
[image: Cover: Shadow, by Bob Woodward]


More Praise for Shadow

“Shadow is a meticulously documented chronicle of self-delusion and self-pity. It is like an illuminated manuscript expanding on an old adage, ‘Honesty is the best policy.’ It is also riveting reading.”

—Mary McGrory, The Washington Post

“What drove Kenneth Starr? . . . As good an answer as any, I think, emerges from Bob Woodward’s new book, Shadow.”

—Anthony Lewis, The New York Times

“Woodward is the Energizer Bunny of investigative journalists, still going strong 25 years after forcing Richard M. Nixon from office with revelations about Watergate. . . . Presidential candidates should read this book—and consider themselves warned.”

—Paula Dwyer, Business Week

“The chapters on the Clinton administration are poignant and painful for mistakes made and many regrets, for reputations lost and epic disillusionment after working at the White House.”

—Helen Thomas, United Press International

“Woodward does an excellent job of laying out how each president, starting with Gerald Ford and extending through Bill Clinton, failed to heed the lessons Nixon learned the hard way. . . . This highly readable book tells a bleak cautionary tale of warning signs not heeded.”

—Richard Benedetto, USA Today

“Investigative journalist Bob Woodward has a new book you should read. And I can think of a couple of guys who absolutely need to read it and take it to heart. They are Texas Gov. George W. Bush and Vice President Al Gore, leading 2000 Republican and Democratic White House candidates.”

—M. Charles Bakst, The Providence Sunday Journal

“Woodward’s treatment of Clinton, which takes up half the book, is devastating. His relentless piling up of the details of one mendacious act after another leaves the reader more outraged than any of the efforts by Clinton’s conservative opponents to express their own outrage. . . . Woodward remains the indefatigable, and indispensable, national resource he has been since All the President’s Men.”

—Alan Wolfe, The Washington Post Book World

“Woodward has written a superb follow-up to explore what has happened to the presidency since Watergate and to those who have occupied the nation’s highest office.”

—Ike Seamons, The Miami Herald

“Woodward presents a remarkably detailed account of key moments in each of the five administrations, providing insight into how the presidents and their aides coped with scandals involving their official acts and private conduct. . . . In Shadow, Woodward demonstrates again why he is the nation’s premier practitioner of this sort of fly-on-the-wall journalism. . . . He succeeds in constructing a narrative that is consistently readable and often absorbing. . . . In Shadow, Woodward makes a convincing, if dispiriting, case that the days of presidential titans such as Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt are behind us.”

—Mike Snyder, Houston Chronicle

“Woodward’s unrivalled access to White House officials who have moulded American policy since the resignation of Richard Nixon in 1974 is on glittering display in Shadow: Five Presidents and the Legacy of Watergate, an absorbing study of the American weakness for debilitating political scandal. . . . It is a tribute to Woodward’s exhaustive research and narrative skill that his story rarely flags.”

—Tony Allen-Mills, The Sunday Times (London)

“A captivating and intimate 25-year journey, from Gerald Ford’s fumbling decision making in the pardon of Richard Nixon through Bill Clinton’s impeachment.”

—Paul Fanlund, Wisconsin State Journal

“A riveting account of the government’s investigations into the personal and public lives of Bill and Hillary Clinton. . . . Shadow offers narrative delights from start to finish. . . . Woodward’s tour-de-force account transforms events that had come to seem stale, tawdry and embarrassing into fascinating, dramatic and passionate tragedy. Dozens of events and people take shape in small prose masterpieces. . . . The narrative richness of Shadow provides plenty of food for thought on the subject.”

—Rick Harmon, The Oregonian

“There is little doubt that the book, particularly the parts dealing with the Clinton administration, will prove essential to any in-depth exploration of Mr. Clinton’s presidency and the political culture it came from. The portrait of the president painted by Mr. Woodward is, in its own way, more scathing than the caricature often painted by his slightly unhinged enemies.”

—Michael Rust, The Washington Times

“He writes with the flair of the investigative reporter, offering fascinating insider perspectives on high-level shenanigans.”

—Philip Seib, The Dallas Morning News

“A thought-provoking and worthwhile book for even a casual student of the modern presidency. It moves quickly, for the most part, and contains a wealth of insight and insider detail.”

—Kevin O’Brien, The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“Intriguing . . . the kind of thick book you still finish in two or three days because you can’t put it down.”

—Jeff Guinn, Fort Worth Star-Telegram

“As always, the genius interviewer delivers.”

—David Tell, The Weekly Standard

“Woodward is a highly effective investigative journalist. These skills are on full display in Shadow. . . . His depiction of the first couple will be part of the first draft of Clinton’s presidential history.”

—Robert Dallek, The Nation
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Jeff Glasser, who graduated from Yale in 1996 and interned at The Washington Post that summer, was my assistant and collaborator for the last three years. He tirelessly and resourcefully worked through the presidential libraries of Ford, Carter, Reagan and the National Archives, unearthing key documents, leads and vital new information and corroboration. He also immersed himself in the key memoirs, books, articles—and controversies—of the period 1974 to 1999. A skilled, relentless editor, he repeatedly improved early drafts with detailed comments and suggestions. He assisted in the reporting and writing at every stage. The exhaustive chapter notes are his work, as he made sure the book provided the most explicit attribution where possible and forthrightly stated when the source could not be identified. A child of the information age, he brilliantly used all sources, from the Freedom of Information Act to the Internet. He is wise, intense and independent; I could never have finished this book without him. His friendship and energy made immeasurable contributions to my work and life. He has the highest standards of fairness and accuracy. Jeff was born in 1974, the year Nixon resigned. He is probably one of the few Americans who has a deep understanding of the history of the presidents who have served in his lifetime.



INTRODUCTION

[image: logo]

FOR YEARS, I have been struck by a scene in Richard Nixon’s memoir, RN. Just before Christmas 1967, Nixon, then only a former vice president, wrote on a legal pad: “I have decided personally against becoming a candidate.” He would not run for president. He summarized his reasons. Losing again would be, he put it, “an emotional disaster” for his family. He did not relish political combat. After years of campaigning he was tired of having to go begging for support, political and financial, even from old friends. He was bored by the charade of trying to romance the media. “Personally,” he wrote, “I have had it. I want nothing else.”

By the next month, mid-January 1968, Nixon had reversed course. “I had increasingly come to understand that politics was not just an alternative occupation for me,” he wrote in his memoirs. “It was my life.” He ran and won ten months later.

The politics that was Nixon’s life before he was elected president reflected the 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s. By the time he resigned in 1974, American politics was changed forever because of Vietnam and Watergate.

Although Nixon’s responsibility for Vietnam is large and for Watergate central, he could be forgiven for not entirely understanding the convulsions he had visited upon politics and the presidency. As a result of his actions, presidents not only would be subject to doubt and second guessing, they would be suspected of outright criminality. Nixon’s tapes of his office and telephone conversations left an irrefutable historical record that the president abused government power for political purposes, obstructed justice and ordered his aides to do so as well. Watergate ended with unusual clarity and unusual closure because Nixon resigned. The scandal left a series of obvious questions that would come to plague his successors. Could another president be a criminal? Did presidents talk and plot in private like Nixon? Would another president have to resign?

But after more than 25 years of covering presidents, I am still surprised that his successors did not fully comprehend the depth of distrust left by Nixon. New ethics laws, a resurgent Congress and a more inquiring media altered the prerogatives and daily lives of presidents. Congress, made up of men and women whose lives are largely politics, was determined to play a more prominent, inquisitorial role. The media was going to dig deep and incessantly because much had been hidden before. And quite naturally prosecutors and ethics investigators were more and more determined. The habit of deception and hedging practiced by presidents would no longer be acceptable.

This book is not a history of the presidencies of Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush and Clinton. It is not even a history of all the scandals and investigations that occurred during their administrations.

Instead, it is my examination of the most important moments, small and large, when the honesty and truthfulness of the presidents and those closest to them were challenged. I have tried to single out those times that had the greatest impact on the official and unofficial lives of the five men, their administrations and the inner worlds they inhabited as they struggled to cope with and adapt to the multiple legacies of Watergate. These presidents were inhabiting a new world, but they often seemed not to recognize it.
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[image: logo]

GERALD FORD
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AUGUST 1, 1974, was a hot Washington summer morning with the humidity heavy in the air, but inside Richard Nixon’s air-conditioned White House it was unnaturally cool. The president looked thin, battered, at times almost like a stroke victim. His chief of staff Alexander M. Haig Jr.’s eyes were red. Early that morning Nixon had summoned Haig, a 49-year-old Army general who had been his right-hand man for the previous 15 months, the most grueling, emotionally exhausting and politically unstable of the Watergate scandal. The incessant hangover of sleep deprivation had become a way of life for both.

“Al, it’s over,” Nixon said in a surprisingly impersonal, even matter-of-fact tone. Nixon, ever the political realist, said he simply couldn’t govern. His presidency was collapsing. He could almost hear the air rushing out of it—power leaving. All three branches of the federal government had turned against the president. Although Special Watergate Prosecutor Leon Jaworski worked for the executive branch that Nixon headed, he was conducting an independent, relentless investigation. A week earlier the Supreme Court, in a unanimous decision, had ruled in the special prosecutor’s favor that Nixon had to turn over an additional 64 secret White House tape recordings. Two of those tapes, once released, were going to undermine Nixon and show he ordered the Watergate cover-up. In the legislative branch, a lopsided bipartisan majority of the Judiciary Committee of the House of Representatives had days earlier voted three articles recommending his impeachment based on information that Special Prosecutor Jaworski had provided through the grand jury to the House committee. Governing had been reduced to a series of stopgap pretenses.

Typically, Nixon had a plan. He intended to announce his resignation in four days, he told Haig. He needed the weekend to take his family to Camp David, the presidential retreat in the nearby Maryland mountains, and prepare them. He expected his wife and two grown daughters, Julie and Tricia, to resist and fight his decision with every bone in their bodies.

“It might be better to resign tomorrow night and leave town immediately,” Haig proposed.

“No,” Nixon answered. Nixon’s tone was at first gentle. Then he shifted and became gruff, waving a forefinger at Haig as he so often had, demanding his orders be followed. “This is my decision and mine alone,” Nixon insisted, warning that he would not succumb to political pressure from Republicans, the Congress or his cabinet. “I’ve resisted political pressure all my life, and if I get it now, I may change my mind.”

“Understood, Mr. President,” Haig answered.

Nixon directed Haig to inform Vice President Gerald Ford that he should be ready to assume the presidency, but not to give him all the facts. “Tell him I want absolute secrecy. Tell him what’s coming. Explain the reasoning. But don’t tell him when.”

•  •  •

Watergate had put the presidency in play. The president’s hold on the office was loosened as Nixon contemplated resigning. It was a singular moment in American history, creating a dangerous new space in which Nixon, Ford and Haig had to operate. Where exactly was presidential power at that moment? Nixon held the office, according to the law and Constitution. Ford was stumbling to the presidency. For his part, Haig, mindful of his multiple and competing loyalties to Nixon, Ford and the country, was to be the broker and go-between.

There was no steady hand. Nixon was consumed by a simmering, explosive anger that he was getting a bum rap. He was emotionally disabled, depressed and paranoid. Ford had acquired none of the armor that comes with brutal presidential or vice presidential campaigning. He had no real executive experience. He had never run for a national office, having been appointed vice president by Nixon—and confirmed by Congress under the 25th Amendment—to replace Spiro Agnew, who had resigned the previous year in a financial scandal. He was a man of the House of Representatives, where from 1948 to 1973 he had represented his Grand Rapids, Michigan, district.

Haig also was somewhat ill-equipped. He had no legal, constitutional or political standing as a staff man. But as an Army officer he was used to taking orders and getting the job done. He had received his basic bureaucratic education in the school of maneuver and deception run by Henry Kissinger in the National Security Council staff where he had served as deputy.

That same day, Kissinger, now the secretary of state, told Haig, “We’ve got to quietly bring down the curtain on this charade.”

•  •  •

Before he saw Ford, Haig met in his West Wing corner office with Nixon’s White House Watergate lawyer, J. Fred Buzhardt, a diminutive, soft-spoken Southerner who had previously worked as Pentagon general counsel. Both were West Point graduates—Haig class of 1947, Buzhardt class of 1946. They had become close over the last year. It was a partnership in survival, forged in one surprise and crisis after another. What was the legal situation if Nixon resigned? Haig asked.

Buzhardt had been working on the issue and had a set of options to present to the vice president. All, with one exception, focused on Nixon—not Ford.

Haig felt it was sensible to concentrate on Nixon. He was still president. They served him, and, as Haig knew, Nixon was an exhaustive explorer of alternatives.

Buzhardt had thought out six possibilities. Five of them were actions that Nixon might take, and two of those included granting a pardon to himself. The sixth alternative: Nixon could resign and hope his successor, Ford, would pardon him. This last one was fleshed out more than the others, spelled out in detail.

“Here’s what you should give him,” Buzhardt said, handing Haig two sheets of yellow legal paper for the meeting with the vice president.

Ford was on the cusp of assuming the highest office in the land, the leadership of the free world, and Buzhardt was focused on what could be done for Nixon. Haig realized that Buzhardt might be planting a pardon suggestion.

•  •  •

Before 9 a.m., Haig went to Ford’s office.

Ford, then 61, had been vice president only eight months. A warm Midwesterner, whose speech was slow, deliberate—and at times awkward—Ford had been grafted onto the Nixon administration as a necessary afterthought. Under the Constitution, Nixon had to have a vice president. Nixon deemed his preferred choices too controversial, ideological or dynamic to win confirmation, especially former Texas Governor John Connally. “This left Jerry Ford,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs. Nixon knew that Ford was loyal, a creature of the Republican Party, having served 24 years in the House, nine of those as Republican minority leader. To Nixon, Ford was basically a party chore boy who undertook unsavory tasks such as leading the unsuccessful effort in 1970 to impeach Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas. With Nixon bogged down in his Watergate defense, Ford had been almost on his own as vice president, peripheral to the administration.

Ford had Robert Hartmann, a top aide and former newspaperman, with him when Haig arrived in the office. Haig detested and distrusted Hartmann. He had received reports from the Secret Service that Hartmann would drink late at night in his office. So Haig told Ford only that a new tape recording about to be released would present grave difficulties for Nixon in an impeachment trial.

Later in the day Haig called the vice president and asked for a second meeting, this time alone. Ford agreed. At 3:30 p.m. Haig entered the vice president’s suite. He looked troubled and on edge. He had just read the transcripts of two tape recordings made six days after the June 17, 1972, Watergate break-in. Nixon ordered the cover-up. His case would collapse when the tapes were made public. There was a decorated screen in one corner of the room. Haig later said he was certain that Hartmann was stationed behind the screen to take notes in secret and to protect Ford, a charge both Hartmann and Ford categorically deny. But the air was filled with distrust.

“Are you ready, Mr. Vice President, to assume the presidency in a short period of time?”

Ford, absolutely stunned, said he was prepared.

