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TO THE WOMEN IN MY LIFE:

MOIRA, STEPHENIE, GRACE, CELESTE, EDIE, AND CORINA



FOREWORD

THIS IS the political story of the century. It is a story of high drama and low skulduggery, of lies and bribes, of greed and lust for power, of abuse and misuse of power. It features attack and counterattack, vicious infighting, and constant psychological warfare. It includes high-minded appeals to basic constitutional doctrine along with base attempts to rewrite the Constitution. It involves fundamental questions of democracy, freedom, justice, and just plain decency.

At stake is the Presidency of the United States, as it was in 1973–74 and as it would be in the future.

The central character is Richard M. Nixon. The drama revolves around him. He is not only the lead actor but also the author, director, and producer of the play. All Presidents command attention, as did Nixon from 1969 through 1972, but from January 1973 through August 1974, he became a national obsession.

Most of what happens in the following narrative happened because Nixon so willed it, although not the climax. Still, at almost any time between January 1973 and August 1974 he could have brought down the curtain—by confessing, by resigning, by burning the tapes, by defying the Special Prosecutor, the courts, and the Congress, or through a number of other possible actions.

Instead, he chose to try to save all by risking all. He tiptoed on the edge of the precipice, buffeted by storms, trying not to look down, striving to maintain his balance and hold his job. He was heroic, admirable, and inspiring while simultaneously being dishonorable, despicable, and a horrible example. It was a role only Richard Nixon could have invented or played.

The supporting cast is a kaleidoscope of American life and politics. There is a loving family, a wife of strength and courage and loyalty, daughters and sons-in-law who provide support. Then there are the judges, the bureaucrats, and most of all Nixon’s fellow politicians. Like him, they seldom rise above their milieu. Self-serving actions appear far more often than high-minded ones. Partisanship almost always comes before principle. There is precious little that is edifying in their behavior, and much that is dismaying.

This is a play that does not edify or enlighten or uplift. There is no moral lesson to be learned from a play in which many of the characters, much of the time, are rotters.

Yet there is a hero. Justice does prevail, virtue does triumph, despite the shortcomings, human failings, selfishness, and mendacity that all but overwhelm. That hero, much battered and abused throughout the play, rises in the end to achieve vindication. That hero is the American system of justice, as embodied in the Constitution.

But this is no simple morality play, with good conquering evil at the climax. If it were, it would not be so compelling a production. Justice wins, and the American system triumphs, but at a heavy cost. The United States and the world had to pay—and are still paying—a price for Nixon’s resignation. Within less than a decade of his disgrace, many who had clamored loudest for his head found themselves, to their utter amazement, wishing they had Dick Nixon back again, so unhappy were they with his successors and with the consequences of the repudiation of Nixonian Republicanism.

Incredibly, unbelievably, he does come back. Were this really a play, instead of real life, the story would end with his resignation. But Nixon is Nixon. There is no one else like him for refusing to quit, for plotting and executing comebacks, for winning redemption, for self-resurrection. Within a decade and a half of his resignation, he had not only become America’s elder statesman but was threatening to become America’s beloved elder statesman.

I have loved writing this book.



CHAPTER ONE

THE NEW AMERICAN REVOLUTION AND TROUBLES IN VIETNAM

November-December 1972

ON NOVEMBER 7, 1972, Richard Milhous Nixon won a landslide victory in the presidential contest by a staggering 61 to 39 percent. This was the climax to twenty-six years of campaigning. His re-election, however, was a personal triumph only. The Republican Party lost, as the Democrats held onto their control of both houses of Congress.

The two victories, by the Republicans in the presidential race and by the Democrats in the congressional races, dominated American politics over the following twenty-two months, a period characterized by more bitterness, divisiveness, and pure hatred than any since Reconstruction. The unanticipated, the unwelcome, and the unimaginable became the norm.

This unhealthy situation came about: Because of the way Nixon had conducted his re-election campaign, which left his opponents furious; because of ethically questionable and possibly illegal acts carried out by his men during his first term, which left him vulnerable; because of the long-drawn-out retreat from Southeast Asia, which left the hawks with no incentive to defend him and the doves with feelings of bitterness over the death and destruction that had marked the period 1969-72 in Vietnam; because of Nixon’s determination to take on not only the Democrats but the basic structure of American government; and because of Nixon’s deep-rooted, long-standing anger at his opponents, real and imagined, which led him to ill-considered and ill-tempered outbursts, which in turn goaded his opponents into extremism, thus raising the stress on the already badly battered body politic.

His anger was exacerbated because he knew that in the war that lay ahead, he had some serious weaknesses. Although he had that 61–39 vote, and although he had done a magnificent job on the politics of his problems in the 1972 campaign, all the problems remained. He did not have peace in Vietnam, and the 93d Congress was not going to give him any funds to continue the war. The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) had refused his order to help him cover up the June 1972 break-in by men working for his re-election committee at the Democratic National Committee offices in the Watergate complex in Washington. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the courts, and some reporters were pressing various investigations into Watergate, and the Democrats in control of the 93d Congress could hardly wait to get organized and begin investigations of their own.

Nixon, on election night 1972, could anticipate that despite his overwhelming victory, the Democrats, the bureaucracy, the media, and the courts were all going to go after Watergate and other issues from his first term as hard as they could. And Nixon knew, better than any other individual in the country, how much there was in the Watergate break-in affair and other first-term activities for them to find.

So, on election night 1972, Nixon could not enjoy his triumph. He was not planning how to bring people together, to create a consensus behind his program, but rather how to destroy his enemies before they destroyed him. In his own immortal phrase, “They are asking for it, and they are going to get it.”

That was going to be the real theme of his second term, if Nixon could get his way.

NIXON’S announced program for his second term was so ambitious he dared to call it nothing less than the “New American Revolution.” Although the phrase contained some element of typical Nixonian hyperbole, what he proposed to do was certainly sweeping, even breathtaking. He gave an outline in an interview with Garnett Horner of the Washington Star-News on the Sunday before the election; it was published the day after the election.

In some places, Nixon sounded like a leader rallying his people for a protracted war. He called for a return to the rigors of self-reliance to replace the “soft life” and said he hoped to use his second term to lift the nation out of a “crisis of the spirit.” He vowed to work to end “the whole era of permissiveness” and to nurture “a new feeling of responsibility, a new feeling of self-discipline.”

Nixon believed the nation had become pampered and indulged, that its character had been weakened. “The average American,” he said, “is just like the child in the family. You give him some responsibility and he is going to amount to something. He is going to do something.

“If, on the other hand, you make him completely dependent and pamper him and cater to him too much, you are going to make him soft, spoiled, and eventually a very weak individual.”

In explaining his thoughts, Nixon drew on the comparison he saw between himself and the nineteenth-century British Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli. He had been reading Robert Blake’s biography of Disraeli, recommended to him by Professor Daniel Patrick Moynihan of Harvard. “My approach,” Nixon explained, “is that of a Disraeli conservative—a strong foreign policy, strong adherence to basic values that the nation believes in and the people believe in, and to conserving those values, and not being destructive of them, but combined with reform, reform that will work, not reform that destroys.”

His “strong foreign policy” was designed to ease tensions in the post-Vietnam War world. He had begun the process in his first term, with the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT I), the opening to China, and the movement in the Paris peace talks toward a cease-fire in Vietnam. He intended to follow up vigorously. His first priority was SALT II, “which will be more important than SALT I” because it was going to establish tighter limitations on strategic weapons. Next came a European Security Conference and, in a parallel channel, the Mutual Balanced Force Reduction (MBFR) talks, designed to reduce conventional forces in Europe. Equally important was to “continue the dialogue with the People’s Republic of China [the PRC].” He intended to work for peace not only in Vietnam but also in the Middle East.

In a word, détente, or an easing of tensions, around the world. Whether he could develop a constituency for such fundamental changes remained to be seen. He had failed to do so in the preceding four years. Liberals and left-wingers continued to regard anything Nixon proposed with the greatest skepticism, while conservatives and right-wingers were deeply suspicious of détente in general and Nixon’s specific proposals in particular. He had not consulted with the military before signing SALT I, which made the Joint Chiefs unhappy. They were also upset by Nixon’s proposed peace settlement in Vietnam, because Nixon had dropped his demand that the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) withdraw from South Vietnam.

On the domestic side, Nixon’s plans were equally ambitious. He told Horner he intended to reduce drastically the size and scope of the federal government, which he said, “is too big and it is too expensive.” The bureaucracies were “too fat, too bloated.” He intended to “shuck off’ or “trim down” the Great Society programs of the 1960s, and to carry out a major reorganization of the executive branch of the government.1

In three words, a “New American Revolution.” Like any revolution, it was sure to arouse opposition. Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programs, especially those designed to help poor and minority kids, had their defenders; indeed, they constituted a majority in the Congress. Entrenched interests, headed by Congress and supported by the congressional staffs, the lobbyists, the corporations that did business with the government and the federal bureaucracy, regarded any attempt to reorganize the government with skepticism and suspicion.

Nixon, with a mandate from the people, was ready to take them all on—the Joint Chiefs, the right wing, the left wing, the entrenched interests. He knew it would be the biggest battle of his political career. He intended to win it, and thereby reshape the nation, its government, and its foreign policy.

He was in good physical shape to do battle—fifty-nine years old and in excellent health. Although he was constantly chiding himself, rightly, for not getting sufficient exercise, he kept his weight down. He had not missed a day’s work due to illness in his entire first term (and very few throughout his career). He took no vitamins nor any medication. He went to Bethesda, Maryland, for a post-election physical examination; emerging from the hospital, he said jokingly, “They told me I feel fine.”2

Mentally, he was gearing himself up. In his own view, he had too often been weak in his first term, had too often allowed the bureaucrats to subvert or sabotage his program, had too often accepted compromises proposed by his department heads rather than insist on his bold initiatives. He resolved, in the second term, to take control, to act tough, to be tough.

He got started the day after the election. At 11 A.M. he met with the White House staff. The members were still a bit groggy from the victory celebrations of the night before. Nixon had a toothache. To his National Security Adviser, Henry Kissinger, he appeared withdrawn, “grim and remote.” Kissinger sensed his mood accurately: “It was as if victory was not an occasion for reconciliation but an opportunity to settle the scores of a lifetime.” Nixon gave perfunctory thanks to the staff, before announcing that the first order of business was to reorganize. “There are no sacred cows,” he declared, then changed the metaphor: “We will tear up the pea patch.”

He gave his thinking. He told them that while rereading Blake’s Disraeli, he had been struck by Disraeli’s description of Gladstone and his Cabinet as “exhausted volcanoes.” He was not exhausted, he went on; he was determined to avoid the “lethargy that had characterized [President Dwight] Eisenhower’s second term. . . .” Then he strode out of the room.

His chief of staff, H. R. “Bob” Haldeman, took over. He passed around mimeographed forms on which he told the staffers to list all the documents in their possession. Then he said that each man present was to submit his resignation immediately.3 At noon, Nixon and Haldeman repeated the performance in a meeting with the Cabinet.

Had Nixon waited, the resignations would have come in over the next month or so, voluntarily, as was customary. As it was, his actions and his obvious anger bemused and confused his closest associates, men who had worked diligently and enthusiastically for his re-election. They had expected to be thanked; instead, they got slapped. Director of Communications Herb Klein, who had been with Nixon on mornings after election day since 1946, knew him well enough to expect a letdown of some kind, but even Klein was appalled: “I found this post-election act the most disheartening, most surprising, and most cruel of all. . . . It was ungrateful and it was bitterly cold.”4 Kissinger was bothered by “the frenzied, almost maniacal sense of urgency about this political butchery,” and by the way Nixon conveyed “in his hour of triumph an impression of such total vindictiveness and insensitivity. . . .”5

That afternoon, Nixon flew to his vacation retreat at Key Biscayne, Florida. Accompanying him on Air Force One were his wife Pat, his daughters Julie Eisenhower and Tricia Cox, his sons-in-law David and Edward, his friend Bebe Rebozo, his secretary Rose Mary Woods, and Kissinger, Haldeman, and his domestic adviser John Ehrlichman. For the next few days, while the others swam and soaked up the sun, Nixon, Haldeman, and Ehrlichman worked on the details of the reorganization.

That was a small group for such a big task. Nixon’s isolation bothered some of his supporters. Robert Finch, an old friend and former Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW) in the first Nixon Administration, was one. He called Woods and asked her to tell the boss not to announce or leak any decisions he made without first at least pretending to consult with the Cabinet and party leaders. As Woods put it in a memo for Nixon, “He said even if you have decided exactly what you are going to do he feels it is imperative that nothing be put out until it appears that you have given the people concerned ‘their day in court.’ ”6

Leaks came anyway. At the end of the first full day in Key Biscayne, a “high Administration source” told Robert Semple of The New York Times that Nixon’s restructuring of the federal government would “further increase the authority of his own Executive Office and accelerate a long-term decline in the power of the Cabinet.”7 A few days later the same newspaper, citing “senior officials,” said the goal was to decentralize the machinery of government while centralizing the policy-making process, which would be taken “out of the departments and moved to the White House, where it is much more difficult for Congress and the public to trace how the decisions are made.”8

Charles Colson, a special assistant to the President, was one of those slated to have his resignation accepted, primarily because of his close association with E. Howard Hunt and G. Gordon Liddy, who were under indictment for their role in the break-in to the Democratic National Committee (DNC) headquarters at the Watergate apartment complex in June. Colson, typically, was blunt about what was going on at Key Biscayne: “Haldeman and Ehrlichman are in a major power grab.”9

NIXON’S most immediate problem was not reorganizing the government, or taming the bureaucracy, or promoting SALT II, but Vietnam. On the eve of the election, Henry Kissinger had announced that as a result of his negotiations in Paris with North Vietnamese envoy Le Due Tho, “Peace is at hand.” But although the North Vietnamese had indicated they were ready to sign the agreements worked out in October—which provided for a “National Council of Reconciliation” composed equally of Communists and anti-Communist members, a cease-fire, the return of the American prisoners of war, and the right of 160,000 members of the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) to remain in place in South Vietnam—President Nguyen Van Thieu of South Vietnam had protested bitterly over what he regarded as a sellout, even a surrender, and refused to sign or accept the agreements. The fighting went on.

Nixon wanted to stop it, for many obvious reasons. He, or at least Kissinger, had promised that the fighting was all but over. Détente could not be fully implemented until the war ended. The war was a major drain on the budget. It exacerbated the divisions among the American people; it threatened to tear the country apart. And it could not be won. Nixon had withdrawn all ground combat troops in his first term. The Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) was incapable of driving the NVA out of South Vietnam. Nixon’s options were to increase the level of bombing in North Vietnam and extend the target list to include the Hanoi-Haiphong complex, or persuade/force Thieu to accept the agreement.

The bombing option, however, had little appeal, especially after “peace is at hand.” How could Nixon explain to the American people a bombing campaign against North Vietnam when it was South Vietnam that refused to accept the agreement? Bombing Hanoi was not going to get the NVA out of South Vietnam. Escalation on the ground via the reintroduction of American combat units might work, but that was unthinkable, because of domestic politics, and in fact was never considered.

So Nixon turned on Thieu, whose objections to the agreement he regarded in any case as unfounded. Thieu said that the National Council represented the coalition government the Communists had always demanded; Nixon thought that was poppycock. He called the Council a facade, a consulting body without power or purpose. Thieu wanted the NVA out of his country; Nixon knew that was impossible. Thieu wanted guarantees that no North Vietnamese would cross the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ, which ran along the 17th parallel that divided the two Vietnams); Nixon doubted that he could get North Vietnamese acceptance of such a demand.

Above all, Thieu wanted a guarantee that the United States would support his country with air cover and military supplies. That guarantee Nixon was willing to give. But the pledge had to be made secretly, because of the mixed results of the election. In the presidential contest, the people had rejected Democratic candidate George McGovern. But in the congressional contest, the people had sent more doves to Washington than hawks. The doves had picked up three seats in the Senate, which meant that when the 93d Congress convened in January 1973, there was a real possibility that it would cut off all funds for South Vietnam.

Nixon had seven weeks in which to end the war. He made it his first order of business. On November 8, he wrote a letter to Thieu. He gave it to Kissinger’s deputy, General Alexander Haig, to hand-deliver in Saigon. It contained threats if Thieu did not consent to the agreement, promises if he did. Nixon expressed disappointment at Thieu’s characterization of the October agreement as a surrender. He promised to improve the agreement, for example, by ensuring that the Vietnamese translation of the phrase “administrative structure” in the description of the National Council was changed to remove any implication that it was a governmental body, and by strengthening the provisions to respect the DMZ. The letter concluded: “I wish to leave you under no illusions, however, that we can or will go beyond these changes in seeking to improve an agreement that we already consider to be excellent.”

Thieu was unmoved. He told Haig he must insist on the removal of the NVA from his country. Nixon responded in a letter dated November 14. He charged that Thieu was being “unrealistic,” then held out the bait: “But far more important than what we say in the agreement on this issue is what we do in the event the enemy renews its aggression. You have my absolute assurance that if Hanoi fails to abide by the terms of this agreement it is my intention to take swift and severe retaliatory action.”10

Kissinger began his preparations for a return to Paris and one last negotiating session with Le Due Tho. The North Vietnamese were ready to sign the accord that had been reached in October; Kissinger planned to ask for the changes Thieu was insisting on. The meeting was scheduled for November 20.

