in that increasingly hostile environment was historic. In their obsession to bury the opposition, Nixon and his political operatives dug their own graves.

By the summer of 1974, people far more knowledgeable than I knew that the Nixon presidency was about to explode. And I had landed in the middle of it.





Another Day at the Office

The Southern California summer can lull you to sleep. Highs in the eighties, sunshine, zero percent chance of precipitation. It’s like that movie with my golfing buddy Bill Murray, Groundhog Day—morning after morning, you wake up to the same déjà vu world of dry heat and blue skies. You forget all about the weather… until it hits. We were in San Clemente for two and a half weeks. It rained once, ten days into our stay. But when the rain came, it came with a vengeance: thick, ominous clouds rolling in off the Pacific, the coast going dark at noon, rivers of water running down the streets, into the canyons, and back toward the ocean from where it came. The sky was falling. And the political torrent would pick up in the coming weeks.

Friday, July 12, the day I arrived in San Clemente, John Ehrlichman, President Nixon’s former chief domestic advisor, was found guilty of conspiracy and perjury in the burglary of a psychiatrist’s office in an attempt to dig up dirt on Daniel Ellsberg, who had released the Pentagon Papers.

Monday, July 15, Charles Colson, the president’s former special counsel, testified before the House Judiciary Committee that Nixon approved the operation to break into the psychiatrist’s office.

Friday, July 19, the two senior counsels to the Judiciary Committee urged the committee to recommend a Senate trial of the president.

Tuesday, July 23, the same day that the deluge hit San Clemente, Lawrence J. Hogan, a conservative Republican member of the committee, came out in favor of impeachment.

Wednesday, July 24, the Supreme Court voted 8 to 0 that the president must surrender the tapes—recordings of Nixon’s meetings in the Oval Office, which would reveal what he knew about the Watergate cover-up and when he knew about it.

Saturday, July 27, the House panel voted 27 to 11 asking for the impeachment of the president for obstruction of justice.

It was surreal. Not more than a hundred yards from where I took my morning walks or read my morning papers, sat the man around whom these stories swirled—events unfolding out of his control, old friends and colleagues indicted and convicted, his own fate hanging in the balance. Here I was, at ease, out of uniform and if not on vacation, certainly not gainfully employed, sitting in sunny Southern California, in the eye of the storm, as the office of the United States presidency—arguably the most powerful institution in the world—was slowly, but with increasing velocity, coming apart at the seams.




The Mess

You’ve got to hand it to the US Navy. Nothing against the army, but when it comes to food, of the four branches of the military, the navy wins that war hands down. Maybe it’s those long stretches at sea, the cooks having nothing better to do than hang around the galley honing their craft. Not surprisingly, the navy ran the White House kitchen, and its chief steward—the maestro of the mess—was Ron Jackson. At San Clemente, the mess opened for lunch at 11:30, and I was there at 11:31—not just for the food, but for the change of scenery. Alone with my thoughts and a damn good meal, I sat picking at the food, trying to make it last, mostly trying to eat away the hours. This time at San Clemente was my own long stretch at sea.

No one was going to sit with me, and I didn’t blame them. They all knew the president—their boss—was in trouble, but none knew what it meant. Anxiety and uncertainty hung in the air and showed in people’s eyes. It was spreading like a flu bug, and when something like that’s going around, everyone’s going to stay close to the people they know and trust. This was neither the time nor the place to make new friends. Those who were close to the president, or had been working for him for a long time, were on edge—raw and vulnerable and mistrustful of outsiders.

I was the new guy—an unknown quantity with no specified role—sitting alone at lunch. Who was I? What was I doing there? Whose side was I on? I had to walk a razor-thin line. I couldn’t appear indifferent to the situation, nor could I seem too ambitious. If I tried to curry favor with civilian members of the staff, memos would be written and my ticket most likely punched—back to Carlisle. I couldn’t be pro-Nixon, be anti-Nixon, or try to rise above the fray. Watergate did that, especially to many of us in the military—it intellectually emasculated us. I had to hunker down, button up, and keep my own counsel, hoping not to get hit by any stray bullets.




Running the Show

Just after lunch on my first full day in San Clemente, a member of the military staff took me around the compound, from one building to the next, introducing me to various people I might encounter during my time there. I knew this was not a mere formality. Once introduced, I would be expected to know and memorize the name, face, and role of each person I encountered, a task requiring focus, fluency, and a certain amount of grace under pressure—all of which, at one point, standing in a hallway with a group of three or four people, I lost entirely.