Haig wanted his assessment of the situation, but Ford did not have a lot to say. “These are what the lawyers think,” Haig told Ford, taking out the papers Buzhardt had given him.

The options for Nixon and others in the White House were numerous. Nixon could step aside temporarily under the 25th Amendment, he could just wait and delay the impeachment process, or he could try to settle for a formal censure. In addition, there were three pardon options. Nixon could pardon himself and resign. Or he could pardon the aides involved in Watergate and then resign.

Or, Haig said, Nixon could agree to leave in return for an agreement that the new president would pardon him. Haig handed Ford the papers. The first sheet contained a handwritten summary of a president’s legal authority to pardon. The second sheet was a draft pardon form that only needed Ford’s signature and Nixon’s name to make it legal.

Haig asked for Ford’s recommendation about what course Nixon might follow. Haig privately believed that this was a time for mercy if ever there were one. A pardon would be an act of simple humanity. It would spare the country a Senate trial that would create a destructive heritage of hatred and resentment. It would be patriotic and courageous, in his eyes.

Even if Haig offered no direct words on his views, the message was almost certainly sent. An emotional man, Haig was incapable of concealing his feelings; those who worked closely with him rarely found him ambiguous. In fact, Haig not only was incapable of hiding his feelings, he didn’t try. It was part of his style—to convey his attitude, and not just through words.

Ford dwelled on the pardon possibilities.

“It is my understanding from a White House lawyer,” Haig said, “that a president does have authority to grant a pardon even before criminal action has been taken against an individual.” Of course, Nixon was the only major Watergate player against whom the special prosecutor had not taken criminal action.

At the end, the general stood up. The two put their arms around each other and shook hands.

“We’ve got to keep in contact,” Haig said. “Things could break so fast that we have to be accessible to each other.”

Haig then reported to Nixon on his meeting with Ford, mentioning that he had presented Ford with the six options as drafted by Buzhardt.

Nixon did not comment.

•  •  •

Ford summoned Hartmann. He extracted another solemn pledge of secrecy.

Hartmann promised.

Ford said Haig had reported that Nixon was going to resign because of new, damaging tapes. Haig had listed some alternatives for the endgame, among them the possibility that Nixon could agree to leave in return for an agreement that he, Ford, as president, would pardon Nixon.

“Jesus!” Hartmann said aloud. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him I needed time to think about it.”

“You what?” Hartmann fairly shouted. Ford’s willingness to entertain a discussion of a pardon was probably all Haig and Nixon wanted or needed. Even entertaining any agreement of resignation for a pardon, Hartmann believed, was outrageous. Ford had already committed a monstrous impropriety and the damage that had been done was irreversible. Hartmann felt it could taint a Ford presidency forever, linking even a voluntary resignation to discussions of an eventual pardon and perhaps an expectation, at least implied, of a pardon from Ford.

Ford didn’t agree. Nothing had been promised. He wanted to talk to his wife, Betty.

Hartmann thought that was a good idea. She was noted for her independence and frankness, and Ford often sought her opinion on important matters. Mrs. Ford would see the danger, Hartmann believed. She could gently turn her husband off Haig more effectively than he could.

Late that night Ford told his wife about Haig’s alternatives. She was firm in her view that her husband shouldn’t get involved in making any recommendations at all. Not to Haig, not to Nixon, not to anybody. Ford seemed to get the message.

About 1:30 a.m., a late hour for Ford, he called Haig.

“Al, our discussion this afternoon, I hope you understand there was no agreement, no decision and no deal.”

Haig hung up and went through about 30 minutes of anguish. Ford thought he had offered some deal? Haig finally phoned Buzhardt, rousing Nixon’s lawyer from bed.

“Goddamnit,” Haig told Buzhardt at what must have been around 2 a.m., “what did you do to me?” He reported that Ford had called at such an odd hour and what he had said. Haig noted that he had gone over the six alternatives with the vice president and done it all based on legal advice. Now Ford thinks it was some kind of “agreement” or “deal.” Haig erupted, “Why did you, if this man thinks there was some deal offered, how the hell did you give me the advice you gave?” Haig felt he had been trapped. He was shocked and worried.

“I didn’t do anything to you,” Buzhardt replied. “Al, that’s all we did was give the options.”

Haig concluded there was somebody around Ford who was telling the vice president that he was being snookered. Or maybe it was even worse.

•  •  •

The next morning, Friday, August 2, Haig and Buzhardt discussed at length Ford’s late night phone call. They concluded that there was some real trouble brewing around Ford.

Over in the vice president’s suite of offices in the Old Executive Office Building that morning Ford brought in a second aide, Jack Marsh, a former Virginia congressman, for advice on Haig’s pardon conversation. Marsh, a careful, almost soulful political operative for Ford, was eager to know exactly what had happened. He had dropped in the previous day after Haig’s second meeting, and Ford had been sitting alone with his hands on his knees, staring out into space. Marsh had never seen the vice president with such a grim expression. Ford looked like he had just been told that his house with all his family in it had burned to the ground, destroying everything and everyone.

“I want you to swear you will not reveal what I’m about to tell you,” Ford said to Marsh.

Marsh assented.

Ford explained that the previous day Haig had said explicitly that new tapes were going to force Nixon’s resignation. Ford went through the alternatives that Haig had presented, including the one in which Nixon resigned. “I then, what I would do, I would give Nixon a pardon,” Ford said.

Marsh couldn’t believe it. He tried to remain calm. He could see that Ford hoped he would say, It’s the kind of thing, Jerry, you need to do. But Marsh saw the danger. “Look, you can’t do this,” he said gently.

Ford was standing. He slowly pulled the two pieces of yellow legal paper out of his pocket and handed them to Marsh. “You could make a strong case for a pardon, that it would be in the national interest,” Ford said. He seemed to be advocating Haig’s arguments for granting Nixon a pardon.

“You can’t do that,” Marsh said. It could look like or be a quid pro quo for Nixon’s resignation.

Ford didn’t see it.

Marsh knew that Ford could be stubborn once he made up his mind. He was concerned that without further advice, Ford might just go ahead with a pardon. Of the alternatives listed by Haig, Marsh could see that Ford was concentrating on the one that involved him. He was going to become president, and perhaps the best and smoothest way was to grant a pardon. Marsh said he had no problem with Ford considering a pardon but not while he was vice president. As the constitutional successor, he couldn’t consider a pardon. He knew the law. It was illegal to offer anything of value—as a pardon surely would be—in exchange for a federal office. It shouldn’t even be discussed, much less considered.

Marsh and Hartmann talked again to Ford.

Ford was now emotional, saying he had told Haig that Watergate had to stop, that it was tearing the country to pieces. With some contradiction, Ford said he had decided to go ahead and get it over with, so he had called Haig the previous night and told him they should do whatever they decided to do. It was all right with Ford, but there was no agreement.

Hartmann and Marsh were stunned. This version of Ford’s call to Haig was significantly more alarming than what they had earlier heard. Both men tried to elicit what exact words had passed between Ford and Haig, but they couldn’t get clear statements. Ford obviously just wanted the matter closed.

Marsh wondered if Haig might have concluded that a future pardon was still a viable option. Would he then use it as an inducement to get President Nixon to resign?

Of course not, Ford snapped. Haig knew better than that. There was no commitment, just conversation—and in strict confidence.

Hartmann and Marsh both lit into Ford like Dutch uncles.

Marsh was calmer. He said a Nixon resignation and a possible pardon had to be separated. They had to be de-linked. Discussing the two events in the same conversation made it difficult because that created linkage. It was hard to decouple them.

Hartmann decided that they had to figure out how to unmake an omelette. But Ford would not concede that there was an omelette to unmake.

Hartmann and Marsh left the vice president disturbed.

“We got to stop him,” Marsh said. “We got to stop him cold right now.”

Hartmann was worried that Ford had already decided to grant a pardon. They drew up a list of ten people that Ford might consult. Who might agree with them and be able to persuade Ford? They put Betty Ford at the top of the list, but they felt it would not be appropriate to enlist her. Second on the list was Bryce Harlow, a former Nixon White House counselor and one of the wise old men of Republican politics.

At their request, Ford agreed to see Harlow.

Hartmann and Marsh poured out their fears to Harlow before he met with Ford. A small, charming, passionate but wordy man, Harlow listened to them and agreed. It was a disaster. The three went to see the vice president.

Haig was carrying out a mission for Nixon, Harlow said, and Ford was in grave danger of compromising his presidency and independence. He said the vice president had to protect himself and ensure that no one could cry deal if Ford later granted Nixon a pardon. “But the most urgent thing, Mr. Vice President,” Harlow said, “is to tell Al Haig, straight out and unequivocally, that whatever discussions you and he had yesterday and last night were purely hypothetical and conversational, that you will in no manner, affirmatively or negatively, advise him or the president as to his future course, and nothing you may have said is to be represented to the president, or to anyone else, to the contrary.”

It was a lawyer’s mouthful. But Ford realized the three men were right. He had been naive. He agreed to call Haig to make it clear that he had never accepted the proffered deal. Harlow wrote out what he should say.

Ford called Haig and told him he had no intention of recommending what President Nixon should do about resigning or not resigning. Nothing they had talked about the previous afternoon should be given any consideration in whatever decision the president might make.

Haig said he agreed. But the second call was not necessary because he had received the message in Ford’s call the night before. Haig believed that the second call was a response to advice from Ford’s staff, who in Haig’s estimation were continuing to brainwash the vice president.

Afterwards, Hartmann, Marsh and Harlow had a drink together. They celebrated and declared that they had forced Ford to dodge a bullet. Hartmann was convinced that Ford had taken the yellow lined legal paper that Harlow had written outlining what Ford should say to Haig and put it down the toilet.

Ford still didn’t want to believe that Haig had offered him a deal, but he accepted the judgment of his advisers that in practical terms the offer was effectively a deal. Whatever it was, Ford believed he had rejected it, an important distinction in his mind. Without acceptance the deal was not consummated.

Ford decided both he and Haig would be better off if they never again sat down and talked about the options. The heart of the matter, Ford believed, was that one way or the other Nixon was going to go. Ford’s first concern was that he was about to become president—a job he had never sought. Now it was dropping in his lap. His second major worry was that he really didn’t want to become president.

By that evening of August 2, 1974, Haig had a bigger problem. Nixon called to say he had changed his mind about resignation.

“Let them impeach me,” Nixon told his chief of staff. “We’ll fight it out to the end.”

The next day, August 3, the vice president was traveling. In Hattiesburg, Mississippi, he held a press conference. The reporters were interested in Watergate. One noted that Ford’s press secretary had mentioned that Ford had met with Haig two days earlier to discuss impeachment. What was going on and what was Ford’s attitude?

“I have met with Al Haig,” Ford said. “I don’t think this is unusual.” Rather than evade the question, the vice president lied. The purpose of the meeting, he said, was to discuss “what could be done, if anything, to convince the members of the House that the president was innocent as both of us feel.”

Ford was apparently confident that the meetings and discussions with Haig would remain secret. If he answered truthfully, he would effectively declare the Nixon presidency over in Hattiesburg. So he told a whopper.

Later that day in New Orleans, asked again about the meeting with Haig, Ford once more deceived. “It was not an extraordinary meeting,” he said, “if that’s what you want me to say. It was an ordinary meeting of the kind that we frequently have and has no extraordinary implications.”

Ford’s statement was, of course, the opposite of what had occurred. It was more than extraordinary. The presidency would probably never be the same. Amid the uncertainty, distrust and secrecy of their small meetings, Nixon, Haig, Ford and three Ford advisers were reshaping the presidency, making the first decisions of a new era. Perhaps for the first time the presidency was to be considered a resignable office.
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AT 3 A.M. WEDNESDAY, August 7, Hartmann got out of bed. His mind was churning. Nixon was going to resign in two days, and Ford had assigned Hartmann the task of drafting the speech he would give upon assuming the presidency. Hartmann believed it was the most important job he might ever have. He would have to find a way to bridge—but also divide—the Nixon past from the Ford future. In the clarity of the uninterrupted early morning hours, Hartmann came up with what he was certain was the proper rhetorical theme for Ford: “Our long national nightmare is over.” It was a work of art, Hartmann believed, the centerpiece of a concept for the new Ford presidency, a firm declaration that America would be different, that Watergate and its multitude of poisons were passing from the governmental system and the political culture.

Proudly, Hartmann gave the speech draft to Ford, who promised to show it to Betty. The next day, Ford pulled the draft from his pocket.

“This is fine,” Ford said, “this is just great except for this one sentence.” He pointed to “My fellow Americans, our long national nightmare is over.”

“Isn’t that a little hard on Dick?” Ford asked.

“Oh, Jesus Christ Almighty!” Hartmann shouted in anguish. “Throw the whole rest of it away, just don’t throw that sentence away.” His voice cracked. “That’s the only thing that you’re going to say that anybody will ever remember!” Promising the end of the nightmare will make it true, Hartmann felt. He expected it would be the headline and the lead in every story, or certainly in the first paragraph. Hartmann said it had been a nightmare for Nixon’s friends and enemies, torn either by their role in defending a corrupt man or in destroying a Republican presidency. Hartmann virtually got on his knees and begged. He practically wept. He threatened, stopping short of saying he would quit. Hartmann couldn’t have been driven out with whips. He saw himself as about to become number one to the new number one.

“Ummm,” Ford finally said, “maybe you’re right.”

On Friday, August 9, 1974, Nixon formally resigned and Ford was sworn in as president. Speaking afterwards in the East Room, Ford promised a new era.

“I feel it is my first duty to make an unprecedented compact with my countrymen.

“I believe that truth is the glue that holds government together, not only our government but civilization itself.

“In all my public and private acts as your president, I expect to follow my instincts of openness and candor with full confidence that honesty is always the best policy in the end.

“My fellow Americans, our long national nightmare is over.”

It was the phrase that did end up in all the news stories and accounts—a blunt acknowledgment that Nixon and Watergate were wrong. Nixon’s much photographed departure by helicopter from the White House seemed to symbolize the end of the scandal.

The outpouring of goodwill toward Ford in the first week of his presidency was immense. There was a sense of cleansing and simplification. Nixon’s crisis had created the feeling of national siege. Ford had punctured the tension. He brought enormous relief, promised to restore trust through his directness and informality. Even before being sworn in, Ford asked Haig to tell the Marine Band not to play “Hail to the Chief” or “Ruffles and Flourishes”; his alma mater’s “Michigan Fight Song” would suffice. The morning of his first full day as president, he toasted his own English muffins. The muffins and the “Michigan Fight Song” became symbols of a new approach: the isolated and powerful imperial presidency was over. It needed to be over. The nation seemed to be falling in love with its new Midwestern president.

•  •  •

There was still one lingering matter: Nixon’s future. Would the former president be prosecuted? The nation—or at least the media—seemed transfixed by the question. Some of Nixon’s former aides went to work to keep him from jail. On August 27, Leonard Garment, a Nixon White House counsel and former law partner who had remained on the Ford legal staff, drafted a memo urging that Ford pardon Nixon the next day when his first press conference as president was scheduled. Garment, probably the most liberal of Nixon’s former aides, argued that without an immediate pardon, Ford would lose control. The political costs down the road would be too great as pressure for prosecution mounted and the national mood of reconciliation diminished. “The whole miserable tragedy will be played out to God knows what ugly and wounding conclusion,” Garment forecast, implying obliquely that Nixon might even take his own life.