NIXON saw enemies not only in Hanoi, but among the Democrats and the media. Down at Key Biscayne, he went after both. On November 10, he instructed Haldeman to send out an “Action Memo” to the staff: “Be sure we have established a total embargo on Time and Newsweek and especially no background material to [Hugh] Sidey [Time columnist].” The memo ordered a “complete freeze on the Washington Post, the New York Times, and CBS.”11 Two days later, in another “Action Memo,” the orders were “to follow up on all major Democratic contributors and financial backers. We need a plan set for this to be put into motion as soon as the personnel changes have been made [in the White House staff].”12

On November 15, Nixon sent his own memo to Haldeman. He was not in a mood to be a gracious winner; he wanted to rub the noses of his defeated enemies in the dirt. He told Haldeman to get together with one of his speechwriters, Pat Buchanan, to prepare a monograph on “Things They Would Like to Forget.” He wanted to begin with the things columnists and television commentators wrote and said “at the time of Cambodia” (in the spring of 1970 Nixon sent U.S. troops into Cambodia to hit the Communists along the Ho Chi Minh Trail) “when they predicted World War III.” The monograph should also point out what they wrote and said after Nixon’s May 8, 1972, decision to bomb Hanoi and mine the harbor at Haiphong.

In addition, Nixon wanted to throw back at the media “the predictions that were made in 1971” about the imminent collapse of South Vietnam. Further, the monograph should reprint the predictions that were made “with regard to McGovern’s inevitable appeal to youth, the prairie populist, and all that sort of thing.”

Nixon ordered the preparation of a second monograph, to be called “Dirtiest Campaign in History Against a President.” It would quote the worst McGovern charges, plus “You might go back and pick up some of the smears on RN through the years.” Beyond that, it should highlight the campaign tactics of the Democrats, the way “we were unmercifully heckled and our meetings disrupted by violent demonstrators.” Nixon wanted these tactics contrasted with his own, which he called “one of the cleanest campaigns in history. . . . Never engaged in name calling. . . . Stuck to the issues.”

A third monograph should be called “RN Won It!” and point out that Nixon won “against overwhelming odds.” That monograph should make the point that Nixon never shrank from the “tough decisions,” that he ran the campaign his way, and that “it wasn’t just the case of McGovern losing it, it was the case of RN winning.”13

Consumer advocate Ralph Nader did not see it Nixon’s way at all. He charged that Nixon had run a campaign of half-truths and full lies while the White House press corps served as a “mimeo machine” for Nixon’s propaganda. In Nader’s view, the trouble was the publishers, “who like to have dinner at the White House,” and who paid for it by telling their reporters not to criticize the President.

When Nixon saw that comment on his News Summary, he scribbled in the margin, “B [for Buchanan]—should Knock this bull—RN has worst press of any President in this century.”14 This idée fixe of Nixon’s had spurred him to attempt to woo some of the media executives, as Nader noted; others he tried to intimidate. Colson later recalled the night Nixon called in the network executives, “all three of them, and afterwards Nixon and I sat there and chortled over how he had twisted their tails and backed them into corners and how they were cowards and how he would lower his voice when he really wanted to make a point to them. We would sit there and laugh after we had them in on how we had put the screws to them. . . . We got them to back off of some stories frequently. Got Bill Paley [of CBS] to back down on some of his reporting.”15

Public intimidation was another technique. On November 12, Colson told the New England Society of Newspaper Editors that The Washington Post, The New York Times, and CBS News were guilty of “McCarthyism” in their reporting on the Watergate break-in. He singled out Benjamin Bradlee, executive editor of the Post, and Eric Sevareid, commentator on CBS News, for special criticism; in a phrase reminiscent of Vice President Spiro Agnew’s speeches, Colson said that Bradlee and Sevareid were “self-appointed leaders of a tiny fringe of arrogant elitists.”16

Nixon was a man whose mind never rested. Even as he was dealing with the Vietnam negotiations, reshuffling his Cabinet and White House staff, taking on the Democrats and the media, planning his revolution, he found time immediately after the election to send Haldeman a three-page, single-spaced memo on thank-you notes to contributors to his campaign. He got down to details. As one example, he said he felt “we went a bit overboard [in 1968] when we sent pen sets to major financial contributors. These fellows are pretty perceptive; they know that this had to come from campaign funds and not from me personally. . . . It looks as if we were being too extravagant and wasting campaign funds.”17

AFTER a week at Key Biscayne, Nixon flew to Washington, then took a helicopter to Camp David, the presidential retreat in the Maryland mountains. Haldeman and Ehrlichman joined him; in the following two weeks they brought up other top players, one by one, to explain the reorganization and their new roles, or to fire them.

The first target in the reorganization was the bureaucracy. Nixon chided himself for failing to take control of it in his first term; he was determined to rectify that in his second term. He made this clear, and explained his rationale, in his meetings with his appointees. To George Shultz, whom Nixon was retaining as Secretary of the Treasury, he complained that the “IRS [Internal Revenue Service] was a walking disaster under Ike and me.” The agents were “biased against our friends. They hate those with money.” Besides, there were “too many Jews.” Therefore, he wanted Shultz to “clean the house.” While he was at it, Nixon wanted Shultz to go after “Ford, Brookings, and other foundations,” because they had been used “for partisan, left-wing purposes.”18

In a meeting with Ehrlichman, Nixon asserted that the “big law firms and companies get the best of the conservatives,” while the top liberals “go into government or teaching.” Meanwhile the FBI was reduced to accepting its new agents from the bottom half of the law school classes. In the State Department, more than half the career people came from the Ivy League, where, according to Nixon, “they were playing together those frilly games—squash, crew.”

It was standard Republican philosophy to assert that what the government needed was a few businessmen who had met a payroll to run it. Nixon had outgrown that belief. He told William Simon, an investment banker at Salomon Brothers whom he was appointing Deputy Secretary of the Treasury, that “most businessmen are a disaster in government.” The reason was that the average businessman came in “and is a patsy for the brown-nosers in the bureaucracy.” He also told Simon to get to know Wilbur Mills (D.-Ark.), Chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, and Russell Long (D.-La.), Chairman of the Senate Finance Committee. Nixon characterized them as “brilliant and unreliable, much smarter than Republicans.” He told Simon to treat them with a combination of “tender loving care and ruthlessness.” Another piece of advice was, “Don’t live in the District. Get out into Virginia or Maryland.”19

To John Dean, who was being retained as counsel to the President, Nixon declared, “I’m one of the most hated Presidents by the Washington establishment,” and explained the reason: “They know I’m one of them but I’m not captured by them.” (After the meeting, Nixon told Ehrlichman that Dean was a “superb young man.”)20

That Nixon had enemies in the bureaucracy was true. The career people in the State Department were especially furious with him, because of his shoddy treatment of Secretary of State William Rogers, because of the way he had excluded the Department from the most basic decisions of his first term (the opening to China, the SALT talks, Vietnam, among others), because he so often expressed his contempt for the Department, and because so many of them were Kennedy Democrats.

That his enemies in the bureaucracy could subvert his orders was also true. Back in the campaign, for example, he had issued an executive order that was designed “to lift the veil of secrecy” from needlessly classified official documents. He directed a freer flow of information to the public from secret and confidential papers over ten years old. He had more than an open government in mind; as he confessed to Haldeman, his aim was to reveal the origins of American involvement in the Korean and Vietnam wars and to expose the Kennedy blunders in the 1961 Cuban Bay of Pigs invasion.

Despite his partisan purpose, Nixon was eloquent in promulgating his order for openness: “Fundamental to our way of life,” he said, “is the belief that when information which properly belongs to the public is systematically withheld by those in power, the people soon become ignorant of their own affairs, distrustful of those who manage them, and—eventually—incapable of determining their own destinies.” (Seventeen years after he left office, Nixon was still using the legal system to block access to the basic documents of his Administration.)

The State Department made a shambles of his order. Historians who submitted requests for documents relating to Korea, Vietnam, and the Bay of Pigs complained that they got a run-around. The New York Times submitted thirty-one requests for documents; some months later the newspaper got partial answers to three of them (according to the Times, the “least consequential” of the requests). No new Kennedy material was made available; the State Department simply buttoned up.21

Nixon could be as devious in his methods as the bureaucracy. Charles Colson was the first aide summoned to Camp David. Haldeman told him he should be flattered, because Nixon wanted to talk to his aides “in the order of importance of the individual to him in the second term.” Actually, Nixon wanted to fire Colson, but he was bothered by the timing. Haldeman’s handwritten notes for November 15 state: “Re Cols[on’s] departure—inev. prob. w/H[unt] trial etc. Can’t go under fire, can’t be sure what come out [of the Hunt trial].”22

Nixon attacked the problem in his own convoluted way. He began by inviting Colson to have a pre-dinner drink with him at Aspen Lodge. The President asked Colson’s plans. Colson said he wanted to return to his law practice. Nixon asked him to stay on as counselor to the President, in charge of legislative affairs. Colson demurred: “I don’t think that’s my thing.”

“Come to think of it,” Nixon eagerly responded, “you’re probably right. You can probably do more good on the outside.” He said he would fix it up so that Colson could be the chief lawyer for the Republican National Committee (RNC) “and you’ll be part of a ‘Kitchen Cabinet.’ . . . You can advise me, and then you can practice law and make all the money you want at the same time.”

The two men finished their drinks, then went in for dinner with Haldeman and Ehrlichman. After dinner, Nixon said he had had second thoughts. Perhaps Colson ought to stay on for a few months. Colson agreed, and it was left at that.23

Nixon’s convolutions and little games aside, he had big matters on his mind up at Camp David, much bigger than exposing Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs and Vietnam policies, or forcing the IRS to bend to his will. He was deadly serious about imposing from the top a “New American Revolution.” It would affect not only the bureaucracy but the judicial system, the relations between the federal and state governments, the tax base, the executive branch, Congress, and the American character.

On November 18, Haldeman sent out one of his Action Memos. Nixon had instructed him to write it, on the basis of a conversation the President had held with his most trusted adviser, former Secretary of the Treasury John Connally, who had handled the national Democrats for Nixon Committee in the campaign. Haldeman’s memo opened: “John Connally recommends consideration of Administration supported amendment to the Constitution requiring Congressional reconfirmation of all federal judges every eight years on an automatic basis.” The purpose, the memo said, was to “make these judges answerable to someone, while at present they are answerable to nobody, and have acquired great autocratic and arrogant attitudes as a result.”

Nixon’s acceptance of that idea reflected his anger at the Supreme Court for such decisions as mandating busing as a means to end segregation (1971), refusing to block publication of the Pentagon Papers by The Washington Post and The New York Times (1971), and rejecting in a unanimous opinion the Justice Department claim of an inherent power to wiretap without warrant domestic groups suspected of being subversive (1972).

Obviously, anything as major as a constitutional amendment designed to change the bedrock basis of judicial independence through lifetime tenure would take time. Meanwhile, Nixon pledged to appoint more conservative judges, while planning to see to it, in Haldeman’s words, that they not “sit unchallenged for life.”24

In his meeting with Shultz, Nixon spelled out another fundamental change in the American system he was determined to foster. The President said that “aid to private schools” was the “highest priority,” while number two was “property tax relief.” Support for private schools was a way to avoid busing. The middle class was groaning under the weight of property taxes; Nixon planned to help his constituents by gutting the Great Society (“flush Model Cities,” he told Ehrlichman, “and Great Society along with it. It’s failed. Do it, don’t say it”) and using the savings for revenue sharing, a program that he had gotten started in his first term. It returned federal tax money to the states for general purpose revenue. The supposition was that the states would use the income to reduce property taxes.25

Private school aid and property tax relief were old issues that had established and enthusiastic support. There was no such base from which to launch a major change in the executive branch. Quite the contrary; there was massive opposition to changing the way things worked, from the Congress, the lobbyists, the bureaucracy, and the contractors. Nixon plunged ahead anyway.

“I was gripped by this sort of sensation that all of a sudden the Presidency has changed,” Colson said of his visit to Camp David. He had the “eerie sensation . . . that the Presidency was in exile up at Camp David . . . while it was being totally restructured.” In his view, the motivation came from Haldeman and Ehrlichman, “two guys wanting to become sort of super deputy Presidents.”26

Colson was wrong. The idea and the impetus came from Nixon. He wanted to take command of the federal government while simultaneously turning back some of that government’s power and income to the states. The heart of the reorganization was to reduce the number of Cabinet departments from twelve to eight. Nixon proposed to keep State, Defense, Treasury, and Justice substantially intact, while cutting in half the remaining eight, which would be reorganized by function into four: Human Resources, Community Development, Natural Resources, and Economic Development. The proposal envisioned eliminating duplication, always a nightmarish problem in government, and reducing the number of officials reporting directly to the President.

Structural changes of the magnitude Nixon proposed had to await congressional approval. Meanwhile Nixon tried to achieve his goal administratively by designating four Cabinet members as “super-secretaries” for Natural Resources (Earl Butz of Agriculture), Human Resources (Caspar Weinberger of HEW), Community Development (James Lynn of Housing and Urban Development or HUD), and Economic Affairs (George Shultz).27

On November 27, Nixon met with a dozen newsmen in the helicopter hangar at Camp David to explain some of his plans and announce personnel changes. He noted speculation “to the effect that there is a move here on the top of this mountain to, as a result of the rather significant victory of November 7, to reach out and grasp a lot of power and draw it into the White House. . . .” He asserted that “exactly the opposite is the case.” His aim, he said, was to make “our Government more responsive to people” by delegating power to others.28

Personnel changes included the acceptance of the resignations of George Romney at HUD and Melvin Laird at Defense. Elliot Richardson would leave HEW to replace Laird at Defense, while Weinberger would leave the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) to take over HEW. Roy Ash, president of Litton Industries and author of the plan to restructure the executive branch, would take over OMB. Ehrlichman would take on added responsibilities as assistant to the President. Nixon said nothing about Kissinger’s status, or Rogers’s future. He did say that neither Connally nor Governor Nelson Rockefeller of New York would be members of the Cabinet, although Connally would be available for special assignments.

Behind Nixon’s relatively bland and benign words lay some tough reality, as the Cabinet members learned when Ehrlichman passed out to them a mimeographed “Rationale of New Organization.” In the new setup, “A Cabinet Secretary should not anticipate either free access or frequent consultation with the President.” Instead, he would be expected “to seek the advice and accept the recommendations of the Assistants to the President with respect to the operation of the Departments.” Cabinet members would submit to the President’s assistants all congressional testimony and public statements “for clearance prior to release.” Bluntly, the form declared, “Cabinet meetings will be rare.”

“The essence of the new organization,” the form declared, “is the concept that the [Cabinet] secretaries . . . are the President’s men and not the creatures of their departments. . . . Every appointee of Cabinet rank will be expected to be the President’s man in the Department and not the Department’s advocate to the President.” There was a space beside each point for the Cabinet member to check off to show that he accepted the orders.29

“George, be King,” George III’s mother is supposed to have told him. One can almost hear Nixon saying to himself, “Richard, be President.”

As to what Nixon planned to do with his new, more efficient and more tightly controlled executive branch, Haldeman gave some of the details in an Action Memo. Four key goals, he wrote, would be: “1) to destroy and discredit the old liberal establishment—keep fighting them like they fought us, 2) to build the New Majority, 3) to build the President as he is—the compassionate side, and 4) to re-write the history by building a new establishment across the board.”30

Nixon’s first-term experiences had, in his words, “confirmed and deepened” his “fears about the American leadership classes.” He believed that “in politics, academics, and the arts, and even in the business community and the churches, there was a successful and fashionable negativism which . . . reflected an underlying loss of will, an estrangement from traditional American outlooks and attitudes. The Vietnam war had completed the alienation for this group by undermining the traditional concept of patriotism.”31

But the people—the people were solid. They were patriotic. They retained traditional values. They were Nixon’s real constituents.

To show that he was not only their leader but one of them, Nixon had taken to wearing an American flag in his lapel. He got the idea from Haldeman, who had seen it done in a movie called The Candidate. Nixon was never one to do things by half-measure. When he put the flag pin on his lapel, he had aide Clark MacGregor pass the word to the staff “that since the President wore a flag many of them might want to do so also to show their support of the President and their support of the country.”

Small changes and big ones. None had been mentioned in the campaign, few had been anticipated. What was the point to them all? Nixon explained that his reading of history had taught him “that when all the leadership institutions of a nation become paralyzed by self-doubt and second thoughts, that nation cannot long survive unless those institutions are either reformed, replaced, or circumvented.”32

Beyond those goals, Nixon at Camp David indulged himself in a fantasy that had appealed to Teddy Roosevelt and Dwight Eisenhower, the creation of a new political party. He had come to distrust big businessmen—“they don’t really like us,” he told Ehrlichman33—and was indulging himself in a love affair with the hard-hats, the ethnics, the housewives in Dayton, all those members of the Silent Majority who had voted Democratic in the congressional races but overwhelmingly for him in the presidential contest. He felt, as he told Connally, that the Republicans were too inhibited, too restrained, too proper, while “the Democrats let it all out and love to shout and laugh and have fun. The Republicans have fun but they don’t want to let people see it.”34

Much more than fun was involved. Nixon was upset with the Republican Party because its lackluster candidates had done so badly in the election, and because the elected congressmen failed to give him their total support. He much preferred the Southern Democrats, men like Russell Long and John Connally (in this he was at one with Ike). Worse, the Republicans were blaming Nixon for their losses, which struck him as both wrong and ungrateful. A series of memos came to Nixon in the post-election period that emphasized the same point: Republicans were “mad as hell” at Nixon’s “pallid efforts” to help their candidates. William Timmons, responsible for White House-Capitol Hill liaison, warned that the discontent was widespread and “could result in an independent attitude toward the President’s legislative proposals.”

