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TO ALICE MAYHEW



FOREWORD

THIS IS the story that begins with Richard Nixon’s drive to the Presidency, which he launched at his self-proclaimed “last press conference” on November 7, 1962. It carries through his campaign and victory in 1968, and covers his actions as President in his first term. It ends on November 7, 1972, the day of his re-election.

The story is based, overwhelmingly, on Richard Nixon’s own words, written and spoken, public and private. His published memoirs provide the starting point. They are voluminous, detailed, sometimes almost embarrassingly revealing (certainly more so than any other President’s memoirs), and usually reliable on statements of fact. His speeches, averaging almost one per day for the ten years covered in this volume, are available in newspapers and in four volumes of the Public Papers of the President. Nixon’s private writings consist of tens of thousands of memorandums, hand-scribbled notes and comments, drafts of speeches, and the like. Much of this material remains under seal, as Nixon continues to do legal battle with the National Archives (a situation described on page 558), but a great deal is available to scholars. These private papers give a unique insight into Nixon’s instinctive reactions and patterns of thought, his prejudices and convictions, as well as his orders and directives.

Then there are the tape-recorded conversations from the Nixon White House. They present all kinds of problems for scholars (see page 424), and are terribly limited, as only conversations about the Watergate cover-up are available out of the thousands of hours that were taped. Still, the tapes that have been made public are a marvelously rich source. It is less what is said, although that is obviously important, and more the nuances, the tone of voice, the pause, the chuckle, the guffaw, the snarl, the intangibles that impress, inform, and elucidate. Imagine being able to listen to Abraham Lincoln talking to John Hay or John Nicolay; no matter how bad the quality of the tapes, they would give us an insight into Lincoln’s style and methods unavailable from any other source. So it is with Nixon.

Beyond Nixon’s own words, the story is based on what his closest associates said about him and his actions. No other Administration in American history has produced so much in the way of memoirs by the participants as the Nixon Administration. The reason, at least in part, is obvious: in no other Administration did so many members need so much money for such horrendous legal fees. The Nixon biographer has available the memoirs of Haldeman, Ehrlichman, Magruder, Klein, Stans, Colson, Safire, Price, Dean, Dent, and others.

And, of course, there are Henry Kissinger’s memoirs, by far the most voluminous of any Secretary of State. If they are also the most self-serving, they are in addition the most revealing.

As a biographer, I am concerned with what Nixon said and did, planned and hoped, attempted and achieved. As to questions of motive, of why he did what he did, I confess that I do not understand this complex man. It is not news that he was devious, manipulative, driven by unseen and unknowable forces, quick as a summer storm to blame and slow as a glacier melt to forgive, passionate in his hatreds, self-centered, untruthful, untrusting, and at times so despicable that one wants to avert one’s eyes in shame and embarrassment. Nor is it news that this same man could be considerate, straightforward, sympathetic, and helpful, or that he was blessed with great talent, a superb intellect, an awesome memory, and a remarkable ability to see things whole, especially on a global scale and with regard to the world balance of power. If he was the ultimate cynic, a President without principle in domestic politics, he was also the ultimate realist, a President without peer in foreign affairs.

Why these contradictions? I don’t know. I only know they were there. I see my job as one of pointing them out within the context of explaining what Nixon was doing, with what results.

I wish that I could write shorter books, but once I get going on a subject my curiosity drives me. I discover, for instance, that I want to know what Nixon did, and the only way I can find out is to do the research, then think about what I’ve found, and then—the crucial step—write it up. For me, the act of writing is the act of learning.

The consequence is that I make heavy demands on my readers. I hope their effort is worthwhile.



CHAPTER ONE


THE FAST TRACK

1963

IN NOVEMBER 1962, at his self-proclaimed “last press conference” following his loss in the California gubernatorial contest, Richard Nixon announced that he was walking out of history. “You won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore,” he told the press. “Just think how much you’re going to be missing.” The reporters, in response, wrote his political obituary.

In December 1962, Nixon flew to New York. While there he saw his old friend Bill Rogers, former Attorney General in the Eisenhower Administration. “It’s hard now to understand how far down he was,” Rogers later observed. “He was broke. He had no future in the field he knew best.” Nixon himself said that “as a political force . . . I am through.”

But five years later, by the spring of 1968, Nixon had held hundreds of press conferences and was the almost certain Republican nominee for the Presidency. In connection with his campaign, he was writing an introduction to a new paperback edition of Six Crises. Bill Safire, one of his speech writers, was helping him. Safire suggested some “fairly frank language.” Nixon responded with these passages:

“I wish I could analyze the workings of American democracy and the mystery of public opinion that took a man from ‘finished’ in 1963 to candidate for the Presidency in 1968. I cannot. Not even a statesman who was also a great historian—Winston Churchill—could adequately explain why, after a decade in political eclipse, he was the one called upon to lead his nation in a time of crisis.

“There is no doubt, however, about what was not the reason for my candidacy today: it was not by dint of my own calculation or efforts. No man, not if he combined the wisdom of Lincoln with the connivance of Machiavelli, could have maneuvered or manipated his way back into the arena.”1

Nixon’s claim that he was but the child of fate, that he had done nothing to bring about his impending nomination by the Republicans, was untrue. In fact, from the beginning of 1963 to the spring of 1968, his actions could not have been better calculated to put him in sight of the nomination. Indeed, he might well have written that neither Lincoln nor Machiavelli could have plotted a campaign for him more successful than the one he directed himself.

He had never thought of himself as finished, not even at his lowest moment, the morning after the California defeat. Nixon used his last press conference as the occasion to stake out his position as the leading Republican critic of President John F. Kennedy’s foreign policy, and was bold enough to choose as his issue the very one that he felt had just cost him the California election, the Cuban missile crisis. Nixon asked if Kennedy had made a deal that would allow Khrushchev to “bring an Iron Curtain down around Cuba.”

The press had been close to unanimous in praising Kennedy’s handling of the crisis, but Nixon saw his vulnerability at once, and immediately made Democratic weakness in standing up to the Communist threat his number-one issue. It stayed there right through to his nomination five and a half years later. The reporters present, and the columnists who commented on Nixon’s political demise, missed the story.2

The reporters made another misjudgment, brought on by their own sense of self-importance, when they took Nixon at his word. The reason the reporters assumed Nixon had meant it when he said he was through was that he had insulted and attacked the press as he said it. No one could do that and survive in American politics, in the opinion of the press. In charging that the press was biased, untruthful, and vindictive, Nixon had burned his bridges behind him. This saddened some members of the press, Nixon admirers, but it delighted many more.

The story the reporters had missed was that Nixon had just made the press an issue. Nixon knew that the national press did not speak for or to millions of Republicans. He understood and enunciated a point of view: that the press was liberal, Democratic, do-gooder, pro big government and big labor, for high taxes, yet craven in the face of the Communist menace, and always out to give the shaft to Republicans. Nixon received thousands of letters after his blast at the reporters, urging him on. Former President Eisenhower spoke for the party when he commented that “Dick did have a point about bias in reporting and the arrogant sort of journalistic sharp-shooting that occurs daily in all too many publications.”3

In 1965, Nixon pointed out another advantage of the last press conference. It “served a purpose,” he said. “The press had a guilt complex about their inaccuracy [this was an assertion, not a fact, and every reporter in California would have denied it]. Since then, they’ve been generally more accurate, and far more respectful.”4

In short, immediately after escaping from the bad dream of actually being governor of California, Nixon began at his last press conference the start of his next campaign. He had known no other life since 1946, and wanted no other, short of occupying the ultimate seat of power itself. Campaigning meant bashing the Democrats and their allies, the reporters. Nixon was the best there was at that, and the one who enjoyed it most. He couldn’t imagine living without campaigning, and didn’t try to.

He did not have a specific race to aim for. Some parts of him shied away from even the thought of running against Kennedy in 1964, but there was a draw in the other direction too. Kennedy might well be vulnerable by then, and a victory over Kennedy would be a sweet vindication, especially if he could use Cuba to do it, as Kennedy had used Cuba against him in 1960. Still, 1968 looked more realistic, assuming a Kennedy victory in 1964.5

But uncertainty about when Nixon would run again should not obscure the fact that he was running, and for nothing short of the Presidency. He was realistic enough to know that his fate rested to a large degree on chance, accident, and luck—just as Churchill’s did in the thirties—but then that is always more or less true for all politicians at all times. The point was to be ready to seize opportunities.

Nixon stayed ready, in his usual determined, skillful, and thoughtful way (to his critics, in his usual cynical, hypocritical, power-mad way). But however one views his actions, the point is that they were his actions. There was nothing miraculous about his resurrection. He used his assets shrewdly, and succeeded with the qualities that had made him successful in the past—hard work, boldness, risk taking, and attacking the Democrats.

THERE WAS one other fib at that last press conference. “One last thing,” Nixon had said. “What are my plans?” He told the reporters he was going home “to get acquainted with my family again.”

That was on Wednesday morning. On Friday morning, leaving Pat and the girls behind, he flew to the Bahamas. His companions were John S. Davies, a quiet, unobtrusive man who had been director of communications in the recent campaign, and Bebe Rebozo, a Miami businessman who was friend and confidant to many high-ranking politicians in both parties.

Davies joined Nixon in Los Angeles. “On the flight down,” he later recalled, “there were times he obviously was deep in thought, peering out the window.” Davies let him brood. “When he wants to talk and chat, that’s fine.” Rebozo also did not intrude. “I’ve seen [Nixon] and Bebe sit in a room for three hours,” Senator George Smathers of Florida once remarked, “and neither ever say a word. Nixon’s a little bit of a mystic. He gets all his information together, then he meditates and contemplates. And Bebe sits there.”

Steve Hess, a young intellectual who sent Nixon political gossip from Washington and assisted him in writing speeches and magazine articles, caught the appeal of these men for Nixon nicely: “He can be comfortable with them. They don’t want anything from him, and he doesn’t have to be on guard with them. Men like Bebe have an old-shoe quality that helps Nixon relax.”6

The trio spent three weeks on Paradise Island. Davies described their routine: “The three of us would go swimming in the surf, swapping stories, talking about anything. Then he would get deep in thought and would walk down the beach. We’d wait for him, and sooner or later he would come back.”7

AFTER EVERY crisis of his life, Nixon had gone for long walks on the beach, figuratively if not literally, to reassess his position and think things through.

He was within two months of his fiftieth birthday. He was robust, free of any major physical problems. He quite rightly chided himself about his lack of exercise, which was limited to occasional games of golf and some swimming, but he was neither a heavy drinker nor a smoker, and he looked and felt fine. His mind was constantly at work, calculating the possibilities, plotting, planning. He threw himself totally into politics, for him by far the most absorbing of all games, so much so that once he woke—more often than not after five hours or less of sleep—his mind began to race, and he was up, ready for that day’s battle. He frequently ended the day with phone calls to politicians around the nation, extending into the small hours. He had the physical essentials: good looks, commitment, and sufficient health and stamina to carry him through the rigors of campaigning.

He had many additional assets. He had been a major figure in Washington for longer than any other active national politician. He had served four years in the House, two in the Senate, and eight as Vice-President. Except for Kennedy, Truman, and Eisenhower, he was the best-known politician in the country. He knew more foreign leaders than any man in America except Eisenhower. He was in the solid position of occupying the broad center ground of the Republican Party, with Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona off to his right and Governor Nelson Rockefeller of New York off to his left. He had run Jack Kennedy dead even in 1960, despite Democratic victories in the congressional and state elections. He was the legitimate spokesman for the Republican Party, despite the last press conference.

He had serious liabilities. He had lost two elections in a row, and with the 1962 California press conference, he had squandered some of the reputation he had earned as a good loser in 1960. And although what he said delighted most Republicans, it made the Democrats hate him even more, which pointed to his more general problem, that he was the most hated and feared man in America. No one could rouse the Democrats for an all-out effort quite the way Nixon could; thus in California in 1962 a number of reporters commented on the fervor and dedication of the anti-Nixon volunteers in the Pat Brown campaign. This was a consequence of Nixon’s campaign style, in which he nearly always exaggerated, and not his policies, which were middle-of-the-road.

But campaigning was almost all he had ever done. One of his shortcomings as a presidential candidate was his complete lack of administrative experience. Except for a supply crew in the Pacific for a year or so in World War II, Nixon had never actually run anything. That was why Eisenhower, in 1956, had urged Nixon to take over the Department of Defense. But Nixon reasoned that the political route was far more profitable and interesting than administration, and insisted on remaining Vice-President, with nothing to do but campaign.

One result of all the time he spent on the chicken-and-peas circuit was that there was scarcely a Republican in the country who didn’t owe Dick Nixon a favor or two, or whom he didn’t know. Herb Klein once said of Nixon, “I have seen him stand in long reception lines by the hour and remember by name, or at least city, more than half of the thousands he would see.”8

Nixon also had a large number of important people in the business, legal, and political worlds who thought highly of him. Some were former financial backers, some were insiders from the Eisenhower Administration, some were former aides or associates. Nixon inspired loyalty, just as he earned and held the admiration of those who worked with or for him. These Nixon supporters were by no means ready to see him abandon politics.

He needed an income, and a business expense account for his travels, for, as he never tired of pointing out, he had saved no money in his seventeen years in politics. His girls were growing; he needed to make enough to pay for their education, and to provide for his own and Pat’s retirement. As a consultant to the Los Angeles law firm of Adams, Duque, and Hazeltine, he made a substantial salary, but there were overwhelming reasons to get out of California. Neither he nor his family were really Californians anymore—since 1946 they had lived there only the past two years—and the voters of the state had just repudiated him decisively. The California Republican Party was badly split on regional and ideological lines and could not provide him with a base in anything like the way New York provided a base for Rockefeller, or Texas for Vice-President Lyndon Johnson. The law firm could not provide him with worldwide business, nor intimate contact with the big men of the nation. His true home was in the national capital, and his true base was the nation itself.

In deciding where to live, and what to do to make a living, Nixon had many options. At least two universities offered him their presidencies. Chrysler Corporation inquired as to his availability to serve as chairman of the board. Baseball owners wanted to know if he was interested in serving as commissioner of baseball. Bryce Harlow, who had served Eisenhower as White House liaison with Congress, called Nixon’s secretary, Rose Mary Woods, around this time with some further suggestions. Harlow thought Nixon ought to consider joining one of the foundations—the Fund for the Republic, or Freedom Foundation—as that would “force him to stay abreast of the things that are going on in the world.”

For Nixon, however, none of these possibilities had much appeal, primarily because the leadership of a university or a foundation would prevent him from speaking out as a partisan on the issues of the day, while a business career would not satisfy him. As Harlow put it, “It is difficult to see how he is going to find lasting satisfaction in a strictly mercenary life.”9

Harlow concluded that the best place for Nixon was in a law firm with some big-business clients. Nixon agreed with that—a major firm would give him income plus time to speak, travel, and study. Where? Only in the East, in New York City or Washington, could he put himself on what he liked to call the “fast track.” California was provincial and out of touch. “There was no foreign policy angle in California,” one aide pointed out. “It had to be the East. He had to have his cake (money) and eat it too (his interest in foreign policy).”10

While Nixon was in the Bahamas, one of his strongest backers, Elmer Bobst, chairman of the board of the Warner-Lambert Pharmaceutical Company, came to visit and talk. Bobst urged Nixon to go to New York. Nixon liked the idea—he thought of New York as a place where people worked harder, were smarter, and became more successful than anywhere else. New York would give him the advantage of allowing him to claim that by moving to Nelson Rockefeller’s state he was “ruling myself out as an active political figure.”11 Actually, he would be ruling himself in, as in New York he could avoid state politics but have instant access to the international media when he commented on foreign policy.

New York had another advantage: he could pretend he was moving there for his family’s sake, not his own. For Tricia and Julie, then sixteen and fourteen years of age, the idea of New York was exciting, and they both wanted to get out of California. Pat wanted to get out of politics. Dick told her, when she and the girls joined him for the Thanksgiving holiday in the Bahamas, that a move to New York would be a “clean break with politics,” because of Rockefeller’s tight control of the party there.12 They agreed that a move to New York was the right thing, and that they would do it as soon as he could find the right job.

IN JANUARY 1963, Nixon flew to New York to scout the possibilities. He talked to Tom Dewey, who encouraged him to do as he had done, become a New York lawyer. After losing two presidential contests, Dewey had made himself a rich and influential man. In 1952 he had used his influence to get Eisenhower to run, and then to get Nixon selected for Vice-President. Nixon was ready enough to get rich, and eager to follow Dewey’s suggestions on how to do it, but Dewey’s political style was not his at all. Dewey was a behind-the-scenes manipulator, had been since his 1948 defeat; he hardly ever made public speeches or comments, and had refused a position in Eisenhower’s Cabinet. Dewey wanted to be influential. Nixon wanted to be powerful. To get power, he had to remain a public figure, speaking out on the issues of the day.

He needed a job that would give him a big salary, free time, and plenty of overseas travel. It was not an easy assignment for his New York friends scouting for him. “A lot of lawyers didn’t want a tiger in their midst,” one said later, and another added, “There just weren’t too many places where he could get two hundred and fifty thousand dollars and all his time.”13 Bobst finally cleared the way with the firm that handled the Warner-Lambert account, Mudge, Stern, Baldwin, and Todd. It was an old, conservative, and respected but a bit behind-the-times Wall Street firm. Another old Nixon backer, Donald Kendall of Pepsi-Cola, helped Nixon along by promising the firm Pepsi’s lucrative legal account. So it was settled. The Nixons would move to New York in the summer, when the girls’ school year ended and after a European vacation.