Philip Buchen, Ford’s former law partner, friend and now White House counsel, gave the memo to Ford but told the president that it was premature to consider a pardon.

Haig, who had stayed on temporarily as chief of staff, reported to Garment that Ford was going to announce a pardon at the press conference. “It’s all set,” Haig said, but then later in the day he told Garment that the lawyers had delayed it.

At his press conference, Ford made it clear that a pardon was an option. He also indicated strongly that he was not going to make a premature decision.

“In the last ten days or two weeks,” Ford said, “I have asked for prayers for guidance on this very important point.”

Hartmann’s stomach turned to a knot. If Ford was not going to do anything, what was all the praying about?

After the press conference, Ford was seething with anger. He said to himself, “Goddamn it, I am not going to put up with this.” Nixon was still haunting him.

Later that night, Ford was up in the residence clutching a glass of Jack Daniel’s. He seemed to be staring 1,000 yards in the distance. He was amazed at all the focus on Nixon and the venom, the hate. Although nine of the 28 questions had been about Nixon’s future, Ford thought all the questions or at least 90 percent of them had been about the former president. Ford felt he couldn’t function as president if the Watergate obsession persisted. Nothing could compete with the raw drama of a former president, especially Nixon, trying to stay out of jail.

Ford wondered how he could direct the press to other issues. How could he control the emotions of the American people on the subject? What about Nixon? No one ever controlled him. How could he manage the legal process that was in the hands of Special Prosecutor Jaworski? How would he establish his own legitimacy?

•  •  •

Two days after the press conference, Friday, August 30, Ford met with Haig, Hartmann, Marsh and Buchen in the Oval Office. He swore all to secrecy. Pausing, Ford carefully filled his pipe with tobacco. He said he was strongly inclined to pardon Nixon.

There was silence. Hartmann focused on the antique clock. Its loud tick seemed like a burst of machine-gun fire.

Haig couldn’t believe the good news. He almost had to pinch himself. He tried to excuse himself. Ford waved him back into his seat.

Ford said he didn’t believe the public would want Nixon jailed. If perhaps years down the road Nixon was found guilty, the public might clamor for a pardon. Why wait? “My mind is 99 percent made up,” Ford said.

The old Ford hands realized that meant 100 percent; the decision had been made.

Ford had to take a phone call, and Haig left. Hartmann darted into his adjoining office to retrieve the transcripts of Ford’s press conference. Waving the papers at the president, Hartmann said, “Here are your own words . . . ‘until any legal process has been undertaken, I think it is unwise and untimely for me to make any commitment.’ And you answered that ‘until it gets to me, I make no commitment.’ ”

Ford’s jaw tightened. He noted that Hartmann had left out the part where Ford had said he wouldn’t rule out a pardon.

“Well, okay,” Hartmann replied. “Maybe that’s what you meant, but that isn’t what I heard or what most people heard. What everybody believes is that you may pardon Nixon some day but not right away. And not until there have been some further legal steps in the case.” A pardon now would seem to be a sudden and unexplainable reversal.

Ford grew testy. Hartmann thought he was going to be physically ejected from the office.

Marsh too was deeply worried. He went to see Ford, who was in his study off the Oval Office, having lunch alone, reading and eating ice cream for dessert.

“You may want to throw me out of this office,” Marsh said. “I don’t want you to misunderstand me.” He reminded Ford of when Haig had proposed a pardon in exchange for Nixon’s resignation. Ford had rejected the proposal, but what if he now pardoned Nixon, and the press learned of the Haig proposal? Well, Marsh said directly, it could be a huge problem. “Questions are going to be raised about a deal,” he said.

Ford stopped eating. “Jack,” Ford said, “I know exactly where you’re coming from and I have thought of that and there was no deal.”

Marsh was reassured. He tended to believe Ford. But Marsh said there would be a firestorm of public outrage if the press ever learned about the conversation with Haig. A pardon now, so soon after that discussion, would increase the risk of linkage.

“One,” Ford said firmly, “I know and understand the risks, and two, there was no deal.”

•  •  •

Ford called in Benton Becker, 36, a longtime friend and former Justice Department attorney who had assisted him during his years in the House. He asked Becker to determine exactly what a president’s pardon powers were even prior to indictment or conviction. In addition, he assigned Becker to help determine what should be done with Nixon’s papers and tapes. Nixon wanted them shipped to him in California. Traditionally a former president owned all his papers.

“You will be writing the history of your presidency in the first weeks,” Becker told Ford, “and history is going to say Jerry Ford participated in the final act of the Watergate cover-up.” He was intentionally hitting Ford hard, knowing that Ford was the ultimate Republican team player who would want to help Nixon—with a pardon and by sending his papers out to California.

Ford stiffened.

“There will be one hell of a bonfire out there in California and that is exactly what the history will write about your administration—no matter what happens for the next two and a half years, whatever you do.” Becker kept pounding on the issue.

“That history must be preserved,” Ford finally said at another meeting. He put his arm around Becker. “Do whatever you have to do, but it must be preserved. I’m not shipping this stuff out.”

In his research on presidential pardons, Becker found a 1915 Supreme Court case, Burdick v. United States. The Court’s ruling stated that a pardon “carries an imputation of guilt, acceptance, a confession of it.” Becker explained the Burdick precedent to Ford. If they could get Nixon to accept the pardon, they would have a confession, an acknowledgment that Nixon was guilty of criminal conduct.

“You make sure that Richard Nixon understands that case too,” Ford told Becker. “That he understands that our position, the White House position, will be his acceptance is an acknowledgment of guilt.” Becker had to get Nixon to accept. “Make sure there’s an acceptance,” Ford said. “I don’t want to be embarrassed.”

Ford said he was no longer merely considering a pardon. He had decided to do it if he could.

•  •  •

Herbert J. Miller, one of Washington’s foremost criminal defense attorneys, took a call at home on a Saturday from one of Nixon’s former aides, Richard Moore.

Would you represent Richard Nixon? Moore asked.

“If I said no,” Miller said, “I’d have to resign from the bar.” Miller was a lifelong Republican who nonetheless had headed the criminal division of Bobby Kennedy’s Justice Department in the early 1960s. He had unusual bipartisan credibility.

In early September, Miller walked into Nixon’s office in San Clemente to tell him that Ford was likely to grant a pardon. They began hours and hours of discussion.

Nixon was opposed to accepting the pardon. He felt it would imply some kind of guilt. In the public mind the necessity of a pardon would make him culpable.

Miller knew Nixon’s desperate financial situation. If indicted by the special prosecutor, Nixon would have attorneys’ fees that would bankrupt him, Miller said. He had taken as much physically and emotionally as he could. He should accept a pardon for the well-being of himself and his family. Given the saturation news coverage of Watergate, Miller said, there was no way the former president could get a fair trial if indicted. “How in God’s name could you find an impartial jury?” he asked.

Miller felt any attempt to jail the former president would make the United States look like a Latin American banana republic.

•  •  •

A few days later, Ford decided to send Becker to meet with Nixon and Miller in San Clemente to see what could be worked out on Nixon’s papers and tapes, in addition to a possible statement from Nixon if Ford granted a pardon.

Becker and Miller took an Air Force jet and arrived about midnight, which was 3 a.m. Washington time. Nixon’s former press secretary, Ronald Ziegler, greeted them coldly at Nixon’s compound, the former so-called Western White House situated on a bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean.

“I can tell you right now,” Ziegler told Becker, “that President Nixon will make no statement of admission or complicity in return for a pardon from Jerry Ford.”

“Can you tell me how to reach the Air Force pilot that brought me here,” Becker replied, “so that I can instruct him to take me back to Washington?”

Miller calmed everyone down.

The next day they reached agreement on joint custody of the Nixon papers and tapes. It was a complicated arrangement that would allow Nixon to destroy the tapes after ten years and gain sole custody over his papers after three years.

Ziegler produced a draft of a statement that Nixon would be willing to issue accepting the pardon. The draft emphasized the pressure of the presidency, Nixon’s reliance on his staff, how he should have delegated less even though he was focused on foreign affairs.

Becker said no statement would be better.

Miller dictated some ideas. Nixon reviewed it. They went back and forth until a fourth statement was presented to Becker.

In that version, Nixon accepted the pardon and said, “I was wrong in not acting more decisively and more forthrightly in dealing with Watergate.”

Becker argued for language acknowledging obstruction of justice.

Miller would not begin to agree since his client categorically denied he had obstructed justice. Miller’s goal was to make sure that Nixon did not say that he had committed a crime.

Becker wanted some reference to the period when justice had been obstructed, and eventually Miller agreed to add that Nixon was “wrong,” particularly when Watergate reached “the stage of judicial proceedings.” Becker thought that phrase at least obliquely meant obstruction of justice.

Miller knew it didn’t.

The draft also contained the standard “mistakes were made” language that Nixon had used for years, putting off the blame on others.

Becker insisted that two words be added— “my own.”

Miller agreed, but it was in a long paragraph that said: “I know that many fair-minded people believe that my motivations and actions in the Watergate affair were intentionally self-serving and illegal. I now understand how my own mistakes and misjudgments have contributed to that belief and seemed to support it.”

Many fair-minded people did believe Nixon’s actions were illegal, Miller realized, but the statement did not say Nixon was one of them.

Finally, a long, six-paragraph statement was agreed upon about 5 p.m. on Friday, September 6. Becker told Ziegler that he needed to see Nixon to make certain he understood Ford’s position on the acceptance of the pardon.

Ziegler said he and Miller had explained it to Nixon. No meeting would be necessary.

Miller again intervened. There would be no harm if Becker went to see the former president, he said.

Becker walked alone some 40 yards to Nixon’s office in the hacienda-style compound. He had never met the former president but had an indelible image of him from decades of watching television. As Becker entered, Nixon rose shakily from behind his desk. The former president’s arms and body were so thin and frail that his head seemed disproportionately, even grotesquely large. His shirt seemed too big at the neck. The famous Nixon jowls were exaggerated, the face deeply wrinkled. His hair was disheveled, his fingernails yellowish. Nixon, then 61, looked about 85. He was stooped and seemed to almost jump with fright at seeing Becker.

The walls were stripped bare. Behind the desk were American and presidential flags on either side.

“We’ve accomplished a lot of very important things here, Mr. President,” Becker said, adding that history would benefit from the papers and tapes agreement. “I want to talk with you about the possibility of President Ford issuing a pardon to you.”

The mention of pardon seemed to produce anxiety in Nixon, as if he didn’t want to discuss it. He walked around his desk, then sat down in a chair next to Becker.

“Big fella,” Nixon said, “have you played football?”

“Long, long time ago,” Becker replied.

Becker turned back to the matter of pardon. He explained the 1915 Burdick case, noting that it gave Nixon the right to reject the pardon. The full power of the law would back Nixon up if he wanted to reject. However, the case also made it clear that acceptance was a confession of guilt. Becker wanted to make sure Nixon understood. “Acceptance is an acknowledgment of guilt, Mr. President,” Becker said. “Those are not my words, those are the words of the United States Supreme Court.”

Nixon gave Becker a look of understanding but also puzzlement. “Did you ever work in my administration?” the former president inquired.

“No,” Becker said. “But I do live in Washington.”

“How are the Redskins going to do this year?” Nixon asked about the capital’s professional football team.

Becker said he didn’t know. He returned to the Burdick case. “That’s what the U.S. Supreme Court says and that’s what President Ford’s White House will say. I’ve given a copy of Burdick to your counsel. Jack’s got a copy, and I’m sure you can read it at your leisure.”

“I understand,” Nixon said as if dismissing the obvious. “I’m free to say no. Free to say no.”

Becker thanked Nixon. He said he appreciated the courtesies they had showed him, and he walked out. As Becker was getting his briefcase and papers together, Ziegler approached.

“The president wants to see you again,” he said.

Aw, man, Becker thought, he’s going to take it back, wreck days of intense work. He went back into Nixon’s small office.

Nixon, still in his coat and tie, stood behind his chair, which he had pushed to his desk.

“Before you left,” the former president said, “I wanted to give you something. You’ve been a gentleman, and I appreciate that. I’ve seen enough bullies in the last months.” With his frail arms he gestured to the empty walls. “I wanted to give you something,” he repeated; in a tone of distress, near tears, he added, “but they took it all away from me. Everything I had is gone.” He reached down to a drawer and took out two little boxes. “Pat found these for me in the jewelry box, and I want you to have these. There aren’t any more of these in the world.”

“Mr. President,” Becker said, taking the boxes, which contained a Richard Nixon signature tiepin and a pair of presidential seal cufflinks, “you don’t have to do this.”

“I want to do this,” Nixon said.

Becker shook his hand and turned toward the door. He then glanced back at Nixon, who was leaning forward over his desk. Becker realized that it was a mirror image of the famous picture of Jack Kennedy from the back leaning over in the Oval Office—The Loneliest Job in the World. Kennedy’s frailties had been largely hidden in his lifetime. Nixon was exposed, almost naked to the world.

Becker showed the cufflinks to Miller.

“He really is in a very depressed state, isn’t he?” Becker said.

“Yes,” Miller said, “sometimes he can be very difficult to work with.”

•  •  •

After returning to Washington, Becker went to the White House to brief Ford on the pardon and papers-tapes agreements.

Ford asked about Nixon’s condition.

“Deeply, deeply depressed,” Becker said. “More depressed than any person I’ve ever seen, lacking any will to survive.” Noting he was not a medical doctor, and leaving open the possibility that the meeting was a little demonstration to win sympathy, Becker added, “I really have serious questions in my mind whether that man is going to be alive at the time of the election.”

“Well,” Ford noted, “1976 is a long time away.”

“I don’t mean 1976,” Becker said, “I mean 1974.” That was two months away.

Ford read the draft statement that Nixon had agreed to issue: “I was wrong in not acting more decisively and more forthrightly.

“No words can describe the depth of my regret and pain at the anguish my mistakes over Watergate have caused . . . my own mistakes and misjudgments. . . .”

This was more personal responsibility than Nixon had ever accepted in public, even when he resigned.

Haig asked Becker, only half-joking, “Did you put a gun to his head?”

Later that night Ford leaned back in his large chair, stretched out and placed his hands behind his head. He recited his reasons for granting the pardon.

Hartmann persisted. “What’s the rush? Why must it be tomorrow? Why not Christmas Eve, or a year from now, when things quiet down?” Ford had been president for less than a month.

Ford said every time he had a press conference, he would be asked whether he was going to pardon Nixon. “How am I going to answer it?”

“That’s easy,” Hartmann said. “Just tell them you haven’t decided.”

“But I have decided,” the president replied.

Hartmann was amazed, and thought of saying, “Jerry, if you can’t be any more of a liar than that you shouldn’t be president.” But he held his tongue.