Nixon’s response was to instruct Timmons and others to “get the record out” and “knock this down.” He insisted that he had supported Republican candidates (which was simply not true; see chapters 25 and 26 of volume two of this work) and that their defeats were due to “local issues.”35

But however tempted Nixon was by the thought of a new party, he realized it was hopeless and quickly dropped the idea. He did not, however, abandon his ambitious program to restructure the government and restore American values.

Yet he proposed to bring such changes about in the teeth of the bureaucracy, the courts, the Congress, the Cabinet, the lobbyists, big business, the media, and his own party. The political philosopher Hannah Arendt once commented that the American President is simultaneously the most powerful man in the world and the national leader with the least power. Nixon wanted to eliminate that paradox, using his election mandate as his base. He had persuaded the people to vote for him overwhelmingly; now his problem was to lead the nation in the direction he wanted it to go.

BEFORE he could accomplish any of his goals, Nixon had to put the Watergate break-in problem behind him.

On June 17, 1972, a team of burglars led by G. Gordon Liddy and E. Howard Hunt, working for the Committee to Re-Elect the President (CREEP), had broken into the offices of the Democratic National Committee in the Watergate complex. They had been caught and identified. The Democrats and some Washington- and New York-based reporters had attempted to make the break-in a major campaign issue, but without success. Nixon dismissed the affair as a “bizarre business” and a “third-rate burglary.” His White House Counsel, John Dean, had managed to keep Liddy and Hunt from naming the people for whom they had worked. Federal Judge Charles Richey had postponed hearings on the Democrats’ civil suit until after the election. Federal Judge John Sirica had postponed the trial of the burglars until January 1973. House Minority Leader Gerald R. Ford (R.-Mich.) had played a critical if hidden role in getting the House Banking Committee to postpone hearings on the sources of the money found on the burglars. The FBI had conducted one of the most intensive investigations in its history but had directed it down instead of up. As a result of all this help, Watergate had hardly hurt Nixon.

The various postponements, however, had only put off the problems, which were certain to return to haunt him. His enemies would organize the House and Senate, select the chairmen of the regular and special committees, decide what to investigate (the Democrats had already made it clear they intended to appoint a special committee to investigate the Watergate break-in). From his own days as a congressman, when the Democrats were in the White House but the Republicans controlled the Congress, Nixon knew full well how powerful the subpoena was, how far afield an investigating committee could roam in the pursuit of its inquiries, how easily an ambitious congressman could play to the press in public hearings, and how ineffective White House attempts to cover up would be. He had made himself into a national figure as a freshman congressman in 1947-48 by using the subpoena power and the publicity potential in the investigation of Alger Hiss.

Nixon also knew that the Democrats would find a great deal more than the June 17 break-in to investigate and condemn. His people had placed telephone taps on National Security Council (NSC) staffers and on newspaper and television reporters, in order to find and plug leaks. E. Howard Hunt had attempted to rewrite history by concocting fake cables placing responsibility for the 1963 assassination of South Vietnamese President Diem on the Kennedy Administration. Liddy and Hunt had attempted to break into George McGovern’s office, and had broken into the office of Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist in an attempt to get damaging information on the man who had leaked the Pentagon Papers. People working for Nixon had played a series of dirty tricks on Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine when he was the front-running Democratic candidate. They had tried to use the IRS to get at their political enemies. Most of all, there was the cover-up of Watergate, which had begun the instant Nixon learned the burglars had been caught.

Never mind that Franklin Roosevelt, John Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson had indulged in illegal activities; as Nixon knew (and said hundreds of times), they could get away with things he could not. This was partly because their party controlled Congress, more because the public had an affection, even a love for them. (Truman and Johnson had lost that sentiment in their last years in office, which was one reason why neither one stood for re-election.) For Nixon, it was the case that while many people admired him, few loved him. In this, he was the opposite of one of his GOP successors, Ronald Reagan.

Nixon’s inability to bring enough Republican congressional candidates along on his coattails, coupled with his inability to inspire warm personal feelings toward himself, made him vulnerable even at the moment of his greatest triumph. Further, he had been involved in a whole series of activities that were not necessarily illegal, but which, if exposed, would look just terrible. His half-million-dollar tax deduction for his vice presidential papers; the ITT settlement; the use of federal money to improve his personal residences in Florida and California; the millions in unreported cash contributions to CREEP; the use of the Justice Department to harass and intimidate antiwar protesters; and more.

McGovern had charged that the Nixon Administration was the most corrupt in American history. Considering the competition, that was too sweeping a generalization. It would have been more accurate to say that despite the deplorable record of some of Nixon’s Democratic predecessors, no Administration in American history was more ruthless, more partisan, more personal, or more reckless in its disregard not only for the law but for the decent opinion of mankind as that of Richard Nixon. His methods in striving for and achieving and using power had created countless enemies and given his foes the ammunition to ruin him.

Nevertheless, in mid-November 1972, Nixon in his own words “felt sure that [Watergate] was just a public relations problem that only needed a public relations solution.”36

It was characteristic of Nixon to so believe. As President, indeed throughout his political career, Nixon had put more emphasis on PR than any of his predecessors. An astonishing number of his memos to Haldeman and others, and of Haldeman’s memos to the staff, and of Nixon’s scribbled comments on his News Summaries, were concerned solely with PR. James Reston, columnist for The New York Times, once observed that Nixon was much better at handling the public relations of a problem than he was at handling the problem itself. Nixon believed that the way the public perceived a problem was the critical factor in solving, it, which is a defensible point of view for the leader of a democracy to hold, but dangerous when it gets down to using PR to assert that black is white.

In this case, Nixon’s real problem was not the break-in itself. He had not given a direct order to go into the DNC offices in the Watergate and plant a bug on Chairman Larry O’Brien’s telephone, and he almost certainly did not know of the operation in advance. But he had ordered Haldeman, on June 23, to use the CIA to limit the investigation of the burglary; his exact words were to instruct the CIA director, Richard Helms, to “call the FBI in and say that we [the CIA] wish for the country, don’t go any further into this case, period!”

With those words, Nixon had ordered the CIA to commit an illegal act. The CIA is prohibited by statute from operations of any kind within the United States. Nor did the President have the authority to order one federal agency to interfere with another federal agency as it carried out its responsibilities.

He could claim that his motive was national security, on the grounds that Hunt and some of the Cuban members of the burglary team were former CIA agents who had been deeply involved in the Bay of Pigs. The difficulty with that line was that Helms vehemently denied there was any CIA involvement in Watergate, and it was not Hunt’s activities as a CIA agent in the early 1960s that had to be kept secret, rather his activities as one of the “Plumbers” (a secret intelligence unit in the White House) for the Nixon Administration in the early 1970s.

Nixon’s PR problem was to convince the public that he had no direct role in the break-in, which was true; his real problem was to prove that he had played no role in a cover-up of a crime, and that he had no idea as to who had ordered the break-in, or why, which was not true. Bill Rogers exposed the weakness of his position with crystal clarity in a telephone conversation with Haldeman in March 1973. Haldeman’s notes summarize Rogers’s point: “Why cover up if we don’t know real story. Just isn’t believable. The attempts to cover up make the basic alibi of non-involvement inconceivable.”37

Despite that obvious truth, Nixon’s tops aides continued to use questionable practices to maintain the cover-up. On November 13, Hunt talked to Colson on the telephone. Hunt and his burglary team had already received $187,000 from CREEP officials for bail money, legal fees, and “family support.” Hunt wanted more, and he set a deadline of November 25 for receiving it. “After all,” he told Colson, “we’re protecting the guys who were really responsible. . . . But this is a two-way street . . . we think that now is the time when some moves should be made and, uh, surely your cheapest commodity available is money. . . . ”38

Colson tape-recorded the conversation. His reason, he later explained, was that “I maneuvered Hunt into the position of saying that I didn’t know anything about it in advance. I saved that tape as my ticket that I wasn’t involved in the Watergate.” (Hunt gave a “Yeah, I know” answer to Colson’s strong assertion that he was uninvolved.)39 Colson gave the tape to Dean, who on November 15 took it to Camp David, where he played it for Haldeman and Ehrlichman. They told Dean to have former Attorney General and head of CREEP John Mitchell take care of Hunt’s demands.

Haldeman and Ehrlichman were not convinced about Colson’s innocence. They told the President that Colson “might be more involved than he was acknowledging.” Colson said the same about both of them.40 Ehrlichman urged Nixon to get rid of Colson, at once, but Nixon did not want “to leave the impression that he is leaving under fire.” In his diary on November 18, Nixon wrote: “It is a very sad commentary that an individual can be bruised and battered and maligned and libeled and then become expendable. But in politics I fear that is the case.” He added that he disagreed with Ehrlichman, who wanted to fire “anybody who has even the appearance of wrongdoing. I would never take this approach because of the human equation.” Besides, “backing off of people when they come under attack could simply encourage the piranha fish to go to with a vengeance and leave nothing but the skeleton.”41

When Dean went to Mitchell to get the money for Hunt, Mitchell stalled. Hunt extended his deadline to November 27. Mitchell then told Dean to get the money in cash from Haldeman’s secret fund in the White House; he did so, then passed it on to Fred LaRue, a CREEP official from Mississippi, who in turn passed it on to Hunt’s lawyer.42

Whether Nixon knew about the payment or not is unclear. Whether the payment constituted blackmail, or was a perfectly legal way to provide support for the men under indictment, is perhaps debatable. That the intent was to buy the silence of the accused is obvious. The hope was that Hunt and his men would plead guilty without revealing who they worked for and serve their sentences in prison (presumably short sentences, as these were first offenses by men who had not taken anything out of the DNC offices, only left telephone bugs behind).

Dean’s job was to deal with what Nixon liked to call “problem areas.” It kept him busy. On the day Nixon demanded the resignations of all the top officials in the government, for example, Dean called Haldeman: “Bob, I’ve been thinking about those resignations. There’s one guy we can’t afford to piss off. One guy we need, who’s been helpful, concerned, and who’s been watching out after our interests. And that’s Henry Petersen [head of the Criminal Division in the Justice Department; he had been supplying Dean with information as the investigation went forward]. I don’t think we should let Henry worry about his future.”

Haldeman agreed, and assented to Dean’s request that he be authorized to call Petersen and assure him his job was safe.43

Despite these efforts, the problem areas continued to grow. On December 4, Judge Sirica said during pre-trial hearings (the trial was scheduled to begin January 8) that the motives behind the bugging were “one of the crucial issues” in the case. “What did these men go into the headquarters for?” he asked. “Was their sole purpose political espionage? Were they paid? Were there financial gains? Who started this? Who hired them? A whole lot is going to come out in this case.”44

That was ominous. More bad news followed. On December 8, Hunt’s wife Dorothy, who had acted as a courier distributing money to the accused, died in an airplane crash near Midway Airport in Chicago. Policemen searching through the wreckage found her purse stuffed with hundred-dollar bills, a total of $10,000. Despite intensive investigations, no evidence that the plane was sabotaged was ever found. Still, the event threw Hunt into a depression that made him even more unpredictable, as well as raising suspicions that the White House was paying blackmail money.45

That same day, The Washington Post revealed for the first time the existence of the White House Plumbers. It identified Hunt and Liddy, and said their function was to stop national security leaks. White House press secretary Ron Ziegler confirmed the existence of the Plumbers but said the unit had been closed down after January 1972, and had no involvement in the Watergate break-in.

So Watergate was not quite over. Neither was the Vietnam War. And just as one of the Watergate problems was intrigue and power plays among the courtiers, so too with the Vietnam War.

Just before the election, Nixon, Kissinger, and Haldeman had discussed the Rogers problem. Kissinger had insisted that Rogers had to go, because according to Kissinger, Rogers and the bureaucrats in the State Department “keep stabbing me in the back.” Nixon hated to fire Rogers, who had been a close adviser since 1952, but he had agreed to appoint Laird’s deputy at Defense, Kenneth Rush, as Secretary of State.

Kissinger doubted Nixon’s resolve. He had taken Haldeman aside to say, “I won’t believe it until I see it, Haldeman. That Rogers will never quit. He’ll be with me until I die.”46

After the election, Nixon summoned Rogers to Camp David. He designated Haldeman to deliver the blow. “I had the enviable task,” Haldeman later wrote, “of telling Richard Nixon’s closest personal friend in the government that Richard Nixon had decided it was now time for him to leave.” But Rogers would not cooperate. He said he would leave in six months or so, after the Vietnam War ended, but would not go now, when all the others were leaving. Nor would he accept dismissal from Haldeman; the word had to come from the man himself.

Nixon backed down. When he met with Rogers, the President acquiesced in the Secretary of State’s demand to be allowed to stay on for six months. He told Haldeman to inform Kissinger. The National Security Adviser was furious. “You promised me, Haldeman,” Kissinger exploded. “You gave me your word! And now he’s hanging on just like I said he would. Piece by piece. Bit by bit. He stays on and on and on.” Lowering his voice, Kissinger said resignedly, “There is a price you must pay, I suppose. Mine is Rogers. He will be with me forever—because he has this President wrapped around his little finger.”47

Actually, Kissinger’s own position was in jeopardy. There was, first of all, Kissinger’s “peace is at hand” news conference just before the election; the phrase had already caused Nixon considerable embarrassment, especially after President Thieu had rejected the terms of the October agreement. In addition, on November 16 a Kissinger interview with Italian reporter Oriana Fallaci, in which he had described himself as the cowboy who rode into town alone to restore law and order, was published in L’Europeo magazine. He had also said “independence” was very important to him, and that “I’ve by no means decided to give up this job yet. . . . You see, when one wields power, and when one has it for a long time, one ends up thinking one has a right to it.”48

Nixon was furious. Although Haldeman told Kissinger, the day after the election, that his resignation would not be accepted, Nixon changed his mind. On November 20, he took Colson for a walk outside the main presidential quarters at Camp David, and told him, “It’s time for Henry to go back to Harvard, Chuck. It’s the best thing for him. He needs to do it.” Colson thought that the purpose of the walk was to get away from a hidden tape recorder.49

Before Kissinger could return to Harvard, however, Nixon needed him to complete the peace agreement in Vietnam. Kissinger was scheduled to go to Paris for a last meeting with Le Due Tho on November 20. Before leaving, he met with Nixon. Kissinger, in Nixon’s words, “began to rumble around to the effect that we have a very good record” on the negotiations.

“We’re not concerned about being right on the record,” Nixon responded. “What we are concerned about is to save South Vietnam and that’s why we had to temporize with Thieu as much as we did, because our interest is in getting South Vietnam to survive and Thieu at present seems to be the only leader who could lead them in that direction.”

He added that if Thieu would not go along, “we shall simply have to make our own deal, have our withdrawal . . . and then say that Vietnamization has been completed and Thieu then can do what he likes.”50

In Paris, Kissinger opened his meeting with Le Due Tho by giving him a picture book of Harvard and offering him a post teaching a seminar on Marxism there. But Le Due Tho was no more interested in leaving power for pedagogy than Kissinger was. Kissinger then presented a list of changes in the October agreement requested by Thieu. It amounted to sixty-nine in all; it was, as Kissinger later confessed, “preposterous.”51

Many of the proposed changes were minor, most of them over wording and translations. But two were substantive: a demand that at least some of the NVA in South Vietnam leave the country; and a demand that the accord spell out in detail that there be no movement across the DMZ. The latter amounted to a demand that North Vietnam recognize South Vietnam as a sovereign nation and the 17th parallel as a legal boundary, thus undercutting Hanoi’s contention that Vietnam was one country.

Le Due Tho rejected these changes and came back the next day with some demanded changes of his own. He withdrew the critical concession that American POWs would be released without the release of civilian Viet Cong prisoners held by Saigon. He also insisted that all American civilian technicians would have to leave along with the military forces.

Nixon was incensed. Kissinger described him: “Ensconced at Camp David, surrounded only by public relations experts, Nixon was still deep in the bog of the resentments that had produced the darkest and perhaps most malevolent frame of mind of his Presidency.”

The President fired off a tough set of instructions for Kissinger. He wanted Le Due Tho told that unless he showed “the same willingness to be reasonable that we are showing, I am directing you to discontinue the talks and we shall then have to resume military activity until the other side is ready to negotiate.” He wanted the North Vietnamese “disabused of the idea they seem to have that we have no other choice but to settle on their terms.” Kissinger should threaten them. “We do have another choice,” Nixon said, “and if they were surprised that the President would take the strong action he did prior to the Moscow summit [when he bombed Hanoi and mined Haiphong Harbor] . . . they will find now, with the election behind us, he will take whatever action he considers necessary to protect the United States’ interest.”52

These instructions ignored such obvious facts as : it was the Americans who first demanded changes in an agreement Le Due Tho had been eager to sign; the United States was currently conducting bombing missions in North Vietnam (although not against Hanoi) so it could hardly “resume” such activity; it was not U.S. interests the President was trying to protect, but those of South Vietnam.

After another meeting with Le Due Tho that produced no progress, Kissinger sent Nixon a message containing two options. Option One was to break off the talks and dramatically increase the bombing; Option Two was to decide upon a fallback position on Thieu’s demands and present them as a final offer. According to Nixon, Kissinger recommended Option One. According to Kissinger, he did not.53

Nixon replied that the October agreement “was one which certainly would have been in our interest.” He wanted Kissinger to continue to try to improve it, “but most important we must recognize the fundamental reality that we have no choice but to reach agreement along the lines of the October 8 principles.”54

Almost immediately, however, the President changed his mind. He did not want to appear reluctant to increase the bombing, and did not want to deprive Kissinger of this “bargaining chip.” So he sent another message, authorizing Kissinger to “suspend” the talks for a week. He said that he was prepared to order a massive bombing strike on North Vietnam in that interval.