NIXON USED the time between making his decision and actually moving to re-establish his position as Republican spokesman on foreign policy. He began in February, with his first public appearance since the last press conference, on a popular television talk show, the Jack Paar program. Nixon prepared for the show, which was usually played for laughs, with the utmost seriousness. He wrote to dozens of political friends, asking their advice on what to say, then telling them what he would say: that recent announcements from the Kennedy Administration about Soviet troop withdrawals from Cuba were “pure cover-up for what remains a formidable build-up on the island.”14

On the show, which was aired in March, Nixon told Paar and the 20 million viewers that he had decided to remain in public life as a constructive critic of the Kennedy Administration, and called for a blockade of Cuba until the last Soviet soldier left the island.15

In March, Nixon sent a form letter to hundreds of his backers, telling them that he had made a decision to “continue to devote as much of my time as possible to participation in public affairs.” He also announced that he intended to do a lot of speaking and traveling over the next few months.16

IN FEBRUARY, the Internal Revenue Service began an extensive audit of Nixon’s tax returns. For Nixon, it was irritating, time-consuming, and expensive. At the same time the Justice Department, under Attorney General Robert Kennedy, was investigating a loan from Howard Hughes to Donald Nixon, with a view to developing criminal charges of conflict of interest. The probe came up empty, but Nixon naturally resented the attempt to get at him through his family, and complained about the “abuse of the Internal Revenue Service and the Justice Department for political purposes” by the Kennedy Administration.17

Kennedy’s apparent abuse of power was a private problem; Nixon wanted to go after the President on policy questions. In March, he spent a weekend with Eisenhower in his winter home at Palm Desert, California. The men talked about issues, especially Cuba. Ike was furious with Kennedy for pledging that in return for the removal of Russian missiles from Cuba, the United States would never invade the island. Ike insisted that Kennedy had no right to make such a pledge, that if Kennedy had presented it to the Senate in the form of a treaty he never could have achieved ratification. Contrary to the media’s judgment, that Kennedy had won a great victory in the missile crisis, Ike thought he had suffered a bad defeat. Nixon heartily agreed, and told Ike he would hit Kennedy hard on this one.18

His opportunity came on April 20, when he spoke to the American Society of Newspaper Editors in Washington. He regarded it as a major speech, and prepared accordingly. He flew to Washington a day early; John C. Whitaker, a Washington-based geologist and Nixon volunteer in 1960, joined him in his hotel room to help out. “From eleven o’clock that night until four in the morning he went over the material,” Whitaker recalled, “scribbling away with the old fountain pen on the yellow legal pad. While he wrote, I typed. After a few hours’ sleep, he got up again at seven and went until noon, working it over and over.”19

The result was vintage Nixon. He began with a sort of apology for the last press conference—“I felt like returning for sixteen minutes some of the heat I had been taking for sixteen years”—and a little attempt at a joke, quoting Harry Truman’s “If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen” and saying that he had gotten out of the kitchen.

Then he put himself right back in. He said he knew the editors expected him, as “a battle-scarred political veteran,” to “pour it on.”

“If only I were the ‘partisan type,’ ” he continued, “what a field day I could have!”

He proceeded to have it: “In Cuba we have goofed an invasion, paid tribute to Castro for the prisoners, then given the Soviets squatters’ rights in our backyard.” He provided other examples of the shortcomings of the Kennedy Administration, three paragraphs’ worth, then said he could “see no useful purpose to be served in proceeding in this vein,” before proceeding even further in that vein.

He used a favorite Nixon technique—to deny that he was saying what he was saying—and got some revenge in the process. In the 1960 campaign, Kennedy had demanded the release of State Department polls in foreign countries that indicated a fall in American prestige. Foul, Nixon had cried. Now, Nixon said, “I am not going to demand the release of the polls about the decline of American prestige [under Kennedy]. We have enough troubles abroad without running America down at home.”

In 1960, Kennedy had charged that the American economy was stagnating because of Republican policies. Now, Nixon said, “Nor do I charge today that because of the failure of our economy to grow as fast as was predicted [by Kennedy] that we are in deadly peril of being outproduced by the Soviet Union” as Kennedy had said in 1960.

Referring implicitly again to Kennedy’s ’60 campaign, Nixon said, “Nor do I charge that this Administration is trying to appease Mr. Khrushchev.” Kennedy’s policy was better described as containment, Nixon said, and “because it is essentially defensive in character, it is doomed to failure.” As a result of Kennedy’s policies, “the Atlantic alliance is in disarray, Cuba is western Russia, and the rest of Latin America is in deadly peril.”

In place of containment, Nixon called for a strategy of victory, even though “I know that talk of victory over Communism is not fashionable these days.” But he could not accept coexistence, because that was “another word for creeping surrender.”

Nixon assured the editors that it was not his purpose to second-guess the Bay of Pigs invasion, or the Cuban missile crisis (where “we proceeded to pull defeat out of the jaws of victory”), but he did want to issue a clear call for action: “We must no longer postpone making a command decision to do whatever is necessary to force the removal of the Soviet beachhead.”

He ended with an appeal to the editors to avoid partisanship, to use their “eloquence to stir in the hearts of our people their love for America,” and to set a great goal: “Nothing less than a free Russia, a free China, a free Eastern Europe and a free Cuba.”

In the question period, Nixon was pressed for examples of what action he would take to free Cuba. He said he could not be specific but declared that he was not calling for “an invasion immediately with maximum power.” He thought Kennedy could be defeated in 1964, and suggested a ticket of Goldwater and Rockefeller: “If Jack and Lyndon could get together,” he quipped, “Barry and Nelson can.” He denied that he had any intention of ever seeking political office again, but as one reporter commented, “Several of his listeners were heard to remark that he sounded for all the world like a man still seeking the presidency.” 20

Nixon was pleased with his effort. He told his backers that “it served the purpose of setting forth some constructive alternatives to present Administration policy.”21

Of course the opposite was true—the alternatives he had offered were jingoistic and irresponsible and inconsistent. How could he square the call to do “whatever is necessary” to force the Soviet troops out of Cuba with his denial during questions that he was advocating an invasion? How could he label a call to “free Russia” a constructive alternative? But there was one good thing about being in opposition; it freed Nixon to slash and denounce without having to assume any responsibility for his words. Nixon was back in business, at the old stand, and enjoying it hugely. Bashing Kennedy was much more fun than defending Eisenhower.

And more profitable too. Nixon’s speech got front-page coverage around the country and inspired many editorials. The New York Times gave it the ultimate tribute by reprinting the text. Letters to Nixon from frustrated Republicans who were glad someone had finally laid into Kennedy on Cuba came pouring in.22

NIXON SPENT most of the late winter and spring of 1963 on the East Coast, making arrangements for his move to New York and meeting with supporters. He reached an agreement with the law firm whereby he would act as consultant until he had lived in New York for six months and could be admitted to the bar, at which time he would become the senior partner and the name would change. He talked to his publisher, Doubleday, about another book. The idea was that, with the assistance of Steve Hess, he would take on Teddy White, who had enjoyed a fabulous success with The Making of the President, 1960. Nixon and Hess proposed to use the White technique in 1964. As Hess explained, “The premise was that it would be much more marvelous to have someone who had gone through it himself, and was no longer a politician, explaining to the rest of the world how the process works.”23

Nixon was intrigued by the idea. He did not propose to physically cover the campaign himself, as White had done, but to rely on Hess and a research staff to do the legwork and bring him the results. He would then put it together. It was an opportunity to comment at length on Kennedy, in the respected intellectual format of a book, with the benefit of hindsight, and it might be highly profitable. It would allow Nixon to remain at the center of presidential politics without having to run against Kennedy in 1964. Nixon was more than interested, and his talks with Hess and Doubleday moved forward smoothly. By late spring, they had set a date for signing a contract, November 22, 1963.24 Meanwhile, he signed a contract with The Saturday Evening Post for an article on foreign policy.

Pat joined him at Easter time, and they went house hunting. After two days of looking, they found a ten-room apartment that took up the fifth floor of a building at 62nd Street and Fifth Avenue, with a view of Central Park and the Plaza Hotel. It was in rundown condition, but Dick said that “Pat can make anything look good,” and they took it.25 The Nixons sold their house in the Truesdale Estates section of Beverly Hills for $183,000; they paid $135,000 for the New York apartment, and put $50,000 into remodeling. The work included creating servants’ quarters, as Nixon had added to his household a Cuban refugee couple, Fina and Manolo Sanchez, as live-in servants. Only later did Nixon learn that the building belonged to Mrs. Mary Clark Rockefeller, who had taken possession as part of her divorce settlement, and that her ex-husband, Governor Rockefeller, and his new wife lived on the twelfth floor of the fourteen-story building.26

On May 2, Nixon announced his impending move to New York. He explained that he would “engage in matters relating to the Washington and Paris offices of the firm,” which sounded to many reporters like politics and foreign policy, but to others his move seemed to provide proof that he had no presidential ambitions. Rockefeller said it was “wonderful news” that he had Nixon for a neighbor and expressed the hope that Nixon would get back into national politics. Walter Cronkite, on CBS News, reported that Nixon was coming to New York “to establish a base for another try at the Presidency,” but Nixon told reporters that he was “not here for any political purpose.”27

Through May, noncandidate Nixon traveled around the country, meeting with Republican leaders. He held local press conferences, where he ridiculed the notion that he was moving to New York for any purpose other than practicing law. Some reports, he said, had him moving in order to support Rockefeller for the nomination, others that he intended to mastermind a movement to draft Governor George Romney of Michigan, and still others that his plan was to stop Goldwater. But he was not going to do any of that, nor engage in active politics, nor endorse a candidate. “I will support whoever is nominated” was his last word.28

Before taking up his work at the law firm, Nixon was “determined to keep a long-standing promise to Pat and the girls” and take them on an extended overseas vacation.29 On June 12, accompanied by their oldest California friends, Jack and Helene Drown and their daughter, Maureen, they set off for what Julie later described as “the longest unbroken period my father had spent with us in many years.”30

Nixon’s idea of a vacation differed from most people’s. He worked as hard during the trip as if he were still Vice-President, and reaped his rewards in American press coverage. What he had learned so well during his years in the Eisenhower Administration still held true—Nixon overseas was newsworthy, and he got much more positive coverage when he talked about foreign policy in a foreign land than when he discussed domestic politics in New York.

Nixon prepared carefully. Through former Secretary of State Christian Herter, he got State Department cooperation; arrangements were made for him to meet with European leaders, and a press conference was set up for him at each stop.31 He held one at Idlewild Airport before boarding the flight to Lisbon, another on his arrival, another on flying to Madrid, and so on. In Frankfurt, he spoke out against right-wing “nuts or kooks, as we call them in California,” and said he was sure Goldwater regarded them as a liability, “just as I do.” He repeated that theme in Budapest, and stepped up the pressure on Goldwater, saying, “the Senator should not allow such people to have any part in his campaign.”32

He was more comfortable talking about Kennedy’s shortcomings than about Republican problems. Two days before Nixon left the States, Kennedy had made a dramatic appeal for peace in a major address at American University. The President had spoken strongly in favor of a partial nuclear test ban treaty, covering the atmosphere, under water, and in outer space, but not underground. While Nixon was in Europe, the Soviets had responded favorably to Kennedy’s offer. In Vienna, Nixon commented that if Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev was ready to agree, fine, but he warned that “we must be under no illusions that this indicates any change in his basic objective, which is to impose Communism on the Western world.”

Warming to his favorite subject, Nixon continued, “Too many people today are gloating publicly because the Chinese Communists and the Soviet Communists are having an argument.

“What they fail to realize is that this argument is not about how they can beat each other, but how they could beat us.”33

In Berlin, Nixon suggested that the United States should “use its power to seek German unification and the extension of freedom to the nations of Eastern Europe.”34 When the test ban treaty was signed in Moscow in mid-July, Nixon announced from Paris his support for it. He urged Republican senators to vote for ratification, pointing out that the treaty had been initially proposed by Eisenhower four years earlier.35

“Everywhere we went,” Nixon later wrote, “we were received as if I were still Vice President.”36 He met with Francisco Franco in Spain, and on a side trip to Cairo to see the pyramids, he talked with Egyptian President Gamal Nasser. He drew big crowds in Budapest. But best of all, he was President Charles de Gaulle’s guest for lunch at the Elysée Palace in Paris.

De Gaulle, in the summer of 1963, was at the height of his power. Awesome in his appearance, he projected a great dignity. With Churchill, Roosevelt, Stalin, Montgomery, and Eisenhower dead or retired, de Gaulle was the last of the World War II giants. Nixon admired him almost without stint. Late in his life Nixon wrote a book entitled Leaders; in it he put de Gaulle second only to Churchill among the many world leaders he had known.

They talked politics, in the broadest sense. Nixon spoke enthusiastically of a United States of Europe, long a favorite project of Americans, but de Gaulle was uninterested. He perked up when Nixon suggested that the United States should share its atomic secrets with France, and de Gaulle said he might be willing to sign the nuclear test ban treaty (France was then performing its initial series of tests, which it was conducting in the atmosphere) in return for access to American know-how. They talked about China and its role in the future, of NATO, and of other things.37

At the conclusion of the lunch, de Gaulle rose to propose a toast. He said that he knew Nixon had suffered some difficult defeats, but predicted that in the future Nixon would play a great role in “a top capacity.”38

De Gaulle’s toast was heady stuff, as were the receptions from the press and world leaders elsewhere, but while he was in Europe, Nixon got a sharp reminder of the difference between being leader of the opposition and being in power. In June, President Kennedy traveled to Europe, where on the twenty-sixth, in Berlin, he reached one of the high points of his Presidency, and got enormous worldwide press coverage when he declared, “Ich bin ein Berliner.” Nixon was in Berlin a couple of weeks later; where Kennedy had drawn 150,000 for his speech at the Berlin Wall, Nixon, holding a press conference, drew a dozen reporters. For both men, it was a first view of the Berlin Wall, built by Khrushchev two years earlier as the first barrier in history designed to keep people in rather than their enemies out. Both were appalled by what they saw. In his press conference, Nixon warned against any belief that Khrushchev had “mellowed,” and urged Kennedy to seek German unification and the extension of freedom to the nations of Eastern Europe.39

IN AUGUST, Nixon went to work at the law firm. He went at the job the way he went after political office, aggressively, with an equal emphasis on hard work and personal contacts. When he was in New York (he was on the road, on business, nearly half the time), he got to his office at 20 Broad Street by 7 A.M. and often stayed until 6 P.M. Business in the firm immediately picked up, especially overseas, and Nixon the corporate lawyer was as instant a success as he had been as Nixon the politician. A major reason was that he was who he was and knew who he knew, but equally important was his ability and his penchant for hard, sustained work. In the short period he spent as an active lawyer, Nixon demonstrated that he could have reached the pinnacle in corporate law practice as well as in politics.

New York State was Rockefeller’s base, but within New York City there were dozens of prominent Republicans, many of them former members of the Eisenhower Administration, who had no connection with the state Republican Party. They were men of national affairs who when they heard the word “capital” thought of Washington, not Albany.

Nixon knew them all, of course, and many were his supporters. Those who itched to get back to Washington once again to take charge of the nation’s affairs saw Nixon as the man who could get them there. These New York City Republicans rallied around Nixon. They got him into the best clubs, introduced him to the best society, sent business his way.

Dr. Henry Kissinger, Harvard professor and on a retainer from Rockefeller as adviser on foreign policy, moved in different circles and saw it differently. Kissinger later wrote that “when Nixon moved to New York in 1962, he was shunned by the people whose respect he might have expected. . . . He was never invited by what he considered the ‘best’ families. This rankled and compounded his already strong tendency to see himself beset by enemies.” The opposite was more nearly true.40 Nixon turned down far more invitations than he accepted.

The Eisenhower men Nixon saw regularly in New York included Bill Rogers, Thomas Gates (Secretary of Defense), Gabriel Hauge (economic adviser), Herbert Brownell (Attorney General before Rogers), and Maurice Stans (Director of the Budget), among others. Businessmen who were hefty contributors to the Republican Party and who helped Nixon get started in New York included his former aide Charles McWhorter, now a lawyer for AT&T (and described by The New York Times as “a walking encyclopedia of political information who is regarded as one of the most astute strategists in the country”),41 Roger Blough, chairman of U.S. Steel, Mrs. Ogden Reid of the New York Herald Tribune, Horace Flanigan of Manufacturers Hanover Trust, Donald Kendall of Pepsi, George Champion of Chase Manhattan, and Elmer Bobst of Warner-Lambert, among others.

Even Nixon’s minister was at the top of the New York ladder; Sunday mornings, Nixon went to hear Norman Vincent Peale preach. In the afternoons, he went to the New York Giants football games; he had a friend on the team, Frank Gifford. Saturday nights he would attend a play or a musical, then go to Toots Shor’s place afterward to talk sports.

Nixon the New York lawyer impressed visitors as supremely happy. He told Peter Kihss, who did a feature story on his life in the city for The New York Times, that he found New York “the most challenging and stimulating and fastest track in the world in top corporate and international law.” Kihss thought Nixon “never looked more fit or more relaxed.”

Nixon told Kihss emphatically that “I came to New York to practice law and not to practice politics.” The family too was committed to life in New York. The girls were attending Chapin School, a private girls’ school that was Mrs. Kennedy’s alma mater. Pat regretted the loss of California sunshine, and confessed “we miss the outdoor barbecue.” Apartment living had its drawbacks too: “We haven’t got room for a big deep freeze.” But overall, she was glad to be out of politics, and enjoyed strolling in the anonymity of the city, with the girls, Checkers, and a new poodle. Shortly after moving into the apartment, Pat told Dick over dinner one night, “I hope we never move again.”42

In denying that he came to New York for political rather than economic reasons, Nixon repeatedly cited as proof the fact that he had no political staff. Rose Mary Woods was his secretary, as she had been for more than a decade, with Loie Gaunt as her assistant. Steve Hess was also working for Nixon, but as a writer, not a political aide. Otherwise there was no staff.

But attractive as Nixon initially found life in New York City to be, and much as he enjoyed a big income and seeing his firm prosper, and despite what he told Pat and the girls, he never considered abandoning politics, the fastest track of all. Not even during quiet evenings at home, of which there were an increasing number. At first, the Nixons had accepted numerous invitations to balls and other social affairs, but after a couple of months they declined all but a few, to stay home. Nixon would read for three hours or more before going to bed, primarily American history and biography. “It’s escapist,” Nixon said, “but it also enriches your thought processes.” It also increased his already deep knowledge of the recent past, and was in fact the best possible study for a presidential aspirant.

His heroes were Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. He liked TR “because of his great dynamic drive and ability to mobilize a young country . . . and his ability to lead.” The attraction of Wilson, Nixon explained, was “his sheer intellectual brilliance. . . . Wilson once wrote a speech at Princeton in which he talked of men of thought and men of action. . . . Teddy Roosevelt was a man of action who could think and Woodrow Wilson was a man of thought who could act.”43

Nixon’s office struck reporter Jules Witcover as “a museum of his past political life . . . a kind of sanctuary for a President-in-exile.” It included a pen set from Ike, a landscape by Ike, signed photographs of world leaders, keys to assorted cities, the vice-presidential gavel, and so forth.44 There were other reminders of who Nixon had been and might be: when he attended football or hockey games, or the theater, or ate in a restaurant, he was always mobbed by autograph seekers and well-wishers. These fans spoke for millions of others, as the Gallup polls made clear: consistently he was the first choice of 25 percent or more of Republicans for the 1964 nomination, some months slightly ahead of Goldwater, sometimes slightly behind, but always far in front of Rockefeller and Romney. Nixon expressed gratification each time a new poll came out, but insisted that he was not a candidate; in response to that standard question in such cases—would he accept a draft?—Nixon’s reply was that because he was not a candidate, a draft would be unthinkable.