To this day, I don’t remember what I was thinking or whose hand I was shaking when my concentration was broken. Our group of three or four had suddenly and without warning become a group of seven or eight, and at its center stood President Nixon. I’m sure from his perspective it was a completely unremarkable event: he had emerged from some meeting, seen an unfamiliar face being introduced around, and felt it incumbent upon himself to join the reception line. If I was here, I must work for him, and like any good boss—especially a political one—he put out his hand.

From my perspective, however, it was about as remarkable an event as I could imagine. It’s not every day you meet the leader of the free world, and my heart rate was off the charts. I had to conjure up all my military discipline to clear my head, recover my focus, and deliver a signal from my brain to my hand to lift it up and shake his.

The president seemed a bit unsteady on his feet. I knew he had a history of phlebitis; what I didn’t know at the time was that the condition had recently flared up. Nixon’s doctors, fearing that a clot might break free—a potentially fatal complication—advised him to stay off his feet. The president ignored them; in June he had undertaken a grueling trip to the Middle East, standing for hours, waving to cheering crowds in Syria, Israel, and Egypt. It must have been worth risking death to soak up the adoration, even if it was in Cairo rather than in New York.

Our handshake was as stiff and short as our meeting. Not that he was rude or dismissive of me; he was simply abrupt. Nixon was a man of stark contrasts: a brilliant strategic mind, at ease on the world stage, who at the same time was socially insecure and uncomfortable in his own skin. No one becomes president without possessing absolute confidence in his own abilities, actions, and instincts. Which explains why this president might have confused the national interest with his own self-interest.

Of all the people I’ve ever come across in my life, and that includes politicians, soldiers, movie stars, and a whole lot of assholes, Richard Nixon was the most socially inept person I ever met. He didn’t seem capable of speaking truth with an emphasis that made you believe him. His sense of humor was awkward and evidenced by a guttural laugh.

While we were in San Clemente, Jack Brennan, the loyal marine aide who stayed with Nixon after he left office, showed me a medal that Nixon was to present. To simplify his pinning the medal on the soldier, they had changed the clasp that held the pin to a large washer that replaced the circular ring normally used.

When the time came for the presentation, Nixon read out the written reason the soldier was receiving the reward in his flat, unemotional affect, went to pin on the medal, but still mishandled the clasp. The medal started sliding down the soldier’s chest. Nixon slapped it hard against the soldier, and in his deep, coarse way of speaking, made a half-assed attempt at apologizing. It was obvious that he didn’t know how to talk to blue-collar Americans, religious Americans, or so many of the citizens who had helped to elect him as president of the United States. It’s amazing to me that he made it to where he did as a politician.

As they say, “All politics is local.” You would probably have to look at what was going on when Nixon began his rise in politics in California to see what kind of rolling crescendo kept him in the mix and allowed for his ascendency—obtaining a place in Congress or a plum committee assignment. There were so many throws of the dice that allowed him an ongoing rise to power and position.

Nixon’s conviction that he was good for the country—his résumé included détente with the Soviet Union and China, the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency, and putting America on the moon—must have created in Nixon’s mind the antithetical notion that those who would depose him were bad for the country. That being the case, he would feel justified in retaining the presidency by whatever means necessary. Ironically, it was that certainty that led to Watergate—and Watergate that ultimately sapped him of the ability to lead. Now, limping over to shake my hand, he barely seemed in command of himself, let alone the country.

But the government was not rudderless. Like nature, power abhors a vacuum, and the man standing at the president’s side was also the man behind the curtain.

With his rugged good looks, furrowed brow, hooded eyes, and disarming smile, General Alexander Haig came straight out of central casting. He looked equally sharp in military uniform and a Savile Row suit, and he played both parts—soldier and civil servant—with authority and aplomb. It was a role he seemed born for. During the Korean War, Haig served on the staff of General Douglas MacArthur in Japan, but it was a decade later, in Vietnam, that he made his bones. It was a war that fit his ambitions, and, rising to the occasion, he quickly rose through the ranks.

I knew of Haig from my first tour of duty in Vietnam. Before I arrived in Vietnam, Lieutenant Colonel Haig was the G3, in charge of operations for the 1st Infantry Division (the Big Red One). He was not a man given to modesty, and he could never be accused of playing down his accomplishments in Vietnam—as reflected by the fruit salad of medals and ribbons displayed on his chest. As a military man, he was a skilled politician and had a reputation as a finagler and self-promoter—a certain amount of which is healthy in any career—and thoroughly enjoyed presenting himself as an insider, with unique access to those in power. Now, as chief of staff to a diminished president, General Haig was about as inside as he could get. And all the qualities that put him there—his fundamental understanding of how bureaucracy worked and how to get things done—served him, and the country, well.