“I recognize that this is a high-risk option,” Nixon wrote, but he assured Kissinger that “our aim will continue to be to end the war with honor. And if because of the pursuit of our strategy and the accident of the timing of the election we are now in a public relations corner, we must take our lumps and see it through . . . even though the cost in our public support will be massive.”55

The following day, November 25, Nixon had another change of mind. He ordered Kissinger to keep the talking going. But Kissinger had already arranged a recess. He flew back to Washington, where he met with the President. Nixon told him to “back off the position that we really had a viable option to break off the talks with the North and resume the bombing for a period of time. It simply isn’t going to work. . . . We must have no illusions that we now have no option except to settle.” And instead of increasing the bombing, he directed that it be reduced.56

Nixon’s back-and-forth posture showed serious indecision on his part, but it also showed what an awkward position he was in. The President was ready to sign and claim victory, just as he had been since October 8. It was not the enemy who kept him from doing so; it was his ally in Saigon. Although he never referred to it, there was a parallel to his dilemma. Back in 1953, negotiators in South Korea had reached an agreement that was satisfactory to Eisenhower and to the Chinese, only to be rejected by South Korean leader Syngman Rhee. Vice President Nixon had served as Ike’s envoy to Rhee, informing him that he had to either accept the armistice or face a complete cut-off of American aid. Rhee had reluctantly given in.

In 1972, Nixon tried to repeat the performance. On November 29 he met in the Oval Office with Nguyen Phu Due, Thieu’s personal representative at the Paris talks. Nixon gave Due a “brutally tough presentation.” He said that if the war did not end at the next negotiating session in Paris, scheduled for December 4, the 93d Congress, coming to power in January, would end the war by cutting off the appropriations.57 That added to a threat Nixon had already sent to Thieu in a November 23 letter: “If . . . you fail to join us in concluding a satisfactory agreement . . . you must understand that I will proceed at whatever the cost.”

But, just as Ike had done with Rhee, Nixon held out some bait. He outlined for Due a U.S. contingency plan to keep North Vietnamese targeting information updated even after the cease-fire. He promised to enforce the agreement and to retaliate swiftly and forcefully in the event North Vietnam violated the agreement.58

According to Kissinger, “all this fell on the stolid Due without any noticeable effect.” Nixon told Kissinger that Thieu was playing “chicken” and that “we had probably no choice except to turn on him.”59

That was a meaningless threat. Although Kissinger’s staff had apparently raised the possibility of assassination, the United States had been down that route before, with Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963, only to make a bad situation worse. Besides, there was no reason to suppose that Thieu’s successor would be more cooperative, for the good reason that it was not personality or personnel or PR that was the problem, but the reality of the agreement. If Thieu’s characterization of it as a surrender was an exaggeration, so was Nixon’s claim of victory.

No matter how brilliant the American diplomacy, it was never going to get the NVA out of South Vietnam, or force Hanoi to respect the sanctity of the DMZ. The agreement was not going to end the war; it was merely going to provide a cease-fire while the POWs came home and the American armed forces withdrew.

Everyone knew this. Under the circumstances, what Nixon could provide Thieu was his personal promise to unleash the American Air Force when Hanoi resumed the fighting. But Thieu and his advisers knew the American political system well enough to realize that Nixon was not in a position to make such a promise meaningful; after all, it was Nixon himself who had warned them that if they did not accept the agreement, Congress would cut off the funds and leave them isolated.60

Nixon nevertheless made the promise, and worked to give it meaning. On November 30, he met with the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) in the Oval Office. Kissinger and Haig were present.

Admiral Elmo Zumwalt, Chief of Naval Operations, felt like he was on “a strange planet.” Nixon wanted JCS support in the PR effort to convince the American people that the agreement was the equivalent to a victory, but he spent most of his time asking for JCS support in forcing Thieu to accept it. This involved reassuring Thieu that the Americans would continue military assistance and resume bombing if (when) Hanoi started shooting again. But the American people could not be told about these critical, albeit secret, promises, because Nixon wanted them to believe that the agreement “meant the end of any kind of American involvement in Vietnam no matter what happened there after the ceasefire was agreed to.”

Zumwalt was disgusted at Nixon’s duplicity: “Not even the JCS were informed that written commitments were made to Thieu.” He commented bitterly, “There are at least two words no one can use to characterize the outcome of that two-faced policy. One is ‘peace.’ The other is ‘honor.’ ”

Zumwalt’s notes indicated the importance Nixon attached to PR. “The President insisted he must have JCS support—the left will debunk his deal—which he expects to have by the end of next week—DOD [Department of Defense] must support it—he compared the solution to that of Korea—after all the blood, the sacrifices, the military must be for it . . . he urged that we not worry about the words, we will keep the agreement if it serves us.”

Then the President got down to cases. He wanted the chiefs to prepare contingency plans for bombing Hanoi and mining Haiphong again. He wanted to use B-52s. The chiefs should not plan to use ground forces.61

That last point was the fact that mattered. The NVA was in South Vietnam in force, and nothing Nixon could do, short of reintroducing ground combat units (and quite probably not even that), would get the NVA out. The North Vietnamese had, in effect, already annexed the two northernmost provinces of South Vietnam.

Nixon’s diplomacy, Nixon’s warmaking methods, the facts of the situation, and above all the determination on the part of an ever-growing majority of the American people to just get out and be done with it, combined to put the American point man, Henry Kissinger, in an impossible position. Nixon summed it up accurately: in Paris, Kissinger had “not only to convince the North Vietnamese that we would stay in and continue fighting unless they agreed to a settlement, but to convince the South Vietnamese that we would stop fighting and get out unless they agreed to one.”62

Kissinger claimed to be optimistic, but told Nixon that if he did not reach an agreement within two days, he would have to resign. That was a power play he had used effectively before. Nixon, who two weeks earlier had said Kissinger should go back to Harvard, bent with the pressure. On December 2, he announced that Kissinger would stay on through the second term as his National Security Adviser.

On December 3, as Kissinger flew to Paris, Nixon noted in his diary that the “great forces of history” were moving in the direction of a settlement. But he ominously added, “Only insanity and irrationality of some leaders may move us in other directions.”63

In Paris, Le Due Tho rejected all Kissinger’s demands while making some new ones of his own. A furious Kissinger recommended that the talks be broken off and that the President commence massive bombing raids against Hanoi. He wanted Nixon to go on national television to explain his actions and enlist the support of the people: “I believe that you can make a stirring and convincing case to rally them as you have so often in the past with your direct appeals.”

Nixon knew better. That card had been played out. After “peace is at hand,” after all the promises in November that “one more session” would bring peace, for him to go on television and announce a major escalation while confessing that there was no end in sight “is simply going to be a loser.”64

On December 5, at Camp David, Nixon discussed the situation with Haldeman and Ehrlichman. He said Kissinger was in a weak bargaining position because of the “peace is at hand” statement and because of the Fallaci interview, which Nixon characterized as “debilitating to a negotiator.” He feared Le Due Tho had concluded that Kissinger “must make a deal or lose face.” He complained that “there are no good choices,” but vowed, “We won’t let them humiliate us.” He ordered Haldeman to have DOD send up bombing renewal contingency plans, while repeating that “there is no point going on TV to ask the American people to support more of the same.”65

That same day, Kissinger reported a stalemate and offered two options: “To yield or to rally American support for one more effort which I do not believe the North Vietnamese can withstand.” If Nixon chose to increase the bombing, Kissinger again recommended that he go on television to rally the people.66

Nixon replied on December 6, in a message that was unusual even for Nixon in its confusion, contradictions, complexities, and convolutions. “We must try to reach an agreement,” he began. But Kissinger should “attempt to get some reference to the troop withdrawal principle.” But this “should not be an absolute condition.” But he should try to get something the South Vietnamese could accept. But if “this turns out to be impossible, we will have to go it alone.”

If Kissinger could not reach an agreement, he should try “to keep the talks alive,” because if he broke them off, “we will exacerbate our relations with the Russians . . . likely lose the essential Congressional support for continued assistance to South Vietnam and be faced with the bitter POW issue hanging over our heads.”

If Kissinger could not reach an agreement, he should “return for consultation.” In that case, “we would escalate the bombing and the mining and I am prepared to do so immediately.” But there would be no prime-time television address by the President.

To sum up: Kissinger should present minimum demands, but not as an ultimatum; he should keep the talks going; he should break off the talks for a recess, during which time Nixon would escalate the bombing; he should bring Thieu along on the agreement; he should prepare to go it alone.67

In reply, Kissinger said Nixon’s orders were understood “and will be followed.” He would not, however, raise Nixon’s first point first (withdrawal), but would wait until Le Due Tho had rejected the other minimal positions.68 But Le Due Tho said no to everything.

Nixon’s response got to the point. Le Due Tho evidently was still willing to sign off on the October 8 agreement, which Nixon and Kissinger had considered satisfactory and had indeed called a victory. But to accept it now was impossible, not just because of Thieu’s objections but because of the PR problem. “We must get some improvement over Oct. 8,” Nixon instructed Kissinger. But he knew he could not expect much improvement, and realized Thieu would continue to be difficult. “However, I believe the risks of the other option of breaking off the talks and escalating the bombing are far greater.” Therefore he wanted Kissinger to press for a settlement rather than a recess. “There must be no turning back and no second guessing. The decision has been made.”69

Le Due Tho would not give on the NVA and DMZ issues. Kissinger told Nixon the conduct of the North Vietnamese was “composed of equal parts of insolence, guile, and stalling.” Still he kept trying, but on December 13 Le Due Tho broke off the talks. He said he needed to return to Hanoi for consultation.

Kissinger flew back to Washington, where he met with Nixon. Gritting his teeth and clenching his fists, Kissinger said, “They’re just a bunch of shits. Tawdry, filthy shits.” Nixon agreed that they were guilty of “cynicism and perfidy.”70

Saigon would not cooperate. Hanoi would not cooperate. Nixon was having a terrible time extracting the United States from the war so that he could get on with détente and the New American Revolution. Because he was a frustrated President, he was a dangerous President.



CHAPTER TWO

THE CHRISTMAS BOMBING; THE SECOND INAUGURAL; CEASE-FIRE

December 14, 1972-January 31, 1973

ON DECEMBER 13, Kissinger flew back to Washington from Paris, where his negotiations with Le Due Tho were deadlocked and in recess. The following morning, he met with Nixon and Haig to discuss the options.

The one being urged on them by the doves was to make a separate deal with Hanoi for the release of the POWs in return for a total American withdrawal. President Thieu could then either sink or swim on his own. It had almost no appeal to Nixon and his aides. To abandon South Vietnam now, after all the blood that had been shed, all the money that had been spent, all the uproar that had nearly overwhelmed the American political scene, would be wrong, cowardly, a betrayal. To abandon Thieu would amount to surrendering America’s most fundamental goal in the war, the maintenance in power of an anti-Communist government in Saigon.

But Thieu would not sign the agreement that Nixon regarded as satisfactory. And Le Due Tho insisted that he would not give another inch. To get Thieu to sign, and to force Tho to give just a bit more, some dramatic action by the United States was necessary. With less than 25,000 American troops in Vietnam, none of them combat personnel, and with the dove strength in the Congress, there was no possibility of escalating on the ground.

The only real option was to expand the bombing campaign against North Vietnam, but there were powerful arguments against that course. Sending B-52s over Hanoi meant risking those expensive weapons and their highly trained crews, because the Russians had been rushing surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) into North Vietnam. For this reason, the lame-duck Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird, his deputy Kenneth Rush, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Thomas Moorer were all opposed. On the political side, to escalate the bombing after Kissinger’s October statement that “peace is at hand” would drive the Nixon-haters in Congress, in the media, on the campuses, and among the general public into a frenzy.

Still, something had to be done to convince Thieu that whatever the formal wording of the agreement said, he could count on Nixon to come to the defense of South Vietnam if (when) the NVA threatened to overrun its cities. And something had to be done to convince Tho that despite the doves in Congress, Nixon could still punish North Vietnam.

Kissinger recommended increasing the bombing south of the 20th parallel in North Vietnam and in Laos, and reseeding the mines in Haiphong Harbor. Haig recommended an all-out bombing campaign by B-52s against Hanoi itself.

Nixon later said that this was “the most difficult decision” he had to make in the entire war. But, he immediately added, “it was also one of the most clear-cut and necessary ones.” He issued an order to reseed the mines and to send the B-52s against Hanoi. He told Kissinger he was prepared “for new losses and casualties and POW’s,” and explained, “We’ll take the same heat for big blows as for little blows.”1 Four days later he wrote in his diary, “The North Vietnamese figure that they have us where the hair is short and are going to continue to squeeze us. That is why we had to take our strong action.”2

To Kissinger, Nixon seemed “sullen” and “withdrawn.” He “resented” having to do what he did, because “deep down he was ready to give up by going back to the October draft.” His bombing order, according to Kissinger, was “his last roll of the dice . . . helpful if it worked; a demonstration to the right wing if it failed that he had done all he could.”3

Once Nixon set the policy, PR became the obsession. John Scab, White House adviser on foreign affairs information policy, put the problem succinctly to Haldeman in a telephone conversation: “We look incompetent—bombing for no good reason and because we don’t know what else to do.” On May 8, Nixon had gone on television to explain his reasons for bombing Hanoi and mining Haiphong. That television appearance seemed to Scali to have been unnecessary; the reason for the action was obvious, the NVA Easter offensive. But in December, Nixon absolutely refused to go on television to explain his motives, when his critics and even some of his supporters could not figure them out.4

Kissinger badly wanted Nixon to make a broadcast. He had been urging it for weeks. But Nixon, according to Kissinger, “was determined to take himself out of the line of fire.”5 Nixon feared that any attempt to rally the people to support more bombing after “peace is at hand” would fall flat. Instead of announcing the bombing (set to begin on December 18), he decided to just do it.

On the evening of December 14, Nixon told Kissinger to hold a news conference to explain the status of the negotiations. The President followed up with a five-page, single-spaced memo on December 15, and another of two pages on December 16, instructing Kissinger on what to say. He told the National Security Adviser to “hit hard on the point that, while we want peace just as soon as we can get it, that we want a peace that is honorable and a peace that will last.” Kissinger should admit that the American goals had been reached “in principle” in the October agreement, but that some “strengthening of the language” was necessary, “so that there will be no doubt on either side in the event that [that agreement] is broken.” He should accuse Le Due Tho of having “backed off” some of the October understandings.

Kissinger should emphasize that with the Christmas season coming on, the President had a “very strong personal desire to get the war settled.” But he should also point out that the President “insists that the United States is not going to be pushed around, blackmailed or stampeded into making the wrong kind of a peace agreement.” Finally, he should say that “the President will continue to order whatever actions he considers necessary by air and sea,” the only reference to the bombing order that had already gone out.6

In his memos, Nixon was repetitious to a degree unusual even for him, an indication of the strain he was under, and of the difficulty of his position. Thieu was increasingly being seen in the United States as the sole obstacle to peace, and was thus increasingly unpopular. On his December 15 News Summary, Nixon read that Senator Barry Goldwater (R.-Ariz.), one of the toughest of the hawks, had said that if Thieu “bucks much more,” the United States should proceed with its withdrawal and “to hell with him.” Nixon circled the comment and scribbled in the margin: “Haig—be sure Thieu sees this.”7

Kissinger held his briefing on December 16, and said what he had been told to say. He stressed the President’s consistency, unflappability, firmness, patience, and farsightedness. He mentioned Nixon fourteen times (he had been criticized by Haldeman for mentioning the President only three times in his October news conference).8 The net effect was to leave people more confused than ever about what was going on.

On December 17, when the reseeding of the mines began and on the eve of the bombing campaign, Nixon wrote to Thieu. He instructed Haig to fly to Saigon to hand the letter to Thieu, and ordered Haig to tell Thieu that “I had dictated the letter personally and that no one else in our government had seen it.”9 Kissinger claimed that in accord with Nixon’s instructions, he had written the letter, but admitted that “contrary to his habit of signing my drafts without change, Nixon toughened it nearly to the point of brutality.”10

(The endemic tension in the Nixon-Kissinger relationship was threatening to lead to an open break. Kissinger was unhappy with his boss because of his interference, and his back-and-forthing, on the negotiations. Nixon was furious with Kissinger for having put him into his dilemma with the “peace is at hand” statement, for the Fallaci interview, and for his constant leaks to reporters. Further, earlier in December Time magazine had named Nixon and Kissinger the “Men of the Year,” with their pictures on the cover; Kissinger correctly feared that Nixon resented having to share the spotlight.)11

In the letter to Thieu, Nixon repeated a threat that he had been making since October: “General Haig’s mission now represents my final effort to point out to you the necessity for joint action and to convey my irrevocable intention to proceed, preferably with your cooperation but, if necessary, alone.” Nixon said they had reached the either/or point: “Let me emphasize in conclusion that General Haig is not coming to Saigon for the purpose of negotiating with you. . . . You must decide now whether you desire to continue our alliance or whether you want me to seek a settlement with the enemy which serves U.S. interests alone.”12

Although Nixon himself would do anything possible to avoid a break, the threat was not meaningless, because as Goldwater’s statement indicated, the Congress might carry it out regardless of the President’s wishes. Thieu knew that, and he also knew how to read between the lines of Nixon’s letter. After reading it, Thieu looked up and told Haig that it was obvious he was not being asked to sign a peace agreement but rather an agreement for continued American support.13

On December 18, the Air Force launched its B-52s and fighter bombers against Hanoi. There was an immediate worldwide uproar. The stock market plummeted, suffering its biggest decline in a year and a half, as the Dow Jones industrial index fell 14 points, to 1,013. The moral revulsion exceeded even that reaction. There had been no presidential explanation or announcement of any kind. People everywhere had taken Kissinger at his word, that only a few T’s needed to be crossed and a few I’s dotted and the negotiations would be wrapped up. The shock was severe, as great as that following the Cambodian incursion of 1970.