But he made sure his name stayed in circulation. In September, when Ike gave out a list often possible Republican candidates, and did not include Nixon on the list, Nixon moved quickly. At a private dinner with a number of Republican politicians Nixon restated his disinclination to run, but added that “I did think it was a little odd that President Eisenhower didn’t include me on his list of 10 ‘good people’ who might make Republican candidates. I thought it was strange.”

Nixon’s comment reached Eisenhower’s ear the next day, as Nixon intended. The former President immediately wrote Nixon to say he could scarcely believe Nixon had been quoted correctly, “because you had frankly told me that you were not available.”45 But Eisenhower also told a reporter the next week that if there were a “sudden wave of support” for Nixon, “there would be no question about his capacity to perform the job.” (Once again, Eisenhower had not said he supported Nixon for President, only that Nixon was qualified.) It was around this time that Nixon, fed up with Ike’s ambiguity, characterized the former President as “that senile old bastard.”46

In his speeches (about one a week), Nixon was provocative enough to make all the papers. In October, he criticized Kennedy’s decision to sell $250 million in wheat to the Soviet Union as “the major foreign policy mistake of this administration, even more serious than . . . the Bay of Pigs. What we’re doing is subsidizing Khrushchev at a time he is in deep economic trouble.”47

Later in the month, Nixon went to Paris on business for Pepsi. He used the occasion to hold a press conference, where he began by proclaiming, “I am not a candidate for office in 1964,” then laid into Kennedy. NATO was in disarray because of Kennedy’s blunders, he said, and he also hit Kennedy for the Administration’s obvious withdrawal of support for President Ngo Dinh Diem in South Vietnam (Diem was under intense pressure from the Buddhists in his own country and from the Democrats in Washington, who saw his apparently repressive policies and evident inefficiency as the real problem in Vietnam): “I would say that in Vietnam today the choice is not between Diem and somebody better, it is between Diem and somebody infinitely worse.”48

When he got back to the States, Nixon held another news conference, where he declared that “I have never been abroad when American prestige was lower than it is now.”49

In October, in The Saturday Evening Post (reprinted three months later in Reader’s Digest), Nixon reported on his European trip. He returned to a theme that had been successful for the Republicans back in 1952, the liberation of Eastern Europe. He wanted to “mobilize” and “arouse” public opinion to “prevent the sellout of the right of 97 million enslaved people in Eastern Europe to be free.” He called for a “complete change of direction . . . in U.S. foreign policy,” setting a goal of “nothing less than to bring freedom to the communist world.” He implicitly but strongly criticized Eisenhower for failing to help the Hungarian uprising in 1956.50

By early November, one year after he declared he had held his last press conference, Nixon had held nearly fifty press conferences, plus many interviews, and done considerable writing. He kept his name alive, in sharp contrast to Tom Dewey after 1948. But he was not necessarily speaking falsely when he said he was not running in 1964. As he wrote in his memoirs, he thought “Kennedy would be virtually unbeatable . . . [and] another defeat in 1964 might so brand me with a loser image that I could never recover.”51

But he had not missed a campaign since 1946. Every even-numbered year he had spent more time on the campaign trail than in his office. If Goldwater and Rockefeller deadlocked, he would be the obvious choice to unify the party and carry the flag. Kennedy might make some egregious blunder between now and the election. Nixon kept himself ready. Meanwhile he got on with his law practice, and prepared to sign the contract with Doubleday to do a commentary on the 1964 campaign, a strong indication that he had little expectation of being the nominee himself.

KENNEDY WAS giving him plenty to write about if he became a commentator, or to oppose if he became the candidate. There was, for example, wiretapping. It was widely rumored in Washington that the Justice Department, through the FBI, was placing bugs and taps on reporters, political opponents, and businessmen. The FBI wiretapped the home and office of Hanson Baldwin, the military-affairs analyst of The New York Times. In the April 1963 Atlantic magazine, Baldwin published an article that criticized the Administration for the use of the FBI to investigate leaks and to intimidate reporters. The agents used methods that “have smacked of totalitarianism,” Baldwin wrote. He charged that their goal was to protect the Administration, not national security.52

That fall, Victor Lasky published J.F.K.: The Man and the Myth, a decidedly unfriendly biography. Nixon read the book and telephoned Lasky. “That’s quite a book,” Nixon said. “I’ve just finished it and, frankly, I never knew what bastards those Kennedys were.” Lasky told Nixon that the Kennedys were out to get him, Lasky, that “Bobby’s boys” in Justice were digging into his files looking for derogatory material. Nixon was not surprised. He mentioned the tax audit he had undergone, then shrugged: “Oh, what the hell, it’s all part of the game, I guess.”53

Part of the game or not, on November 13 Nixon told his old friend Senator Karl Mundt (R., S.D.) that the recent revelations of wiretapping by the Administration in the “Otepka case” were “shocking.”

The case involved Otto F. Otepka, a security evaluations officer in the State Department. He had objected to changes the Democrats had made in security procedures, and he had refused to give a security blessing to a high Kennedy appointee, Walt W. Rostow. Otepka had not called Rostow a Communist, but he cited Communist relatives, associates, and friends of Rostow’s and called him a security risk. The Kennedy brothers thought this preposterous.

Otepka had also leaked documents supporting his position to Republicans on the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee. In retaliation, the Kennedy Administration had demoted Otepka, harrassed him, bugged and wiretapped him, and put him under personal surveillance.

The State Department employees who did the bugging and spying flatly denied ever doing such things. But when the subcommittee produced solid evidence of their crimes, they switched stories. Now they admitted the truth but claimed that they got no information from the wiretapping because of “static” on the line. For this reason, they said, they were not guilty of perjury for telling the subcommittee they had not done what they had done, because their efforts had been “ineffective.” But even that was a lie—they did get usable tapes.54

It was an apparently open-and-shut case of criminal action by the State Department, including illegal entry, illegal wiretapping, and perjury. But Justice brought no charges, made no indictments, except against Otepka, whom it charged with leaking information and documents to the Senate subcommittee.

Nixon was outraged. He called Jimmy Byrnes, a former Democratic Secretary of State, to express his feelings and explore the possibilities of doing something. As Nixon explained in a letter to Mundt the next day, “The key question, it would seem to me, is—who ordered these subordinates to wire-tap their superior and then to commit perjury?” Byrnes had agreed that “this question should be pressed vigorously.”

The potential was enormous. If the guilty men could be forced to say who ordered them to break the law, and then to cover up, they could only point up, and it might lead to the Attorney General himself, or the Secretary of State, or . . . who knew?

Nixon was excited by the possibilities, and laid down careful instructions for Mundt to follow. Nixon’s premise was that “a couple of lowly clerks would never have taken such risks on their own.” The way to force them to talk, Nixon was convinced, was to use the threat of perjury. Show them the threat of perjury “and they will hesitate to run the additional risk of refusing to disclose who was behind the whole operation.”55

In his reply, Mundt admitted that none of the Republicans on the subcommittee had thought of that approach, and promised to see that it was followed. But he did nothing. Nor did any newspapers take up the case. The story died before it was born.

Nixon, frustrated, was helpless. It was like January 1961, when he had urged Senator Everett Dirksen (R., Ill.) to use the confirmation hearings on Robert Kennedy as Attorney General to ask questions about the Kennedy family fortune. Dirksen had said he would do so, but did not. The Republicans simply did not have the ruthlessness of the Democrats when it came to attacking their enemies, or so it seemed to Nixon. Only by staying active himself in the campaign, either as commentator or candidate, could Nixon bring the peccadilloes of the Kennedys to light.

THE OVERTHROW and assassination of President Diem (November 1–2) also outraged Nixon. “I think our complicity in Diem’s murder was a national disgrace,” he wrote by hand at the bottom of a letter to Eisenhower three days later.56 On November 7, he expressed himself more fully in a letter to the head of the Joint House-Senate Republican Committee, Robert Humphreys.

“I personally can’t understand why the Republicans are so reluctant to say a good word for Diem,” Nixon complained. “He was, after all, a foe of communism and a friend of the United States. If it had not been for him, Viet Nam would be Communist today.

“It is true that some of his extreme policies as well as the antics of his brother and sister-in-law were embarrassing to us. But our heavy-handed complicity in his murder can only have the effect of striking terror in the hearts of leaders of other nations who presumably are our friends.”57

Eisenhower told Nixon that “I cannot believe any American would have approved the cold-blooded killing of a man who had, after all, shown great courage when he undertook the task of defeating Communism.” Ike added that he could not accept that Kennedy would have ordered the murder of a fellow Catholic,58 but Nixon stuck to his belief that there was American complicity in Diem’s assassination.

By this time, a year away from the 1964 election, Nixon’s name was, inevitably, popping up again and again in the speculation about the Republican nominee. Campaigning in New Hampshire, Rockefeller said that if a deadlock developed, Nixon “sure would be in the wings, I’ll bet you that.” And Eisenhower, on CBS’s “Face the Nation” on November 10, said that if there were a deadlock, Nixon would be “one of the likely persons to be . . . approached because he is after all a very knowledgeable and very courageous type of person.”

Asked to comment, Nixon said of Rockefeller’s remark, “I am not a candidate,” and added, “This is not a devious, conspiratorial plan on my part to be a candidate.” Two days later, he insisted, “My best role is to unite the party after the bloodletting. . . . Anyone in the United States would want to be President, but there is a time and place for everything.” He was not, he said, “shaking out there in the wings, wringing my hands, waiting to be called by the party. . . . I’m not going to run.”59 But he did not repudiate Eisenhower’s sort-of endorsement. Nixon was a man who kept his options open, ready to seize opportunities.

ON NOVEMBER 21, Nixon was in Dallas for a meeting of Pepsi-Cola bottlers. He found the city seething with hate-filled and violent talk. Just a month earlier in Dallas, Adlai Stevenson had been hit by a placard and spat upon in a right-wing demonstration. Kennedy was scheduled to appear in the city the next day along with Vice-President Johnson and Governor John Connally of Texas. Hostility toward Kennedy apparently was widespread and was prompting some wild talk about demonstrations, “getting Kennedy,” and so on.I

Nixon was appalled. No matter how partisan his speeches, no matter how often he seemed to incite people with his campaign rhetoric, all his life Nixon was firmly opposed to heckling, demonstrations, picketing, and attempts to embarrass or shout down a speaker. Back in early June, at a farewell speech in California, Nixon had spoken out strongly against the NAACP for picketing President Kennedy in Los Angeles.61 In Dallas, on November 21, Nixon called a news conference, where he urged the citizens to give President Kennedy and his wife “a courteous reception.” Those who did otherwise, he said, “harm their own cause and help their opponents.”62

The morning of November 22, Nixon flew back to New York. He hailed a taxicab at the airport and headed for home. On the way, when the cab stopped for a traffic light, a man rushed over from the curb and asked the driver, “Do you have a radio in your cab? I just heard that Kennedy was shot.”

There was no radio. As the cab drove on, Nixon thought, “Oh, my God, it must have been one of the nuts.”

The doorman at Nixon’s apartment building was crying when Nixon arrived.

“Oh, Mr. Nixon, have you heard, sir?” he sobbed. “It’s just terrible. They’ve killed President Kennedy.”

Nixon told interviewers at the time, and later wrote in his memoirs, “I never felt the ‘there but for the grace of God go I’ reaction to Kennedy’s death. . . . I did not think that if I had won in 1960 it would have been I rather than he riding through Dealey Plaza in Dallas at that time, on that day.” 63

But Steve Hess, who arrived at Nixon’s apartment a couple of minutes after Nixon got there (they were scheduled to sign the contract with Doubleday), had a different impression. “When he opened the door for me,” Hess said, “the first person of his circle to see him, I can assure you that his reaction appeared to me to be, ‘There but for the grace of God go I.’ He was very shaken.”

Nixon got out his attaché case and showed Hess the Dallas morning paper, with the story about his urging respect for the President. Hess felt it was Nixon’s way of saying, “You see, I didn’t have anything to do with creating this.”

Nixon went to the phone. He called J. Edgar Hoover, head of the FBI.

“What happened?” Nixon asked. “Was it one of the right-wing nuts?”

“No,” Hoover replied, “it was a Communist.”64

Hess thought Nixon was somewhat relieved by the news. Together they prepared a statement for the television cameras downstairs. Nixon expressed his grief and his sympathy and concluded, “The greatest tribute we can pay to his memory is in our everyday lives to do everything we can to reduce the forces of hatred which drive men to do such terrible deeds.”65

Rose Woods came over to the Nixon apartment; at Nixon’s request, she phoned Tom Dewey and Roger Blough to cancel a golf date. Other calls cleared Nixon’s schedule for the following days, and Rose arranged for a meeting the next morning in Nixon’s apartment, a gathering of his major New York supporters, to discuss the implications. Nixon’s first speculation was that there would be a “bloodbath” in the Democratic Party, as President Johnson struggled with Attorney General Kennedy for control. Nixon thought it might lead to an Adlai Stevenson nomination for 1964.66

That night, before going to bed, Nixon wrote a note to Jacqueline Kennedy. “While the hand of fate made Jack and me political opponents,” he said, “I always cherished the fact that we were personal friends from the time we came to the Congress together in 1947.” 67

Hess joined the meeting the following morning: “The politicos were already assessing how this event would affect or re-create the possibilities of Nixon running for President.” Nixon had changed his mind about the possibility of a Democratic bloodbath and now thought that Johnson “would have it under control,” that the country would unite behind him, and that he was a good enough politician to take advantage of his opportunity. As for his own prospects, Nixon knew it was far too early to tell. Obviously Kennedy’s assassination was an event of the first importance that would have innumerable repercussions. It would dramatically affect Nixon. But how, in what ways, could not so soon be seen.

He needed to keep his options open, which meant in these circumstances backing out of the Doubleday contract. Working on such a book would tie him down too firmly at a time when he needed to stay available for whatever might develop.68

THE NIXONS went to Washington for Kennedy’s funeral. It was not a time for him to be making any public statements, other than to express shock and sympathy. But it was a time for Nixon to think about Kennedy.

The way the press had fawned on Kennedy had made Nixon furious and jealous; all that money and the things Kennedy had gotten away with had made Nixon resentful; Kennedy’s policies—backing down at the Bay of Pigs, allowing Soviet troops to remain on Cuban soil, wiretapping his opponents, refusing to tear down the Berlin Wall, the complicity in the assassination of Diem, selling wheat to the Soviet Union—had given Nixon opportunities to criticize President Kennedy, and he had done so with gusto.

Nixon could hardly have avoided feelings of envy about Kennedy’s good looks and charm and wit and bearing and money and family—every politician in America felt some envy of the man. But for all that, Nixon said he liked Kennedy and considered him a friend, and he really was not that much different from Kennedy in his policies once he came to power. One of the notable features about Nixon’s campaigning in 1963 was the issue over which he did not go after Kennedy, even though it was the one on which the Kennedy Administration had broken most sharply with the Eisenhower Administration—greatly increased defense spending and a consequent unbalanced budget. Nor did he criticize Kennedy for getting involved in Vietnam, and sending combat units there, but only for limiting the use of force and abandoning Diem.

So for all their differences on policy questions, and despite their well-known differences of style—Nixon’s scowl, Kennedy’s smile; Nixon’s snarl, Kennedy’s quips; Nixon’s awkwardness, Kennedy’s athletic grace—they were much more alike than they were different.

Nixon, as much as Kennedy, was of that “new generation of Americans—born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage.” Out of that experience had come some common assumptions, shared not only by Nixon and Kennedy but by millions of their generation. These assumptions included the belief that America was morally superior to all other nations, that there were no limits to what America could achieve, and that there were no limits on the methods that had to be used to wage the Cold War.

American moral superiority was based, above all else, on the heritage of World War II. At the end of the war, America’s prestige had never been higher. The U.S. had provided the tools and the men to save Europe and Russia from Hitler and his Nazis. The U.S. had driven the Japanese out of China, Indochina, Burma, Korea, the Philippines. The U.S. had given the Philippines independence, without forcing the Filipinos to wage a war of national liberation to achieve it. America had asked for nothing for itself in return. Ho Chi Minh, leader of the Vietminh in Vietnam at that time, hailed the Americans as the true friends of the oppressed of the earth. So did such dissimilar men as Charles de Gaulle, Churchill, and on one occasion even Stalin himself. In a world full of hatred, death, destruction, deception, and double-dealing, the United States at the end of World War II was almost universally regarded as the disinterested champion of justice, freedom, and democracy. America was especially seen in that light by Americans.

The idea that anything was possible for the United States, given enough commitment, was also a heritage of World War II. The nation that had been practically unarmed in 1939 had, by 1945, a military preponderance in the world that was unprecedented. And an economic preponderance too, as the American homeland was not just untouched but booming, at a time when much of the rest of the world’s industrial capacity was in ashes. Events over the next decade and a half reinforced the sense of power—the great postwar economic boom, stopping Communist aggression in Korea, creating NATO.

By 1960, however, there was an increasing sense of frustration, growing from a feeling that President Eisenhower and the old men who served in his Cabinet had put self-imposed, stuck-in-the-mud limits on the country’s approach to its problems. It seemed to younger leaders like Nixon and Kennedy that their elders were so concerned with protecting the profits from World War II that they were neglecting opportunities to invest those profits. In 1960, it was time for the junior officers from the war to take command, to get the country moving again.

The notion that anything goes in the struggle against the enemy was also a World War II legacy. No moral sensibilities had been allowed to stand in the way of the Allied cause, for the quite obvious reason that the opponent was the Gestapo. In a life-and-death struggle, one has no choice. As to assassination, would anyone in the world (other than a few Nazis) have objected had the British or Americans managed to kill Hitler in 1943?

In the postwar period, when Stalin quickly came to seem to Americans to be the next Hitler, and when the NKVD was even more active than the Gestapo (and as evil in its methods), it was inevitable that America would develop a way of fighting the new enemy. Harry Truman got it started; it was called the Central Intelligence Agency. In 1954, in an investigation of the CIA for the Eisenhower Administration, the Doolittle Committee had described the assumptions on which the agency had to operate in chilling words: “We are facing an implacable enemy whose avowed objective is world domination by whatever means and at whatever cost. There are no rules in such a game. Hitherto acceptable norms of human conduct do not apply. We must develop effective espionage and counterespionage services and must learn to subvert, sabotage, and destroy our enemies by more clever, more sophisticated, and more effective methods than those used against us.”69

By law, the CIA was forbidden to operate within the United States, and in theory that line would keep all distasteful espionage activities overseas. But the extension of these practices (wiretapping, etc.) to domestic enemies was probably inevitable—for one reason, because the technology was there, and the resultant temptation strong—and in any case soon under way. Eisenhower used the FBI to spy on the American Communist Party. Kennedy used the FBI to spy on Martin Luther King, Jr. Johnson would soon be using the FBI to spy on his political enemies, both Democratic (the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party) and Republican. It was a natural and logical progression.