Sunday morning, September 8, Ford went to the 8 a.m. service at St. John’s Episcopal Church on Lafayette Square across from the White House. He sat alone and took Holy Communion. Back at the Oval Office, he reviewed the draft of the pardon statement he planned to read on television that morning. Taking a felt-tip pen, he inserted a phrase saying that possible prosecution was “threatening Nixon’s health.”

Ford then turned to Hartmann. “You know, if I decided to do it and then something happened to him and I hadn’t done it because I was just waiting for a better time, I would never be able to forgive myself.”

An hour before Ford was to go on television, Jerry terHorst, Ford’s press secretary and a friend of 25 years, came to the Oval Office. He had just learned of the pardon decision the day before, and he had come to submit a letter to Ford saying he was resigning as a matter of conscience.

Ford read the letter: “Try as I can, it is impossible to conclude that the former president is more deserving of mercy than persons of lesser station in life whose offenses have had far less effect on our national well-being.”

Ford saw there was nothing he could do to talk his old friend out of leaving. He knew terHorst’s resignation would add substantially to the inevitable controversy.

At 11:05 a.m. President Ford turned to the camera. Of Nixon and his family, Ford said, “Theirs is an American tragedy in which we all have played a part. It could go on and on and on, or someone must write the end to it. I have concluded that only I can do that, and if I can I must.”

The core reason for the decision, he said, was to put both Nixon and Watergate in the past. In essence, the nightmare was continuing. He called the renewed public focus on Watergate “bad dreams that continue to reopen a chapter that is closed.”

He added, “I feel that Richard Nixon and his loved ones have suffered enough.” He then read his proclamation, granting Nixon a full pardon for all crimes he committed or may have committed while president.

•  •  •

The new president had misjudged the mood. Rather than sympathy, the public and media voiced outrage at Ford. The pardon seemed to be on Nixon’s terms—early, complete and without acknowledgment that he had committed crimes or even impeachable offenses. It also was a total surprise. There had been no preparation with the Congress or the public. Ford’s action seemed to contradict his own public statements that suggested he would wait. Ford claimed he acted in the interests of the country. But he included in the announcement the phrase voicing compassion, even tenderness, for Nixon and his family.

•  •  •

One day not long after the pardon, David Kennerly, the new White House photographer and a close Ford friend, was in the Oval Office with the president. Ford had his hands in his pockets and was looking at the seal of office, the large eagle.

“You know the only job I really ever wanted was Speaker of the House,” Ford said with a note of melancholy. “I never thought I’d be standing here.”

Later Kennerly joked with Ford about the pardon. “What did you think, that by pardoning Nixon on an early Sunday morning no one would notice?”

Ford laughed. He was not defensive at first. He was convinced that it was the right thing to do.

On September 16, eight days after the pardon, Ford held his second press conference. Out of 21 questions, 15 were about the pardon or Nixon. Instead of putting Watergate behind and healing the wounds, Ford had rubbed salt in them, plunging the country back into the nightmare he had declared over.

An outcry in Congress about the pardon and suspicions of a deal or secret reason for the pardon continued, and some House members wanted an investigation. Written questions were sent to the White House for answers.

One question was: “Did you ever discuss the pardon with any member of the Nixon staff prior to the time you became president?”

Phil Buchen, the White House counsel and Ford’s former law partner, prepared the draft answers, and to that question he wrote no.

Jack Marsh saw the draft answers and went to see Ford alone. He didn’t have to remind the president of the still secret meeting with Haig on August 1, and Haig’s offer of a deal. Only Ford, his wife, Marsh, Hartmann and Bryce Harlow knew about the offer. “You can’t sign that,” Marsh told Ford.

“I know,” Ford said.

The questions had come from a subcommittee headed by Representative William Hungate, a Missouri Democrat. Marsh and Hungate had started in Congress the same year.

“You know,” Ford said, “the best way to handle this is maybe just to go up there.” Maybe he should make a personal appearance before the congressional committee, testify and lance the boil.

Marsh liked the idea.

“How well do you know Carl Albert?” Ford asked, referring to the Speaker of the House, an Oklahoma Democrat.

“I know Carl well,” Marsh said. Years before he had served in the House as a conservative Democrat from Virginia. Although he had switched his party affiliation in 1970, he still had a warm acquaintance with the speaker.

Albert was also one of those who had strongly recommended to Nixon that he pick Ford as his vice president when Agnew resigned in 1973. Marsh felt that Albert’s recommendation may have been key to promoting Ford to the vice presidency.

“Jack, go up and see Carl and get Carl’s view on what he thinks I ought to do,” Ford said. Both Ford and Marsh knew that Albert could control any appearance.

Marsh prepared a one-page summary, including a factual statement that Haig had met with then-President Ford on August 1 to discuss options, among them a presidential pardon. He then took the summary to Albert.

Albert read it and laid it down on the desk.

“Jack,” the speaker said, “let me tell you something. The greatest thing that Ford brings to the presidency is integrity and his reputation for honesty.” Some of the matters leading up to the pardon are troublesome, he said. “But it’s easy to get rid of it. Tell him to come on up here. He isn’t going to get hurt, because the most important thing for the United States is the success of Jerry Ford as president. He isn’t going to be hurt.”

Marsh considered it a firm promise of no rough treatment. The speaker would be watching to make sure nothing got out of hand. Marsh reported to Ford.

“Okay, let’s do it,” the president said.

Marsh next went to see Hungate, who was getting dressed in the House gym. They found Peter Rodino, the New Jersey Democrat who headed the Judiciary Committee. The three men worked out the arrangements. Ford would take no oath, and the questioning would only be done by subcommittee members with each allowed just five minutes.

•  •  •

Marsh had significant missionary work to do with Phil Buchen, who had not known of the August 1 events. Marsh thought Buchen might resign. Coming in the wake of terHorst’s resignation, Buchen’s quitting would be a disaster. They had to keep him on board.

When he learned of the August 1 Ford-Haig meeting, Buchen realized that Haig had rather skillfully planted the pardon seed. His biggest concern was what Ford would say in his testimony. He went to see the president.

“You’d better put those meetings up front in your statement,” Buchen told Ford. “You’ve got to tell what you thought of them.”

Ford said he did not make a deal with Haig, but that after the Haig meeting, Marsh, Hartmann and Bryce Harlow had convinced him that Haig had offered a deal, although one was never consummated.

Buchen set about drafting Ford’s statement, disclosing the Haig meeting and stating Ford’s conclusion about the offer of a deal.

Fred Buzhardt, Nixon’s White House lawyer who remained on Ford’s legal staff, read the prepared testimony. On Saturday morning he called Haig at home. Haig was about to depart for Europe as the NATO commander—the position to which Ford had appointed him.

“Al,” Buzhardt said, “I think you’d better come over to the White House. These boys have prepared sworn testimony for the president that could very well result in your indictment.”

Furious, nearly out of control, Haig got in his car and drove to the White House to see Buchen and Marsh, insisting he be allowed to read the draft testimony.

Indeed it said that Haig had offered Ford the presidency in return for a pardon for Nixon, and that Ford had rejected the offer in phone calls the night of August 1 and the afternoon of August 2.

“Whoever wrote this testimony,” Haig said, “is setting the president up to tell a lie. I won’t be a part of it.” He demanded to see the president at once.

They told him it was not possible. Marsh said there was no reason for concern.

“I will either see Ford immediately,” Haig threatened, “or I will call a press conference right now, right here in the White House press room.” He said fiercely he would expose the role of Ford’s friends and aides to hurt Nixon and drive him from office. He described “a secret effort by Ford people to hurry Nixon out of the presidency behind Jerry Ford’s back.”

Within minutes Haig was in the Oval Office meeting with the president.

“Al, what’s this about?” Ford asked.

“Did you read the testimony your boys have concocted? They’re going to put me in jail for something that’s totally wrong.” Not only would it lead to charges against Haig but it would fuel suspicions that two presidents—Nixon and Ford—had conspired in a deal.

“What do you want?” Ford asked.

“The truth,” Haig replied. “That’s all.”

“You’ll have it, Al,” Ford said. He handed Haig a yellow legal tablet. “You write that portion as you remember,” the president said.

Haig did. It stated that no deal was offered.

Everything about the conclusions of Hartmann, Marsh, Harlow and eventually Ford, that Haig offered a deal, was excised from the testimony.

•  •  •

Ford and Marsh worked almost every day for the first two weeks of October on Ford’s testimony. Just before the hearing, Marsh went with Ford to Kansas and the two worked in the hotel there until about midnight on the opening statement, essentially a speech that ran dozens of pages.

The meetings with Haig on August 1 were laid out in detail, focusing on the benign interpretation of the listing of six options. Nothing about Hartmann’s, Marsh’s or Harlow’s interpretation was mentioned. Nor was Ford’s late night phone conversation with Haig included.

“I was determined not to make any recommendations to President Nixon on his resignation,” Ford’s testimony read in final form. “For that reason, Mr. Chairman, I decided I should call General Haig the afternoon of August 2.”

There was nothing about the various concerns of an offered deal.

On Thursday morning, October 17, Ford and Marsh rode up together to the hearing. The stakes couldn’t be higher, Marsh thought; it all could go down the tubes here. He looked over at the president, who seemed to be having similar thoughts.

President Ford appeared before Congressman Hungate’s subcommittee in room 2141 of the Rayburn House Office Building. It was the first documented appearance of a sitting president before a congressional committee. Ford read his statement for 43 minutes, and he answered questions for an hour.

Ford did say, after Representative Elizabeth Holtzman, a Democrat from New York, raised the issue, “I want to assure you, the members of this subcommittee, the members of Congress, and the American people there was no deal, period, under no circumstances.”

“President Denies Any Deal on Pardon,” read the banner headline in The Washington Post. The news story noted that Ford only added one new fact in the testimony—the Ford-Haig meetings on August 1. “Mr. Ford testified that Haig told him White House staff members were considering half a dozen options that Mr. Nixon might follow,” the Post story said, “and that one of them was that he might resign and be pardoned.”

No one went further. Ford had hidden the real story in plain sight.

That did not end the House inquiry, however. The subcommittee had subpoenas outstanding to a number of the players, including Haig.

But on November 22, the Republicans moved to close down the investigation. Chairman Hungate and two other Democrats joined the Republicans to close the inquiry, and it carried by a 6–3 vote.

•  •  •

Ford, like many presidents, believed what he wanted to believe. The presidency gives the holder a unique power to project an explanation. There was no deal on the pardon because Ford said so. He claimed it repeatedly, and there was no hard evidence to contradict him. But Ford’s explanation was never satisfactory.

The new president held powerful cards. Ford could have leveraged his constitutional power to grant the pardon, to force Nixon to make a fuller confession and apology. He could have settled some of the basic questions that Nixon then went on to debate for two decades. A shadow of suspicion was cast over Ford.
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WATERGATE HAD placed an inexperienced executive in the presidency. Ford was unaccustomed to the high level of scrutiny. He was used to a congressional lifestyle, which often included alcohol at lunch. This habit proved particularly embarrassing for Ford when he gave a luncheon speech. Once, in Denver, he skipped several dozen pages of his remarks because he had what his aides called a few “marts,” for martinis, before speaking. Early in the presidency, when Ford put his drink down at a reception, his personal aide took it. Some real friction developed between the president and several of his aides over the issue. Finally William Lukash, the White House physician, went to Ford with some blunt advice.

“You’re president of the United States,” Lukash told Ford; “stop drinking. Especially stop drinking martinis at lunch.”

Don Penny, Ford’s professional humor writer, was trying to cure Ford of speaking in his natural, deadly slow, Midwestern, slightly nasal monotone. In one speech Ford had talked about ballistic missiles and deterrence. It came out as if Ford were trying to have “insurance” for the missiles.

Penny asked David Kennerly, the White House photographer, what had happened.

“Well, Don, he had a couple of martinis.”

“You mean he drank before the speech?”

Yes, Kennerly said.

Penny forced a confrontation with Ford, who permitted Penny to be both irreverent and frank.

Ford eventually took the advice, and he cut back.

•  •  •

“Why’d you pardon Nixon?” Penny asked Ford once late in the presidency.

“I had to get rid of him!” Ford replied. “I couldn’t get the work done. Everybody was busy trying to crucify the guy. And I finally said to people, ‘Enough already! Pardon him.’ And Phil Buchen said, ‘On what basis?’ And I said, ‘I don’t care. Get him out of here. I can’t do this job until people stop. Enough.’ ”

“Well,” Penny replied, taken with Ford’s burst of frustration, “if you’d say it to the American people the way you just said it to me, there’d be no doubt.”

But Ford never found the voice to say it that way, or to convey how he felt that the public and press outrage over the pardon had weakened his ability to govern.

•  •  •

Ford had to lead in spite of the constraints placed on a president after Vietnam and Watergate. Congress had passed bills limiting the two most important areas of presidential decision making: budget making and warmaking. It was as if the presidency were being penalized for the excesses and sins of Nixon and Lyndon Johnson. One of the most shocking developments for Ford was that his defense secretary, James Schlesinger, a prickly intellectual who had been promoted to the defense post in 1973 by Nixon in one of the Watergate cabinet shuffles, disobeyed his orders—a conclusion Ford avoided in his memoirs.

In late April 1975, as Vietnam was falling, Ford felt that he was powerless. It was almost nine months after he had assumed the presidency, and he could neither mobilize the Congress nor the public. On the final day he sat in the Oval Office receiving reports of the last Americans escaping by helicopter from the U.S. Embassy in Saigon. It was his saddest day as president. He ordered Schlesinger to send U.S. aircraft to evacuate as many South Vietnamese as possible. Schlesinger disagreed with the decision and did not send the aircraft. Ford took note of the flat-out insubordination. There was no question in his mind that Schlesinger had outright disobeyed him. But the fall of Vietnam was tough enough to handle, so he avoided a confrontation.

Two weeks later, in May 1975, Cambodian forces seized the American merchant ship SS Mayaguez, which had a crew of 39. During a 65-hour crisis, Ford ordered a successful rescue mission, although 41 American servicemen were killed in the operation. Ford also ordered Schlesinger to launch four military air strikes into Cambodia as punishment. Schlesinger, who did not favor the punitive strikes, reported that the first strike was completed, and Ford assumed his orders would be followed and the other three would take place.

At the end of the crisis, Ford learned through the military reports that none of the strikes had been carried out. Not only had the secretary of defense ignored his orders, he had never given the commander in chief of the armed forces an accurate report. Schlesinger’s insubordination was almost too shocking for Ford to contemplate. But the public deemed the rescue mission a huge success, lifting the national mood after the Vietnam debacle. Ford’s approval ratings shot up 11 points. Once again he avoided dealing with the defense secretary.

Finally, five months later, Ford decided to fire Schlesinger. He planned to argue that he needed his own team. On Sunday morning, November 2, he summoned Schlesinger to the Oval Office, planning to face him down and list his various acts of insubordination.