Congressional and editorial reaction was extreme, indeed unprecedented. Senator William Saxbe (R.-Ohio) said that Nixon “appears to have left his senses.” Democratic Senate leader Mike Mansfield of Montana called it a “stone-age tactic.” Senator Edmund Muskie (D.-Maine) called the bombing “disastrous.” Senator Jacob Javits (R.-N.Y.) threatened a cut-off of funds. Senator Edward Kennedy (D.-Mass.) said it was an “outrage.” In an editorial, The Washington Post charged that the bombing caused millions of Americans “to cringe in shame and to wonder at their President’s very sanity.” In The New York Times, James Reston called it “war by tantrum,” while Anthony Lewis charged that Nixon was acting “like a maddened tyrant.”14

There were supporters, including Governors Nelson Rockefeller and Ronald Reagan and Republican Senators James Buckley (N.Y.), Howard Baker (Tenn.), and Chuck Percy III (III.). Connally called Nixon daily to encourage him and assure him that whatever the politicians and media said, the people were behind him.15

Nixon’s critics charged that he had ordered the most intensive bombing campaign in the history of warfare. That was nonsense. In comparison to what the American Army Air Forces had done to Dresden, Hamburg, Berlin, Tokyo, and other enemy cities in World War II, not to mention Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the bombing of Hanoi during the Christmas season of 1972 was a minor operation. It was conducted under severe restrictions. Everything possible was done to avoid civilian casualties, which amounted to only slightly more than one thousand. This was not terror bombing, as the world had come to know it in the twentieth century.

It was not Nixon who imposed the restrictions; in fact, they frustrated him. The day after the bombing began, he read a report that indicated certain targets had been avoided for fear of civilian casualties. He called Admiral Moorer: “I don’t want any more of this crap about the fact that we couldn’t hit this target or that one,” the President said. “This is your chance to use military power effectively to win this war, and if you don’t, I’ll consider you responsible.”16 Still the Air Force held back, for example, by refusing to bomb a missile assembly plant in Hanoi because it was next to a housing district.

Nixon’s explanation of the cause of the extraordinarily adverse reaction was typical; he personalized it and assigned to his critics the lowest possible motives. In his diary, he wrote that they “simply cannot bear the thought of this administration under my leadership bringing off the peace on an honorable basis which they have so long predicted would be impossible.

“The election was a terrible blow to them and this is their first opportunity to recover from the election and to strike back.”17

That was by no means the whole truth. The most basic cause for the moral revulsion was the nature of the war itself. Almost no one in the United States had protested the fire-bomb raids of World War II, which set out deliberately to kill civilians. Why the difference three decades later, especially when the Air Force was doing its utmost to avoid killing civilians? Because in 1942-45, the United States was fighting for its life against a foe who was not only pure evil but also powerful enough to threaten the entire world. In World War II there had been no ongoing negotiations with the Germans and Japanese, only a demand for their unconditional surrender. In 1942-45, the Americans were bombing in order to hasten that surrender.

But in 1972, few believed that the United States was fighting for its life, or that the NVA could conquer the world, or that there could be no end to the war until Hanoi surrendered, or that more bombing would bring a quicker end to the war.

The bombing brought Nixon problems that went beyond the continuing storm of protest. If Hanoi was far from being the most heavily bombed city in history, it certainly was the best defended. The SAMs shot down six of the ninety B-52s that flew missions on December 20; the following day, two of thirty were destroyed (the final tally was fifteen B-52s lost). The Air Force could not long sustain such losses. Still, Nixon complained in his diary that there was “too much caution on the military side. We simply have to take losses if we are going to accomplish our objectives.”18

The bombing was dominating the news to the virtual exclusion of anything else. For example, on December 19 the command module “America” safely returned to earth after a three-man mission to the moon. The event went all but unnoticed.19

Hanoi, meanwhile, was accusing the Americans of a double-cross. The Communists charged that Nixon had broken his word. Nixon, furious, wrote on his News Summary, “K-C-ZI—should hit this hard—Hanoi broke faith.”20 Saigon, meanwhile, still refused to sign.

Another problem was Henry Kissinger’s duplicity. He broke under the pressure of the protest and began leaking to reporters, most especially Reston, the word that he had opposed the bombing. This infuriated Nixon. He instructed Colson to monitor all Kissinger’s phone calls and contacts with the press. The President, according to Colson, “was raving and ranting about Henry double-talking.” Colson did as he was told and discovered that Kissinger was calling Reston and others, “planting self-serving stories at the same time he was recommending Nixon be tough on Vietnam.”

When Haldeman confronted Kissinger, the National Security Adviser simply denied the facts. “I have never given a personal opinion different from the President’s,” he claimed, and said he had not given an interview to Reston. Haldeman got him to admit that he had called Reston on the phone, just before Reston wrote a column in which he said Kissinger had opposed the bombing and implied that Kissinger was the one moderate, sensible man among Nixon’s advisers. Kissinger concluded his conversation with Haldeman by suggesting that it was time for the President to give him a vote of confidence; he wanted a letter from Nixon giving Kissinger his backing and credit for the progress in the negotiations.21

DESPITE the adverse reaction from so many commentators, Connally was right in saying that the President had many supporters. In the week before Christmas, the Nixons held a series of receptions in their home. Colson, the man who had pushed hardest for Nixon to make a direct appeal to the hard-hats and the ethnics to build his “New Majority,” was overjoyed at the guest lists. In a column for King Features Syndicate, he wrote that the lists did not contain the names of “the Morgans, the Mellons or the Rockefellers, but rather the Mazewskis, the Broccolinos, the O’Haras and the Fernandezes.” To Colson, this symbolized “the passing of the old establishment and a glimpse of the new.”

Colson said it was gall and wormwood to the social reporters, who were accustomed to reporting the “elegance, charm and grace” of the Kennedy guests. Now “the ordinary folks from the heartland—the shop steward, the electrician, the farmer—were the honored guests of an American President for the first time in generations.” In fact, Colson had to go back to Andrew Jackson’s inaugural to find a comparison. It was “altogether fitting,” Colson said, because “these were the people who stood firm in time of national crisis.” They were Nixon’s people.22

The Nixons went to Key Biscayne for Christmas. The President ordered a twenty-four-hour halt in the bombing for the day. In his diary, he characterized himself and Pat as “more and more lonely individuals. . . . It is a question not of too many friends but really too few—one of the inevitable consequences of this position.” The loneliness was compounded by the absence of his daughters, who were both with their husbands in Europe.

Five years later, Nixon told an interviewer that he received very few Christmas salutations, even from his Republican allies on Capitol Hill and members of his Cabinet. As a result, “it was the loneliest and saddest Christmas I can ever remember, much sadder and much more lonely than the one in the Pacific during the war.”23

Nixon did make some telephone calls, including one to Ronald Reagan, who complained about CBS News coverage of the bombing and said that under World War II circumstances, the network would have been charged with treason.

The day after Christmas, Harry Truman died. The Nixons flew to Independence, Missouri, to pay their respects to Bess Truman, and the President proclaimed a national day of mourning. In a statement, Nixon praised Truman as “one of the most courageous Presidents in our history,” and a man of “exceptional vision and determination.”24

It was a handsome tribute, and probably heartfelt. From 1946 through 1952, Nixon had been Truman’s severest critic, especially about Truman’s conduct of the Korean War. But the view from the White House is 180 degrees different from the view from Capitol Hill, and by 1972 Nixon had a new perspective on Harry Truman’s trials and tribulations.

That same day, despite urgings from some of his aides and much of the media that he extend the Christmas Day truce, Nixon personally ordered the biggest bombing raid yet: 111 B-52s over Hanoi. That afternoon, he received a message from Hanoi, proposing that the Kissinger-Le Due Tho talks resume on January 8. Nixon replied that he wanted technical talks resumed on January 2 (the day before the 93d Congress would convene), and offered to stop the bombing of Hanoi if the Communists agreed. Kissinger also sent a cable. He said he was willing to make one final effort “to conclude the October negotiation,” so that the United States and North Vietnam could “move from a period of hostility to one of normalization.”

Hanoi agreed, and on December 29, Nixon announced that the bombing north of the 20th parallel was suspended. The next morning, he announced that the Paris negotiations would be resumed.

With the new policy set, Nixon turned to his PR problems. He talked with Scali and Colson, who warned him that the media would ask, Why was the bombing necessary?, and would assert that Nixon was forced back to negotiations because of the world outcry. Others would charge that Nixon suspended the bombing because the Air Force was losing the battle.

On the other side, Haig urged Nixon to keep on bombing. He thought Hanoi was all but on its knees. He was furious to discover that “every single adviser of the President except [me], all of them were calling the President daily, hourly, and telling him to terminate the bombing.” But even Haig realized that Nixon’s options had run out, because if he continued the bombing after the congressional session began, “there would have been legislative restrictions which would have been national suicide from the standpoint of ever negotiating a settlement.”25

So the last American action in the Vietnam War was characteristic of all those that had come earlier, cursed by half-measures. From 1964 to 1969 Lyndon Johnson’s actions, as described by Nixon, were always “too little, too late.” That had also been true of Nixon’s ultimatum in November 1969, of his Cambodian incursion of 1970, of his Laotian operation in 1971, of his May 8, 1972, air offensive, and now of his Christmas bombing. He had taken the heat for an all-out offensive without delivering one. It was not that he did not want to, but rather that it was overwhelmingly obvious that the American political system would not allow him to do so.

That simple fact points up once again the wisdom of a comment Dwight Eisenhower often made, that no one should ever lead a democracy into a war without the assured full support of the people. Of course, Nixon had not led the country into the war, but he had been an enthusiastic and significant cheerleader. Once he became the leader, his options were severely limited. He might have been a determined leader under the conditions of World War II; in the war he actually fought, he was a fumbler, even in this last act.

What the bombing had cost America was clear: fifteen B-52s; ninety three American airmen listed as missing, thirty-one of them POWs; and a revulsion against Nixon such as even he had never before imagined possible. He had made many new enemies but no new friends.

What the country had gained was unclear. Nixon called Hanoi’s willingness to resume the talks a “stunning capitulation,” one presumably brought about by the bombing.26 But it had been Saigon, not Hanoi, that had created the stalemate in the talks. In his message to Hanoi, Kissinger had referred to the October agreements; going back to them represented an American, not a North Vietnamese, concession. Kissinger’s reference to “normalization” of relations continued the hints he had been secretly making to Le Due Tho that when peace came, the United States would aid in the reconstruction of North Vietnam, just as it had helped Germany and Japan after World War II.

On December 30, Senator Henry Jackson (D.-Wash.) called Nixon to ask the President to go on television and explain that “we bombed to get them back to the table.” Nixon passed the message along to Kissinger with a note: “He is right—but my saying it publicly would seriously jeopardize our negotiations.”27

Nixon had another reason for hesitating to make the claim Jackson wanted. It would have been extremely difficult to get informed observers to believe that Nixon bombed Hanoi to get the North Vietnamese to agree to an agreement that they had already agreed to. It was much easier to believe that Nixon’s real target was not Hanoi, but rather Saigon. And, as 1972 came to an end, there was no indication that Thieu was prepared to sign.

NIXON spent New Year’s Eve with Pat at Camp David. On New Year’s Day she flew out to California for the Rose Bowl parade, while he returned to Washington. It was an unscheduled move, and when he arrived at the Oval Office at 7:30 A.M. he found the door locked. After futile wrestling with the doorknob, he found a guard to let him in. He had written in his diary the previous day that “1973 will be a better year [than 1972],” but it got off to an inauspicious start.28

On January 2, the House Democratic Caucus voted 154 to 75 to cut off all funds for Vietnam as soon as arrangements were complete for the withdrawal of all American armed forces and the return of the POWs. On January 4, the Senate Democratic Caucus passed a similar resolution, 36 to 12.

Nixon passed the pressure on to Thieu. Initially he tried to do so through Mrs. Anna Chennault, widow of General Claire Chennault and head of Flying Tiger Airline. He asked her friend John Mitchell to have her use her influence with Thieu, but the “Dragon Lady,” as she was called, refused. There was irony here; back in 1968 Mitchell had persuaded Mrs. Chennault to intervene with Thieu to refuse to help Johnson in his election eve bid for peace; now Nixon wanted her to persuade Thieu to cooperate with the President.29 But she would not.

Nixon then wrote directly to Thieu. The letter, dated January 5, was less threatening than previous ones, and contained a more explicit promise: “Should you decide, as I trust you will, to go with us, you have my assurance of continued assistance in the post-settlement period and that we will respond with full force should the settlement be violated by North Vietnam.”30

Nixon was not in a position to give such a promise. Without congressional appropriations, he could not come to Saigon’s aid.

That same day, he had a meeting with the leaders of both parties. The atmosphere was cold. Nixon announced that he was putting through some of his reorganization plans without waiting for congressional authorization, an announcement that went down badly. Then he spoke briefly on Vietnam. He said he knew many of the men in the room disagreed with his policies, but added that he was determined to persist.

Nixon concluded: “In any event, you have indicated your own positions—some of you—which is in direct opposition. I understand that. I have the responsibility. I take the responsibility and if I fail, you can blame me, and if I succeed, we will all succeed.”31

On January 6, Nixon returned to Camp David, where he met with Kissinger, who was flying to Paris the next day. The President said that if Kissinger could get Le Due Tho to go back to the October 8 agreement, “we should take it.” Kissinger demurred. Nixon insisted. He did want Kissinger to get some wording changes so that “we can claim some improvement,” but the point was that the war had to end, on whatever terms, in this round of negotiations, or the 93d Congress would end it for him.

The President did agree that Kissinger could threaten the North Vietnamese with a resumption of the bombing of Hanoi if they did not cooperate, but then warned him that “as far as our internal planning is concerned we cannot consider this to be a viable option.” As to Thieu, Nixon referred to Haig’s report: Thieu was saying that “it is not a peace agreement that he is going to get, but a commitment from the United States to protect South Vietnam in the event such an agreement is broken.” Nixon said that was exactly right.

As Nixon said goodbye to Kissinger at the door of Birch Lodge, he concluded the evening: “Well, one way or another, this is it!”32

FROM the time of the election in November 1972 to the beginning of January 1973, Nixon had been relatively free of Watergate problems. But as the politicians gathered in Washington, and as the date for the trial of Liddy and Hunt and their cohorts approached (jury selection was set to began on January 8), the pressure began to build.

Nixon had anticipated it. On December 11, he had warned Haldeman that Watergate “just won’t go away.” The President thought “we need something said” before the New Year, and told Haldeman to try “a brief statement” that would “at least get something out of the way. Go for the tiniest statement we can make.”33 No one could think of what to say in such a statement, and none was made.

Instead, Nixon’s courtiers pointed at each other. On January 3, Haldeman told Nixon that “Colson may have been aware of the Watergate business.” Nixon could not believe it. Three days later, Colson met alone with the President. He said that he was concerned, because “this could stretch into the White House.”

Nixon looked startled. “You mean Bob and John?” he asked.

“Yes,” Colson replied.

Colson explained that money was being paid to Hunt and the other defendants, which could be construed as an obstruction of justice. When he had expressed his fears to Haldeman, however, Haldeman replied, “What’s the matter with raising money for defendants? They did it for Angela Davis. Why can’t we?”34

Hunt, meanwhile, was demanding more money. Colson had stalled by hinting about a pardon to Hunt’s lawyer, William Bittman. Colson told Bittman, “You know, a year is a long time. And clemency is something that’s generally considered around Christmas time here at the White House.” When he passed this along to Dean and Ehrlichman, Colson said that Bittman “was reading me.”35

In the afternoon of January 8, in Nixon’s Executive Office Building (EOB) office, Colson discussed the situation with the President. Nixon said he had heard from Haldeman that Hunt had agreed to plead guilty, and added, “It’s the right thing for him to do, Chuck.”

“Uh, he’s doing it on my urging,” Colson replied.

They talked about the failed attempt to bug McGovern’s office, which led Nixon to a more general complaint: “That’s the thing about all of this. We didn’t get a God-damn thing from any of it that I can see.”

“Well,” Colson said, “apparently we did, of course, at Watergate, mainly [on] Hughes.”

There was a pause. Nixon broke it: “Well, don’t let it get you down.”

“Oh hell no,” Colson responded.

“I know it’s tough for, uh, for all of you,” Nixon went on. “Bob, John and the rest. We’re just not gonna let it get us down. This is a battle, it’s a fight, it’s war and we just fight with a little, uh, you know, uh remember, uh, we’ll cut them down one of these days. Don’t you agree?”

Colson did agree.

Even as they talked, jury selection for the Watergate burglary trial was under way. “As long as this trial is going on,” Nixon declared, “the Congress will keep its God-damn cotton-pickin hands off.”

Nixon asked if he was right in thinking that none of the burglars was going to testify, that they would all plead guilty and otherwise keep then mouths shut.

Well, Colson replied, James McCord, head of the burglary team, was going to plead not guilty and might be testifying. It appeared to depend upon McCord and his men getting the same clemency promise Hunt had received.

Nixon was startled. “But you know, Chuck,” he said, “it’s something they all undertook knowing the risks. Right?”

Colson pointed out that they thought they were working for John Mitchell and that Mitchell would intervene on their behalf.