Nixon and Kennedy shared a legacy and a number of basic assumptions. In this, they were the authentic spokesmen for their generation.

NIXON, in an interview a couple of years after Kennedy’s death, tried to speak to the meaning of the event. “When a man is old and dies, that’s one thing,” Nixon said. “But a young man—the death of a man in his youth, so idealistic, so spirited. . . . I think that was one of the reasons Kennedy’s death had a traumatic effect on the country greater than the death of Lincoln. It was not just the death of a man. The end of an era that had just begun . . .”70

Aside from his exaggeration about Lincoln’s death, Nixon may well have been right on the mark in his judgment about the end of an era. It was not, however, an era that had “just begun”; rather it was the era of the forties and fifties coming to an end. The triumphs of the forties, the supreme self-confidence of the fifties, the extraordinary optimism of the early sixties, all summed up in Kennedy’s program of putting a man on the moon, stopping aggression in Vietnam, eliminating poverty and prejudice, quickening the arms race, providing free health care for large segments of the public, and lowering taxes, all at once, were beginning to crumble even before his death.

In the six months since Nixon had moved to New York, the strain and tension produced within the nation by the attempt to reach these goals had led to a series of incidents. On June 11, a Buddhist monk had immolated himself in Saigon in protest against Diem. On June 12, in Jackson, Mississippi, a sniper’s rifle bullet had killed civil rights leader Medgar Evers. On August 28, Dr. King had made Negro demands for civil rights into the great moral issue of the day with his “I have a dream” speech at the Lincoln Memorial. On September 15, four little girls had been killed in a Sunday-school bombing of a church in Birmingham, Alabama. On November 1–2, Diem had been toppled and assassinated in Vietnam. By mid-November, the United States had sent sixteen thousand troops to Vietnam.

Kennedy’s assassination, and the killing of Lee Harvey Oswald by Jack Ruby a few days later, capped this wave of violence and passion. Those events marked, as Nixon said, the end of an era. They opened to him opportunities that he was quick to seize.



I. Nixon was himself a target. Unknown to him, the morning he arrived in Dallas, Lee Harvey Oswald had set out to kill him, only to be stopped by his wife.60



CHAPTER TWO


COPING WITH CATASTROPHE

1964

IN THE WEEKS following Kennedy’s death, Nixon concentrated on his law practice. That December, having completed six months’ residence in New York, he was admitted to the bar. His law firm changed its name to Nixon, Mudge, Rose, Guthrie, and Alexander. He was enjoying the Christmas season in the city, with carol-singing parties in the apartment for the girls and his friends.

He had a special reason to celebrate. In order to be admitted to the New York bar, he had had to write an essay on “What do you believe the principles underlying the form of government of the United States to be?” His answer, according to the chairman of the committee on character and fitness, was “the finest he had seen in 28 years,” so good that he released it to the press, which published it widely.

Nixon described the principles as decentralization and separation of powers and the balancing of freedom with order. “The American ideal,” he wrote, “is that private or individual enterprise should be allowed and encouraged to undertake all functions which it is capable to perform.” He thought that “above all else, the framers of the Constitution were fearful of the concentration of power in either individuals or government.” The protection of individual rights, he wrote, was guaranteed “by the system itself, which is the most effective safeguard against arbitrary power ever devised by man.”1

Nixon had chosen his words carefully. His essay was tightly constructed, his conclusion concisely stated. He made his argument with power and passion. He made it clear, without having to say so, that this expression of the American ideal represented exactly his own most deeply held convictions.

The publicity about his essay helped his already flourishing legal practice. His political positioning of himself, meanwhile, continued. In early January, Nixon met with fifteen friends at the Waldorf in New York to discuss his future. Bob Finch and Bob Haldeman from California were there, along with Fred Seaton of Nebraska (Ike’s Secretary of the Interior), John Whitaker, Steve Hess, and others. The strategy meeting came to an obvious conclusion: Nixon’s only hope in 1964 was a deadlock between Goldwater and Rockefeller. Meanwhile he would not himself be an announced candidate (there was no chance of raising the necessary money, nor any chance that Nixon would take time off from his law practice to campaign in New Hampshire), which meant he need not attack either Goldwater or Rockefeller, but could concentrate on Johnson.

Anyway, he never had the alternative of genuinely taking himself out of the race. Not even a Sherman-like statement could have removed his name from the speculation. He was still the favorite of more Republicans than anyone else, and a mid-January poll had him running better against Johnson than any other man. Coupled with the strong position he held among many Eisenhower people and his own following among the professionals and big-business supporters of the Republican Party, such shows of strength sustained Nixon speculation.

He did his part to keep it alive. On January 9, his fifty-first birthday, he told a reporter that he would “make any sacrifice” to see to it that the GOP nominated “its strongest man.” Reminded that the latest Gallup poll showed him two points ahead of Goldwater, Nixon said, “I believe that any man who has become a public figure belongs to the public, and as long as they want him to lead, to lead.” Then came the inevitable disclaimer: “Leadership doesn’t always involve being a candidate,” and an explanation of his role, which was to talk about issues and develop a Republican program. But he also had an aide, Stephen Jones, put together a list of men nominated for the Presidency who had previously lost an election. Nixon sent the list to Raymond Moley to use in his Newsweek column.2

IN FEBRUARY, Nixon hit the Lincoln’s Day circuit. He went to North Carolina for a speech, television interview, and Republican reception, then back to New York City for a fund-raiser, then to Philadelphia for a day of speeches, receptions, and a dinner. A week later it was Cincinnati, then Florida, Minneapolis, Kansas City, and finally Peoria, Illinois.

His message was alarmist. The Kennedy-Johnson Administration, Nixon said, had presided over “the worst series of foreign-policy disasters since World War II. We find we no longer contain Communism but are being contained by it.” The President, Nixon charged, “has created an image of weakness and indecision,” and he promised that the Republicans would “launch an offensive for victory without war for the forces of freedom.”3

Early in March, Nixon went to Washington to testify at Senate subcommittee hearings on presidential succession and disability. The setting was the Senate Caucus Room, Congress’s grand inquisitorial chamber.

“This is the first time I’ve ever been present in this room on this side of the table,” Nixon quipped as he took the witness chair. “I’m glad I’m here voluntarily, and not under subpoena.”

Nixon recommended that the vacancy in the Vice-Presidency be filled by having Johnson name a man who would be subject to the approval of the electoral college of 1960. Russell Baker, who covered the story, wrote that “without a paper before him, Mr. Nixon talked extemporaneously for nearly 30 minutes. His sentences were crisp and direct. . . . It was the measured performance of the constitutional lawyer who has mastered his brief.”

But the role that really restored color to Nixon’s cheeks, Baker observed, “was that of Presidential noncandidate.” When Nixon completed his testimony, reporters came charging up with questions about the presidential race. Baker could see “Nixon’s eyes lighting up as the reporters led him through the beloved old political clichés.”

One such was that he was “neither encouraging nor discouraging” a write-in vote in New Hampshire, where the primary was a week away. It featured Goldwater versus Rockefeller, with last-minute support for a write-in for Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., Nixon’s running mate in 1960, currently U.S. ambassador to South Vietnam. Nixon also announced that he would not take his name off the Oregon primary ballot because to do so would require him to sign an affidavit that he would not accept the nomination. Nixon said that since he had already declared his willingness to take any Republican assignment, he could not consistently sign the affidavit.4

In New Hampshire, on March 10, Lodge won with 33,400 write-in votes. Goldwater got 21,700 votes, and Rockefeller, 19,500. Nixon got 15,700 write-ins. Nixon was unhappy—he had carried the state in 1960—but he knew that Lodge supporters had put $100,000 into their campaign for write-in votes, to his zero, and insisted that he was pleased with the outcome.

What he had to be most pleased about was the miserable showing of both Goldwater and Rockefeller. James Reston wrote that the New Hampshire primary election “virtually eliminates both Senator Goldwater and Governor Rockefeller.” Reston predicted a deadlocked convention, with the prize eventually going to Lodge, Nixon, or Governor William Scranton of Pennsylvania.5

Nixon knew better than to think either Goldwater or Rockefeller was out of the race; he also knew how to take advantage of their possible deadlock. At a news conference in Newark, where he was speaking at a Republican dinner, Nixon declared, “I feel there is no man in this country who can make a case against Mr. Johnson more effectively than I can.” He showed what he meant in his speech: “I warn you that this country could be in for four more years of wheeling and dealing and influence-peddling unprecedented in this country.” He said Johnson’s foreign policy was allowing the free world to fall into the hands of the Communists, and denounced the Administration’s “spending and big government policies.”6

The next day, March 12, Nixon talked on the telephone to Fred Seaton in Nebraska, site of a May 12 primary. They agreed that Lodge was not going to get anywhere. Nixon asked what chance Seaton thought Scranton had.

“Zero,” Seaton replied.

They then agreed that Nixon would not enter the primary in Nebraska, but that Seaton would organize a write-in campaign for him.

Nixon asked if Seaton thought he should run in the Oregon primary.

“If you do,” Seaton replied, “you will lose your identity as an available nominee who was doing nothing to seek the place, and if the ball doesn’t bounce right after you campaign in Oregon you will be practically a dead duck.”7

So Nixon wisely stuck to his cautious, noncandidate position. It was a good time to stay low, a time of high passion within the GOP and intense politics in the nation, as Lyndon Johnson began to seize his opportunity. In January, Johnson declared “War on Poverty” as he began his Great Society program of reform and redistribution. He put the initial bill at one billion dollars. He gave enthusiastic support to the Civil Rights Act of 1964. That bill prohibited racial discrimination in employment, places of public accommodation, publicly owned facilities, and federally funded programs. The bill was a big and necessary step forward from the Eisenhower Administration’s 1957 civil rights bill, and beyond anything Jack Kennedy had ever proposed.

Johnson’s Civil Rights Act was a hard one for any member of the party of Abraham Lincoln to oppose, but Goldwater did anyway; he voted against it. Nixon avoided comment.

Meanwhile “white backlash” was becoming a political phenomenon. Meanwhile, too, civil rights activists were beginning to picket and heckle Johnson for his failure to act sooner and more decisively, and race riots began in Rochester, New York. Overseas, there had been anti-American riots in Panama, and another coup in Saigon. Castro had tightened his links with Khrushchev in a visit to Moscow, and threatened to cut the water supply to the U.S. naval base at Guantanamo.

THE SPRING of 1964 was a volatile time. Politics was in turmoil; people were divided. This was because fundamental questions were at stake. At home, the question was, What is the role and place of Afro-Americans in the United States? It was a question that cut to the soul of America, because it touched every part of American life—economics, jobs, social life, religion, public facilities, medicine, crime—but most of all, it put the heaviest responsibility for change on that part of the society least able to bear it, the public-school system. No other institution in American life was so vulnerable; no other institution aroused such emotion.

So it was inevitable that passions would run high in 1964. America was not going to achieve a revolutionary change in civil and political rights for Negro Americans without cost. The changes and their cost caused fear. Fear produced motivated voters whose political spokesmen took extreme positions—it was “never” versus “now”.

Johnson’s position was “now.” Nixon’s position was “later.” This put him squarely in the middle, as a supporter of civil rights, but not quite yet.

Overseas, the question in 1964 was, What is the role and place of the United States in Vietnam? It too cut to the very soul of America; it too touched every part of American life; it too aroused the deepest passions. What was the nature of the Communist threat? How should the United States respond to it? What was the U.S. capable of doing so far from home? What burden were we willing to bear? What was at stake? These questions, and the possible answers to them, also created fear, which produced motivated voters whose political spokesmen took extreme positions—it was “all the way” versus “pull out.”

Johnson’s position was to “stay the course.” This put him squarely in the middle, a supporter of an independent South Vietnam, but not a man to widen the war; rather he would win the hearts and minds of the peasants by building roads and schools.

Nixon’s position was “all the way.” He was the most hawkish of all national politicians that summer, even including Barry Goldwater. All through 1964, Nixon called for a greater effort.

And so on the great domestic issue of 1964, civil rights, Nixon took what middle ground there was, and Johnson stood at the head of the much larger Left, while on the great international issue, Vietnam, Johnson took what middle ground there was, while Nixon stood at the head of the much larger Right.

AS THE CANDIDATES went after one another, Nixon got out of the country. It was a business trip, and if most of the business seemed to be Nixon for President, he did manage to get some work done and to promote Pepsi. He prepared with his usual ruthless efficiency, writing friends for advice on whom to see and what to ask, arranging meetings with foreign leaders.8 But as he left on March 22, he told reporters at Kennedy Airport (the name had just been changed from Idlewild) that he was going to take a “holiday from politics.”9

When he got off the plane in Beirut, Lebanon, he told a news conference that he would accept the Republican presidential nomination “if the party leaders ask me to run.” Still he insisted that he was making this trip as a businessman; to prove the point, he had a Pepsi bottle at his elbow.10 In Pakistan, in India, in Malaysia, and in Thailand, he met with the leaders, promoted Pepsi, warned about the Communists, and repeated that he was not a candidate but would run if asked.

In Saigon, Nixon criticized Johnson for his hesitancy in Vietnam. Asked if he expected Vietnam to become an issue in the presidential campaign, Nixon replied with one of his classics: “I hope it doesn’t; it will only become an issue if the policy has weaknesses worthy of criticism, if it is plagued with inconsistency, improvisation and uncertainty. That has been the case in the past.”

Next, Nixon paraphrased Douglas MacArthur’s 1951 statement about Korea: “There is no substitute for victory in South Vietnam.”11

Through the next two days, as American reporters followed him around Saigon, Nixon called for a greater effort. He talked to Ambassador Lodge, who indicated he thought the big problem in South Vietnam was economic, not military. Nixon was dismayed to discover that Lodge had “been converted by the academic theorists around Johnson who thought that the problem of communism in Southeast Asia could be solved by economic development.” Nixon was further dismayed to hear American officers complain that they were being restrained from launching air raids into North Vietnam and ground raids into Laos to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail, restrained, they speculated, because of politics back home.12

Nixon got a lovely opportunity to blast the Democrats when he arrived in Hong Kong. Senator J. William Fulbright (D., Ark.) had recently called for a “review” of U.S. policy toward China, to take advantage of the Sino-Soviet split. Nixon scorned such talk. “This kind of naive woolly-headed thinking is what has plagued U.S. policy,” he said. “It would be disastrous to the cause of freedom” for the U.S. to recognize Red China or accept its admission into the United Nations.13

From Hong Kong, he was off to the Philippines, then Taiwan for a meeting with Chiang Kai-shek, and finally Tokyo, where he met the leaders of the Japanese government and at the inevitable press conference chose his ground for the 1964 campaign, if he happened to be the candidate.

Nixon announced that he favored extension of the war to North Vietnam. The policy of “restricting the South Vietnamese to simply dealing with the Communist guerrillas in South Vietnam” had shown “little success.” Military men in the field had told him that merely increasing economic and military assistance would not suffice unless some countermeasures were taken against the North.14

Nixon’s call for immediate escalation represented an extreme position on the political spectrum in the spring of 1964, seemingly unlike Nixon, but in fact he had always favored escalation in the war against Communism in Asia, whenever and wherever. But he had not gone public with these views, nor had he done so with regard to Communism in Latin America; in the 1960 campaign he had appeared to take an antiescalation position with regard to Castro, when in fact he was urging Eisenhower to invade Cuba.

So 1964 gave Nixon an opportunity to go public with his long and deeply held views. There was an element of sweet revenge in this: in 1960, Jack Kennedy had charged that the Republicans were not doing enough about the Communist menace, to which Nixon had had to reply, “Yes, we are.” Now, in 1964, Nixon could go on the attack with the charge that the Democrats were not doing enough about the Communist menace.

Nixon frequently remarked that when he changed his public posture on a position he liked to leapfrog the next place in line. Thus on Vietnam, in 1964, he leapfrogged Lodge and Rockefeller, who advocated more economic aid and no wider war, to take a position to the right of Goldwater.

Nixon stood where General MacArthur had stood thirteen years earlier, albeit in another part of Asia. On his return, in mid-April, Nixon told reporters in New York that the U.S. should deny the enemy a “privileged sanctuary” in North Vietnam; in Washington, he insisted that “we cannot have a Yalu River concept in South Vietnam.”15

NIXON’S CALL for action directed against North Vietnam struck a responsive chord among Goldwater Republicans, so it had the political advantage of making Nixon the number-two choice of the Goldwater delegates. They did not much like Nixon, most of them, because of his middle-of-the-road domestic positions, but they would never take Rockefeller, and Nixon’s extremism on Vietnam made him acceptable if Goldwater faltered. And there were more Goldwater delegates, in hand, than the combined opposition.

On April 20, an Associated Press poll of Republican county chairmen showed that the party professionals felt Nixon was the “most likely nominee” (526 for Nixon to 427 for Goldwater), but when asked to express a personal preference, the vote was 722 for Goldwater, 301 for Nixon.16

In short, if the combined opposition could stop Goldwater, Nixon was a cinch as nominee. But if Nixon did anything to stop Goldwater, he would lose Goldwater’s delegates, and thus the nomination. That was the hand he had been dealt, and he needed to play it carefully.

Of course, he did. The first requirement was to prove to the professionals that he still had wide and deep support. The day the AP poll appeared, Nixon got on the telephone to Seaton in Nebraska. Nixon said he was “all for going ahead in Nebraska.”

Seaton asked about money. Nixon said he would let William Casey, of the Republican National Committee (RNC), deal with the financial end. But two days later, on April 22, Nixon confessed to Seaton that “the money wasn’t easy to get.” Casey had reported that some potential donors felt the money should be saved for Oregon, where Nixon’s name was on the ballot.

In other words, the donors didn’t want to give until Nixon agreed to become an active candidate. That was not what Nixon wanted at all. If money were spent in Oregon, he would have to approve it, which meant he would have to be a candidate, which would have put him in opposition not to Johnson but to Goldwater and Rockefeller.

Nixon, the most eager campaigner of all, had to avoid this campaign at all costs. Thus a write-in campaign in Nebraska was ideal: he did not need to approve it, nor campaign, but under Seaton’s expert direction it would show the depth and breadth of Nixon’s support. And it would allow him to go head-to-head with Goldwater (Rockefeller had conceded the state and his name was not on the primary ballot; only Goldwater’s name and a space for write-ins appeared) without having to say one word against Goldwater.