“Jim,” Ford said, “I’m anxious to get my own cabinet. I’d like to make some changes and it involves you.”

“Are you firing me?” Schlesinger asked directly.

“If you put it that way, yes,” the president replied.

Schlesinger got up and walked out before the president had a chance to make his case—a final act of insubordination in Ford’s eyes.

For his part, Schlesinger realized that he had disobeyed Ford, so there was reason to fire him. He just felt that these were important enough matters to quarrel with and stand up to the president.

But the unpublicized breakdown of the military chain of command was, as a practical matter, perhaps the worst and most significant scandal of the Ford presidency—one that neither Ford nor Schlesinger should have allowed to continue for a minute. It was the height of the Cold War, and the United States had just lost a war for the first time. The Soviet Union looked strong and formidable, the U.S. military weak and demoralized. That the president and the secretary of defense could not agree on who was in charge was appalling. Someone who had campaigned for president nationally or had come up through the executive ranks as a governor would not have tolerated the situation.

•  •  •

Part of Ford’s approach in the 1976 presidential election was to ignore Nixon and Watergate. At an April 29, 1976, press conference, he said, “Well, it’s my judgment that is an unfortunate era, certainly the period that took place from 1971 or 1973 on, and I think the more that all of us forget that period and the unfortunate developments, the better.

“I think it’s better for all of us to just not remind ourselves of that unfortunate period. I do it deliberately.”

In contrast, Ford’s Democratic opponent, Jimmy Carter, subtly used Watergate to his benefit, calling the past four years the “Nixon-Ford administration” without specifically mentioning the scandal. Candidate Carter also kept hammering Ford at the slightest sign of ethical wrongdoing. When it was revealed in the summer of 1976 that FBI Director Clarence Kelley had FBI carpenters put up $335 worth of window valances in his house, Carter criticized Ford for letting Kelley stay in his post. “The director of the FBI ought to be purer than Caesar’s wife,” Carter said. “When people throughout the country, particularly young people, see Richard Nixon cheating, lying and leaving the highest office in disgrace . . . when you see the head of the FBI break a little law and stay there, it gives everybody the sense that crime must be okay. If the big shots in Washington can get away with it, well so can I.”

The Watergate shadow got worse for Ford in September. News leaked on September 21 that the fourth and last Watergate special prosecutor, Charles F. C. Ruff, had subpoenaed records to see if Ford had accepted improper cash payments from a small maritime union. Ford felt the facts weren’t there to justify Ruff’s action, but he was unsure of what to do. He couldn’t talk to the attorney general because he had promised never to interfere with an investigation. He was reluctant to challenge the special prosecutor since that would reek of Nixon and the Saturday Night Massacre. But he thought Ruff was pro-Carter, playing politics and taking more damn time than he should have.

After talking with the influential Washington lawyer Edward Bennett Williams, Ford decided to make his case to the people. On September 30, the president told the press he had complete confidence that Ruff’s probe would find him innocent. “There is a saying in the law that ‘justice delayed is justice denied,’ ” Ford said. He wanted Ruff either to shut up or make his case.

Six days later, the FBI interrogated Ford in the president’s San Francisco hotel suite, where he was preparing for the second presidential debate with Carter. His aides saw that the president was distracted and upset a day before the most critical moment of the campaign. At the debate, Ford made a blunder, claiming, “There is no Soviet domination of Eastern Europe, and there never will be in a Ford administration.” Carter jumped on the gaffe, pointing out that there were Soviet troops occupying much of Eastern Europe, and Ford plummeted in the polls. Ford’s advisers felt the FBI interview was at least in part responsible for the president’s poor showing.

On October 13, Ruff finally gave Ford the vindication he had been seeking, declaring the case closed. But the damage had been done. Ford believed the foul aroma of Watergate had been injected unfairly into the campaign, blunting the momentum of his election drive. In November, Ford lost the presidency by 2 percent, and he left wondering if the pardon of Nixon was the deciding factor.

•  •  •

After the election, Ford had General Haig, now the NATO commander, to the Oval Office for a meeting alone. Haig thought that Ford had grown as president, almost, but not quite, attaining the stature of the office.

For Haig, the pardon had been the seminal act of the Ford presidency. It was above all an act of loyalty to Nixon.

The president threw his arm around Haig. He felt it best that he and Haig not reminisce about the pardon at all. Both would be better off that way.

“Al,” Ford said, “this is a very sad time for me. I never really wanted the job. And it was only in the last year or so that I realized that I could do it. And the tragedy is that when I really wanted it, I lost it.”

•  •  •

Hartmann published his memoir in 1980 and spoke often on the Ford presidency. He thought that all anyone remembered was that Ford had not been elected in the first place, that he had pardoned Nixon, and that in 1976 he had lost his own election. For Hartmann, the pardon was the hinge on which the understanding of the Ford presidency would open and shut. Ford could never disentangle himself from suspicions about a pardon deal. It was the inhibiting factor of Ford’s presidency, Hartmann believed.

In the years afterwards, Nixon campaigned actively for his version of Watergate. Nixon told British journalist David Frost in a series of 1977 television interviews, “I said things that were not true. Most of them were fundamentally true on the big issues.” So he hadn’t really lied. “If they want me to get down and grovel on the floor, no. Never. Because I don’t believe I should.”

“I let down my friends. I let down the country.” His political life was over. He had botched things up and had made bad judgments. “I did not commit a crime, an impeachable offense.”

Jack Miller, his attorney, realized that Nixon had laid the conditions for his comeback. The launching pad for Nixon’s case was simple. He had committed no crimes and no impeachable offenses.

In the end, Ford wasn’t sure if Nixon had actually committed a crime. But he was certain that Nixon had committed an impeachable offense—so much so that if Nixon had gone to trial in the Senate and Ford had been in the Senate at the time, he would have voted to convict and remove him from office. Ford felt that those like himself who lived in the arena at the time and had personal hands-on involvement could best understand and judge Nixon.

•  •  •

By 1997—more than 25 years after the Watergate burglary that propelled Ford to the presidency—I had reviewed many of the newspaper stories about his presidency, read the memoirs, had my assistant, Jeff Glasser, spend days reading the files and papers of Ford and his aides stored in Ford’s presidential library in Ann Arbor, Michigan, and we had interviewed all the key players. How could it be sorted out? The full story had not been told, as it never is. Was it possible to interrogate this historical record? Attempt to square it all? I arranged to go see Ford. In my years of covering Watergate, even matters that took place during the Ford presidency and all the subsequent years in Washington, I had never interviewed or talked to Ford. We met in a suite at the Waldorf Towers in New York City on September 22, 1997. Ford was there for a board of directors meeting. At the age of 84 he was in good shape and his memory seemed sound. His speech was slow; his mild and decent approach to life was apparent. We sat down and I turned on my tape recorder. No one else was in the room. The Secret Service detail was across the hall.

Ford spoke—there is no other way to describe it—fondly of Nixon. When he had come to the House of Representatives in 1949, a dark-haired fellow, then beginning his second term in the House, came up and said, “I’m Dick Nixon. I’m glad to meet you.” They had become friends and stayed friends in the 1950s and 1960s. Yes, Ford said, Nixon committed impeachable offenses. But the real problem with the Nixon presidency, he claimed, was the officiousness and dominance of Nixon’s aides—H. R. “Bob” Haldeman, John D. Ehrlichman and Charles W. Colson.

“Fortunately, I knew Dick Nixon better than they did and I knew he didn’t operate that way. This was a group of people who were distorting, really, many of the Nixon ideas, plans, etc.”

I was astonished, given the monumental record and the dozens of hours of Watergate tapes then available that showed Nixon directing the cover-up and other unsavory activities. We got around to his decision to pardon Nixon. Ford confirmed that Haig had offered a deal, but said he had rejected it when he called Haig the second time. “It was a deal,” Ford said, “but it never became a deal because I never accepted.”

Of that period in August 1974, Ford said, “Nobody really gets to the heart of it.”

“What was the heart of it?” I asked.

Nixon was finished one way or the other, Ford said, either through impeachment, a Senate trial or resignation. “To be honest with you,” Ford said, “I had long hoped that would never be the case because he was a friend, I thought he had done a good job and made at least one stupid mistake.”

I asked more about his attitude toward Nixon.

“I have a lot more pluses than minuses. I have some strong feelings. He was probably the best foreign policy president in my time. And I liked him personally. We didn’t have as much in common as I normally have with a good friend because he wasn’t much of an athlete. But socially my wife, Betty, and I liked Pat and Dick.” Nixon and Ford were original members of a group of congressmen who formed a club called the Chowder and Marching Society, Ford recalled. “We exchanged family get-togethers. I was dumbfounded by two things, that he let himself get involved with people who misled him—Haldeman, Ehrlichman and Colson. Why he let that coterie of people affect his normal good judgment I never understood.”

I had to protest. What about Nixon’s tapes? I reminded Ford that they showed that it was Nixon who was in charge ordering illegal activities, using the government agencies—the CIA, FBI, even the Secret Service—to settle scores with enemies or conceal wrongdoing.

Ford looked puzzled. “That’s a side I never knew about him.”

How might it be explained?

“I think I was a better friend to Dick Nixon than any one of those people, over a longer period of time,” Ford said. “It’s just non-understandable what I hear and read about in those tapes.”

“Maybe he got what he wanted?” I asked. It was possible that Nixon wanted to use the power of his office to settle political and other scores. Wasn’t the presidency an instrument of vengeance for Nixon? Wasn’t that what the record showed? Wasn’t that probably what Nixon wanted?

“I don’t know,” Ford replied. “It’s always been a mystery to me.”

•  •  •

Ten months later, the afternoon of May 20, 1998, I visited Ford at his office near his home, which is on a golf course in Rancho Mirage, California. The desert town was hot, but pleasant and quiet. A Secret Service agent greeted me at the end of the road. Ford’s first-floor office in a ranch-style building was large and cluttered. The dark-paneled room was conspicuously the office of a former president, full of photos and memorabilia. He was not in a hurry. He stuck to his story about the pardon. More than ever, Ford said, he was sure it was right.

Ford, who had been president during difficult economic times, was taken with the economic boom of the summer of 1998. He actually said, “Two hundred sixty million Americans are prosperous and happy.”

I could have reminded him that despite the boom, the entire United States population was not well off—millions in poverty, children hungry, the wrenching despair and horror of life for many. In the two decades since leaving the presidency, Ford had not seen much of this world at the Republican fund-raisers, board meetings or golf tournaments he attended, traveling on private jets from his golf course estate or Colorado ski condo. He was so decent but fully out of touch.

We turned to Nixon once again.

“I’ve often said, 90 percent of Dick Nixon was first class. But he had a ten percent quirk and that ten percent got exploited by himself and by others.”

“But there’s something about that ten percent that is more than ten percent, isn’t there?” I asked.

If it hadn’t been exploited, Ford said, that 10 percent would have been inconsequential.

I asked about some of the stories that he had told Haig and others about not wanting to become president.

“Well, it’s absolutely true,” Ford said. “I never wanted to be president.”

I left wondering. A number of presidents preceding Ford, including Nixon, had made the office itself a victim of their behavior. They had diminished it, caused the Congress and the public to be more and more suspicious about presidential power. Attitudes hardened and new laws were passed that restricted the presidency. In some respects, Ford was a victim of the institution. He had not sought or wanted the job. He had not studied for it. He did not have a theory about it. There seemed to be few, if any, dreams. He had not examined what the presidency was, what it had been in history, or what it could be. Most immediately, he did not understand the history that had played itself out before him. The idea of even a weak modern president being exploited or dominated by his aides is almost impossible. The claim that Nixon was manipulated by his aides, or that the tone of vengeance or criminality in his administration was set by aides, is preposterous and contradicted by the best evidence—the taped record. Ford’s suggestion that what happened to Nixon was some kind of 10 percent personality “quirk” is equally unbelievable. The embarrassment for Ford was that he did not understand Nixon—and he did not understand Watergate.

Watergate—and Vietnam—had created the conditions for a diminished presidency. Both the poison of distrust and Ford’s own tendency to accommodate held him in check. The unacceptable—insubordination in the military chain of command—became acceptable to Ford. The inappropriate—drinking before speaking—seemed okay. Ford didn’t fully comprehend or accept the new rules, and he paid a heavy price for it. He would never experience the heady ether of knowing that a majority of his fellow citizens wanted him, above all, to be their leader.

•  •  •

As the years have passed, I have become more and more convinced that Ford made the correct decision in pardoning Nixon. Nixon had already paid the political death penalty of resignation, and for Ford a pardon was the only way of ending the public and media obsession with his predecessor’s future. The problem with the pardon was in Ford’s execution. To be successful, the pardon required elaborate orchestration. The public, Congress and the media needed to be prepared. Ford should have mustered all of his sense of decency to explain his actions to the public. He should have seen the danger and avoided the discussions of pardon with Haig. He should have required Nixon to sign a statement admitting his guilt and released it with the pardon. In our second interview I asked Ford why he didn’t do this.

“It could have been better,” Ford agreed, “but we were under a time pressure.” In the initial meetings, Nixon and his lawyers had balked at acknowledging he had committed crimes. “I wanted to get this thing done without a lot of leaks, and the longer it took to resolve some of these things, the more likely, Bob, that the issue would have come to the surface and it could have been a different ball game then.”

Like Nixon and all modern presidents, Ford was worried about leaks. The fear is one of the clearest legacies of Watergate, I realized, causing presidents to work with a small, trusted circle of advisers and often to make decisions with undue haste.

But that answered only part of the question. I wanted to know why Ford had not pushed Nixon harder for an admission.

The former president reached into his pockets. “I’ve got it in my wallet here because any time anybody challenges me I pull it out,” Ford explained. He handed me a folded, dog-eared piece of paper.

It was a portion of the Supreme Court decision Burdick v. United States that Becker had found. Ford had carried it around for years. I began reading aloud. “The justices found that a pardon ‘carries imputation of guilt, acceptance, a confession of it.’ ”

Ford landed on the last phrase, and he repeated it: “ ‘Acceptance, a confession of it.’ ” See, he said, Nixon confessed.

“That was always very reassuring to me,” Ford said.
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IN EARLY 1975, Jimmy Carter, the ex-governor of Georgia, began campaigning in Iowa, site of the first statewide contest in the race for the 1976 Democratic presidential nomination. Carter knew almost no one in the state, and his first piece of business was to introduce himself. He set up in a hotel room in Des Moines with soft drinks, crackers and cheese. Then he waited. And waited. No one came to his reception, not a single person. Embarrassed but undeterred, Carter, 50, and Jody Powell, 31, his traveling chauffeur and press secretary, left the hotel room and roamed the streets looking for voters. Anyone with a notebook or tape recorder sent them into ecstasy. As they branched out into the little towns of Iowa, Carter and Powell test-marketed some concepts.

“I’ll never lie to you,” Carter said one day.

Both he and Powell noticed that Carter’s pledge of honesty resonated with the small audience. They stirred, they perked up. People were fed up with the lies that Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon had told about Vietnam and Watergate. The appeal of the statement was its power to move the audiences. Carter realized it was one of the most attention-getting declarations he could make.