“Mitchell would take care of them?” Nixon asked. “How could he?” The President added, “No way.”

As to Hunt, however, Nixon went on: “Hunt’s is a simple case. I mean, uh, after all, the man’s wife is dead, was killed; he’s got one child that has . . .”

Colson finished the sentence: “Brain damage from an automobile accident.”

Nixon brightened up. “Well build, We’ll build, we’ll build that son-of-a-bitch up like nobody’s business. We’ll have [William F.] Buckley write a column and say, you know, that he, that he should have clemency.” After all, Hunt had given eighteen years of service to the government.

“That’s, that’s it,” Nixon concluded. “It’s on the merits.”

As to Liddy, McCord, and the rest of the defendants, Nixon said, “I would have difficulty with some of the others.”

Colson assured him that the vulnerabilities of McCord and the Cubans were not as great as Hunt’s, meaning they were less likely to get long sentences. He added: “I don’t give a damn if they spend five years in jail,” and pointed out that they did not have any “direct information,” so “They can’t hurt us.” But Hunt and Liddy had “direct (unintelligible), meetings, discussions are very incriminating to us.”

Nixon consoled himself: “Liddy is pretty tough.”

Colson said he was a masochist who “enjoys punishing himself.” He characterized Hunt and Liddy as “both good healthy right-wing exuberants.”

Nixon concluded the conversation: “Well, this is the last damn fifty miles.”36

JANUARY 9 was Nixon’s sixtieth birthday. In an interview, he gave his formula for living: “Never slow down.” He admitted that he had many problems, “but boredom is the least of them.”37

He also wrote by hand a piece of self-analysis: “RN approaches his second inauguration with true peace of mind—because he knows that by his actions, often in the face of the most intense sort of criticism, what he is bringing to the world is a ‘peace of mind’—that is, a peace formed by the exercise of hard reason and calm deliberation, and durable because its foundation has been carefully laid.” Nixon instructed Haldeman to pass the piece along to the staff and called it “an excellent line for them to take.”38

That afternoon, Nixon got what he described as “the best birthday present I have had in sixty years.” Kissinger cabled from Paris that there had been “a major breakthrough in the negotiations. In sum, we settled all the outstanding questions in the text of the agreement.”39

Le Due Tho had accepted Kissinger’s revised wording on the DMZ. It made no practical difference. The Accord that had been reached was basically the same as it had been back in October. John Negroponte, Kissinger’s aide, was disappointed. He told friends, “We bombed the North Vietnamese into accepting our concession.”40

Nixon was in a gay mood that evening, as Julie and Tricia, back from Europe, held a surprise birthday party for him. Bebe Rebozo was there, and Bob Abplanalp, and a few other friends. There was some spirited toasting, joking, and lots of laughter. Nixon offered a toast to the men of the U.S. armed forces.41

ON January 11, the Senate Democratic Caucus voted unanimously to establish a special committee to investigate the Watergate break-in and other Republican activities against the Democrats in the 1972 presidential election. Senate leader Mike Mansfield selected Senator Sam Ervin (D.-N.C.) to chair-the committee.

Nixon’s initial reaction was to charge foul. If the Senate was going to investigate political campaigns, it should in all fairness include the 1968 campaign. If it did, it would discover that President Johnson had bugged Nixon’s airplane, which would establish a precedent for the bugging of the DNC.

Exposing Johnson was a temptation Nixon had felt strongly but so far successfully resisted. To have given in to it during the campaign would have risked losing Johnson’s support on his Vietnam policy, invited an active Johnson support for George McGovern, and compromised John Connally’s “Democrats for Nixon” operation. With the election safely behind him, Nixon felt the temptation return, but he knew it was dangerous territory, and proceeded cautiously. He told Haldeman to talk to Connally “re the LBJ bug (keep Cols[on] out of it) re judgment as to how to handle it.” Nixon thought the threat could be used to “scare Hubert [Humphrey],” but then expressed a major worry: “LBJ—problem of how he’d react.”42

Put more directly, the threat of revealing Johnson’s bugging operation against Nixon might persuade Senator Humphrey to use his influence to limit the scope of the Ervin Committee investigation, but then again it might lead Johnson to encourage the Senate to go even harder against Nixon. That afternoon, Nixon met with Haldeman, whose notes read: “Disc[ussion] re LBJ, Conn[ally] etc. re ’68 bug—turn off Hill.”43 The end result was paralysis.

That same day, the trial in Judge Sirica’s courtroom began. Hunt pled guilty and said that to the best of his knowledge, no “higher-ups” in the government were involved. The five Cuban defendants also pled guilty, but not McCord or Liddy. Also on January 11, the Justice Department charged CREEP with eight criminal violations of the election-financing law that had taken effect on April 7, 1972.

On January 13, Dean called Haldeman to warn him that “McCord is off the reservation.” He used the word “blackmail.”44

These were ominous developments, obviously, but Nixon did not have time to attend to them. His inauguration was a week away, and he naturally wanted peace in hand by that day.

First it was necessary to get the settlement sealed and delivered, and then to convince the American people that it was the Christmas bombing that had made it possible. Nixon set out to deal with both matters.

On January 13, Kissinger returned from Paris. He flew down to Key Biscayne to brief the President. They talked until 2 A.M. Nixon walked out to the car with Kissinger to say good night and to tell him that the country was indebted to him for what he had done. Nixon later wrote that “it is not really a comfortable feeling for me to praise people so openly,” but “Henry expects it, and it was good that I did so.” Kissinger replied that it was only Nixon’s courage that had made a settlement possible. In his memoirs, Kissinger wrote that he felt “an odd tenderness” that night toward Nixon.45

The next morning they turned their attention to Thieu. Nixon wrote him another letter and told Haig to fly to Saigon to deliver it. The letter was full of threats—“I have therefore irrevocably decided to proceed to initial the Agreement on January 23, 1973, and to sign it on January 27, 1973, in Paris. I will do so, if necessary alone”—and promises. If Thieu would sign, Nixon would make it “emphatically clear that the United States recognizes your government as the only legal government of South Vietnam; that we do not recognize the right of any foreign troops to be present on South Vietnamese territory; that we will react strongly in the event the agreement is violated.” Nixon concluded, “It is my firm intention to continue full economic and military aid.”46

Nixon feared that his words would not be enough, but he was determined to prevail. “Brutality is nothing,” he told Kissinger. “You have never seen it if this son-of-a-bitch doesn’t go along, believe me.”47

To add to the pressure on Thieu, Nixon had Senators John Stennis (D.-Miss.) and Goldwater warn publicly that if Thieu blocked the agreement, he would imperil his government’s chances of receiving any further aid from the Congress.48 Still Thieu would not yield. He sent a letter to Nixon, raising the same complaints he had made in October—naturally enough, since it was the same agreement. Nixon replied on January 20 with a final ultimatum.

On the PR front, meanwhile, Nixon was also busy. On January 19, he told Haldeman, “We need to get across the point that the reason for the success of the negotiations was the bombing and the converse point that we did not halt the bombing until we had the negotiations back on track.” He instructed Kissinger to brief the staff on the settlement: “The key to this briefing will be to get a lot of people out selling our line.” Nixon wanted “an all out effort with inspired leaks, etc.”49

ON January 20, 1973, Nixon was inaugurated for his second term. He had hoped to be able to announce that peace had been achieved, but Thieu’s intransigence made that impossible. Under the circumstances, the hoopla that ordinarily occurs at inaugurals was distinctly absent, and Nixon’s Inaugural Address was short and somber. Ray Price, who wrote it, got in some paragraphs on government reorganization, some on a peace that could last for generations, and some on other Nixonian themes. He also stole some material from John F. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address; Nixon’s speech urged the American people to be more responsible, to do more for themselves. Nixon said, “In the challenges we face together, let each of us ask—not just how can government help, but how can I help?”

The conclusion was appropriately uplifting: “Let us pledge together to make these next 4 years the best years in America’s history, so that on its 200th birthday America will be as young, as vital as when it began, and as bright a beacon of hope for all the world.”50

The parade following the ceremonies was marred by small groups of demonstrators chanting obscenities and throwing eggs and debris, but it was nowhere near so bad as four years earlier. If Nixon had not yet healed the wounds that divided the American people, if he had not quite yet brought peace, he had gone a long way toward achieving those objectives. The madness and hatred that had been so prominent in 1969 had abated by 1973. Sadly, in part it had been replaced by a bitterness because of the Christmas bombing, and a suspicion because of Watergate. If Nixon deserved credit for gains, he deserved some of the blame for the bitterness and suspicion.

ON January 22 Lyndon Johnson, the man who had been so closely associated with the madness and hatred, died.

Nixon’s relationship with Johnson had been almost as tumultuous as his relationship with Truman, nearly as negative, and longer-lasting. He had tilted against Johnson through the 1950s, when he was the presiding officer in the Senate and Johnson was the majority leader; he had been eager to run against Johnson in 1964; from 1965 through 1968 he had been a critic of Johnson’s conduct of the war. The two men had said many unkind things about each other in private, and some in public. Johnson’s 1966 characterization of Nixon as a “chronic campaigner” had stung Nixon almost as much as Helen Douglas’s 1950 description of him as “Tricky Dick.”

But war and politics lead to strange alliances. From 1969 to 1973, Nixon and Johnson had been all but partners. As the Democratic Party grew increasingly dovish, Johnson increasingly gave Nixon all the help he could. His key supporters in 1964 became Nixon’s key supporters in 1972. Johnson himself did not endorse Nixon in 1972—he explained to Nixon that he had “been sucking at the tit of the Democratic Party for years and can’t let go now, even though the milk may have turned a bit sour because of what the poor cow is eating”—but neither did he campaign for McGovern.51

It saddened Nixon that Johnson died before peace had been achieved. It gladdened him to know that the achievement of peace with honor would establish Johnson’s rightful place in history.52

ON January 22 word arrived that Thieu had finally consented to the agreement. The following evening, Nixon went on television to announce that on January 27 the formal signing ceremonies would be held in Paris. A Vietnam cease-fire would begin at midnight that day.

After this announcement, Nixon called Kissinger on the telephone. The President was alone, in the Lincoln Sitting Room. Nixon said he did not want to have any hatred or anything of that sort toward “our enemies,” by which he meant the American doves, not the Vietnamese Communists. “On the other hand,” he continued, they had to recognize that his foes “are disturbed, distressed, and really discouraged because we succeeded.”

Nixon wondered whether commentators would appreciate what he and Kissinger had accomplished, and decided “probably not.” He told Kissinger that every success was followed by a “terrific letdown,” and urged Kissinger “not let it get to him. There were many battles left to fight; he should not be discouraged.”

For his part, Nixon wrote later that he had expected to feel relief and satisfaction when the war ended, but instead was surprised to find himself with feelings of “sadness, apprehension, and impatience.” Kissinger was struck by Nixon’s being “so lonely in his hour of triumph.”53

Beyond the letdown he always felt after a crisis, Nixon had reasons for his negative feelings. In the weeks that followed, he often and vehemently maintained that he had achieved peace with honor, but that was a claim difficult to sustain. Seven years earlier, when pressed by reporters to explain what kind of settlement he would accept in Vietnam, he had held up the Korean Armistice of 1953 as his model. What he finally accepted was far short of that goal.

The Korean settlement had left 60,000 American troops in South Korea; the Vietnam settlement left no American troops in South Vietnam. The Korean settlement left no Communist troops in South Korea; the Vietnam settlement left 160,000 Communist troops in South Vietnam. The Korean settlement had established the 38th parallel as a dividing line. It was so heavily fortified on both sides that twenty years later almost no living thing had crossed it. The Vietnam settlement called the 17th parallel a border, but the NVA controlled both sides of it and moved back and forth without any interference. The Korean settlement had left President Rhee firmly in control of his country, to the point that the Communist Party was banned. The Vietnam settlement forced President Thieu to accept Communist membership on the National Council of Reconciliation.

Small wonder that Thieu regarded the settlement as little short of a surrender, or feared that the cease-fire would last only until the Americans got the POWs back and brought their armed forces home. Small wonder, too, that he worried about his future, as his army, the ARVN, was woefully inferior to Rhee’s army, the ROK forces (not to mention the NVA).

Thieu did have one asset to match Rhee’s of twenty years earlier, a promise from the American President that if the Communists broke the agreement, the United States would come to his aid. But in South Vietnam, in the spring of 1975, that promise would prove to be worthless.

Nixon’s defenders assert that had it not been for Watergate, the North Vietnamese would not have dared to launch their offensive in 1975. Or, if they had, that Nixon would have responded with the fury he showed in the spring of 1972, and the American bombing support would have made it possible for the ARVN to once again turn back the invaders.

Nixon’s detractors call this scenario nonsense. They assert that all he ever wanted or expected from the cease-fire was a “decent interval” before the NVA overran Saigon. That “decent interval” was until Nixon had successfully completed his second term. They argue further that the Congress was never going to give Nixon the funds to resume bombing in Vietnam, and that he knew it, even as he made his promises to Thieu.

No one can ever know what might have been. Everyone knows what did happen.

“DO NOT GLOAT,” Nixon had instructed Haldeman when word came through from Kissinger that Le Due Tho was ready to sign. That was good advice, given Democratic control of Congress, hostility toward Nixon by the media because of the Christmas bombing, the creation of the Ervin Committee, and the Liddy-McCord trial. Nixon needed to appease his enemies, not antagonize them.

But Nixon ignored his own advice. On January 12, he had told Haldeman that when a settlement was reached, “Every commentator, columnist, college professor, etc., that has hit us, should be badgered all out—in the Congressional Record, with letters—a total attack basis. We should hit those who sabotaged and jeopardized the peace all the way.”54

Immediately after announcing the cease-fire, Nixon set out after his enemies. In a January 25 memo to Haldeman, he gave his instructions on the line that “Kissinger, Colson, et al” should follow: “At all costs give no quarter whatever to the doves.” At every opportunity, they should point out that the antiwar resolutions from the Congress “prolonged the war.” The President anticipated that the doves would charge that the January settlement was no different from the October agreements and that therefore the Christmas bombing was unnecessary; that the ceasefire was but a temporary truce to allow the American armed forces and POWs to come home, after which the war would resume; and even that the United States could have had the same deal—the POWs for an American withdrawal—in 1969. He wanted his spokesmen to hit hard on each of these points by emphasizing that what had really been achieved was peace with honor.55

Governor Reagan put the theme more succinctly and colorfully in a telephone message to a White House aide, who passed it on to Nixon: “He said to tell you that he was envious of us being in Washington and having the chance to look those ‘bastards’ in the Congress in the eye now that a solution has been reached.”56

On January 27, Nixon met with Kissinger, Haldeman, and Colson. Haldeman’s notes record Nixon’s instructions to Kissinger: “The way to show you & P[resident] don’t differ is for you to sell what the P did. Esp. sell the hell out of bombing. You appear not to be keen for it.” Then Haldeman complained that in his last briefing, Kissinger had mentioned the President only three times, although when things were going badly he had mentioned Nixon fourteen times. “You kept saying we’d kill the critics” when the settlement was in place, Haldeman added, but “you haven’t done this at all.”57

Nixon followed up with further PR instructions for Haldeman. He wanted the emphasis on “the man, not the process,” highlighting “the basic color story regarding the courage of the President.” The line according to Nixon was “the character of the lonely man in the White House, who, with very little support from the government, active opposition from the Senate, and some in the House, and overwhelming opposition from the media and the opinion leaders . . . alone held on and pulled it out. The missing link now is the profile in courage idea and it’s not coming through.”58

On a News Summary item, Nixon commented more directly on the doves: “Hitler would have Britain and the world if they had been in Churchill’s place.”59

On another News Summary, Nixon read that “the President was deeply hurt that the cease-fire was not acclaimed like V-J Day.” He scribbled in the margin, “Z—This is baloney. I didn’t expect it. What the Cease Fire did deserve was at least a grudging silence from the critics for a few days.”60

Barry Goldwater complained that the “peace movement” had become a “pick-the-peace-apart movement.” Nixon agreed. When one reporter wrote that “it looks more and more like Nixon adopted the strategy of the doves” when he made a “hard-eyed swap,” POWs for American withdrawal, Nixon told Kissinger he had to stop beating around the bush, hinting that he had opposed the bombing, and “knock this down.”61

Nixon’s popularity had soared after the January 24 announcement, to its highest point ever, a 68 percent approval rating, but it began slipping soon thereafter, down to the low 60s (with all the criticism, Nixon commented, it was a wonder he had not slipped to 40 percent). Among college students, he rated only 45 percent approval a month after the cease-fire. Nixon figured the reason was “their Profs have had a chance to work them over!”62

Peace, even peace with honor, was not victory. And a cease-fire was not even peace. These plain facts became more obvious in the initial post-settlement weeks, as reports from Vietnam indicated that the fighting was resuming. The pick-the-peace-apart sniping increased. It made Nixon seethe with anger. He exploded in a news conference. Asked if he had any plans to “help heal the wounds in this country,” such as a general amnesty for those who had dodged the draft, he said, “it takes two to heal wounds, and . . . when I see that the most vigorous criticism or, shall we say, the least pleasure out of the peace agreement comes from those that were the most outspoken advocates of peace at any price, it makes one realize whether [sic] some want the wounds healed.”

As Nixon went on, his anger mounted. He said he had ended a long and difficult war, “which was not begun while we were here.” Catching himself, he said he did not wish to cast any aspersions on “those Presidents who were in office who can no longer be here to speak for themselves, for the causes of the war.” But he did want to say that “we have done the very best that we can against very great obstacles, and we finally have achieved a peace with honor.”

Clenching his fists, he declared, “I know it gags some of you to write that phrase, but it is true.”