How much did Seaton need? Nixon asked.

Fifty thousand dollars, Seaton answered.

Nixon went to work, but found it difficult. He spent a fruitless all-day session with New York Republicans, followed by a series of phone calls to California, and some more legwork by Bill Casey. Even with all that, Nixon raised only $20,000.17

In relaying this news to Seaton, Rose Woods remarked, “RMN will be in touch again—he is quite concerned about security on these telephone calls—better [for Seaton] to place the calls—Seaton said security ok on his end—he didn’t know about the NY end.”

Bugged telephone or not, Woods rang off with these words: “RMN wants to go ahead.”18

So a Nixon campaign, featuring direct mail and local newspaper advertisements, began in Nebraska, where he was not on the ballot, while there was no campaign in Oregon, where he was. If he could run strongly in Nebraska (May 12), where he could claim any vote over 25 percent as a major victory, and in Oregon (May 15), and if Rockefeller beat Goldwater in California (June 2), where no write-ins were allowed and only Goldwater and Rockefeller appeared on the ballot, the convention would deadlock.

He was within sight of his second nomination as the Republican candidate for President. On April 27, he moved to improve his relations with the press. He was speaking at the annual stag dinner of the Gridiron Club in Washington, and made an apology of sorts: “My friends in the press—if I have any. If I haven’t any, maybe it is more my fault than theirs. I hope a man can lose his temper once in sixteen years and be forgiven for it.”

He gave further evidence of a new Nixon when he turned to Harry Truman and said, “If this party is supposed to be dedicated to love, what better evidence is there than for Harry Truman to take a drink from Dick Nixon without asking someone else to taste it first.”

Truman took the offered drink, then shook Nixon’s hand, as the reporters and politicians present—a sentimental lot, especially when drinking—rose as one man to applaud heartily.19

On May 7, Nixon went to Omaha for a “nonpolitical” speech to the National Conference of Christians and Jews. It got him attention in the Nebraska press, and of course he held a press conference. Nixon said that he was ready to take on Lyndon Johnson if the delegates should decide that he was “best qualified to lead the fight.” Five days later, Nebraska Republicans voted 49.5 percent for Goldwater, 31.5 for Nixon, the rest going to Lodge and Rockefeller. The primary came out exactly as Nixon wished—he had shown his strength, and exposed Goldwater’s weakness, without campaigning, without his own name on the ballot, and without offending the Goldwater supporters.

Three days later, in Oregon, he got more good news, when Republicans gave Rockefeller (the only candidate to campaign in the state) 93,000 votes to 78,000 for Lodge, 49,800 for Goldwater, and 47,600 for Nixon.20 Again, Goldwater weakness was exposed, while any victory for Rockefeller was good for Nixon, as Rockefeller had no chance of carrying the convention.

Nixon would not, however, endorse Rockefeller in California, because of the certain reaction of the Goldwater delegates. Rockefeller did ask for Nixon’s help, but as Nixon told Eisenhower on the telephone on May 19, he was staying strictly neutral. California looked close, but Rockefeller had the lead. Eisenhower assumed that if the New York governor did carry California, the convention would be “wide open.” In that case, Eisenhower said, Nixon might well be the candidate again. Nixon said he thought that was possible.21

THROUGH THE second half of May, Nixon could see himself as not just a possible, but rather the likely GOP candidate. It was a happy prospect. Nixon relished the thought of going all out after Johnson. He said that he was the best-qualified man to do so, and he was right, not least because Nixon could get to LBJ in a way that Goldwater never could. When Nixon lashed out, he could count on Johnson to lash back.

Alas, it was the campaign that never was. It would have been quite a show. Nixon would have attacked Johnson for doing too much about poverty and racism at home, and for not doing enough for freedom abroad. Johnson would have attacked Nixon for his lack of heart at home, his recklessness abroad.

So much for the issues. On the personal side the Howard Hughes loan to Nixon’s brother Donald surely would have appeared, while Nixon would have made extensive use of Bobby Baker and Walter Jenkins, a Johnson protégé and a White House aide, respectively, accused of influence peddling (Baker) and homosexual acts in public places (Jenkins). Johnson, knowing of Nixon’s numerous contacts with disgruntled army officers in Vietnam and civil servants in Washington, would have found a good national-security reason to have the FBI bug Nixon’s telephones and otherwise spy on him. And so on—everyone can write his own scenario on how a Johnson-Nixon campaign in 1964 might have gone.

As for the specifics of his attack on Johnson, Nixon spelled them out in articles he wrote that spring for the Reader’s Digest. The first, which appeared in August, was titled “Needed in Vietnam: The Will to Win,” and it amounted to his platform plank. As such, it was his Vietnam policy as of 1964, and therefore deserves some detailed treatment.

He began by recalling Diem’s assassination, which he called “one of the blackest moments in the history of American diplomacy,” and insisted, “We cannot dodge responsibility for what happened.” Nixon claimed that “every military man with whom I talked privately admitted that we are losing the war. But every one of those men believes that it is possible for us to win it . . . and win it decisively.” He threw in a bit of hyperbole—“Victory [in Vietnam] is essential to the survival of freedom”—before telling the good news: “We have an unparalleled opportunity to roll back the Communist tide, not only in South Vietnam but in Southeast Asia generally, and indeed in the world as a whole.”

As against that bright prospect, he named the dominoes that would fall if America failed to do its duty and South Vietnam fell—Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, Australia, Japan.

“There are those who say,” Nixon went on, and Nixon watchers immediately knew that the alternative he was about to present was surely wrong, for whenever “those who say” or “some say” preceded a Nixon sentence, it was a sure thing that whatever they said was wrong. One could also be sure that what “they said” was the “easy way, the politically profitable way,” and also sure that nevertheless Nixon would scorn it and take the hard way, the right way.

“There are those who say,” Nixon went on, “that this picture is much too dark.” Such people “deride the importance of South Vietnam.” They wanted to “reach an agreement with our adversaries—as Chamberlain reached an agreement with Hitler at Munich in 1938.” The neutralization proposals “some people” were supporting were “but another name for appeasement. It is surrender on the installment plan.

“It would be better to get out voluntarily than to be kicked out,” Nixon went on. “In one case, it would be an orderly retreat. In the other, it would be a humiliating defeat.”

Not that he was advocating retreat; quite the contrary. “If we are ever to stop the Communist advance in Asia the time is now. The place is Vietnam.” He put only one limit on what should be done: “I am firmly opposed to the use of nuclear devices of any sort, not only because of the disastrous effect this would have on world opinion, but because it is wholly unnecessary.”

America could win. That was Nixon’s message. His method was to eliminate the “privileged sanctuaries” in the North. He was sure of “our ability to destroy these sanctuaries and the enemy’s supply routes,” because the “top strategists in the Pentagon” had assured him it was so. The Vietcong, isolated, could be rounded up. Meanwhile “we should strengthen the Vietnam air force so that it [could] bomb the roads, bridges and supply routes into South Vietnam,” and “extend guerrilla warfare over the border and harass the enemy in the north.”

He stopped short of calling for an invasion of the North. He did say, “We must make up our mind to win this war . . . and then instruct our top soldiers to develop the plan for doing so.”

In his conclusion, Nixon said that Vietnam was not a test of power but of our “will to win—and the courage to use our power—now.”22

That was the policy Nixon intended to introduce if he became President in January 1965. The advantage of hindsight makes his proposed little pinprick war of hot pursuit across the DMZ appear hopelessly naive, but it needs to be recalled that in the spring of 1964 what Nixon was saying in public was matched almost exactly by what Walt Rostow was urging on President Johnson in private. And it is close to what Johnson actually did in 1965. But in 1964 Johnson was saying that to bomb the North would be to widen the war and lead to committing American troops to the battle (a question Nixon did not discuss in his article).

In a second article for the Reader’s Digest, Nixon took up “Cuba, Castro and John F. Kennedy.” In it, he repeated the story (already told in detail in Six Crises) about Cuba and the Bay of Pigs and the 1960 campaign, when he had criticized Kennedy for calling for an attack on Cuba: “[My] decision was right from the standpoint of the country. It was wrong politically.”

He then faulted Kennedy for failing to provide air support for the Bay of Pigs, and said he had advised the President, in 1961, to “find a proper legal cover and go in.” But Kennedy had drawn back from confrontation, and Castro had won.

Coming to the Cuban missile crisis, Nixon wrote that the Democrats had “pull[ed] defeat out of the jaws of victory.” The Kennedy Administration had failed to insist on on-site inspection while it had committed the United States to a “no-invasion policy.” As a result of “this weak-kneed foreign policy . . . shiploads of Soviet arms have continued to pour into Cuba.”

“Where are we now?” Nixon asked in a concluding section. Everywhere he looked, “American weakness and indecision . . . has reduced American prestige to an all-time low. . . . We have been humiliated, frustrated, outguessed and outmaneuvered at every turn. . . . The Cold War isn’t thawing; it is burning with a deadly heat. Communism isn’t sleeping; it is, as always, plotting, scheming, working, fighting.” It was Johnson and the Democrats who were sleeping.23

Those were the themes at the end of May 1964 that Nixon intended to use against Johnson—indecision in Vietnam, weakness on Cuba, softness on Communism. They were all Goldwater themes, down to the details, but Nixon could get to Johnson with them in a way that Goldwater could not.

IN POLITICS, as in life, the oddest things can upset the most carefully made plans. In the first two days of June, Nixon went from being the probable nominee to no chance at all, not because of anything he did, or anything Goldwater did, or any major event, but because a baby was born.

Nixon had carefully avoided California. Rockefeller looked like a winner, according to the polls, and even though Goldwater still might have enough delegates for a first-ballot nomination without California, Goldwater himself had stated publicly that a loss in the state would rule him out as a candidate.24

But on May 31, the Sunday before the election, Rockefeller’s second wife, Happy, had a baby. The candidate flew home to be with her, in the process canceling his last-minute blitz in California. Newspaper photos of the mother and child merely served to remind voters of his recent messy divorce, and cost him votes. Meanwhile, the Goldwater people made an all-out effort those last two days. The result was 51.6 percent for Goldwater, which was 1.5 percent more than he needed to assure himself the Republican nomination.

GOLDWATER’S California victory changed everything for Nixon. He could forget about his own candidacy in 1964 and concentrate on what was good for the GOP. That meant, first of all, facing up to what a Goldwater candidacy meant.

In his acts, his writings, and his speeches, Goldwater had taken himself outside the moderate center, leaving the broad middle ground to Johnson. He called for an abandonment of federal welfare programs, at a pace of cutting back by 10 percent per year. He wanted to make Social Security “flexible and voluntary.” He wished to sell the Tennessee Valley Authority to private industry. He opposed the graduated income tax as “repugnant to my notions of justice.” He voted against the nuclear test ban treaty, against the Civil Rights Act of 1964, against federal aid to education.25

These were all the kinds of issue on which people would cast their votes, and in every case Goldwater represented only the right wing of the Republican Party. And while Nixon, in calling for a worldwide offensive against the Communists, could somehow make himself sound like a responsible statesman facing up to American responsibilities, Goldwater in issuing the same call sounded like an irresponsible adventurer. Goldwater threatened, therefore, not only to lose badly to Johnson, but to drag the rest of the GOP down with him.

These obvious facts occurred to a number of people immediately after California. Eisenhower, in Gettysburg, was dismayed at the prospect of Goldwater. He urged Governor Scranton to enter the contest—and then backed away from endorsing Scranton when the governor did agree. Nixon, initially, would not join a stop-Goldwater movement. At a fund-raiser on Long Island, he pointed out that if the candidate were stopped, “Goldwater people by the millions across the country would sit on their hands. . . . The Republican nomination would not be worth anything at all.” His own chances, he said, were “so remote that it isn’t worth discussing.”26

That was realistic enough, but Nixon was never a man to abandon all hope. The stop-Goldwater movement was getting a lot of press coverage, from reporters who fed as well as recorded the rumors. One idea kicking around was a Goldwater-Scranton deadlock, from which Nixon would emerge as the compromise candidate. Nixon did nothing to encourage it, except to say at a press conference on June 7 in Detroit that he would “willingly accept” any assignment the party gave him, and that “if the party should decide on me as its candidate, Mr. Johnson would know he’d been in a fight.”27

The next day, Nixon met with Scranton in Cleveland, where there was a National Governors’ Conference going on, and then with Romney. Nixon urged both men to run. Scranton reported that Nixon asked him to run “to provide some kind of contest at the convention; otherwise they’ll be bored and turn it off.” To reporters, Nixon said “it would be a tragedy” if Goldwater’s views were not “challenged and repudiated.”

The following day, Goldwater rejoined that as to the repudiation of his views, “I guess he doesn’t know my views very well. I got most of them from him.” And he added, “Nixon is sounding more like Harold Stassen every day.”28

Nixon flew on to Baltimore to catch a plane for London for a two-day business trip. When he got to Baltimore, aide John Whitaker told him, “It’s on the radio that Romney’s not going to run.” Nixon was stunned—“What do you mean he’s not going to run? He told me he was.”29

Nixon flew to London, from which place he told the press he would not endorse Scranton, but he welcomed the governor’s entry into the race. Goldwater supporters began to charge Nixon with a conspiracy to stop their man, and Goldwater himself complained, “It’s just like Nixon to set this up and run off to London.”30

When he returned to the States, Nixon realized that he had nothing to gain from antagonizing the by-now-certain winner. He could also see, clearly and precisely, the role the situation dictated that he play. After Goldwater led the party into disastrous defeat, Nixon would be the only man available to act as party unifier, to lead the rehabilitation of Republicanism.

To arrange properly for the role, Nixon got RNC Chairman William E. Miller of New York State to switch his place on the convention speaking agenda. Nixon wanted to come after the nomination, instead of before it, to avoid the possibility of any spontaneous activity on his behalf. By coming after Goldwater’s nomination, he could introduce the nominee in the role of party healer.

What might happen after that? Jim Bassett, an old Nixon hand and former aide, currently reporting for the Los Angeles Times, proved remarkably prescient in his prediction. Behind the scenes in San Francisco, Bassett wrote, “an informal group of erstwhile GOP leaders is earnestly working to make Richard Nixon the party’s nominee for President. Not this year, however, but in 1968.” They were proceeding on the “melancholy assumption” that Goldwater would take a terrible beating from Johnson and “somebody else will have to pick up the pieces.” Who better than Nixon? But to do so, Nixon would have to “vigorously espouse the Goldwater cause, just as the Arizonian himself labored mightily for Nixon in 1960.”

After the election, Nixon’s role would be to “weld together the dissident elements of right and left. This he would accomplish by persuasion, by conferences, by speech-making, by traveling and by writing, without seeking interim public office as he did, regrettably, two years ago in California. Nixon would, moreover, play a prominent role in the 1966 off-year congressional campaign.”31

Bassett was right on the mark.

AT THE CONVENTION in San Francisco, Nixon announced his new role at a press conference. He had kind words for both remaining candidates, Goldwater and Scranton, and emphasized that no matter who won, “I for one Republican don’t intend to sit it out, take a walk.” Asked about Goldwater’s ability to handle foreign policy, Nixon began on a disastrous note; the European press, Nixon said, had painted Goldwater as “some kind of nut, a jerk, a wild man.” Of course the Europeans were wrong, Nixon quickly added as Goldwater aides seethed—Goldwater was “a reasonable man” who could get for the United States “great respect from its enemies, something we don’t have at the present time.”32

On July 15, in the Cow Palace, the right wing of the Republican Party took control of the convention. The Goldwater delegates were in a vengeful mood. They had seen Bob Taft rebuffed in ’48 and ’52, and been forced to accept the moderate Nixon in ’60, but now their turn had come, and they made the most of it.

Senator Hugh Scott of Pennsylvania, a Scranton supporter, offered an antiextremism plank that singled out the Ku Klux Klan and the John Birch Society. Rockefeller rose to speak for the plank. Boos, hisses, catcalls, cries of “We want Barry” filled the hall. Rockefeller could not go on.

When the vote was called, the delegates gave the Scott proposal a thunderous “No.” In the balloting for a nominee, they gave Goldwater a thunderous “Yes.”

Nixon’s moment had arrived, to introduce the candidate to his adoring followers. Nixon used the moment skillfully, as the opening speech of his 1968 candidacy, and realistically, because if the Republican Party remained as divided as it was at that moment, the 1968 party nomination would be worthless.

He cast himself, in his own words, as the preacher of “the ministry of party unity.” He said, “Before this convention we were Goldwater Republicans, Rockefeller Republicans, Scranton Republicans, Lodge Republicans, but now that this convention has met and made its decision, we are Republicans, period, working for Barry Goldwater.

“And to those few, if there are some, who say that they are going to sit it out or take a walk, or even go on a boat ride, I have an answer: in the words of Barry Goldwater in 1960, ‘Let’s grow up, Republicans, let’s go to work’—and we shall win in November!”33

Nixon introduced Goldwater, and the Cow Palace went wild. Nixon had given the candidate a priceless opportunity to reach out to the moderate and liberal wings of the party, but he had failed to check with Goldwater on what the senator planned to say. Nixon sat there in growing dismay as the nominee spoke. Goldwater began by casually tossing aside about half the GOP: “Anyone who joins us in all sincerity we welcome,” he said. “Those who do not care for our cause we do not expect to enter our ranks in any case.”

Nixon, and nearly every Republican from north of the Ohio and east of the Mississippi, sat stunned. Nixon described himself as “almost physically sick” when he heard what came next: “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice! Moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue!”

The Cow Palace erupted in what one observer called “a truly frightening display of fervor.” The Goldwater delegates began shaking their fists defiantly at the press gallery, where the reporters looked on “with awe and some disbelief.”34

Goldwater’s acceptance speech left the Old Guard joyful but the Republican Party in disarray. Eastern and Midwestern Republicans, led by Rockefeller and Romney, refused to endorse or campaign for Goldwater. Republican businessmen began to contribute to and organize for Johnson. Republican candidates around the country had polls that showed Goldwater would drag them down to defeat. What had threatened to be a major setback now loomed as a complete catastrophe.

Nixon was always ready to act in a crisis, in this case as a broker. He called Eisenhower right after the convention to urge Ike to talk to Goldwater. Ike refused to do so until he had a “clarification” of the extremism remark. Nixon said that he would get one.

Nixon then wrote Goldwater, who replied that the thought could be paraphrased “by saying that wholehearted devotion to liberty is unassailable and that halfhearted devotion to justice is indefensible.”35 Whatever that meant, it was good enough for Ike, who then met with Nixon and Goldwater at his office in Gettysburg, where they agreed to a party unity meeting the next week in Hershey, Pennsylvania.