In the days and weeks that followed, Carter kept saying it, and he went further. “I’ll never mislead you,” he promised. He told audiences if he did lie or mislead, they should not support him. They should vote for someone else.

Carter’s mother, Miss Lillian, told him it was a mistake to make such a bold promise. Small, white lies were a part of life. Charles Kirbo, Carter’s best friend, also told him to stop, that no one could stand up to complete scrutiny of his statements and actions. A braggadocio vow to tell no lies, Kirbo said, would arouse a hornet’s nest among skeptics. Powell thought the plain statement should not have been surprising, but the media greeted it as a dare. A Carter declaration that he had a secret plan to end war would have been less provocative, Powell felt.

But Carter saw the no-lie pledge was recruiting fervent supporters. It was the backbone of the rationale for his candidacy. He was not Nixon. He was not a lawyer. He had never held office in Washington—the seat of a government few any longer trusted. He was an outsider, and he would tell the truth—always. He would divest himself of the trappings of the imperial presidency. He promised to remain close to the people. He would do what he deemed right, not what was politically expedient. Carter had fashioned a powerful message in the aftermath of Watergate. He was able to use Watergate as both whipping boy and selling point. The diagnosis was that government was corrupt to the core. The remedy was to make the government as good as he was by electing him.

Not only did Carter reject lies. He rejected the description of himself as a politician. When Senator Vance Hartke, the embodiment of the old pol, a three-term incumbent Indiana Democrat with a reputation for cozying up to special interests, repeatedly showed up at Carter’s Midwestern campaign stops, Carter blew up at Powell. “If I ever see that son of a bitch again at one of my rallies,” Carter told his press secretary, “you can be his press secretary.”

•  •  •

Patrick Caddell, a 25-year-old Harvard-trained pollster, signed on to the Carter campaign because he saw Carter as a potential healer. Caddell believed that since the United States did not have a dominant religion, or a prevailing culture, politics was the country’s great unifier. The president was the high priest of the political system, but Nixon had been excommunicated, and his misdeeds had damaged the country emotionally and psychologically. Watergate was a wound to America’s soul that the new high priest had to fix. Caddell felt Carter could be the antidote to all the venom of Watergate.

Part of Carter’s campaign strategy was not just to promise a more forthright approach to politics, but to political scandals. On December 22, 1974, less than six months after Nixon’s resignation, Seymour Hersh had published an article in The New York Times reporting on an illegal domestic spying campaign by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). Idaho Democratic Senator Frank Church and New York Democratic Congressman Otis Pike responded by leading high-profile separate probes into CIA abuses. Their congressional hearings and press reports in 1975–76 uncovered CIA assassination plans, drug testing of unsuspecting persons, domestic spying and other horrors. It looked like another Watergate.

On February 11, 1976, The Village Voice published excerpts of the secret final Pike report on the CIA. Instead of acknowledging the misdeeds which the report detailed, the Ford administration denounced the leak. Carter was appalled by the CIA conduct and the administration response, and he took advantage. At a campaign stop in Manchester, New Hampshire, he vowed, “If the CIA ever makes a mistake, I’ll be the one as president to call a press conference.” It was a pledge that open and honest government in a Carter administration would extend even into the most secret offices of government.

•  •  •

Carter gained national attention by winning the Iowa caucuses in early 1976. Using that victory as a springboard, he prevailed in the New Hampshire primary and a host of others. By the summer of 1976, the unlikely outsider from southwest Georgia had locked up the Democratic nomination. At the Democratic National Convention in New York City, Carter and his handpicked running mate, Senator Walter Mondale of Minnesota, played the theme of moral renewal for all it was worth. On July 15, Mondale spoke to the convention as he accepted the nomination for vice president. “We have just lived through the worst political scandal in our history and are now led by a president who pardoned the person who did it.”

Carter was erect and confident as he stepped to the podium for his acceptance speech. A glorious smile was on his face. His message was serious. He reminded everyone that he was there in defiance of the political powerbrokers and he promised a government as good as the nation’s people. “It is time for our governmental leaders to respect the law no less than the humblest citizen, so that we can end the double standard of justice in America. I see no reason why big-shot crooks should go free while the poor ones go to jail.”

Carter held on to beat Ford. In Carter’s view, the good guys had finally won.

•  •  •

Caddell was certain that the mandate was to find out how to heal the country. How do we get over Watergate? he asked. How do we restore confidence in American government? How do we restore a sense of a country together? He was pretty sure these were the problems, but neither he nor Carter, nor anyone in the Carter circle, had a solution—or even a plan. Instead, Carter, the disciplined U.S. Naval Academy graduate and former engineer, turned to managing, proposing programs and legislation, handling the voluminous paperwork, getting briefed and becoming conversant and an expert. He loved to read memos and reports. The presidency was the ultimate final exam, and Carter was going to prove he was the best student.

Caddell haunted Carter with the question about healing. “What do we do about this amorphous thing that we’ve promised America?” he asked one day.

“I don’t know,” Carter answered. “We’re going to govern as well as we can.” He was troubled by the question about healing, but he didn’t have an answer.

•  •  •

In February 1977, just weeks after Carter took the oath of office, I learned from a well-placed source that the CIA had made secret payments to King Hussein of Jordan for intelligence and had done favors for the king—sex, money, bodyguards for him and protection for his children going to school in the United States. It was potentially a big story, the first time the new administration would face a scandal and an early test of Carter’s proclaimed policy of openness and no lies.

I called the White House. To my great surprise, President Carter agreed to see Ben Bradlee, the Washington Post executive editor, and me personally on Wednesday, February 16, at the White House. We arrived, and after a short delay we and Powell, who had become the press secretary, were ushered into the Oval Office.

There standing in the door was Carter, in a perfectly pressed gray, wide-pinstripe suit. Not a crease. He was short and slight—about 5 foot 7 and 160 pounds—and he was smiling on this day, the 28th of his presidency.

Bradlee made his case for publishing the story. Carter listened quietly, obligingly, almost complacently, as in one of his campaign commercials when a voter was making a point.

After Bradlee finished, Carter started to speak. I had a notebook in my lap and prepared to take notes.

“This is off the record,” the president said.

Okay, I said, but I’d like to take notes just for our use.

“I want to be honest, fully truthful,” Carter said. He looked at the notebook as if it were a contaminant, some barrier to honest communications.

I closed it.

He stared at me hard. I put the notebook in the side pocket of my best blue suit. The momentary tension evaporated. Carter seemed almost to breathe more easily.

“This has been in existence for twenty years,” he said of the Hussein payments by the CIA. “It’s against my policy . . . but I can’t undo the past or be responsible for all the past.”

Jesus, I thought, he’s washing his hands of Hussein, the CIA, bailing out on them.

But, the president continued, there is an additional factor: Hussein was a moderate and a key to a Middle East peace settlement. He needed Hussein. His administration’s first foreign policy objective was a Middle East peace. Speaking forcefully, raising his eyebrows in sincere emphasis—a stunning presidential performance of “trust me”—Carter said, here are the details. The operation began in 1957. “It was much larger back then.” His hand went up and then cut low in the air as he added that the latest payment to the king was smaller, quite smaller.

I mentioned $750,000, the figure I had heard King Hussein was paid yearly.

He nodded. Half of the last payment that went to Hussein, he said, was to pay other officials; the other half went to protect Hussein’s children in the United States.

The CIA did not want to provide CIA or other U.S. security officers directly because they conceivably might have to shoot someone such as a Palestinian trying to kidnap one of the king’s children.

Carter drove to his main point. He had just ordered the payments stopped, he said. “I want to assure you of that.”

Why? What happened? Bradlee asked.

You see, Carter said, he had just learned of the payments for the first time that week because of our inquiry.

Bradlee and I half-glanced at each other: the new president had not been told that the king of Jordan was on the payroll. Incredible, I thought.

We asked gently if the payments weren’t, when you got down to it, bribes?

“I can’t dispute that,” Carter said. He added that Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, who was scheduled to arrive in Jordan for talks with King Hussein in two days, would probably not go if the story were printed. The issue would monopolize a Hussein-Vance meeting, and Carter did not want that, he said.

Carter plunged on, saying the current payments were as much an “aggravation” as anything. He didn’t specify why this might be. I realized that potential disclosure of the relationship would be an aggravation. Was that what he meant? It didn’t seem proper to interrupt.

Other presidents had pushed Bradlee not to publish stories. But Carter volunteered that publication of the story “will not harm the national security.” Then the president leaned forward in his chair, bringing his charm totally to bear, tuning it to the maximum, all the goodwill and power of the new leader of the free world. He let the dead, eerie silence in the Oval Office work for him. He would prefer, Carter said, that the story not be published, adding: “I can’t tell you how to run your business.” And he said he wouldn’t. But he said he would like Vance to talk to us.

I calculated that the traveling secretary of state would obviously not be available until his return, after the Hussein meeting, so the president was trying to buy time.

Carter said some other heads of state had used the CIA to communicate with past presidents, instead of using the ambassador. He and Vance were going to put a stop to that practice. Vance, Carter said, did not know about the payments. So Carter said he would like to get 24 hours’ notice if the story was going to be published.

Bradlee said that was reasonable and agreed but gave no indication about his decision.

I asked if the president was happy with what he had found at the CIA.

Other activities had been stopped, he said, but he refused to give a hint of what they were.

Overall, Carter said, he was building informal relations with the Middle East leaders. Although he had not yet met King Hussein, publication of the CIA’s Hussein relationship in the first month of his presidency would make the other heads of state distrustful of him. They would suspect that the story had been leaked intentionally from his administration or from himself.

At that point Carter briefly discoursed on the importance of trust. Oddly, I thought, he just flat out said he trusted us, adding, “I want you to believe me.” A Middle East settlement, he went on, was “a high priority for my administration.” If a settlement could not be accomplished in 1977, it would be more difficult, he added.

Out of the blue, perhaps recognizing that Bradlee had not agreed to withhold the story, Carter asked if there were some way to run the story without naming Hussein.

Bradlee and I grimaced, indicating that would not work.

Carter said he knew that was not practical but that he was looking for some way out. He repeated that he was not asking us to withhold the story, but wanted us to fully understand his problem. He paused, sat forward on his chair and said: “This is your country and mine.”

Bradlee and I nodded. I wondered if that was the final appeal.

Carter quickly added that he hoped Bradlee would come see him on anything.

Bradlee promised not to abuse that offer. “About once a year,” he said.

Carter stood. We all rose. Everyone shook hands. Carter turned on his heels and made a beeline out to his small office on the other side of the Oval Office. He had been stately but now seemed to be hurrying to other business. On the way out, Powell promised that he would let us know if anyone else was on to the story.

We again pledged to give him 24 hours’ notice before publication.

In the car, I said to Bradlee that it seemed like the easiest call he’d ever have to make. We had the best source in the world: in the course of the meeting, the president of the United States had confirmed the whole story. The new president hadn’t been told and when he had learned of the payments he ordered them stopped. If ever there were grounds for a story, this was it.

By that afternoon, Bradlee told me to call Powell and say we were going to run the story in two days and this was the 24 hours’ notice.

So I phoned Powell and told him of Bradlee’s decision.

Since a story was going to run some time, Powell said, “the timing does not make that much difference.” But they still wanted the 24-hour delay, although it would mean the story would be published the day Vance was arriving in Jordan. That, Powell said with a note of understatement, would be “a little embarrassing to old Cy as he gets off the plane.” Powell added that there was a serious debate at the White House about whether the president should have talked to us. Although Powell did not tell me, national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski had been strongly opposed to Carter’s meeting with us and was railing that the president had not been tough enough. He felt Carter should have asked that the story not be published, in any form, at any time. The intelligence agencies had a vast stake in keeping the story from being published. The story would signal every other paid CIA source or informant that their secret arrangement might not be safe, Brzezinski worried.

Powell also did not tell me why Carter avoided requesting that we withhold publication. I later found out that Carter was sure that the Hussein story would eventually get out and it could appear as if he were concealing something. After the abuses by Johnson and Nixon of falsely invoking national security to shield information, Carter would not take that chance.

I pressed Powell for more on Carter’s attitude toward the payments.

Powell acknowledged that the president was “distressed.”

I sensed that the Carter administration’s attitude was changing a bit about the entire matter.

It’s all more complicated than it seemed at first, Powell said obliquely.

How? Why?

Powell wouldn’t say.

I could see that it was now Carter’s CIA, and understandably and predictably in the first four weeks of the Carter presidency the world looked different. The campaign statement about calling a press conference if the CIA made a mistake was coming home to roost.

In a later phone call, I asked Powell what the White House would say after the story ran. Were the Post, Bradlee and myself in for some trouble?

“Jimmy and I aren’t going to do any pissing,” Powell said in that rarefied Southern way, vaguely suggesting that someone was, but not them.

We hung up and I told Bradlee what Powell had said. Bradlee took my draft of the story, read it, and for only the second time in the years I had worked for him put a piece of paper in his own typewriter and banged out the first six paragraphs, beginning:

“The Central Intelligence Agency has been secretly making annual cash payments amounting to millions of dollars to King Hussein of Jordan for the last 20 years, The Washington Post has learned.”

With a few word changes that was what we ran the following day, Friday, February 18, 1977. It was displayed or “stripped” across the entire top of page one under the headline: “CIA Paid Millions to Jordan’s King Hussein.”

In Amman, the Jordanian capital, the story was out at about the moment Powell had predicted: Vance was stepping off the plane. Vance’s reaction was that the diplomatic relationship with Hussein would just have to be written off, that Hussein would never trust the United States again. The king did not cancel their meeting, but he told Vance that the story was embarrassing and dangerous.

At the White House, Powell stepped to the podium for his regular daily press briefing and to general laughter was asked about Hussein.

“It is the policy of this administration not to comment, either to confirm or deny, on these stories concerning alleged covert activities,” Powell said stiffly. He added that the administration had been conducting “an intensive and comprehensive review of all sensitive foreign intelligence activities,” and called Hussein an “outstanding national leader.”

The no-comment posture on covert activities, Powell said briskly, was “a policy statement.”

“When was this policy made?” a reporter asked.

“About midnight last night,” Powell replied.

•  •  •

After the weekend, Bradlee came by waving a heavy bond piece of White House stationery.

“I’m getting some splatter,” he said sarcastically, referring to Powell’s no-pissing promise.

I took the note. In Carter’s neat penmanship, the note was headed “Personal” and dated February 19—the day after the Hussein story ran:

To Ben Bradlee

I think your publication of the CIA story as the Secretary of State was on his Mid East mission and just approaching Jordan was irresponsible.

This is offered by way of editorial comment.

Jimmy

Bradlee wondered aloud what we were supposed to do. It was not surprising that Carter wished it did not have to be published. But in the meeting, Carter had been friendly and warm and had unequivocally confirmed the payments and his disapproval of them. He had pledged to stop them and clearly stated that the story would not harm national security.