Returning to the subject of amnesty, he said he had “sympathy for any individual who has made a mistake. We have all made mistakes. But also, it is a rule of life, we all have to pay for our mistakes.” Amnesty meant forgiveness, and “we cannot provide forgiveness for . . . those who deserted.” They would have to play a price, and “the price is a criminal penalty for disobeying the laws of the United States.”63

The reporters were shocked at the President’s display of temper. Walter Cronkite said that what made him gag was Nixon’s “very low, uncalled for, gratuitous blow.”64

Despite Nixon’s words, Time magazine said that peace with honor was “a dubious and troubling phrase.” Nixon circled the remark on his News Summary and commented, “H—K must begin to use this term,” i.e., peace with honor.65

Still the sniping continued. The media reported increasing violations of the cease-fire. “K—this must stop,” Nixon thundered.66 By mid-February, critics were charging that Nixon had accepted a settlement far short of his real wishes because of the world protest about the bombing and because of the B-52 losses. Nixon told “Z and K” that the charge was “ridiculous!”67

But no matter how strong the President’s words, they could not change the facts. Except for Thieu clinging to power in Saigon, an important point for Nixon, little had been achieved in January 1973 that the Communists had not been offering in January 1969; the bombing had not improved the October terms; the cease-fire was not holding. What Nixon had achieved was impressive, but it was something he never talked about: the withdrawal of American troops from Vietnam without a right-wing revolt in the United States. What he did talk about, peace with honor, he had not achieved.

Nixon desperately wanted the cease-fire to hold, both for itself and to bolster his own claim to having achieved peace. To that end, he urged the South Vietnamese to refrain from attacking the NVA and Viet Cong in South Vietnam.68 In his own comments, he made a 180-degree turnaround. For six years, he had criticized the North Vietnamese for the infiltration of men and supplies into the South; after the end of January 1973, he downplayed the continuing infiltration, even dismissed it as inconsequential. Asked for a comment on the reports about infiltration in a mid-March news conference, Nixon would say only that he had noted them.69

Far from verbally attacking the Communists, much less taking military action against them for the violations, Nixon was promoting reconstruction aid for North Vietnam. His reason was simple: he wanted to give Hanoi a vested interest in the peace. So, while he told Kissinger and others to go after the doves, he simultaneously urged them to help build public opinion for reconstruction aid. As he explained in a March 4 memo to Kissinger, “This is the most effective way to avoid hostilities breaking out again.”70 Six days later, he told Kissinger, Rogers, and Richardson to organize a lobbying effort to persuade Congress to support an aid program for North Vietnam.71 He wanted them to cite the post-World War II Marshall Plan as a model.

There were dangers in such an approach. The Baltimore Sun, among others, supported Nixon, but for reasons he did not appreciate. The Sun felt such aid was “a terribly bitter pill to swallow,” but necessary for America to recover its self-respect. Nixon commented, “K—My God! Tell Congress we must provide aid to atone for our sin?!”72 Still, he was determined to keep after it.

Nixon often told his aides to build him up, in this way or that, but when they began promoting the idea of his receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, he drew the line. He told Haldeman he wanted a letter sent to the prize committee withdrawing his name from consideration. Nixon said he should not be honored for simply doing his duty.73

Nixon’s reaction was realistic. He had not achieved peace, or even the appearance of peace. He had not even gotten America out of the war, because the price he paid to Thieu to accept the agreement was a secret promise to resume the bombing if Hanoi launched an invasion, along with a public promise to resupply ARVN.

What he had done was to give Thieu and the ARVN a chance to survive. Thieu’s resignation had been a central Communist demand in 1969; Nixon had effectively won on that point. He had also won Hanoi’s promise to release the POWs. And he had managed to extract the American armed forces from Vietnam without setting off a right-wing backlash of epic proportions in the United States. That was a major achievement, one that had eluded Presidents Kennedy and Johnson.

Had Nixon been content to make those points while extending a hand of forgiveness and friendship to the doves and the deserters, rather than insisting that he had won peace with honor while damning the doves and denouncing the deserters, he would have established a firmer base for himself from which to deal with the problems he faced.

But Nixon, who could forgive and even embrace his enemies abroad, whether in Peking or Moscow or Hanoi, could not find it in himself to forgive his enemies at home.

So the active American involvement in the Vietnam War ended, not on a sweet note, but a sour one.



I. That is, Kissinger-Colson-Ziegler. See volume two, page 410, for an explanation of Nixon’s habits re memos.



CHAPTER THREE

WAR BETWEEN NIXON AND CONGRESS

February 1-March 20, 1973

IN THE IMMEDIATE aftermath of the Vietnam cease-fire, Nixon apparently was in a position to overwhelm Congress, not just in the polls, where he had a 60 percent approval rating while respect for Congress had fallen to an all-time low of 26 percent, but in the structure and role of the American government. It appeared to be an ideal time to begin his New American Revolution.

Nixon had an ability to speak bluntly and to express accurately the feelings of millions of his fellow citizens. He did so with regard to Congress, which he characterized as “cumbersome, undisciplined, isolationist, fiscally irresponsible, overly vulnerable to pressures from organized minorities, and too dominated by the media.”1

But the Democrats in Congress had some assets of their own, assets that went beyond their constitutional power to investigate the activities of the executive branch. One was Nixon’s personality. For all his popularity, he had through his actions and words infuriated his opponents. They shook with a rage that was not a helpless rage, because their victory in the November congressional election had given them the power to act on their feelings. The chief causes of their rage were: a quarter century of hating Nixon; the Watergate break-in; the dirty tricks in the last campaign; “peace is at hand” followed by the Christmas bombing; the conditions of the cease-fire coupled with Nixon’s assertion that he had achieved peace with honor; Nixon’s aggressive insistence on rubbing the doves’ noses in the dirt; Nixon’s rejection of major parts of one of the Democrats’ proudest achievements, the Great Society; and his evident power grab for the White House through the New American Revolution.

As the 93d Congress began its work, John Connally warned Nixon that the mood on Capitol Hill was “the most vicious thing I have ever seen. They are mean and testy.”2

Some of the more obvious ways the new Congress was expressing its anger were: an all-out investigation of Watergate and of other Republican campaign activities; an all-out determination to limit the President’s warmaking power; a continuing attack on the terms of the cease-fire, including a resolve to refuse continuing military aid to Saigon and to reject proposed reconstruction aid to North Vietnam; a readiness for a winner-take-all struggle with Nixon over his New American Revolution.

The Democrats in Congress, and their allies in the intellectual and media communities, had their own catch phrase to rally behind in the struggle; it was the “Imperial Presidency.” Nixon complained, correctly, that his enemies had idolized a strong Presidency when FDR, Harry Truman, and John F. Kennedy occupied the White House, but viciously turned against it when the strong President was Dick Nixon. The most visible of these double-standard spokesmen was Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. Other American historians who were prominent in the assault on the “Imperial Presidency” were Henry Steele Commager and Thomas E. Cronin.

The charges they made seemed to Nixon to be the worst sort of hypocrisy. When John Herbers did a major series on the subject of the “Imperial Presidency” for The New York Times, Nixon took it apart, detail by detail. In a memo to Ehrlichman, Nixon said that Kennedy had impounded more funds than the Nixon Administration, that Kennedy had instigated more wiretaps, that Kennedy had done far more illegal surveillance, that Truman had stretched the doctrine of executive privilege far beyond anything Nixon ever attempted, and so on. With regard to Truman, Nixon recalled the Hiss case: “We ran into a total stone wall [from the Truman Administration] in a case in which what was involved was not espionage by one political party against another but espionage against the nation itself.” In contrast, “We never withhold information” from the Congress.3

Nixon, who so often felt sorry for himself, had cause to feel sorry for himself in this case. He surely was a target, and potentially a victim, of congressional anger. Part of the reason was, as noted, his own words and acts and personality, but there was a more powerful force at work here. The Congress wanted to cut the power of the President not just because of Dick Nixon, but for reasons that included the points he had made to Ehrlichman, and even more fundamentally, to reassert its own power, most especially in foreign affairs.

This determination was expressed most directly in the proposed War Powers Act. If passed, it would put a sixty-day limit on presidential commitment of troops to hostilities abroad, or into situations where hostilities appeared imminent, unless the Congress authorized continued action. The intent was to make certain there would be “no more Vietnams,” and in that sense the target was more Johnson than Nixon. The bill was not unlike the neutrality acts of the 1930s, which had been designed to keep America out of World War I, and which in the event proved to be a major embarrassment to the government at the beginning of World War II.

The War Powers Act, important in itself, was but part of a larger struggle between the Congress and the President for control of American foreign policy. Not since the neutrality acts had the Congress attempted to interfere significantly in foreign policy. Beginning with American entry into World War II, and continuing through the first quarter century of the Cold War, the Congress could hardly move fast enough to give the power and the decisions to the President. Two classic examples were the Eisenhower Doctrine, which gave Ike the unilateral power to decide when, in what force, and under what circumstances to send troops into the Middle East, and the Gulf of Tonkin resolution, which did the same for Johnson in Vietnam.

The War Powers Act, unthinkable in the forties and fifties and sixties, looked to be unstoppable in 1973.

On the domestic front, meanwhile, Nixon’s proposed New American Revolution provided for changes in the American system of government that also were unthinkable in the forties, fifties, and sixties, changes the Democrats and their allies were determined to stop.

Thus did Nixon begin his second term, and the 93d Congress its work, set on a collision course.

Years later, looking back on the period 1973-74, the national memory concentrated almost exclusively on Watergate and its consequences. Most Americans recalled the epic battle between Nixon and the Congress as one that revolved solely around Watergate. But in fact both sides had drawn their troops up in a battle fine, established their strategy, and geared themselves for war before almost anything was known about Watergate beyond the bare fact of the break-in.

Had there never been a Watergate, there still would have been a war between Nixon and Congress. Of course, not even the most partisan Democrat could have imagined in his most delightful fantasies that Nixon was going to give his enemies so much ammunition to fight with; at the end of January 1973, they feared they were going into the war badly outmanned and outgunned. The precise figures were 68 to 26 in the Gallup approval poll. Even so, Nixon’s enemies were resolved to fight to the finish.

THE opening skirmish was over the budget. The federal budget for fiscal 1972 had been set at $260 billion; Nixon had impounded about $10 billion of that amount, which still left a deficit of $25 billion. For fiscal 1973, Nixon proposed spending $268 billion. His budget called for the elimination of the Job Corps and the Model Cities program, a virtual dismantling of the Office of Economic Opportunity, and drastic cuts in the funding of health, housing, education, and other social programs, with a slight increase in defense spending. It included no tax increase.

In presenting his program, Nixon pointed out that the federal budget had doubled between 1952 and 1962, then doubled again in the past decade. He warned, “If the budget continues to double every 10 years, it will be over a trillion dollars by the nineteen-nineties.”4

The Democrats, predictably, wanted to cut defense spending and increase social spending. Nixon felt that even though every politician in America gave lip service to holding down spending, the Democrats held the more popular position. “Government spending is a lousy issue,” he told his Cabinet. “People are for spending. Opposition to raising taxes is a good issue, but being for a balanced budget is impossible.” As one example, he said that the federal government was now providing free breakfasts in the schools. “Why not dinners,” he asked scornfully.

His own troops, meanwhile, were breaking ranks. Republicans were upset because Nixon’s budget included a $12 billion deficit. He argued that his budget would be in balance if there were full employment; as he told the Cabinet, “a ‘full employment budget’ is our mirror game to explain the deficit.”

It was a skirmish Nixon did not want to fight. He confessed to the Cabinet, “I have sat through so many of these budget meetings. They are the most boring, depressing exercise in the world.”5

In his opening shot, Nixon claimed an inherent authority to refuse to spend funds appropriated by Congress whenever he felt it was harmful to the national well-being. Senator Ervin replied with a proposal for an outright ban on impoundment. A member of Ervin’s staff charged that Nixon had “presented a blueprint for Presidential rule of the Government.”6

The Democrats’ opening shot was a bill they pushed through the Senate requiring confirmation of the director of the Office of Management and Budget, previously a presidential appointee not subject to congressional scrutiny. They followed up by introducing the War Powers Act.

Nixon broadened his attack. He went after one of the Democrats’ most sacred symbols, farm subsidies. In a February 13 message to Congress, he proposed the elimination of federal payments to farmers to subsidize their crops and an end to government limits on the farmers’ acreage planted (the attack failed; subsidies turned out to be invulnerable).

Nixon continued his assault on the Great Society. In a memo to Ehrlichman, he asked for a list of “10 or 15 horrible examples of how money has been wasted in model cities, community action, etc.”7

Ehrlichman was able to provide plenty of ammunition. He found that Office of Economic Opportunity officials had loaned government money to themselves, and channeled OEO funds to the American Indian Movement (AIM) and the National Welfare Rights Organization, both anti-Nixon political and lobbying groups.8

Environmental legislation passed by the Democrats was another target. In some cases, Nixon refused to enforce it; in others, he strove to soften it. For example, when the Big Three automakers requested an extension to meet deadlines for the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) emission control standards, Nixon ordered “sympathetic consideration of this request.”9

With regard to criminals and drug dealers, on the other hand, Nixon wanted tougher laws and more stringent enforcement. He castigated “softheaded judges” and the “permissive philosophy” that said social injustice breeds crime. He asked Congress to restore the death penalty, and to impose mandatory life imprisonment with no right to parole for drug dealers convicted of a second felony.10

There was little new in any of this; most of these skirmishes had deep roots in American politics. The difference was that Nixon fought more tenaciously than his only Republican postwar predecessor, Dwight Eisenhower. Paradoxically, at the same time he also failed to shore up his own position, as he took less care than Eisenhower had done to flatter, cajole, and appease the Republicans in Congress. He reacted to continuing charges that he had ignored Republican candidates in the campaign by denying them. When the Baltimore Sun wrote that “Nixon wouldn’t be in as much hot water if he used the phone a little more frequently—or maybe the oil can,” Nixon claimed he spent more time on the phone with congressmen than any of his predecessors.11 That could not be proved, one way or the other; what was clear was that Nixon’s practice was to rely more on the support of the Silent Majority than on hard-core Capitol Hill politics to promote his policies. He believed that it was the battle for public opinion that mattered.

In place of the oil can, Nixon used a bludgeon. In early March, he told Haldeman he wanted some sympathetic congressman to call on the IRS to initiate full field audits on all members of the Congress, White House staff, and Cabinet. He explained, “these people are in a public position and their returns should be fully checked every year.”12 When Haldeman did not act, Nixon pressed the point. He sent a follow-up memo to Haldeman asking what had happened to his suggestion. He admitted that “it may be that this is not a good idea “because it may stir up a lot of our friends as well as others,” but he still wanted it done. Again, nothing happened.13

At the end of February, the National Governors’ Conference convened in Washington. Nixon sent out instructions on how he wanted his staff to handle it: “What matters most to us is not the substance of what they decide—but what gets on TV. Get our best spokesman on the tube and where possible a Democratic governor who supports us on issues.”14

Vice President Spiro Agnew was scheduled to speak to the governors. He wanted to promote himself to head Nixon’s newly created Domestic Council, which Nixon had said would provide for a direct role for state governments in the formulation of domestic policies. Nixon vetoed Agnew’s idea. He decided that Agnew should be vice chairman, and told Agnew this would give him “the best of both worlds.” As vice chairman, Agnew could have a “direct input on policy questions without the day-to-day responsibilities of dealing with a myriad of questions.” Besides, being chairman would “unnecessarily limit the Vice President’s ability to travel and require that he greatly increase his staff.”15

Like all Presidents, Nixon wished he could deal with the Congress as easily as he did with the Vice President, but he could not. The Vice President had no power base of his own; the congressmen did. So Nixon girded himself for battle. It was not unwelcome. The thrust and parry of American politics was his lifelong work. He thought he was the best in the country at it; he had the election results to prove that point; he knew it was going to be a tough battle, but he expected to win.

AT A January 31 news conference, Nixon had been asked if he planned to fly to Travis Air Force Base to meet the first POWs when they returned. He did not, he said, because “this is a time that we should not grandstand it; we should not exploit it. . . . They have a right to have privacy, they have a right to be home with their families just as quickly as they possibly can. And I am going to respect that right.” On the other hand, if any of the POWs or their families wanted to visit the White House, Nixon said he was eager to have them.16

On February 12, the first of the 591 POWs were released in Hanoi and flown directly to Clark Air Force Base in the Philippines. The press and TV cameras were there to meet them. Nixon was apprehensive. Some of these men had been prisoners for seven years. It was possible that they were scarred, bitter, disillusioned, or broken. They might say or do almost anything.

Nixon’s anxieties disappeared immediately. The POWs came down the ramp, walking or hobbling on crutches, saluting the flag. Navy Captain Jeremiah P. Denton, the first man to step to the microphones, said, “We are honored to have had the opportunity to serve our country. . . . We are profoundly grateful to our Commander in Chief. . . . God bless America.”17 Denton set the theme for nearly everything the POWs said in public over the next few weeks; Nixon was delighted and grateful, naturally enough.

That first morning, Colonel Robinson Risner, senior officer in the initial group of POWs, called Nixon in Washington. Nixon was in a meeting with Ehrlichman and Governor Reagan. Told who was calling, he picked up the phone and said hello.

“This is Colonel Risner, sir, reporting for duty.”

They talked for a few minutes. Before hanging up, Risner said this was the proudest moment of his life. Nixon was deeply moved. So was Reagan, who pointed out that Risner was a Korean War ace.