At that meeting, Eisenhower gave Goldwater his blessing. Then Nixon took over. He told the leaders there was room for all in the GOP, that in diversity there was strength. Nixon said, “I want all Republicans to win; I am just as strong for a liberal Republican in New York as I am for a conservative Republican in Texas.” And he pledged that he would campaign across the country for Goldwater, full time for five weeks.36

ALL THIS Republican activity took place against a series of events at the end of July and the beginning of August that shook the foundations of American politics. Moscow, Hanoi, and Paris joined in a call for an international conference in Geneva to deal with the war in Vietnam. On July 27, Johnson responded, “We do not believe in conferences called to ratify terror,” and announced that American military advisers to South Vietnam would be increased by 30 percent, from sixteen thousand to twenty-one thousand.

On August 2, North Vietnamese patrol boats reportedly attacked an American destroyer in the Gulf of Tonkin, an act repeated shortly thereafter against another destroyer. Johnson, outraged, said the American warships were on innocent passage in international waters and that the attacks were unprovoked, assertions that could not withstand later investigation but which were almost universally believed at the time. The President ordered retaliatory air strikes against military targets in North Vietnam.

Nixon supported the President. He said the Communists were testing the United States during the election period, which made it “doubly important to overcompensate with firm action.” He said that when Johnson showed strength, “then I’m for it.” Nixon’s praise never came freely; he could not resist adding, “I think we should have been strong all along.”37

Johnson introduced in Congress the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which gave him authority to use “all necessary measures” to “repel any armed attack” against American forces. To “prevent further aggression,” the resolution authorized the President to take “all necessary steps” to protect any nation covered by the Southeast Asia Treaty that might request aid in “defense of its freedom.” The resolution passed the House by a vote of 416–0. In the Senate the vote was 88–2 in favor (Democrats Wayne Morse of Oregon and Ernest Gruening of Alaska were the lone dissenters).

It was the decisive moment in the 1964 election. With the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Johnson had pulled off a political miracle. He had made himself invulnerable to the criticism that he was shilly-shallying on Vietnam and was too soft on Communism. He appeared tough, determined, in command. Thus was Nixon very lucky he was not the nominee, as Johnson had just stolen his issue.

Nixon was lucky on the domestic front too, where events immediately after the GOP convention demonstrated how explosive the race issue was, and how hard it would have been for Nixon to hold to a position in the center. On July 18, a three-day riot broke out in Harlem. On July 27, a race riot erupted in Rochester; Governor Rockefeller had to send in a thousand National Guardsmen to restore order. On August 4, the bodies of three missing civil rights workers were found in Mississippi, the young activists murdered by racist whites.

Johnson already had a solution for the riots. He called it the War on Poverty, and it seemed to a majority of Americans outside Dixie that his plan was more reasonable and promising and generous and likely to work than anything the GOP had to offer. Johnson was hard to oppose on civil rights, at a time when it was still embarrassing to appeal to a white backlash vote. Television coverage of the white resistance in the South had shown the ugly face of segregation to millions who had been able, previously, to look the other way. Eisenhower declared he would repudiate any Republican who openly courted a white backlash vote.

Goldwater did his best to stay clear of the civil rights issue. Instead, he engaged in star-spangled sloganeering that eschewed complicated issues, calling for a return to never very clearly defined traditional values. He committed gaffes (attacking the antipoverty program in West Virginia and Social Security in Florida) that made him, unhappily, a near-comic figure.

Nixon defined his own role in the campaign and stuck to it through a grueling thirty-three-day, thirty-six-state speaking tour, with more than 150 appearances. He took a leave from Nixon, Mudge, and took with him on the tour a full staff. Nick Ruwe, who had helped with logistics and advance work in the past, was part of it. So was Dale Grubb, a former Secret Service man who had been with Nixon in Venezuela in 1958. Robert Hill, former ambassador to Mexico, and Charlie McWhorter were also along. So was Rose Mary Woods and another secretary. All but Grubb and the secretaries were donating their time. The RNC was picking up their expenses.

There was nothing notable about his speeches, little to remind voters of the old Nixon. His criticisms of Johnson and the Democrats were, for Nixon, mild and inoffensive. He accused Johnson’s running mate, Senator Hubert H. Humphrey of Minnesota, of being a “dedicated radical.” He said Johnson was “a political chameleon who changes colors to match his setting.” And that was about it. It was almost as if he were saving his ammunition against Johnson for 1968.

He concentrated on helping local Republicans. Although he took care to praise Goldwater at every stop, he managed to do so without associating him with the local man. Then he got into the real business. McCandlish Phillips, covering a speech in Waterloo, Iowa, described his technique: “The wind blew scratchily through the microphone as Mr. Nixon began calling the roll of the state and local candidates, a thing he does with a great deal more than the perfunctory professionalism of duty.

“He finds out facts about their backgrounds—for example, the fact that Mr. Evan Hultman [Republican candidate for governor] was president of the student body at the University of Iowa, a fact that Mr. Nixon said was an ‘index of leadership.’ ”38

As he had back in 1958, when he was also campaigning for GOP congressmen in what he knew was a lost cause, Nixon kept up a brave front, predicting Republican victories, seeing a “strong Republican surge” in the closing days of the campaign, but in private he found the experience “frustrating” and “heartbreaking.” He also could not have been unaware that it was wonderfully profitable to him personally, as he piled up chits from Republicans around the country.39 With Goldwater doing so poorly, and Rockefeller and Romney having eliminated themselves forever by sitting out the campaign, Nixon had become the favorite for the 1968 GOP nomination even before the 1964 election was held.

A threat did appear during the last week of the campaign. Actor Ronald Reagan made a nationwide television broadcast for Goldwater, or rather for a conservative philosophy. He denounced big government and high taxes and praised free enterprise, which he wanted unleashed. He was eloquent, reasonable, sincere, and looked terrific. He could not sell Goldwater, but he did sell himself, starting an immediate demand that he begin a political career.

On November 3, Johnson and the Democrats won an unprecedented victory. In the presidential contest, Johnson got 61 percent and 486 electoral votes to Goldwater’s 39 percent and 52 electoral votes. The Democrats picked up two seats in the Senate, to give them a 68–32 majority. In the House, the Republicans lost thirty-eight seats, leaving the Democrats with a stupendous 295–140 majority. More than five hundred seats in state legislatures were lost to the Democrats in the debacle.

Losses of that magnitude could not be sustained without some bloody backbiting. It began the next day. Goldwater, in his concession statement, said that the party would have done better had more Republicans “wholeheartedly” supported the ticket. Rockefeller blamed Goldwater in a statement that was highly critical of the Old Guard. Nixon chose to regard the Rockefeller statement as an attempt to read him out of the party, and responded furiously. He called the governor a “party divider” and a “spoilsport,” and said he had no leadership role in the GOP outside New York. Rockefeller responded, “This kind of peevish post-election utterance has unfortunately become typical of Mr. Nixon.”40

A week after the election, Nixon gave an interview to McCandlish Phillips. He declared that the Republican Party must choose centrist leadership that “will make a place for all responsible points of view,” from conservative to liberal, while rejecting right-wing extremism.

“The center does not try to read anybody out of the party,” he added. “But the farther you go in either direction, the greater the inclination to read others out.” He deplored that sort of “political cannibalism” and repeated, “The center must lead.”

Just in case Phillips missed the point, Nixon described himself as on “dead center,” and declared that he would devote all his “spare time to the political area.”

Turning to lessons from the campaign, Nixon said the chief one was that the Republican Party was “through forever with any illusions” that there might be political profit in white backlash. Sounding very presidential, Nixon said that “in the world in which we live today extremism—peace at any cost or victory at any price—will destroy freedom because it will destroy the world.” The photograph accompanying the interview showed him with a broad grin, looking as fit and happy as he should have been, considering how many things were going his way.41

Two days later, Nixon flew off to Tokyo on a business trip. At the press conference at Tokyo Airport, he declared that the GOP needed new blood—but not brand-new. “The leadership itself,” he said, “must be new in that it must have broad appeal to all elements of the party, but that does not in itself have to mean new people.”42

In December, Nixon concentrated on his law practice, and enjoyed the holidays. The big event was the International Debutante Ball at the Astor Hotel on December 29. Tricia Nixon led the parade, escorted by Edward F. Cox. It was a grand occasion, and put a nice cap on the year.

It had been a lucky year, not for the GOP but for Nixon. He had started out seeking a nomination, which, had he gotten it, would have led to his almost certain defeat after the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. And the Republican catastrophe that resulted from the Goldwater nomination now offered him a way back.



CHAPTER THREE


PREPARING A REPUBLICAN REVIVAL

1965

IN THIRTY YEARS of active political life, spanning four decades, Nixon had many good times and enjoyable moments along with many bad moments and unhappy times. In that long public life, one of the best of times for Nixon came in 1965–1966, when he held no office and was running for none, yet was able to spend almost full time on politics. Reporters who interviewed him in those years used words that had not been used previously to describe Nixon—fit, happy, relaxed—and would seldom be used after 1967.

In ’65 and ’66, he had reason to look and feel fit, happy, relaxed. Business could not have been better. He was earning more than $250,000 a year. The law firm left him more than enough time for politics, and it provided almost unlimited opportunities and excuses for foreign travel. He was very much a world figure, a man who could fill a room to overflowing at any capital on either side of the Iron Curtain just by announcing a press conference. He carried himself as if he were leader of the opposition, and was so treated by the press at home and abroad.

Nixon later said that one of his weaknesses during this period was the lack of a political base.1 Actually, it was a strength, or at least Nixon was able to make it one. First of all, not holding office was an obvious advantage for a man seeking the Presidency. He had the time to travel around the country, meeting GOP leaders, raising money, learning, talking, converting people, things he could not have done as a governor or a senator. By not being on the ballot in 1966, he was able to appear all across the country, the only Republican campaigning on a national basis. He put every Republican in the country into his debt, without risking anything himself.

The timing of events was a boon for Nixon. On one hand, there was a vacuum at the center of the Republican Party. Goldwater knew he could not serve as “titular leader” after the election debacle, and quickly eased himself out of national politics (as signified by his refusal to speak outside Arizona on Lincoln’s Birthday, 1965). On the other hand, the Democrats were clearly headed for trouble. Their victory in 1964 contained within it the seeds of destruction; it was too big, it took off too many restraints, it could not be sustained. Nixon, at the beginning of 1965, thought that the Democrats would be guilty of “excesses” that would haunt them by 1966, on which point he proved exactly right.

Put another way, Nixon knew that the Republican Party was far from dead, and that his interests and those of the GOP ran together in a wonderfully fortuitous way. That the GOP was going to revive was obvious. The 61–39 percent vote in the presidential election and the 2–1 Democratic majorities in Congress and the state legislatures were not an authentic representation of the political division of the American people. The pendulum had swung too far, too fast. It had to come back, and it would start in 1966.

What Nixon did in ’65 and ’66 was put himself in a position to claim the credit for a certain Republican victory in the 1966 congressional elections. It was a brilliant conception, efficiently executed. For example, there were dozens of Republican congressional candidates who had lost close contests because of Goldwater. To keep their spirits up, and to remind them of whom they should blame, Nixon wrote a form letter to the defeated candidates: “It was really a miracle for you to run as well as you did in view of the drag at the top of the ticket.” He signed off with a call to “work together” toward a major victory in ’66.2

Nixon stayed with such men. In the next two years, he spoke before more than four hundred GOP groups in forty states, raising money for local candidates.3 No one else worked like that for the party, and no one else, save only Ike, drew people as Nixon did.

It was not just that he was a former Vice-President, or that he was so controversial; he was a draw because he was the front-runner for the Republican nomination. Goldwater made this all but official at a RNC meeting in Chicago on January 22, when he introduced Nixon as the man “who worked harder than any one person for the ticket.” Turning to Nixon, Goldwater added, “Dick, I will never forget it. I know that you did it in the interests of the Republican Party and not for any selfish reasons. But if there ever comes a time I can turn those into selfish reasons, I am going to do all I can to see that it comes about.”4

Thus anointed, Nixon spoke four days later in New York with appropriate authority and alarm about Vietnam. He told a business group that “we are losing the war in Vietnam,” and said that American security required that “we end the war by winning it.” If not, all of Asia would be lost to the Communists. Nixon proposed to take the war to the North by sustained naval and air bombardment. He was aware of the risks, he said, “but we must realize that there is no easy way out. We either get out, surrender on the installment plan through neutralization, or we find a way to win.” Nixon again took care to distance himself from the most extreme hawks—he said it would not be necessary to employ either nuclear weapons or American ground troops.5

Thus did Nixon, speaking as leader of the opposition, play a role in forcing Johnson’s choices in that winter of ’64–’65, as crucial decisions were being made. When Nixon said, in 1969, that he had inherited a war not of his making, he was being too modest. From the time of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution onward, Nixon spurred Johnson to ever greater involvement in Vietnam. Nixon made it clear that the Republican Party would never criticize Johnson for doing more in Vietnam.

Nixon’s hard line on Vietnam helped him immeasurably with the right wing of the GOP, those Goldwater supporters who had always distrusted Nixon because, while he was tough enough with the Communists, he was soft on liberals. As Nixon said of the Goldwater people, “They don’t like me, but they tolerate me.” Historian David Reinhard wrote that in 1965 “most Right Wing Republicans, all too familiar with Nixonian pragmatism, believed that he would always respond to popular political pressures and that these were now mainly conservative and would remain so.”6

Among the leading Goldwater supporters who followed the senator’s lead and gave Nixon an early endorsement for 1968 were such luminaries as Congressman John Ashbrook of Ohio, Senators Strom Thurmond of South Carolina and John Tower of Texas, and intellectual pundit and polemicist William F. Buckley, Jr. In no case were such men happy with Nixon’s position on civil rights or the Great Society programs, but in their view at least Nixon was better than Romney and Rockefeller, and—this is what hooked them—they were as one with Nixon on what to do in Vietnam.

William Rusher later wrote in National Review that conservatives who supported Nixon in 1968 owed history an accounting for this “uncharacteristic but unavoidable streak of opportunistic calculation.”7 But why conservatives supported Nixon was no mystery, nor was it opportunistic; they flocked to Nixon because they liked what he said on Vietnam—no compromise, war to the finish, total victory.

In February, the Vietcong shelled the U.S. air base near Pleiku. Johnson ordered retaliatory air raids against North Vietnam. Nixon immediately announced his enthusiastic support, and called for more: “Now that this step has been taken, the United States air and sea power should be used to stop further movement of supplies and men to the Viet Cong.”8

Three days later, Nixon charged that Johnson’s retaliation was insufficient, and demanded a “day by day and night by night” bombing campaign. He was speaking to twelve hundred Republicans at a $100-per-plate fund-raiser at the Bellevue Stratford Hotel in Philadelphia, and the Pennsylvanians roared their approval of his call to arms.9 He kept it up through the winter, to approving audiences everywhere.

The prevailing mood among Republicans was that it was time to go for victory. Their spokesman for that position was Nixon. So much so that he got a front-page headline in The New York Times on February 14: “NIXON IS TAKING G.O.P. LEADERSHIP.” 10

The story noted that Nixon was free to turn the role into “anything he wants to make it.” He chose to use it to prod Johnson.

AT THE BEGINNING of spring 1965, reporter Robert Donovan interviewed Nixon in New York. Donovan was struck by how much life in the city agreed with Nixon, “who is now decidedly more relaxed and mellow than he appeared in his political campaigns.”

Nixon fairly gushed over life in New York, the competition, the “fast track.” Nixon told Donovan that “New York is very cold and very ruthless and very exciting and, therefore, an interesting place to live. . . . The main thing, it is a place where you can’t slow down.”

Nixon said another appeal of New York was that it was a place that offered tremendous variety and a highly enviable lifestyle for those who could afford it. For the Nixons, this included the Broadway theaters, the Metropolitan Opera, elegant eating places, private clubs, exclusive shops, Madison Square Garden, and the paths of Central Park, all of which absorbed some of the leisure hours of Nixon, his wife, and their daughters.11

Not that there were many leisure hours for this family. Julie, sixteen years old, went to the Chapin School; Tricia, nineteen years old, was a student at Finch College in the city. Both girls lived with their parents in the apartment. Both were excellent students, Tricia more serious and tight-lipped than the bubbly Julie. Pat helped them with their homework, typed term papers, saw to their needs.

But once the excitement of life in Manhattan had worn down, Pat was looking for something to do. During the Goldwater campaign, she had gone down to the office at Nixon, Mudge to help Rose Woods with the mail and the typing. She had answered the phone with her maiden name, “Miss Ryan,” and had often stayed at her desk until ten or eleven o’clock in the evening. On Saturdays, she had made the girls come down to help with the mail.12

After the campaign, there had been Thanksgiving, then Christmas, but by January, boredom was setting in. “After you’ve been in political life,” she told a friend, “at first you try your hand at charity work, but it’s not the commitment of politics. You know, I do get restless.”13

So it was back to 20 Broad Street, where Miss Ryan took a desk placed inconspicuously in a corner and spent the better part of her days working as a secretary. Her husband and younger daughter worried about her. Julie recorded in her diary how she and her father “took a long walk along Madison Avenue” and agreed “that Mother needed something to do.” Nixon told Julie, “We all have to contribute and try if we want to be happy. You must learn to accept things as they are and forge ahead.”14

For Pat, things were not so simple. She did miss the commitment of politics, and the splendor and fame, but she would be happiest if she never ever had to face another reception line. It was the campaigning she could not stand, the need it brought to put her on public display, which violated her inner, most private self. All those hands, all those smiles, all those empty phrases, all those strangers. Julie loved that part of politics. Nixon, like Pat, hated it. So did Tricia. But Nixon made himself do it, while Tricia just refused to participate. Pat, not surprisingly, was the one caught in the middle.

On a vacation at Key Biscayne in 1966, Pat had a long talk with her daughters. She wondered aloud whether she was “a failure to Daddy” because she refused to participate in the campaigns the way she once did. Julie saw Pat’s conflict of “wanting to help him but disliking politics,” and felt that her father “must have been aware” of Pat’s feelings.15 Pat said she dreaded the thought of another campaign, but she knew there was no other life for her man. She had heard him say more than once that he did not find his legal work fulfilling, and that if he had only his law practice, he would be mentally dead in two years and physically dead in four.16 So she went down to the office to do her bit to help make him President, hoping all the while it would never happen, hoping that it would.