The strain of running the day-to-day business of the government showed, however. In all those weeks, I don’t think I ever saw the general without a cigarette in hand. It was understandable. He was guiding a hamstrung president, his lawyers, and his staff through the greatest constitutional challenge since the Civil War. All his talents and character traits, good and bad, weren’t going to allow him to solve the unbelievable problems before him. The situation had become toxic.




Sideshow

With the president in San Clemente, every hotel, motel, and bed-and-breakfast within a five-mile radius was overrun (as was every bar and grill from five o’clock on). I was one small part of an occupying army: support staff, Secret Service, military details, and that other unruly horde—the press. Under normal circumstances the White House press corps was substantial; but now, with the president on a collision course with history, the reporters stepped away from their typewriters, strapped on their expense accounts, and descended on San Clemente. No one wanted to miss the crash.

Keeping the press at bay is like herding cats, which was why, for the most part, they were barred from the grounds of the Western White House. But one afternoon, out on one of my time-killing walks, I noticed a large gathering on the front lawn of the residence. Members of the press were viewed as barbarians by the Nixon camp, but the reporters, photographers, network cameramen, and soundmen had breached the gates and been allowed into the palace. All morning there had been a sense of heightened activity, the hive buzzing. Something was up. But if nobody volunteered to tell me what was going on, I was in no position to ask. Now, hanging back some distance away, I could find out for myself what the ruckus was all about.

Shortly, the president emerged from the front door of his residence followed closely by a second man. I couldn’t get a good look at him, but I knew right away who he was. I’d seen him on television a few times without forming much of an impression: the vice president, Gerald Ford. Seeing him in person I was struck by his stature. He was a taller man than I had thought. His height might have been accentuated by the contrast between him and President Nixon, stooped at the shoulders, the weight of the world on his back.

The short press conference and photo op over—the president and vice president shaking hands—their staffs shepherded the two men away and out of sight. The press dispersed and headed out to reoccupy the saloons. It was nearly time for me to join them.

As I did at the end of every day, about 4:30, I headed in to check in, or rather check out, with Bill Gulley.

“Anything else I can do for you, sir?” I’d say, and he’d chuckle, both of us in on the joke that I hadn’t done anything up to that point, and there was no reason to think that would change. Further, he never expected to be addressed as sir. He’d release me for the day, and I’d head back to my motel room, where I’d dial up my wife to tell her all the things I didn’t do that day. She was as much in limbo as I was, not knowing our next move or where the kids—Nils, eight, and Kristy, six—would be going to school that fall. Married to the army, she was used to change. She’d put the kids on for a quick word, and they’d ask when I was coming home. Soon, I’d say, which was all they needed to hear. The catch was, I didn’t know when or exactly where home was now.

On July 27, I had some actual news to share with my wife. The following day, I’d be heading east—not to Pennsylvania, but back to Washington. I’d be spending August in the urban swamplands of the nation’s capital.

The White House was on the move—and I had become a part of it.




Up in the Air

For many of Nixon’s people heading back to Washington, the departure from San Clemente was a difficult one: Their goodbyes to those staying behind at the Western White House were drawn out and emotional. There was a sense of finality about it—of mourning a loss. Being in limbo, without agenda or attachment, I was not so affected. But as they saw it, their president might still be breathing, but he was on life support, suffering a death by a thousand cuts, and they were all bleeding out with him.

Air Force One, with the president, his family, and top staff, had taken off hours before the rest of us boarded our plane to follow in his wake. The somber mood of the San Clemente farewell lingered in the cabin on the flight across the country. An oppressive mix of sadness, anger, and suspicion hung in the air. Those who had worked for—and believed in—Nixon for years were losing their faith, their confidence, and their direction.

I had a very brief conversation with my future boss during that flight. I was a bit shocked that the vice president of the United States would even take notice of me at that point in the evaluation process. I think Vice President Ford had picked up on the fact that I was wondering how long I would be in limbo about the job.

“He’s not in good shape, Bob,” the vice president said, speaking of Nixon. “He’s kind of hard to talk to right now. Of course, it’s understandable that he’s bitter about all this.”

Stories had begun appearing in the papers about infighting and disarray on the White House staff. An angry General Haig had ripped into some members of the staff about those leaks—though it was rumored that Haig himself was one of the most active unnamed sources in all of Washington. Whatever the case, and whoever was responsible, this was a leaking ship—and a leaking ship is a sinking ship.