Bradlee slapped at the note. He said a personal message from the president of the United States charging that he had been “irresponsible” amounted to something more. “They didn’t piss,” Bradlee said. “They shit on us.”

The next day, Wednesday, Carter said at a press conference that he had “not found anything illegal or improper” in any ongoing CIA operation, sidestepping the entire issue because he had ordered the Hussein payments stopped, thus they were no longer ongoing.

On February 25, an Associated Press (AP) story revealed that Carter had told a congressional leadership gathering about his meeting with Bradlee and myself. According to a memorandum dictated by one of the leaders after the meeting and obtained by the AP reporter, Carter said Hussein had been “our most reliable source” of information in the Middle East. After he learned that a story might be forthcoming, Carter told the congressional leaders that he had asked Bradlee and myself to the White House and sought to discourage publication.

“I neither confirmed nor denied the account,” Carter was quoted as saying. “I told them that if anything had been done, it was not sinister nor did it redound to the personal enrichment of Hussein.” Carter told them that he had explained about the great sensitivity of the Vance trip. He said, “The whole thing could be blown up and the trip rendered useless and the chances for peace set back if any news story were to appear during Vance’s trip.

“Therefore I pleaded with them on that basis to withhold any story—or at least give us 24 hours before breaking it.”

He added, according to the memo, “There was nothing I could do about it, given their attitude. . . . I thought it was irresponsible.”

Carter also told the leaders that the Hussein story and other leaks identifying CIA sources were “drastically disrupting U.S. intelligence-gathering capabilities,” and he urged that the number of people with access to such secrets be reduced.

I called Powell to complain and told him that we felt sandbagged, summoned to an off-the-record meeting, led to believe one story and now confronted with a well-publicized version—Carter’s own interpretation apparently—that conveyed a rather different impression. Carter had lied about his meeting with us.

Powell said Carter was trying to move Congress to take steps that would curb leaks.

But, I said, the report to the congressional leaders was different from what the president had told us. The drift of the entire meeting had been clear to both Bradlee and myself: Carter did not like the payments and had stopped them.

Powell said Carter did not tell us the payments were improper or against the rules. Carter had stopped the payments, Powell said, because “it is just not his way” to do something like that in secret when it can be done openly.

Hey, wait just a minute, I said. I’m sure there are subtleties in any meeting with the president, but his account of our meeting to the congressional leaders was not accurate and reflected a mood and manner that did not exist. More important, some of the president’s claims were not correct, I said, hinting but not specifying his reported statement that he had neither confirmed nor denied the details of the Hussein payments to us.

Powell seemed to sense that a dispute could escalate quickly if Bradlee and I felt that Carter had given his version of the off-the-record session and that now entitled us to give ours. Maybe some effort might be in order to correct the record, Powell said, and at least make it clear that we did not act in an “irresponsible” way, as it now had been characterized privately and publicly.

What Powell did not tell me at the time was that Carter was angry at the way Bradlee and I had handled the story, which in Carter’s opinion pulled no punches and was treated with a banner headline and the full flavor of illicit behavior uncovered. From Carter’s point of view, the publication on the day of Vance’s arrival in Jordan was totally unnecessary, sticking a needle in the administration’s eye. Sure, Carter had asked for a 24-hour delay, but why not wait 48 or 72 hours? It was just not decent. He had leveled with Bradlee and me. When informed that Bradlee was upset at Carter’s note, Powell reported that Carter had said, “Well, fuck him.”

At Powell’s noon briefing Monday, he was asked again about the Hussein payments. He said the president had conveyed to the Post his preference that the Hussein story not be published. But Powell also told the reporters that “there was no claim on our part that this would in its direct sense endanger the security of the nation.”

Because the Post had asked for the White House view before publication, Powell said, “there was from the Post what I consider to be a good faith effort to try to gain that sort of understanding. We made a good faith effort to try to provide it while at the same time making explicit our recognition of their right to make their own judgment. That is a very difficult and ticklish situation.”

•  •  •

Carter had attempted to have it both ways. He tried to be open with us, but only in a closed-door, off-the-record meeting. He did not want the story published, but refused to say it would harm the national security. He confirmed he had ordered the payments stopped, but then publicly labeled our coverage irresponsible as soon as it was in print. In practice, Carter’s policy of openness fell far short of his campaign pledges. Why? I wondered.

A White House intelligence official later offered the best explanation for Carter’s conduct. The Pike Committee’s final report said in a single sentence, “Taxpayer monies were spent to provide heads of state with female companions. . . .” The reference was to King Hussein. It turned out that during the first years of the operation, when the young king was in his late 20s, the CIA had arranged prostitutes for him here in the United States, the official said. Once the CIA had found, of all things, a Jewish prostitute—a fact that would not have played well, to say the least, in the Arab Middle East. Hussein was enamored and kept insisting on seeing her. Arranging when and how to have these trysts was as difficult, risky and complicated as a covert operation. There was some discussion that Hussein was going to give up his throne for her. Finally, the king was weaned from his unlikely obsession, but it had been dicey.

Jimmy Carter liked to read reports and files. He liked the full story. I suspect that the Baptist, born-again new president didn’t like this story one bit. No matter how the Hussein operation had changed over the years, I suspect he felt it was fatally tainted. The implicit promise of his presidency was a cleanup. A story about the CIA, a king and prostitutes was exactly the kind of scandal that could blow up. He wanted to put as much distance between himself, his presidency, his CIA and that operation as possible. So he pulled the plug by confirming the story to The Washington Post.

Carter, however, soon learned the extent to which the CIA paid people off. As a matter of policy, it might be distasteful, but there is nothing inherently illegal in such payments, especially if it yields cheaper and more reliable information. Most good espionage is about betrayal. The problem is keeping the operation secret, preserving deniability. It is not a great moral or philosophical issue. Obviously, the new president learned, the CIA would buy anyone, from a lowly secretary to the foreign minister. Why not the head of state? If the money purchased good information and a higher degree of knowledge and security, couldn’t an argument be made that it was worth it?

Nevertheless, I was left with a feeling of distaste. I had a sickening sense of foreboding, of here-we-go-again with another president. I had seen firsthand that Carter had not been straight at all. Yet the off-the-record agreement about the meeting prevented me from writing a full account. Although he had given a distorted version of the meeting to congressional leaders, I didn’t see how I could give ours without launching open warfare. After Watergate, frankly the last thing I wanted was strife with the new president. I decided to turn to another subject, the Supreme Court. But Carter’s relations with Bradlee and the Post had been soured, and they would not get better.
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IN THE SPRING OF 1977, Miss Lillian, Carter’s mother, tracked down the New York Times White House correspondent James T. Wooten in the White House press room.

“I want to talk to you,” Miss Lillian said, summoning Wooten for a private chat. A serious, graceful writer, and like Miss Lillian a Southerner, Wooten had covered her son’s presidential campaign in depth and was writing a biography of him.

“I’m worried about Jimmy,” she confided. “He works these kids to the bone and he never thanks them.”

Wooten pressed.

“I know a lot of the kids are not happy because he never says thank you,” she said.

Taking this small piece of string—and protecting his source—Wooten went to work interviewing a number of Carter’s close aides. The result was a front-page piece, April 25, 1977, headlined “Carter’s Style Making Aides Apprehensive, Ways Discourage Dissent, Isolate Office, Some Say.” Wooten reported that one of the people who had influenced Carter the most was Admiral Hyman G. Rickover, the legendary and inflexible father of the U.S. nuclear submarine fleet. While in the Navy, young Carter had worked for Rickover, who had never complimented Carter or hesitated to criticize him severely if a job was not done as well as he thought it should be. “The absence of a comment was his compliment,” Carter wrote in his 1975 campaign autobiography. Unnamed Carter aides were quoted as saying that like his mentor, Carter could be brutal and intimidating, not given to praise. In the effort to avoid the isolation of Nixon, one aide said of Carter, “He’s into almost everything now and once he gets his hands on something he’s very reluctant to let go.”

Jody Powell went wild, insisting the portrait of what Powell called “the cruel recluse” was totally false. Wooten was ostracized, denied access to top aides and information. The Times soon moved him off the White House beat.

Carter continued to have strained relations with both his own staff and the press. Many realized that the only problem with Wooten’s portrait was that it was too right, too soon. Gerald Rafshoon, Carter’s longtime media adviser, tried to get the president to form personal relationships with major media figures, such as newspaper editors and publishers. He wanted Carter to connect with some of these people. At minimum Rafshoon wanted the president to generate some goodwill, or at least get a break from some of them. In his most optimistic moments, Rafshoon hoped Carter would make some friends. With Carter’s permission, he set up a series of little dinners at the White House for Carter and Rosalynn with four to eight people.

Katharine Graham and the other top executives from The Washington Post and Newsweek, which are both owned by the Post Company, were invited together for one White House dinner. During the evening, Carter told them he would like to have a contact—somebody he could call if he wanted to share something off the record or to get an opinion or advice.

The Post executives told him that was not practical. Both Newsweek and the Post had reporters who covered the White House and the administration, and news should flow through them. The Post and Newsweek executives didn’t want to end-run their reporters.

Standing outside after dinner, Rosalynn said in a whisper that some of the executives overheard, “See, Jimmy, I told you they wouldn’t want to help.”

Part of Carter’s error was addressing such a large group. There is not a single one of those people (including myself or any other reporter) who would not speak off the record with Carter or any other president if requested. The Post, Newsweek and other editors or executives have done so many times, basking in the access to a president. But in the macho group atmosphere of a dinner with their colleagues, the executives and editors wanted to show their steel and refusal to be manipulated.

After several of these dinners, Rafshoon asked Carter, “Anyone you particularly liked?”

“No, no,” the president said.

“Anyone you want to see again?”

“No.”

“Do you want to continue the dinners?”

“Yes,” Carter said.

Rafshoon saw that Carter found strength—and definition—in not compromising, not playing politics, not engaging the various Washington players. He kept opposing congressmen’s favorite pork-barrel projects, claiming they were expensive and had little merit.

Representative Jim Wright, the Texas Democrat who later became Speaker of the House, fought with Carter over proposed water projects in his home state. “Every time I see Carter he makes me feel like a political whore,” Wright told Rafshoon.

Carter’s earnestness was grating. On June 14, 1977, Rafshoon wrote Carter a memo: “You are running the risk of boring the people and you have three and one half years to go.”

The president wanted to tackle more issues, have more programs, give more speeches. “Why am I not doing more of this stuff?” he once said to Rafshoon.

“Because every time you do it: Big Turnoff,” Rafshoon replied.

At one critical juncture, Carter needed help from some senior senators. The White House arranged for the president to play doubles tennis with several of them, including Senator Lloyd Bentsen, the Texas Democrat.

“Okay, I’ll do that,” Carter said.

He played two sets of doubles, said good-bye and left. The next day, Bentsen called the White House. “What the fuck,” Bentsen said angrily, “he didn’t offer us a drink, lemonade or anything!” There was no conversation, no lobbying, no relaxing.

Rafshoon complained to the president.

“You said play tennis with them, I played tennis with them.”

Rafshoon explained that the senators wanted to be able to go back home or to the Senate and say, “When I was having drinks with the president, he said . . .”

“They want to get home to their families,” Carter said dismissively. “They don’t want to sit up in the White House on the balcony and have something to drink with me.”

Later Carter confided to Rafshoon’s wife, “Eden, I think I’m probably antisocial.”

Carter, the outsider, didn’t understand his own power and appeal, the centrality of the president to Washington, its own peculiar games and power rituals. He was not only removed from the capital city but alienated from it. Watergate had helped produce the most unlikely president: a loner.

•  •  •

Part of Carter’s estrangement from the Washington establishment resulted from a painful experience early in his administration. In June 1977, Bert Lance walked over from the Old Executive Office Building to see the president in the Oval Office. An affable big bear of a man, and an ambitious Georgia bank entrepreneur, Lance was Carter’s budget director. He was the closest person to a Bobby Kennedy that Carter had in his administration, almost a brother.

Carter considered Lance his key person to deal with cabinet members and the Congress. Officially, Carter didn’t have a chief of staff at the beginning because a chief of staff symbolized the imperial presidency in the form of Nixon and the infamous H. R. “Bob” Haldeman. Lance had urged Carter to appoint one, but Carter had said, “I’ll just be my own.” So Lance had become the de facto coordinator, the deputy president.

Sitting at his desk in the Oval Office behind the copy of Harry Truman’s sign “The Buck Stops Here,” Carter was all expectation. His open, large, attentive steely blue eyes stared at his friend. Carter found Lance boyish but mature, a man of many dimensions, indispensable. Their 11-year friendship had been forged in the crucible of Southern religion and politics. The two loved to play tennis, and Carter always remembered how Lance described himself as having the grace of a gazelle and the power of an elephant.

“I’ve got a major problem that relates to my economic viability,” Lance confided in his strong, reassuring voice. He was in trouble. He saw immense storm clouds now and in his future. His wealth, as Carter knew, was in millions of dollars of stock in his former bank in Georgia. A bunch of bad loans were going to be written off and the stock was going to drop. Dividend payments to Lance would be cut dramatically, if not entirely. Lance had borrowed heavily against the stock and it was going to be a big mess. Time magazine was preparing an article.

“So I think you ought to just let me resign,” Lance said. He could go back to Georgia, straighten the bank out, fix the problem and come back to Washington if Carter wanted. “I believe this to be that serious and that important.”

“I’m not about to hear that,” Carter said, assuming his decisive, presidential mode. “That’s foolishness and it doesn’t make sense.”

“Well,” Lance said, “we will continue on.” When Carter made up his mind, Lance knew it was fruitless to argue. At least he had warned the president.

As part of Carter’s pledge that his administration would adhere to the highest ethical standards, he had required his cabinet appointees such as Lance to make full public financial disclosures and to divest themselves of holdings that might pose potential conflicts. Bank stock obviously was a conflict for Lance, who had such great influence on administration economic policy. Because of Lance’s large holdings, he didn’t want to sell blocks of stock all at once. A sell-off would drive the bank stock down further. But Lance had promised the Senate committee which confirmed him that he would divest by the end of 1977. If he followed through as promised, he would be ruined because of the depressed stock prices.

Carter proposed that he ask the Senate committee to extend the deadline for Lance to sell his stock. Lance finally agreed, and Carter wrote a letter July 11 requesting the extension.

Lance knew he was a time bomb about to explode. Before he came to Washington there had been a federal investigation of his bank. A number of regulatory agencies were examining various questionable practices. Whether he failed to convey the full seriousness of his problems, or whether Carter failed to hear, as a team they decided to apply for an exception to the new, high ethical standards. They were choosing survival over their own rules.

The Senate committee agreed to the extension, but the request was made public.

•  •  •

William Safire, columnist for The New York Times and former Nixon speechwriter, smelled blood. Working in the Nixon White House had given Safire a well-developed sniffer, attuned to the subtle despair of scandal. Personal financial problems and piddling little controversies could absolutely kill a politician, eating away at him, worrying him sick, corroding judgment, he knew. Safire read the article in Time, which had done the heavy reporting; then he read a few other articles and made a few phone calls.