THROUGH THE SPRING, Nixon kept up his drumbeat criticism of Johnson on Vietnam. At a press conference in Washington on April 1, he endorsed Johnson’s retaliatory raids on North Vietnam but called for more of them, regularly applied. He declared, “The United States cannot afford another defeat in Asia. The United States must find a way to stop indirect aggression. The United States must be prepared to meet the issue squarely and to commit whatever forces are necessary. I would personally support whatever measures are made to achieve this objective.”17

Two weeks later, the United States carried out its heaviest air raids of the war to date, using some 230 planes to drop napalm on Vietcong strongholds. Nixon was not satisfied; he wanted more raids, and he was ready to increase the commitment of American troops. Whatever move Johnson made in the direction of escalation, Nixon was always one step ahead of him, demanding more.

IN APRIL, on a business trip to Finland for client John Shaheen, who was setting up a pulp mill, Nixon finished his business early and on the spur of the moment decided to go to Moscow to see former Premier Nikita Khrushchev, with whom he had held the famous Kitchen Debate in 1959. Khrushchev was out of power and living in obscurity. The great curiosity Nixon must have had about his old nemesis was enhanced by the publicity possibilities of a meeting, perhaps even another debate.

Nixon got Khrushchev’s address from a Canadian reporter. At dinner that evening, with two Soviet Intourist guides, Nixon asked directions to the men’s room. He slipped out a back door and took a cab to Khrushchev’s apartment house. There were two housekeepers; they insisted that Khrushchev was not home. Nixon, disappointed, left a handwritten note. He never received a reply.18

Nixon still managed to get into a public debate in Moscow. He had learned in Latin America in 1958 that nothing beats a university for attention, so he and his companions, including American reporters, took themselves off to Moscow University. His technique in Latin America had been to march directly into a classroom and begin answering questions, but the Russians knew his techniques well, and how to foil them. In this case, the deputy rector greeted Nixon at the gate and took him immediately to his office.

The press followed, and the two men put on a show. The deputy rector said he “did not want to talk about” such things as the Ku Klux Klan or the John Birch Society (a nice use of a typical Nixon technique—to say that you don’t want to bring up a subject, which you then name—that perhaps showed how closely the Soviets had studied this man). The deputy rector did want to know “what he should tell his students when they asked, as they often did, how it could happen in a freedom-loving country that a President could be killed?”

Nixon shot back, “What happened to Beria? Why was he killed? Trotsky, what happened to him?” (Beria, First Deputy Premier, had been ousted and then executed in 1953; Trotsky had been assassinated in Mexico in 1940.)

The deputy rector replied, “Trotsky was killed on American territory.”

Nixon tried again: “If you want to talk about force, then we should talk about Soviet action against the Freedom Fighters in Hungary [in 1956].”19

As a debate, it wasn’t much. In 1965, as in 1959, Nixon was talking past rather than communicating with his debate opponent. In 1959, he had learned never to try to talk a Communist out of his beliefs; in 1965, the lesson was never to try to debate with a Communist about the recent past.

Even though he did not see Khrushchev, or get to stand before a class at Moscow University, he did get his picture on the front pages back in the States “debating” the deputy rector. The story that accompanied the photo contained ample reminders of the glorious moment when Nixon had been the man who stood up to Khrushchev, at a time when Khrushchev’s name was enough to frighten half the world to death.

In 1959, in his speech on Russian national television to the people of the Soviet Union, Nixon had called Pravda a liar. Six years later, Pravda got its revenge. In a story on Nixon’s visit (with no mention of his attempt to see Khrushchev, nor of the ’59 debate, as Khrushchev was now a nonperson), Pravda said, “Conceited by the fact that his person still means something, the former Vice President and erstwhile candidate took to advertising himself even if it was scandalous, if only they wrote and talked about him.

“On the street, Nixon for some reason accosted a policeman with stupid questions. He tried to start arguments with strangers and invited them to be his guests.

“In a word, as in a real clown’s act, he tried to provide sensational material for the foreign newspapermen who followed on his heels.”20

WHAT HAD BEEN obvious to Jim Bassett and Dick Nixon as early as July 1964 was by the spring of 1965 becoming obvious to others: that the odds were better than even money that in 1968 Richard Nixon would be the nominee of the Republican Party, that the party would be revived, thanks to victories in the ’66 election, and that the Democrats could be in complete disarray between Right and Left over Vietnam and civil rights. In short, even at this early point—taking into account the fact that nothing is ever certain in politics until it happens—Nixon could see himself as President. So whenever he spoke, he stayed at a national or international level, never stooping to squabble in local situations.

As a President-in-waiting, he needed a staff—advance men, researchers, speech writers, press aides, secretaries, the works. For that, he needed money. He turned to Maurice Stans, former Director of the Budget under Eisenhower, current New York businessman, a strong Nixon supporter who was eager to promote the cause. Stans put together a group that included Hobart Lewis of Reader’s Digest; Peter Flanigan, an investment banker who had worked for Nixon in 1960; Bob Finch, an old Nixon hand who was currently running for lieutenant governor of California; Pat Hillings, who had once held Nixon’s original 12th District in California for the Republicans; Charlie McWhorter; and a few others. Among the group was Robert Merriam, a former assistant to Stans in the Eisenhower Administration and a strong Nixon supporter in 1960.

Nixon had to do a bit of persuading to get Merriam to join up. When Stans first brought them together for a meeting in Nixon’s New York apartment, Merriam was blunt with Nixon. He said Nixon had refused to accept advice in ’60, that he had run a one-man show, that he had as a result made some bad mistakes, and that he, Merriam, didn’t want to put his time and money into a Nixon campaign unless he had some assurance that the candidate would open himself to advice.

Nixon was emphatic. He said he recognized the truth of what Merriam said and promised that in the future he would be different. Merriam was convinced, and agreed to help.21 From then on he was active in raising money, and in joining Stans to give Nixon detailed briefings on the federal budget.

Stans, meanwhile, had put together a “non-political” entity he called the Issues Research Council, which gave Nixon a small research and writing staff. William Safire joined the inner circle and prepared a ten-page paper on the problem of Nixon’s image and what had to be done to restore it. This paper became the basis for a charter for the Issues Research Council: “The objective is to restate and reemphasize the candidate’s experience and qualifications for public office, and to counter the negative implications of his two election defeats.”22

The obvious best way to accomplish those goals was to associate Nixon with the coming Republican victory in the ’66 elections, which is what the group set out to do. Nixon christened the group the Birdwatchers of ’66, a play on the names of Lady Bird, Lynda Bird, and Luci Bird Johnson, and a symbolic recognition that the President, not the Democratic Congress, was the real target.23

Safire began to work closely with Nixon, primarily as a speech writer. Their relationship revealed a side of Nixon seldom seen. Safire, for all his self-proclaimed conservative political views, was in many respects the type whom Nixon, at least by reputation, was most likely to hate. Safire was a young Jewish intellectual with a quick wit and a way with words, with a sardonic approach to the hoopla of politics and an honest man’s disapproval of the corruption of politics. There was not, on the surface, much to pull Nixon and Safire together. Yet they took an immediate liking to each other, which continued to grow over the years. Safire came to have, and retained, great respect for Nixon the politician and affection for Nixon the man.24

Much the same thing happened with Pat Buchanan, a young (twenty-seven-year-old) editorial writer for the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, who later joined Safire as a speech writer. Buchanan’s politics were far to the right of Safire’s, indeed they were far to the right of almost everyone’s, but that was not what appealed to Nixon. He liked Buchanan’s eccentric mind, his passionate involvement, his wide-ranging knowledge of politics, and his speech-writing ability. And having Safire and Buchanan close to him gave Nixon flexibility—when he wanted a right-wing speech for an Old Guard audience, he could call on Buchanan; when he wanted a moderate talk for a liberal Republican group, he could call on Safire.

Steve Hess, who had been helping Nixon with his writing before 1965, explained some of the factors in Nixon’s success in his relationship with his writers. The first was Nixon’s high regard for the writing process. Nixon had found writing Six Crises to be difficult; he told Hess “it was one of the hardest and most satisfying things I’ve ever done.” So he respected writers and their craft. Second, Nixon worked closely with his speech writers, going over drafts word by word, questioning, judging, inserting, drawing a blue pencil through a line—the most intimate kind of work. Third, Nixon was always generous with his praise. After a major speech, he would call Safire, or Buchanan, or Hess, or whoever helped him write it, to say thanks. Even better, he would refer to a specific line written by his aide, and point out how well it had gone over with the audience, and thank the writer again. For a speech writer in politics, this is a most unusual, and wonderfully heady, experience. Fourth, Nixon was personally fond of his writers, and showed it.

Especially welcome was Nixon’s method of payment. “I never set a price,” Hess recalled, and Nixon always paid him “far more than I would have asked, or thought I deserved.” Hess asked him about it once; Nixon replied, “Oh, well, I would just pay it to the government anyway.” When The Saturday Evening Post paid Nixon $10,000 for his article on Vietnam, he sent Hess a check for $5,000. This at a time, as Hess recalls, when “you and your wife could take a trip to Europe and remodel your home for five thousand dollars, and when the same article under my own name would have gotten one thousand dollars.”25

In 1965, Safire was able to sell the North American Newspaper Alliance on syndicating a series of ten articles by Nixon on the issues of 1966, for $10,000, which was about as good a deal as could be imagined—Nixon was getting paid for spreading his name and his views in support of Republican candidates.26

THROUGH THE SPRING and summer of 1965, America moved more firepower into Vietnam. In June, the President announced that he was authorizing commanders in Vietnam to commit U.S. ground forces to combat, while Defense Secretary Robert McNamara revealed that 21,000 additional U.S. troops were on their way to Vietnam. A month later, Johnson sent another 50,000, to raise the U.S. total to 125,000. Meanwhile, violence at home was escalating on two fronts; 350 antiwar protesters were arrested on August 8 in Washington, while later that week the worst race riots yet broke out in Watts, the Negro section of Los Angeles.

In this tense situation, Nixon elevated himself to the role of number-one critic of Johnson’s war, just as he had been back in 1951 the number-one critic of Truman’s war. No matter how rapidly Johnson stepped up the bombing campaign, it was not enough to satisfy Nixon; no matter how many troops the President sent to Vietnam, it was not enough to satisfy Nixon.

In August, Nixon went to Asia, to promote Pepsi and do other business. He called it a private, nonpolitical tour—and of course called press conferences at every stop. In Taiwan, after meeting with Chiang Kai-shek, Nixon announced that if Red China dared to intervene in Vietnam, Nationalist China would attack the mainland.27 In Tokyo, he denounced antiwar demonstrators in the States, saying “they create grave miscalculations in North Vietnam and Communist China as to the will and to the unity of the United States.” He denounced the President for his willingness to negotiate with the North Vietnamese, calling it “a sign of weakness that has actually prolonged the war.”28

At the beginning of September, Nixon spent three days in South Vietnam. After conferring with American and South Vietnamese officials, Nixon held his press conference and repeated his threat to make Vietnam into an issue if Johnson “continued his talk about negotiations that would reward aggression. All that he does is prolong the war. He encourages our enemies, he discourages our friends and he confuses even the neutrals.” Nixon said 125,000 troops would be enough, called yet again for an expanded bombing campaign, and predicted the war would go on for two or even three more years.29

This was too much for The New York Times, which in an editorial called Nixon “off base” in opposing a settlement based on concessions by both sides, accused him of chasing the “illusion of unconditional surrender by North Vietnam,” and labeled his remarks “tragically harmful.”30

The Times’s editorial did not slow Nixon down one bit. Sophisticated East Coast intellectuals might dismiss Nixon’s calls for “victory in Vietnam” as unobtainable, but he had been down this path before, with Douglas MacArthur in 1951, and Nixon knew that his constituents wanted victory, identified with victory, would accept nothing less than victory.

When he got back from Asia, Nixon went on NBC’s “Meet the Press.” He said he was more optimistic than he had been after his last visit to Vietnam, eighteen months ago, because he could foresee a military victory in “two or three years of intensive activity.” He called for a bombing campaign against military targets in the Hanoi area and a naval blockade of Haiphong harbor. On the ground, he thought eventually as many as 200,000 men might be needed. On the question of what he meant by “victory,” Nixon said he would support a settlement of the kind the Eisenhower Administration had reached in Korea in 1953, in which South Vietnam would retain its independence and security. He did not call for “liberation” of North Vietnam.31

As for his own plans, Nixon said that he was a practical man who intended to do whatever he could to strengthen the GOP “so that when we get to 1968, whoever is selected—and it very probably is not going to be me . . . will be able to win, because I feel a certain responsibility . . . for losing the election in 1960 . . . and for the weakness of this party, and I am devoting my efforts to building it up, without regard to what happens to me.”

Murray Chotiner summed it up nicely: “He felt the party had been good to him and as a national leader he had to help. If it was helping him politically at the same time, why, that was a calculated risk he’d have to take.”32

NIXON the noncandidate needed a domestic issue, one as passionate as Vietnam but not as dangerous as race relations. He found it in the antiwar protest movement, which in 1965 was growing rapidly, especially on the campuses. Within that movement, he found the ideal target, a radical young professor of history at a state university, and ideal issues, patriotism and freedom of speech. Nixon was the first national politician to speak out forcefully on these matters, the first to see the political pay dirt in them, the first to see how fundamental these issues were to America’s voters.

One of the reasons for Nixon’s staying power in national politics was that he knew instinctively what issues moved the average Republican voter—because they were the ones that moved him the most. For all of his political career, Nixon was the authentic spokesman of millions of Americans, most of them Republicans, most of them comfortably middle class, many of them middle-aged and older. Nixon moved in step with these people. When they viewed with alarm, so did he.

Nixon did not create the fears, but he did speak to them and in the process took political advantage of them. One of the big fears Nixon and his voters had in 1965 was what was happening on the college campuses.

They were right to be concerned. The colleges were in the midst of a period of extremely rapid change. The first wave of the postwar Baby Boom generation hit the colleges in 1965. The parents, most of them, were World War II veterans and their wives who had borne the children while still struggling through college. Meanwhile the draft for Vietnam was beginning to reach into the colleges, provoking antiwar demonstrations. And all hell broke loose.

No generation was ever worse prepared to accept the attitudes of the succeeding generation than the World War II parents of the Baby Boom generation. To those parents, it was my country right or wrong, unconditional surrender, crew cuts, bobby sox, coats and ties, responsibility, hard work. When they had been in college, unmarried girls had 10 P.M. curfews, and were grounded for a weekend if they broke the rules. All this was still the case on most campuses in 1963. But by 1965, it was being questioned everywhere, and had been overthrown in many trend-setting schools. Girls lived openly with boys, even in the same dorm. Dress codes were shattered. A new music came to campus as rock and roll and the Beatles replaced love ballads and jazz—all this between ’63 and ’65.

These, and other social changes, were terribly unsettling to parents. The length of the male students’ hair, which in the school year ’65–’66 first began to lengthen, was becoming a family dinner-table battleground in millions of homes. A concurrent development—the antiwar movement—made the generation gap much greater, bringing together politics and social mores.

To the parents of the students of 1965, it was inconceivable that any American could fail to do his or her full duty in a war. That being so, they were quite unable to deal with their own children, many of whom not only said they would not do their duty but denounced the war and insisted that America was fighting on the wrong side. Their children questioned patriotism, even laughed at it. They encouraged students to dodge the draft, evade it, cheat it; they demonstrated against their government in the midst of a war.

Millions of Americans were absolutely outraged by these developments. The most privileged generation of kids in history was revolting against those who had brought them the privileges. What could possibly explain such ingratitude?

One answer was drugs. It was in 1965, the year the Baby Boomers started college, that marijuana began to be used widely by students. Another answer was that America’s colleges had been taken over by young radical intellectuals who aimed to subvert the youth.

TO NIXON and his supporters, it was the radical professors who were the worst. In their view, the young Ph.D.s in America who were undertaking the task of giving the Baby Boomers a college education included many Socialists and not a few Communists. These young radicals were especially prominent in history, political science, and allied fields. They came from all over, but especially from the biggest and most prestigious graduate schools, Berkeley or Madison or Ann Arbor. William A. Williams, at the University of Wisconsin, was one of the leaders; Studies on the Left, published by graduate students in Madison, was one of the early publications. There were many other strands, from all over the country; the final product was the New Left.

By 1965, just as the World War II parents started turning over their kids to the colleges for an education, the New Left began doing much of the college teaching in the areas of politics and history. There was much potential for misunderstanding here. The New Left taught that America was imperialist, that America had caused the Cold War, that even in World War II American motives had been selfish and centered on improving capitalist exploitation of the masses around the world, that in Vietnam the Vietcong were freedom fighters while the GIs were suppressing the legitimate desire for national independence.

To most older Americans, such interpretations turned reality completely upside down. It was maddening to them to learn that this was what was being taught in the colleges; it seemed to them to explain, at least in part, how the students could be so misled as to engage in antiwar demonstrations.

There was more infuriating news; in 1965, so-called “teach-ins” began to become popular around the country. These were seminars designed to teach interested and involved students about Vietnam, some of which drew hundreds of students and lasted all night. Very few supporters of the war came to such teach-ins, which became in effect rallies for the antiwar movement. And it was mainly young New Left teachers who organized the affairs.

Conservatives and many moderates felt that somehow someone had snuck up in the night and stolen their colleges and universities from them. And that was the ultimate theft, because what was being stolen was the nation’s future. It was Nixon who saw the issue first, and struck hardest.

IN APRIL 1965, at a teach-in at Rutgers University, thirty-four-year-old associate professor of history Eugene D. Genovese said, “Those of you who know me, know that I am a Marxist and a socialist.

“I do not fear or regret the impending Vietcong victory in Vietnam. I welcome it.”33

There was a gubernatorial election going on in New Jersey that year, matching incumbent Democrat Richard J. Hughes against Republican State Senator Wayne Dumont. Through the summer and into the fall, Dumont had tried to make Genovese an issue, without much success. Governor Hughes had refused to fire Genovese, as Dumont had demanded; indeed, the governor had spoken forthrightly for freedom of speech and academic freedom. Outside New Jersey, Genovese was unknown, and even inside the state his name was hardly on everyone’s lips.

One reason was that Dumont had been unable to persuade visiting Republican big shots on the campaign circuit to talk about Genovese. Ike came to New Jersey and refused; so did Governors Scranton, Rockefeller, Romney, and John Chafee of Rhode Island. Kenneth Keating, a former senator from New York, would not touch the issue, nor would New Jersey’s own Republican Senator Clifford Case.

These GOP leaders remembered all too well how badly they had been embarrassed by academic-freedom questions back in Joe McCarthy’s day. Most of them were on the board of one college or another and knew how much the concept of academic freedom meant to the professors. As Establishment figures themselves, they cared what the professors thought, and probably exaggerated the role the professors could play in the molding of public opinion. So all the top men in the GOP had a chance to take up the Genovese case and refused.