As the situation deteriorated, I had two things going for me: my ignorance and my anonymity. I didn’t know a damn thing, and nobody knew who the hell I was. Those two qualities would serve me well over the next several weeks.

In a place like Washington, where facts, rumors, innuendo, and information are all served up with equal relish, not knowing something can at times be a great advantage. Nixon himself would have benefited from a little more ignorance—and a little less hubris. After all, What did he know, and when did he know it? was the question that ultimately scuttled his presidency.




Getting Grounded

My new digs were in the Bachelor Officer’s Quarters at Bolling Air Force Base, in southwest DC, across the Potomac from what was then the Washington—now the Ronald Reagan Washington—National Airport in Virginia. It wasn’t exactly the Hay-Adams, but that was fine. I felt more at ease here. I preferred austere. There was a twin bed, a couple of chairs, a television, and a table next to the bed with a telephone on it.

I stowed my stuff in the small closet and fell back on the bed. It was late, well after midnight, but my eyes were wide open—I was still on California time. Time to reflect. I took a deep breath and tried to take it all in: where I’d been, where I was now, and where I was going. But then I noticed something odd about the phone on the table next to me: it had no dial, no buttons, no numbers at all. Curious, I picked up the receiver.

“Yes, Major Barrett?”

“Sorry,” I mumbled and hung up. Two o’clock in the morning and some disembodied voice out there is waiting patiently for me to pick up the phone? It scared the bejesus out of me. I took a closer look: on the small disk in the middle of the phone, where one would usually see the phone number, there was instead a tiny blue icon: the White House. I had been wired into a net that I didn’t know existed—but, even more surprisingly, a net that knew of my existence. I was connected, the phone my umbilical cord. On the other end: the White House.

How many Americans, that morning of Monday, July 29, 1974, got out of bed, dragged a comb across their head, and took off for work? Millions, and I was one of them. But I felt like one in a million. My commute that day gave me gooseflesh and butterflies and made my head spin—just about every symptom of stress, anxiety, and stage fright imaginable. My destination, coming up on my right as I passed the Ellipse, was the White House. The Holy shits! just kept on coming.

I parked the car, walked to the gate, showed the guard my credentials, and in I went—not looking back this time, focused not on where I was coming from but on where I was going. I entered the East Wing and headed upstairs to the second floor to the Military Office, adjacent to the offices assigned to the first lady.

Many have claimed that the White House is haunted, and I have to agree—the place is an old ghosts’ home. Jefferson, Jackson, Lincoln, a couple of Roosevelts, Eisenhower, and Kennedy, to name a few. They all ate here, slept here, made love and war here. And now, this office had a plain walnut desk with a lamp, a phone, and Bob Barrett’s name on it. It was a heady, humbling, unnerving experience—and I loved it.

I was, at long last, beginning to understand what my job was: watch and learn. Maybe I did belong here. Sure, in the back of my mind I still had doubts. Who did I think I was? What did I know? Who was I kidding? So I did what any good soldier would do—I told the back of my mind to shut the hell up. Because we were all standing on the same ground—a ground riddled with fault lines—and the only thing any of us knew for certain was that there was no certainty to be had. Best not to think too much.

In the Military Office of the White House, a certain amount of intelligence and street smarts is a plus; but an excess of commentary on political process can do more harm than good. There were phones to answer, memos to type, and helicopter takeoffs and landings to arrange. Predicting how things might shake out in the next few days or weeks was like trying to piece together a puzzle of a million parts without knowing what the finished picture is supposed to look like. Leave that to the Henry Kissingers and Alexander Haigs to work out. It was their puzzle—we were just pieces of it trying to figure out where we fit, if at all.

Whenever I started to think how tough I had it, living with the uncertainty, I thought about the president or vice president and what they must be going through. My problems were a nervous tic compared to the monumental strains they must be under. The fact was: everyone in this place, from the Oval Office to the janitor’s closet, had one thing in common: we were all, each and every one of us, totally confused. It was strangely reassuring.




Fault Lines

My wife was a different story. As an army spouse, Bev knew that putting down roots was a risky proposition: you could be yanked up at any moment and sent packing anywhere—from Guam to Guantanamo Bay. She was used to living in suspended animation, not knowing where my next assignment would take us, and had become quite good at it—exercising command and control over a household that, in the last eight years, had moved from Fort Sill, Oklahoma, to Upstate New York to Long Island to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, to Carlisle, Pennsylvania. But my current situation, as muddied and muddled as it was, gave her pause.
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