On July 21, 1977, Safire published a column headlined “Carter’s Broken Lance.” He reviewed how banker Lance had the previous year hustled millions of dollars in loans from a Chicago bank and the Teamsters Union pension fund. Safire wrote that these were “sweetheart loans” from those obviously seeking favor and access to one of the future president’s best friends. Safire also understood the irony. “Here we have a situation in which the man in charge of the nation’s books is deeply, dangerously in hock.”

A string of columns followed, and by August, Safire, who had the natural ear of the speechwriter’s sound bite, began calling it “Lancegate”—one of the first uses of the “-gate” suffix for a presidential scandal after Watergate. A brilliant publicist and skilled propagandist, Safire believed that Democratic presidents should be held to the same standards and scrutiny that Nixon had faced. He felt it was especially important to point out abuses in Carter’s administration, which he believed owed its existence to the exploitation of the public memory of Watergate. So he dusted off the Watergate language. “Cover-up” was used in eight columns on Lance in August and September. “Smoking gun,” “stonewalling,” “obstruction of justice” and “special prosecutor” were trotted out. Unwittingly or consciously, Safire was framing the language of scandal for the post-Watergate era.

Hamilton Jordan, Carter’s top White House aide and former campaign manager, tried early on to warn Carter of the danger that Lance posed to the president and the new administration. “This unfortunate incident—which involves Georgians and close personal friends—could do great damage to your presidency if not handled properly,” Jordan wrote in an “eyes only” memo to the president. “You pledged that you would not tolerate wrongdoing or even the appearance of wrongdoing. We cannot allow this or any other incident [to] erode the moral authority of your presidency.”

Carter was worried, but he thought the press would judge Lance, who had moved into Georgetown and socialized with some of the Washington establishment, “a pretty good guy” and not deserving of condemnation. But the media saw the inconsistencies and jumped hard on Lance. The Senate held hearings.

Carter did not fully appreciate that his declaration of purity and no lies was being extended to his entire administration. The question was not what Lance was doing in office. It became whether Lance may have lied or cheated or deceived ever, even back in Georgia. Was the president’s best friend in Washington, his soulmate in the presidency, somehow corrupt?

Carter alternately perceived and misperceived his own vulnerability. He realized that the Watergate syndrome was still alive in Washington, and that Lance’s tangled finances were a dream for both investigative reporters and congressional committees. He didn’t fully see that his bond with Lance made the budget director a target, and not because of any real animus toward Lance personally. The question was simple: If Lance is hiding something, what about Carter?

The comptroller of the currency investigated and issued a 394-page report that found no illegal conduct. Citing the comptroller’s report, Carter essentially tried to declare Lancegate over at a press conference on August 18.

“My faith in the character and competence of Bert Lance has been reconfirmed. I see no other conclusion that can be drawn from my objective analysis of these findings,” the president said. With a giant smile, Carter turned to Lance, who was at his side, and said, “Bert, I’m proud of you.”

Reporters soon discovered that the appendix to the report contained damaging evidence about how Lance allowed his family and relatives to overdraw checking accounts at a bank he headed by hundreds of thousands of dollars. The appendix also said Lance had overdrafted bank accounts for his unsuccessful 1974 campaign for governor of Georgia and had used the same collateral on two separate loans.

On September 1, Carter picked up a miniature tape recorder into which he dictated his private diary. “The Washington Post is conducting a vendetta against Bert and has apparently ordered two front-page stories about him each day. This morning, for instance, they had nine separate stories about Lance—headline stories—throughout the paper.” He noted with little comfort that The New York Times had none that day.

Carter had overcounted, but he was right, the story had become a media obsession. Carter and Lance saw it as a campaign against them personally. The scandal and the mounting questions about Lance’s personal finances would not disappear. Government agency reports surfaced about hundreds of thousands of dollars of other bank overdrafts by Lance and his family at his bank. Carter realized it was seriously affecting his own reputation and status. But Lance continued to fight, and he agreed to go before the Senate committee again.

Early the morning of his testimony, September 15, Lance asked to meet with Carter. The budget director brought his family Bible. He greeted the president in the Oval Office, and the two went to Carter’s small private adjacent study, scene of many important moments in the presidency. It was quiet. Even Carter’s regular classical music was not playing. They took turns reading passages that Lance had selected from the Bible. They read passages from the 13th chapter of St. Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians:

“For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face.”

They read from Joshua and Ecclesiastes about courage and the need to find a time to speak out.

Before the committee later that day, Lance read an opening statement of 49 pages. He asked, “Is it part of our American system that a man can be drummed out of government by a series of false charges, half-truths and misrepresentations, innuendoes and the like?”

It was a powerful performance, but the personal financial house of cards the federal budget director had erected still remained. The incongruity in the face of Carter’s clamorous rectitude was unsettling.

Nonetheless, there was a good deal of support for Lance. Carter summoned Lance for a 6:15 a.m. meeting on Monday, September 19. He argued that Lance had finally proved that the system does work and given the chance, an honest man could explain. Given the vindication, Carter presented a surprise ending. All his advisers thought it was time for Lance to resign.

Lance wanted time to think, discuss the matter with his attorney, Clark Clifford, and most importantly with his wife, LaBelle.

Although it would be presented as a joint decision, Carter knew it was his own choice.

On September 21, he brought Bert and LaBelle to his study next to the Oval Office. The Lances sat on the small sofa adjacent to his desk.

LaBelle argued against resignation, but Carter remained firm. It was the only escape for them all. They had to see they were overwhelmed. If Carter didn’t take steps to end the controversy, it would come to define the times and his presidency. He was going to have a press conference later that afternoon.

“You have stabbed my husband in the back after all he’s done for you,” LaBelle said furiously. She refused to help her husband with his resignation letter, and she went back to their Georgetown home. Lance soon followed.

LaBelle called Carter and vented again. “I want to tell you one thing—you can go with the rest of the jackals, and I hope you’re happy!”

They then watched Carter’s press conference from their bedroom. Lance lay across the bed spent. He was totally exhausted.

“I accept Bert’s resignation with the greatest sense of regret and sorrow,” Carter said. “He’s a good man.” Carter said it was the right decision, and nothing had shaken his belief in Lance or his integrity. The president said the mess was partly his fault by insisting that Lance break his ties with the banking business when he became budget director.

Lance turned off the set.

“Your phone call started his adrenaline and gave him the reserve he needed to make it through,” Lance told his wife. “It would have been a disaster to see the President of the United States crying on TV. Imagine how much it would have hurt Jimmy politically.”

Lance went back to Georgia. He made peace with Safire and the two became friends. Lance also eventually forgave the prosecutor and the judge in the banking case that was later brought against him. He was acquitted. His lowest moment, Lance said, came when he had to face the question of his own personal responsibility nearly every day for the next 20 years, in one way or another. “Where have I failed?” he asked himself. “Where did I fall short?” He wasn’t precisely sure, he said, but he believed Carter, he and other administration figures had failed to understand and manage the powerful forces Watergate had set in motion.

•  •  •

The shadow the two-month Lance scandal cast was long, deepening the alienation Carter felt toward the Congress, the media and Washington. The implicit promise that he would never allow a repetition of the national Watergate embarrassment was in question. Carter realized he had somewhat ostentatiously sought high ethical and legal standards but was quick to seek an exception for a friend. Carter felt it was impossible to overestimate the damage the Lance affair had inflicted on his administration. But to Carter it didn’t seem fair or right, and the president was not sure what lessons to draw. This orderly former naval officer and engineer did not take the time to do what they call in the military an after-action report. He did not study the changed circumstances created by Watergate that he had magnified with his own presidential candidacy and words, and so he had not determined how he might manage those new circumstances. For Carter, it was as if the ghosts of Watergate stalked the halls of the White House. As with most ghosts, he wasn’t sure they existed, where they were or how to exorcise them.
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FOUR MONTHS INTO his presidency, on May 3, 1977, Carter called on Congress to pass a new law that would “require appointment of a special prosecutor to investigate and prosecute alleged offenses by high government officials.” He took the opportunity to remind Congress and the public of his high-mindedness. “During my campaign I promised the American people that as president I would assure that their government is devoted exclusively to the public interest.” A law removing investigations of presidents and other top officials from the Justice Department would be a critical, partial fulfillment of that pledge.

Over at the Georgetown University Law Center, Professor Samuel Dash, who had been the chief counsel to the Senate Watergate Committee in 1973 and 1974, almost whooped with delight. Dash, 52, a Democrat who was an expert on criminal law and on wiretapping, and Senator Sam J. Ervin Jr., the North Carolina Democrat who had chaired the Senate Watergate Committee, had pushed reform for three years.

It had been a long struggle. As Dash saw it, the need for a new law became clear when Nixon ordered the first Watergate special prosecutor, Archibald Cox, fired on Saturday night, October 20, 1973. Known in Watergate lore as the Saturday Night Massacre, Attorney General Elliot Richardson and his deputy, William Ruckelshaus, refused Nixon’s order and they both resigned. Robert Bork, the solicitor general and the number three in the Justice Department, then obeyed Nixon and removed Cox. A firestorm of public protest followed because Nixon had fired his own prosecutor. Hundreds of thousands of telegrams flooded Washington from all parts of the country, and 22 impeachment resolutions were introduced in the House in the days afterwards.

Ervin and Dash felt it was a horrendous act by Nixon—the ultimate obstruction of justice, the elimination of his own investigator and prosecutor. Nixon ordered the FBI to seal off the Watergate prosecutor’s offices, jeopardizing the entire investigation. Under public and congressional pressure, Nixon soon yielded and accepted the appointment of another Watergate special prosecutor, Leon Jaworski. But Dash had been shocked that a president could so easily rid himself of a criminal investigator aimed at himself and his inner circle. Nixon’s firing of Cox was lawful, and technically Nixon also could have had Jaworski dismissed. As far as Ervin and Dash were concerned, one of the main lessons of Watergate was the need to create, in law, a mechanism so that no future president could control the investigation of himself or his top aides. True independence had to be found, a real remedy to prevent a future Saturday Night Massacre. But how?

•  •  •

Ervin was almost a figure from another era. Born in 1896, he fought in France during World War I and graduated from Harvard Law School in 1922. He had served in the Senate for 20 years. A large man, with a giant face and eyebrows and jowls that shook ferociously when he talked, Ervin regularly quoted from Shakespeare, the Bible and the Bill of Rights, and he carried around a copy of the U.S. Constitution. He could be both stern and funny. His judgment often seemed to carry the extra weight of history.

At the beginning of his committee’s televised Watergate hearings in May 1973, Ervin had defined the issue:

“If the many allegations made to this date are true, then the burglars who broke into the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee at the Watergate were in effect breaking into the home of every citizen of the United States,” he said. “And if these allegations prove to be true, what they were seeking to steal was not the jewels, money or other precious property of American citizens, but something much more valuable—their most precious heritage: the right to vote in a free election.”

Ervin realized that his Watergate Committee had two functions—to give the facts to the public and to make recommendations for new legislation. By early 1974, Ervin concluded that the committee had largely fulfilled its fact-gathering role. The televised hearings of testimony from most of the major Watergate players and the discovery of Nixon’s secret taping system would ensure the committee a favorable review in any history of congressional hearings. In some respects they had set the gold standard for investigations.

Ervin summoned Dash to a meeting.

“I think we’ve got to cut it,” Ervin said.

“Why?” Dash protested. They had plenty of new material on Watergate-style campaign dirty tricks and illicit fund-raising requiring weeks if not months more of hearings.

“We’ve got to get off the stage,” Ervin said. His sense of political timing told him that the spotlight had moved to the new special prosecutor, Jaworski, and the House impeachment inquiry. There was nothing worse than a congressional committee, which had occupied the limelight for so long, dwelling on secondary matters, important as they might be. The committee had one more round to fire, and they had to save it for the legislative recommendations. The soundness of their fact-finding would be tested most fully in their proposed remedies.

So in the spring and summer of 1974 Dash scrambled to finish a final report that would contain concrete recommendations for reform.

Ervin was then 77 and about to retire from the Senate, and Dash wanted Ervin’s weight as a revered political figure and former judge behind the reform recommendations. The centerpiece was a proposal for a new law that would require the appointment of a “public attorney” who would handle investigations of a president or other top federal officials.

But who would make the appointment to guarantee independence without creating a fourth branch in the federal government? The president obviously couldn’t do it. The attorney general had appointed Cox—exposing the fatal weakness and lack of independence for a prosecutor appointed through the Justice Department. Dash researched. The first bills introduced in the days after the 1973 Saturday Night Massacre provided for the appointment to be made by the judiciary. That made sense to Dash. The federal courts in the past had appointed prosecutors in extraordinary circumstances. The Ervin-Dash proposal said the prosecutor would serve a fixed five-year term “and be chosen by members of the judicial branch to ensure his independence from the executive control or influence.”

Dash felt their proposal was consistent with the Federalist Papers. James Madison had written about “the necessity of auxiliary precautions.” Their reform was only one more safeguard.

Ervin and Dash released their final report and recommendations on July 14, 1974. But the July 24, 1974, Supreme Court decision ordering Nixon to turn over his tapes, Nixon’s August resignation and the September Nixon pardon consumed the nation and Congress and postponed any meaningful attempts to pass legislation. Hearings were finally held in the Senate in July 1975.

Dash appeared in favor of reform legislation. “I hope the American people do not tire of being outraged and indignant at the kinds of things that occurred in Watergate,” Dash said.

All four of the former Watergate special prosecutors, Cox, Jaworski, Henry A. Ruth Jr. and Ruff, opposed the proposal. Ruth, who had taken over from Jaworski, testified that his independence—although conferred by the attorney general and not by law—was the real danger.

“As special prosecutor now,” Ruth testified, “I take directions from no one, I report directly on ongoing investigations to no one, and I could easily abuse my power with little chance of detection.”

Eventually, President Ford in 1976 came out in support of legislation that Dash found seriously flawed. Under the Ford plan, the president—not the courts—would appoint the special prosecutor.

Dash felt that reform had been crippled. How could favoritism, cover-up or intimidation be prevented if a top White House official, cabinet officer or the president himself was the subject of serious allegations? The attorney general and the Justice Department would have to remain primary, Dash realized, unless the entire system of justice was revamped.

In 1976, the Senate voted out Ford’s version of a reform bill by a lopsided 91 to 5, but the House bill was stalled when opponents argued that the concept of a special prosecutor would be a slap in the face of the Justice Department and the attorney general whichever party was in power. Carter’s election and his support gave the legislation new momentum, but not enough, and it stalled again in 1977.

Finally, after almost five years of haggling, Senate drafters developed a passable concept. The attorney general would conduct a preliminary 90-day investigation of serious allegations against a high official. After the preliminary investigation the attorney general could determine the allegation had no merit and drop it. If further investigation was warranted, the attorney general would be required to apply to a new panel of three federal appeals court judges appointed by the chief justice of the Supreme Court. The three judges would appoint a special prosecutor, who would in effect have the powers of the attorney general to investigate, prosecute and issue a final report.
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