“Compare these fine men with those sniveling Ivy Leaguers,” Nixon said. He added that Risner had told him it would mean a great deal to the POWs to “meet with me personally, shake my hand, express thanks for bringing the war to an end on an honorable basis and get them out.”

His voice shaking, Nixon reported that Risner had told him, “you will have our support unanimously as long as we live.”18

Over the next ten days, Nixon received many letters and wires from returning POWs and their families. He sent out a handwritten order on how to handle the messages: “H—I think it would mean a great deal to Cabinet and top staff if they could have copies of these—Don’t put out to press however. Let them leak out. I don’t want to exploit them.”19

Nixon need not have feared. There was no necessity to leak; the former POWs were anxious to tell the country how much they admired Nixon and appreciated what he had done. So much so that reporters began expressing some skepticism, even charging that the ex-POWs had been told what to say. “Ridiculous,” responded a Pentagon spokesman, who added that “it insults the POWs’ intelligence to say that they could have been brainwashed during a 3-hour lay-over in Clark Field when the North Vietnamese couldn’t do it in seven years.”

Nixon heartily agreed. He called it “a superb line,” and instructed Ziegler to put it out for others to use.20

The charges of brainwashing made Nixon furious. He complained to Haldeman that there was a “poison in the upper classes—loss of faith in the country—hate the country—corrupt, prejudiced—McGovern arguments—now seeing just the beginning—as press tries to make POW’s a phony deal.”

He consoled himself that questioning the spontaneity or truthfulness of the POWs by the press would fail, “ ’cause of TV.”21

Don’t exploit the POWs, Nixon had ordered. And it was quite true that he had made no effort to coach them or otherwise tell them what to say. But the temptation to exploit their words proved to be too much for him. He instructed Patrick Buchanan to “compile the best one liners on support of Country, Flag, President by the POW’s” and put it out to the media.22

Do not gloat, Nixon had instructed Haldeman, but he would have had to been made of steel not to gloat over the POWs’ remarks to the press. As Buchanan pointed out in a memo, they were saying that the antiwar movement prolonged the war, and that the Christmas bombing shortened it while winning the peace. Nixon circled the words and wrote in the margin: “H & K, Let’s not miss this opportunity.” Buchanan wanted to “regurgitate the pro-amnesty statements of the doves in the past”; Nixon wrote, “H—yes, follow up.”23

Petty politicking aside, Nixon was profoundly moved by the return of the POWs. Just bringing them home would have been enough, but as one after another said exactly what Nixon most hoped he would say, expressing sentiments that were closest to Nixon’s heart, he was all but overwhelmed. He hand-wrote a letter for the top eighteen men in his Administration who were involved in the war, whether at State, DOD, the CIA, or the NSC.

“As I saw our P.O.W.’s come off the plane at Clark Field, I have never been as proud to be an American,” he began. Then he thanked the men for helping him achieve peace with honor.24

Nixon also seized on a suggestion from singer Sammy Davis, Jr., to hold a gala entertainment on the White House lawn honoring the POWs. The President was so enthusiastic that he sent a five-page, single-spaced memo on the subject to Haldeman, with detailed instructions on how to set it up and carry it out. It was scheduled for May 24.25

AT the end of his January 31 news conference, Nixon had been asked to explain his position on the doctrine of executive privilege, with specific reference to a cost analyst in the Pentagon who had been fired after criticizing the Secretary of the Air Force. Nixon admitted that he had been critical of executive privilege back in 1948, when Truman used it in the Hiss case, but he had since become a defender of the doctrine. Still he pledged that he would be “as liberal as possible” in allowing White House aides to testify before the Congress. “We are not going to use executive privilege as a shield for conversations that might be just embarrassing to us, but that really don’t deserve executive privilege.” He promised a precise statement later that would give the details of his position.26

The Air Force whistle-blower case was a minor affair, but the principle involved—Nixon’s right to refuse to allow any member of the executive branch to testify before Congress—was of major importance, with the potential of provoking a constitutional crisis. Developments through February brought that crisis closer.

The trial in Judge Sirica’s courtroom came to an end in late January. Liddy and McCord were found guilty. In the course of their trial, the former treasurer of the Finance Committee of CREEP, Hugh W. Sloan, Jr., had revealed that $199,000 had been paid to Liddy in 1972, with the approval of John Mitchell and former Commerce Secretary Maurice H. Stans. Sloan said he had “no idea” what Liddy had done with the money.

On February 2, Sirica said it would take Congress “to get to the bottom of what happened in this case.” On February 7, the Senate voted 70 to 0 to establish a seven-member select committee to probe all aspects of the Watergate bugging case and other acts of political espionage against the Democrats in the 1972 campaign. Republican efforts to gain equal membership on the committee and to extend the probe’s coverage to the 1964 and 1968 campaigns were turned back.

That same day, New York Times reporter Seymour Hersh named Haldeman’s assistant Gordon Strachan as the White House contact with Donald Segretti of CREEP and the author of the dirty tricks campaign in 1972. Hersh added that Strachan was also the White House contact with Liddy and Hunt. Another contact was Nixon appointments secretary Dwight Chapin (who had left the White House on January 30 to take a job with United Airlines).

On February 8, the federal prosecutor in the Watergate case, Earl Silbert, said he was going to bring all seven defendants before a grand jury in an attempt to “explore every conceivable avenue” of possible higher-level involvement.

On February 10, Nixon met with Haldeman and Ehrlichman to plan a strategy for the Ervin Committee hearings. They decided to do whatever they could to “discredit hearings—cooperate publicly but quietly obstruct.”27

On February 14, Nixon met with the acting director of the FBI, L. Patrick Gray. The President said he intended to nominate Gray for the post of permanent director. Such a nomination carried with it a great danger, because it would force Gray to testify in confirmation hearings before the Senate. There had been some criticism of the FBI’s investigation of the Watergate break-in, but Nixon assured Gray that he was not worried: “I’m not concerned about the substance, about the facts coming out.”

Gray was equally confident. He said the FBI had gone after the case vigorously and he was proud of what had been done. He did not tell Nixon that, acting on his own, he had destroyed evidence in the case, in the form of documents John Dean had taken from Howard Hunt’s safe in the White House and given to Gray. Nor did he remind Nixon that he had allowed Dean to sit in on FBI sessions with White House personnel. Nixon wrote in his diary, “It is the cover-up, not the deed, that is really bad here,” but complained that he was finding it difficult to convince others of that basic fact.

Nixon himself was ambivalent, however. He wrote, “We are going to have to take our lumps and get the thing over as quickly as we can,” then immediately added that it might be better to “delay as long as we can and let it drag on and on.”28

Nixon met with Gray on the morning of February 16, to brief him on what he wanted from an FBI director. Among other things, he wanted Gray to know that his Administration had done some wiretapping, but not a lot, nothing to compare to Kennedy and Johnson. Besides, “I don’t believe we should be defensive. . . . It’s extremely necessary. We must not be denied the right to use the weapon. The idea that we’re wiretapping a lot of political groups is bullshit.”

Gray said he understood.

Nixon turned to the FBI bugging of his 1968 campaign plane. He wanted the man responsible to confess. “Did you follow through on the directive . . . that everybody in the Bureau was to take a lie detector test as to what part they played?” he demanded.

“No, that directive was not given out,” Gray replied.

“Well, it’s given now.”

“Yes sir.”

Nixon turned to a recent leak from the FBI reported in Time magazine: “This stuff never leaked when Hoover was there. . . . Hoover’d lie detect those guys. . . . You’ve got to play it exactly that way, you’ve got to be brutal. . . . The whole damn place ought to be fired. Really, it should, until, just move them all out to the field. I think you’ve got to do it like they did in the war, you remember in World War II the Germans, if they went through these towns and then a sniper hit one of them, they’d line up the whole goddamned town and say until you talk you’re all getting shot. I really think that’s what has to be done. I mean I don’t think you can be Mr. Nice Guy over there.” Gray assured him that “these guys know they can’t lie to me like they used to lie to Hoover.”

Nixon said he was not referring to “that kind of stuff. Frankly, I am referring to discipline of the highest sensitivity involving what may be political matters.”

Nixon had fought many a battle with J. Edgar Hoover over their long careers, beginning in 1948 with the Hiss case, when Hoover had refused to help Nixon, and continuing through Hoover’s refusal to investigate Ellsberg. But with Hoover dead, Nixon invented an entirely new relationship between them. He all but overwhelmed Gray with his references to the “deep personal friendship” he and Hoover enjoyed. “Lyndon Johnson told me this,” Nixon went on, that “I would find the only person in this goddamned government who was standing with me was Edgar Hoover.”

Nixon assured Gray he would never ask him to do anything wrong, but there were “treasonable people” out there in the bureaucracy, and “the way to get them is through you. See?”

“I agree,” Gray replied.

“We have got to get them, break them,” Nixon said.

“Right, I know that. I agree.”

On the other hand, “You don’t want to crack any whips that are gonna force some bastard to go out and testify against your nomination. You’ve gotta be careful. But the moment you’re confirmed then I think we’ve got to have the kind of relationship we had with Hoover.”

Gray again agreed. As he left, he assured the President “I’m a Nixon loyalist. You’re goddamn right I am.”29

On February 17, Nixon announced the Gray nomination. By the 28th, Gray had revealed in his confirmation hearings some, but not all, of what he had done for the White House in the Watergate investigation. At 9:12 A.M. on the 28th, Nixon met with John Dean in the Oval Office to discuss the Gray testimony and to deal with the problem of how to handle the Senate’s demand that Dean come testify about his relations with Gray.

Nixon opened the discussion as he did nearly every one he held from February through April, by urging Dean to go back and read his own Six Crises. He said the FBI would not cooperate with Congress in the Hiss case, even though “that was espionage against the nation, not against the party.” So Nixon’s subcommittee had gone to work. “We got it done. We got the evidence, we got the typewriter, we got the Pumpkin Papers. We got all of that ourselves. The FBI did not cooperate. The Justice Department did not cooperate.”

Nixon went on to admit that he had thought executive privilege wrong in the Hiss case, but “now this [the demand for Dean’s testimony] is another matter.”

Dean thought that if they could stall, the problem would disappear. “The public is bored with this thing already,” he said. Nixon agreed.

Nixon gave Dean an order: “You’d better go over [to the Justice Department] and get in touch with Dick [Kleindienst] and say: ‘You keep it at your level.’ Don’t say the President told you to say so.”

As to Congress, Nixon was not worried. “Congress is, of course, on its, its, I guess they are so enormously frustrated that they’re irrelevant. Isn’t that the point? That’s their problem. . . . They become irrelevant because they’re so damned irresponsible.”30

Dean regretted that J. Edgar Hoover was not there to handle the Senate. “He knew how to handle that Bureau.”

“He would have fought,” Nixon said. “He would have defied a few people. He would have scared them to death. He had a file on everybody. But as for Pat Gray . . .” He did not finish the sentence.

They turned to the Ervin Committee. Nixon feared it would be partisan. He ridiculed Ervin’s claim to be a great constitutional lawyer, but admitted that “Ervin works harder than most of our Southern gentlemen. They are great politicians. They are just more clever than the minority. Just more clever!”

Dean had gotten some dirt from Gray and others at the FBI on the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, which he shared with Nixon. The President had some of his own: “Did your friends tell you what Bobby did?” he asked Dean.

“I haven’t heard but I wouldn’t be  . . .”

“Johnson believed that Bobby bugged him.”

Dean said he was not surprised.

They exchanged other horror stories. Then Nixon wondered, who is going to step forward and say in public that the FBI had done this or that? No one, he sadly concluded, because people treated informers like a pariah. “Look what it did to [Whittaker] Chambers.”

Nixon changed the subject. He wanted to know when the Watergate burglars would be sentenced. Next week, Dean replied. Nixon wondered if Sirica “is trying to work on them to see who will break down?” Dean thought so.

“You know when they talk about a 35-year sentence,” Nixon said, referring to fears that had been expressed that “Hanging John” Sirica would do just that, “here is something to think about. There were no weapons! Right? There were no injuries! Right? There was no success! It is just ridiculous!”

Dean thought that whatever Sirica did, the burglars would keep quiet.

“What the hell do they expect, though?” Nixon asked. “Do they expect clemency in a reasonable time?”

Dean thought it was something that would have to be watched closely.

“You couldn’t do it, say, in six months,” Nixon interjected.

Dean agreed. He suggested that to protect Liddy and Hunt, “we can give them [the prosecutors] Segretti.”

“He was such a dumb figure,” Nixon exploded. “I don’t see how our boys could have gone for him. But nevertheless, they did. It was really juvenile! But, nevertheless, what the hell did he do? What in the name of Christ did he do? Shouldn’t we be trying to get intelligence? Weren’t they trying to get intelligence from us?”

They returned to the Ervin Committee. “No hearsay,” Nixon insisted. “No innuendo!”

The big thing, he continued, was to stress “the isolation of the President.”

“Absolutely!” Dean all but shouted. “Totally true!”

“Because that, fortunately, is totally true,” Nixon echoed.

“I know that, sir!”

“Of course,” Nixon added, “I am not dumb and I will never forget when I heard about this forced entry and bugging. I thought, what the hell is this? What is the matter with these people? Are they crazy? I thought they were nuts! A prank! I think our Democratic friends know that, too . . . [although] they think I have people capable of it. And they are correct, in that Colson would do anything.”

After a pause, Nixon concluded, “But let’s remember this was not done by the White House. This was done by the Committee to Re-Elect, and Mitchell was the Chairman. . . . [Attorney General Richard] Kleindienst owes Mitchell everything. . . . Mitchell won’t allow himself to be ruined. He will put on his big stone face.”

Nixon thought the Ervin Committee wanted big fish—Haldeman, Colson, Ehrlichman, Mitchell. “Or possibly Dean,” Dean interjected.

Nixon said Dean was a lawyer with no involvement in the campaign, so he had nothing to fear. The meeting ended. Nothing was settled.31

THE recently re-elected President found little to please him, and much to annoy him, in the first two months of his second term. He was unhappy, for example, at the coverage his wife was getting in the press. In a three-page memo to Ziegler, Nixon complained that “despite an unprecedented effort on the part of Mrs. Nixon to handle all sorts of visiting delegations, foreign diplomats, etc., over the past four years we have been unable to break through in terms of getting some kind of coverage in the press.” He wanted Ziegler to start counting, how many receptions, how many honorary chairmanships of volunteer organizations, how many and what types of groups, and so on, Pat had met or served or hosted. He told Ziegler that “ten times as many women read the society pages than read the news pages,” and he wanted Pat featured in those pages. He admitted it was a tough assignment, “because of the basic antagonism of most of the women’s press to anything that we do in the White House.”32

Ziegler did get some items into the papers. One recorded that Pat spent four to five hours per day on her correspondence, that she received three thousand letters per week and read and personally answered every one of them.33 But at times Nixon must have wished the press would leave Pat alone. In early February, The Washington Post reported in its “Style” section that Pat had resigned as honorary chairman of the Day Care Council of America when the Council criticized the President for his veto of a day-care bill. A Council spokesperson said that “after her initial two days of visiting day care centers and being photographed she never did anything else.”34

One of Nixon’s resolutions going into the new year had been to let the public see more of the human side of President and Mrs. Nixon. He got off to a good start. On February 7, the couple paid a surprise visit to Alice Roosevelt Longworth, Teddy Roosevelt’s daughter. She had been unable to attend the inaugural, the first she had missed since 1900, so the Nixons came to her to spend ninety minutes sipping tea and munching cookies, and to provide the press with some lovely photo opportunities.35

On the day before Valentine’s day, at Julie and David’s suggestion (David was home on leave), the Nixon family took a rare stroll outside the White House, walking across Lafayette Park for a spur-of-the-moment dinner at Trader Vic’s in the Statler Hilton Hotel. Even more unusual, after dinner Pat lit a cigarette; she usually made it a rule to never smoke in public, but David was a chain smoker and on this occasion she joined him. When they finished, the party just walked out of the restaurant. The manager said later that the bill, at about $10 a head, would be sent to the White House.36

A couple of weeks later, Nixon dictated a memo to Haldeman to be passed on to Julie. It opened: “The President has asked that you get back on the subject of making the White House Staff serve the dinners faster.” The problem, Nixon explained, was that the waiters took so long between courses, apparently because they were trained to wait until everyone had finished eating a course before they began to clear. “The President, at the Governors’ Dinner, finally signaled them to start clearing himself, which he, of course, should not have to do.”

Nixon wanted Julie to get the staff to start clearing as soon as they had put a course on the table, beginning with those first served. “By the time they get back around to you, you’ve had a pretty good chance to finish if you keep working at it.” Nixon wanted the formal dinners finished within one hour.37

In mid-February, the National Women’s Political Caucus met in Washington. Nixon sent his good wishes. Bella Abzug read it and then called Nixon “the nation’s chief resident male chauvinist,” while the crowd hissed the President. Nixon commented, “E—is it wise to throw pearls before swine?”38

The organization was critical of Nixon’s failure to appoint women to high policy positions in his Administration. Nixon worked to mute the criticism. He appointed Anne Armstrong, who had been active on the RNC and was a promoter of feminism in the party, to the post of counselor to the President. Some women’s groups called the appointment tokenism. Armstrong denied it, but when asked what her duties were, she replied, “I have a rather generalist role, with diffuse responsibilities.”39

In mid-February, Nixon appointed marine biologist Dixy Lee Ray to serve as chairperson of the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). “If it hadn’t been for women’s liberation movement I doubt the President would have appointed me,” she said.40 Whether that was true or not, Nixon did want maximum publicity out of the appointment. He told Haldeman to get after Armstrong to “broker this hard with the press.”41
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