Then came Nixon.

He arrived in New Jersey on October 24, about a week before Election Day, and a few days after Senator Robert Kennedy of New York had made an impassioned defense of academic freedom at Rutgers. Kennedy had said that the Genovese case was the biggest issue in the campaign. This provoked Nixon. It also gave him an opportunity. Dumont was trailing badly in the polls, had no chance to win against a popular incumbent, so there was little reward in campaigning for him—unless Nixon could find a way to speak to the nation through Dumont.

He did. In Morristown, Nixon said that Genovese had a “right to be for segregation or integration, for free love or celibacy, for communism or anarchy, or anything else—in peacetime.” But, Nixon went on, “the United States is at war. Genovese is employed by a state university, and he used the state college as a forum to, in effect, give aid and comfort to the enemy.”

Nixon’s statements in New Jersey through the course of that day showed an astonishing disregard for elementary facts; for example, in this opening paragraph in Morristown: the United States was not at war, and Genovese was not using Rutgers as a forum to give aid to the enemy; he was expressing his personal views at a political rally.

But though that disregard for the elementary facts on Nixon’s part drove his enemies into fits of helpless rage, what he said next showed how quickly and expertly he could cut to the heart of the matter and in the process speak for millions upon millions of Americans. Nixon pointed out that “if anyone had welcomed a Nazi victory during World War II there would have been no question about what to do.”

Later that day, before a cheering American Legion outing in Flemington, Nixon asked, “Does an individual employed by the state have the right to use his position to give aid and comfort to the enemies of the United States in wartime?”

Some five hundred Legionnaires and their families shouted, “NO! NO! NO!”

Nixon said, “The choice is simple. When it comes between American boys defending freedom of speech and Professor Genovese’s rights to use that freedom, I’m for American boys every time.” That night, at a press conference, he called on the board of governors of Rutgers to dismiss Genovese immediately.34

Just that quickly, Genovese became a national issue, with Nixon at the center of the action. The New York Times, in a stern editorial, admonished Nixon to tread more carefully. “Here is the old Nixon in action,” the editors lamented, “posing the spurious choice between freedom of speech for Genovese and ‘American boys defending freedom of speech’ in Vietnam.”35

Nixon was not surprised that the Times and other Establishment voices were against him. On the ride back to New York, after his day in New Jersey, Nixon had been in high spirits. Bill Safire had been with him, and disapproved of the way Nixon had used early-fifties-style anti-Communism.

“Oh, I know you and the rest of the intellectuals won’t like it,” Nixon had replied. He said his law partners would not like it either. “But somebody had to take ’em on. Imagine a professor teaching that line to kids.”36

Nixon’s patriotic outrage, Safire was convinced, was entirely genuine. But just as clearly, Nixon knew his constituency. Far from backing down after the Times scolded him, Nixon escalated the issue. He sent out hundreds of copies of his New Jersey remarks, with a covering letter, to Republicans and newspaper editors around the country. He wrote a long letter to The New York Times. In that letter, read by millions, he made an incredible statement that went unchallenged: “The victory for the Vietcong which Professor Genovese ‘welcomes’ would mean ultimately the destruction of freedom of speech for all men for all time not only in Asia but in the United States as well.”

Kennedy had said that Dumont’s demand for Genovese’s dismissal was the same as former governor Ross Barnett’s demand that professors at the University of Mississippi who advocated integration should be fired. Nixon wrote that Kennedy “completely missed the fundamental distinction,” which was that no one would question Genovese’s right to advocate “integration or any other controversial issue in peace time,” but now the country was at war. So the question was, “Does the principle of freedom of speech require that the state subsidize those who would destroy the system of government which protects freedom of speech?”37

On Election Day, Governor Hughes won a 300,000-vote victory. At first glance that outcome made it appear that Nixon had chosen a loser for an issue. But Johnson had carried the state by 900,000 a year earlier. Nixon himself was convinced not only that he was right but that most Republicans agreed with him. A few days after the election, he wrote Ike, “I think an increasing number of people throughout the country are beginning to resent the arrogant tactics of the so-called intellectuals who are demonstrating against our Viet Nam policy.”38

Nixon had settled on his approach to the 1966 congressional campaign: the Democrats were not tough enough with the Communists in Vietnam or with the protesters and radical professors at home.

IN THE FALL of 1965, Nixon denounced not only the New Left and the antiwar movement, but also the Far Right, as symbolized by the John Birch Society. In November, speaking to a Salt Lake City audience of one thousand western Republican leaders, Nixon congratulated the delegates on ridding the GOP of its radical Right and called for a formal renunciation of the Birchers. He said the Democrats faced a far more serious problem with their radical Left and pledged himself to campaign for all Republican nominees in 1966.39

Nixon could not take a stand against the Birchers without paying a price, as Ezra Taft Benson reminded him. Benson, once Eisenhower’s controversial Secretary of Agriculture, a Salt Lake City businessman, and an elder in the Mormon Church, was a prominent member of the Birch Society. He wrote Nixon that “the time is near when you will regret the false statements being made regarding this organization of loyal and devoted Americans.” Benson asserted that Robert Welch, head of the Birch Society, was the only American, other than J. Edgar Hoover, to recognize the Communist threat for what it was.

Nixon replied that Welch had called Ike and Dulles “dedicated conscious agents of the Communist conspiracy.” For his part, Nixon said, “I think these are outrageous, malicious, false statements. I am frankly quite surprised that you do not agree.”40

EXTREMISM WAS increasingly dominating American politics, on the Left as well as the Right, in itself a reflection of the tension of the time and of what was at stake. Fundamental decisions were being made during a period of great flux. On November 24, the Army announced that week’s death toll was 240, a new high. On November 30, some fifty thousand Americans marched in a peace demonstration in Washington, another record number.

Things were out of joint elsewhere too: on November 28, Moscow accused Peking of being a threat to international Communism; the following day Peking accused the Soviets of undermining the world revolutionary struggle.

Nixon’s contribution to this explosive situation was to add fuel to the flames. In an appearance on CBS’s “Face the Nation” on November 21, Nixon said that Johnson’s conduct of the war in Vietnam would be a major issue in the 1968 election. He accused Johnson of allowing America to get “bogged down” in a long and costly ground war and said that military commanders should be given authority to bomb all military targets in and around Hanoi. He dismissed out of hand the threat of a Chinese intervention: China was “a fourth-rate military power.” Nixon also urged that the harbor of Haiphong be mined. He denied that he was being bellicose.

Then he said something strange. Asked about his reaction to Representative Gerald R. Ford’s (R., Mich.) suggestion that the United States declare war on North Vietnam, Nixon said he would be “strongly opposed.” He said a declaration of war would cause diplomatic complications and might lead Hanoi to turn to the Soviet Union and Communist China for open intervention.41

Thus did Nixon become part of what might be called the Great Political Evasion of the 1960s, the refusal on the part of Democrats and Republicans alike to confront the Vietnam issue head-on, in an up-or-down vote for war. Had the Congress declared a state of war, much would have been different, from academic cases like Professor Genovese to censorship of reporting from the battlefield.

But an attempt to declare war through a vote in Congress would have surely exposed the deep divisions within the country. As many as one out of four congressmen, perhaps more, would have voted no. So the politicians entered into a conspiracy, albeit unorganized and spontaneous. The doves did not want a vote on war, because they knew they would lose. The hawks did not want a vote on war, because they knew that so narrow a victory on so fundamental a question would be as bad as losing.

The nation never had an occasion to put its elected representatives to the test on the question, Are you for or against the war in Vietnam? As this was the most important political question of the sixties, it is no wonder people got impatient with democracy.

It was contradictory for Nixon to call for victory with one breath and refuse to even consider declaring war with the next. For how could the United States win without declaring war, invading North Vietnam, and occupying Hanoi? Nixon pointed to Korea as the model he had in mind, but the analogy simply was not there. Korea was a peninsula across which a military line had been drawn and trenches dug, so that it was relatively easy to defend against infiltration. Vietnam’s borders with Cambodia and Laos were hundreds of miles long; it was useless to even talk about stopping infiltration.

But Nixon was far from being alone on the question of forcing a vote for or against war on North Vietnam. No other politician wanted to press the moment to its crisis either, not even Ford, who told the press later that he had not meant to indicate his own support for a declaration of war.42

As the Christmas season of 1965 began, the United States continued to make war in Vietnam, without declaring it, and to escalate, without admitting it. On December 15, the Air Force launched the biggest raid yet (twelve tons of bombs) on industrial targets around Hanoi.

Vietnam made some strange bedfellows and created some odd alliances. At the end of 1965, an outfit calling itself Freedom House issued a statement that declared that while those who opposed American policy in Vietnam had a right to speak out, those who supported the war “have an obligation to shout.” George Field, the executive director, said that the prominent men who endorsed the statement had no quarrel with the antiwar protesters. “Instead, we are placing the onus on those who remain silent and fail to make clear the American consensus.”

Among the 104 national figures who signed the statement were Richard Nixon and Dean Acheson. They had once been the bitterest of enemies; whatever Acheson had wanted when he was Secretary of State, whether in Asia or in Europe, Nixon opposed. Only Vietnam could have drawn them together.43

IN DECEMBER 1965, Nixon published an article in Reader’s Digest on the specifics of the war in Vietnam and on the general problem of how to relate to aggressive Communism in Asia.

Nixon would negotiate only on the basis of three minimum conditions: that North Vietnam stop its aggression; that South Vietnam’s freedom and independence be guaranteed; that there be “no substitute for victory.” In other words, no negotiations. Nixon was explicit on the point: “To negotiate in Vietnam would be negotiation of the wrong kind, at the wrong time, at the wrong place.” To negotiate with the Vietcong or North Vietnamese before driving them out of South Vietnam “would be like negotiating with Hitler before the German armies had been driven from France.”

All this led up to Nixon’s rock-solid position on negotiations: “We should negotiate only when our military superiority is so convincing that we can achieve our objective at the conference table.” To most people, that sounded more like a surrender than a conference table.

Proponents of negotiation—Nixon cited Senator Fulbright, columnist Walter Lippmann, and Martin Luther King, Jr., by name—were, according to Nixon, actually urging “appeasement and retreat.” He forgave them, because they did not understand that the policy they advocated “is filled with far more danger of war.” In so saying, Nixon was picking up on a theme that Secretary of State Dean Rusk had been playing, that to sit down with Ho Chi Minh and his cohorts in 1965 was the equivalent of sitting down with Hitler at Munich in 1938. This reasoning linked Ho with Hitler, a thought that was ludicrous. Still, Democrats as well as Republicans made the analogy.

Behind the question of negotiation lay the question, What’s at stake here? Nixon, Johnson, Rusk, and the hawks generally responded that the stakes were as high as in World War II. To the doves, that was the grossest exaggeration. Each side overstated its case. Lyndon Johnson’s overselling techniques are well known—if we don’t fight them there, he warned, next thing we’ll be fighting them in San Francisco. Senator Fulbright’s response to that was “We go ahead treating this little piss-ant country as though we were up against Russia and China put together.”

Nixon was as one with President Johnson on the question of what was at stake. “If the United States gives up on Vietnam,” Nixon wrote in the Digest, “the Pacific Ocean will become a Red Sea.” He explained that “the true enemy behind the Viet Cong and North Vietnam is China. . . . If Vietnam is lost, Red China would gain vast new power.” Indonesia, Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos would “inevitably fall under communist domination.” Red China would be “only 14 miles from the Philippines and less than 100 miles from Australia.”

But with a small investment now, in South Vietnam, America could hold the Reds back. Nixon wrote that the tide had turned in Vietnam (another theme he picked up from Dean Rusk), and “a real victory” was now possible. It would “take two years or more of the hardest kind of fighting. It will require stepped-up air and land attacks.”44

Thus Nixon at the end of 1965 was harking back to the war of his youth, using images and symbols and a basic frame of reference from World War II to describe and think about Vietnam. For Nixon, victory was possible. It was a question of will. His call was for escalation, immediate and decisive.

Nixon said that his way was “the right way,” but the “politically unpopular way.” Insofar as there were almost no doves among the Republican politicians, and insofar as Nixon was running for the Republican nomination in 1968, the mind boggles at the alternative suggested by Nixon’s logic: suppose he had taken “the easy way” and advocated negotiation and withdrawal. He would have immediately fallen from almost a sure thing for the GOP nomination to no chance whatsoever.

So Nixon stayed well out to Johnson’s right, which was hard to do, as Johnson, Rusk, and Rostow were moving very quickly themselves, freezing out Fulbright, condemning Martin Luther King, and attacking the doves. Between them, Nixon and Johnson were fanning the flames in Vietnam to white-hot heat.



CHAPTER FOUR


THE NINTH CAMPAIGN

1966

IN 1966, for the first time in a decade, Nixon entered a campaign year full of confidence in himself and his party. A combination of bigger federal deficits, race riots, civil rights demonstrations, unfulfilled promises from the Democrats, and most of all the war in Vietnam and the antiwar movement at home had made the Democrats vulnerable. In an ordinary off-year election, the party in power could expect to lose as many as thirty seats in the House, but 1966 was not an ordinary year. Given the depth of Democratic vulnerability and the magnitude of the Democratic win in 1964, the Republicans could expect to do much better.

Nixon successfully positioned himself as the chief national manager of the Republican resurgence. In part, the role came to him by default. Goldwater, discredited after 1964, stayed away from the national scene. Eisenhower and Dewey were in full retirement. Governors Romney and Rockefeller were busy campaigning in Michigan and New York, while the brightest new light for the GOP, actor Ronald Reagan, who had won many an Old Guard heart with his television appearance on the eve of the ’64 election, was running for governor of California.

But Nixon did not just fall into his role through luck or fortunate timing; he actively reached out to seize his opportunity. He did not have to spend nearly all his time in 1966 campaigning for GOP candidates, but he did. He carefully considered his options, decided on his course, and stuck to it, to the great benefit of both himself and the GOP.

He did something else right; he carefully chose those districts in which he campaigned, and for the most part picked districts that were traditionally Republican but had been lost to the Democrats in the Goldwater catastrophe. With or without Nixon, most of these districts were going to go back to the GOP in 1966; by campaigning for the Republican candidate in such districts, Nixon could make it appear that he was the one who made victory possible.

He got going in January, when in a series of speeches on the East Coast he predicted big Republican victories come November. How big? As many as forty to forty-five seats, according to Nixon. This was actually a conservative guess, but the press acted as if Nixon had gone far out on a limb—which was exactly what he wanted the press to do.

Nixon set the tone in an end-of-January appearance on ABC’s “Issues and Answers.” He laid into LBJ for failing to prosecute the war vigorously enough, and into Senator Fulbright and other antiwar Democrats for taking “the appeasement line” on Vietnam. He called the “appeasers,” in his familiar heavy-handed style, “well-intentioned but mistaken” Democrats. Asked how the GOP could make an issue out of Vietnam when most Republicans were supporting the President’s policies, Nixon replied, “I hope it will not be an issue. It will become one only if President Johnson fails to take a strong line that will preserve the peace by refusing to reward the aggressors.” In other words, Nixon would not make an issue out of Vietnam if Johnson managed to win the war before the election.

Nixon outlined his plans for the year in his appearance on “Issues and Answers.” He used lines he would repeat a hundred times over before the campaign ended: “I am a political realist. I do not expect to be a candidate again. I am motivated solely by a desire to strengthen the party so that whoever we nominate in 1968 can win.”1

In May, in Durham, North Carolina, Nixon said that if the United States adopted “the appeasement line of Senator William Fulbright in Vietnam and cuts and runs we will have a temporary peace and then a certain world war.” He said specifically that World War III would come in “four or five years” if Vietnam fell, and warned that the Chinese now had nuclear weapons.2

With that apocalyptic view, Nixon felt justified in exposing the enemy wherever he appeared. As one example, he went after the Du Bois Clubs, a Marxist group named for the Negro historian W. E. B. Du Bois, who had died an expatriate in Ghana in 1963. Nixon, in early March, cited the Attorney General’s designation of the Du Bois Clubs as a Communist-front organization and then decried the similarity in the pronunciation of Du Bois Clubs and the Boys Clubs of America (of which he was national chairman), saying that the confusion was “an almost classic example of Communist deception and duplicity.”3 It was also an almost classic “only Nixon”; who else but Nixon would have seen this particular danger to the Republic?

But if Nixon was capable of playing to the primitive Right, he was no Joe McCarthy. He wanted the respect and admiration of the intellectuals and the Establishment. He wanted their approval because, although no one could be quite so sarcastic in describing intellectuals (he liked to quote Frederick I, “The surest way to destroy a state is to have it governed by professors”), he respected and admired them, and spoke of himself as one of them. “Some people have said I’m sort of an egghead in the Republican Party,” he told Jules Witcover in June, in one of innumerable descriptions of himself as an intellectual. “I wish I had more time to read and write,” he continued. “If I had my druthers, I’d like to write two or three books a year, go to one of the fine schools—Oxford, for instance—just teach, read and write. I’d like to do that better than what I’m doing now.” He did not say what prevented him from doing it; he did explain that “the appeal of teaching or writing is in being able to take time to contemplate.”4

In the spring of 1966, Nixon set out to impress those with whom he claimed to identify. In April, he argued his first and only case before the Supreme Court, Time v. Hill. It was a privacy case involving Life magazine coverage of the James Hill family’s ordeal (the family had been held at gunpoint in their own home).

According to Nixon, the case involved what Justice Louis Brandeis called “the constitutional right to be let alone.” Nixon put a major effort into his preparation, assisted by a young member of Nixon, Mudge, former jazz clarinet player and liberal Democrat Leonard Garment. After he made his argument before the Court, Nixon prepared a long tape analyzing his effort for Garment. His homework, his logic, his presentation, and his commitment all impressed his law partners, the larger New York legal community, and the reporters covering the Supreme Court. Although he eventually lost the case, 5–4, Nixon got from it the respect of his fellow lawyers. He proved what he already knew, that if he had devoted full time to his legal practice, he would have been one of the best.5

In June, Nixon went to the University of Rochester to deliver the commencement address. He used the occasion to calm the fears of New York Establishment types who had seen disturbing evidence of the “old” Nixon in his 1965 attack on Professor Genovese. At that time, Nixon had appeared to be joining the anti-intellectuals in his assault on freedom of speech and academic freedom, so much so that there had been widespread opposition on the Rochester campus to his appearance.

Nixon went anyway. He spoke on the subject of academic freedom and free speech. He said that these rights included the freedom “to be against war, to be against this war, to be against the way this war is conducted, to be against the inequities of the draft.” They did not include “the right to root for the other side” in Vietnam.
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