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Foreword



A STRANGE combination of circumstances caused me to be entrusted with the day-to-day conduct of our nation’s foreign policy during Richard Nixon’s second term — a time of upheaval without precedent in this century. A President fresh from the second largest electoral victory in our history was unseated in a revolution that his own actions had triggered and his conduct could not quell. And amid the disintegration of the Nixon Presidency there occurred an explosion in the Middle East, disputes with our allies, an energy crisis, the unraveling of the Vietnam settlement, and a bitter domestic controversy over US–Soviet relations. We had begun Nixon’s second term imagining that we were on the threshold of a creative new era in international affairs; seldom, if ever, had so many elements of foreign policy appeared malleable simultaneously. Within months we confronted a nightmarish collapse of authority at home and a desperate struggle to keep foreign adversaries from transforming it into an assault on our nation’s security and that of other free peoples.


Nixon’s first term (1969–1973) — the subject of my earlier volume, White House Years — was in a sense an adolescence. Amid turmoil over Indochina, the Administration was able to dominate events and help shape a new international structure of relations among the superpowers. Diplomacy in the second term, which ended abruptly in the late summer of 1974, was a rude accession of maturity. A weakened executive authority magnified the difficulty of every challenge even while the world afforded no respite from America’s responsibilities as the leader and protector of the democracies.


Watergate had a severe impact on the conduct of diplomacy in almost all its dimensions, providing an object lesson, if one was needed, in how crucial a strong President is for the design and execution of a creative foreign policy. Yet through it all we managed to preserve the basic design of our foreign policy and even scored some important successes. American diplomacy in the Middle East during and following the October 1973 war contributed to a peace process that has continued, with great advances and some setbacks, to this day. And we laid the basis for mastering the energy crisis. It was an extraordinary period of testing, but statesmen do not have the right to ask to serve only in simple times.


During the years covered in this volume, my own perspective changed, and not only because of our domestic upheaval. On September 22, 1973, I became Secretary of State, having served for Nixon’s first four and a half years in the White House as Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs. As Secretary of State I was responsible for a much broader range of problems than as the national security adviser, who has the luxury of selecting those issues that seem of paramount importance. Most important, it fell to me to attempt to insulate foreign policy as much as possible from the domestic catastrophe. This role, imposed by necessity and by a seeming national instinct for survival, was buttressed in many fields by a bipartisan consensus that created almost a separate protected political process for the international conduct of the American government.


In describing the foreign policy of the period of Nixon’s fall, the task of the memorialist is even more complex than usual. Intangibles of motivation and mood are more elusive still than with respect to the previous period. Inevitably what I have set down reflects my own vantage point; it is an account of my perceptions and convictions, which will have to be assessed in relation to what others thought and felt and what light documents unavailable to my researchers and me — many of them in foreign archives — will in time throw on the subjects discussed here. I intend to leave an annotated copy of this volume with my papers for the use of scholars who may someday wish to pursue the period in greater detail. This memoir is a description of how the issues appeared to one of the participants shaping the decisions. I have made a major and I hope conscientious effort to document my assertions.


I am grateful to the Secretary of State, the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, and the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs and their staffs for their cooperation in reviewing and clearing classified materials, including quotations. Changes they requested were made. President Nixon has kindly given his permission to cite some materials in his Presidential files.


I owe a deep debt of gratitude to associates who have sustained me since we served together in government and without whose skill and dedication this work would never have been completed. Peter W. Rodman, friend, confidant, and associate for over a decade, made a major contribution as editor, did a substantial part of the research, and was invaluable in his wise advice. William G. Hyland made a key contribution with his research and insight on Western European and Soviet affairs. Rosemary Neaher Niehuss did a superb job of research on the Middle East and the energy crisis, which occupy such a substantial part of this book; she was skillful, thoughtful, and indefatigable in organizing the voluminous material into manageable form. Mary E. Brownell applied her knowledge, judgment, and patience in dedicated research on a range of topics, from Chile to Watergate and the Washington Energy Conference.


William D. Rogers and Winston Lord permitted me to impose on a cherished friendship and read the entire manuscript; it owes a great deal to their counsel. Harold Evans was a great editor. He made an invaluable contribution with his fine eye for structure and his implacable assault on the redundant. Others who have read part of the manuscript and made helpful suggestions are Brent Scowcroft, Leonard Garment, David Ginsburg, John Freeman, Alan Greenspan, Peter Glenville, and Diane Sawyer.


Christine Vick, my personal assistant, was the manager and coordinator of all these simultaneous efforts. Not the least of her talents being the ability to read my handwriting, she was responsible for the typing of the manuscript. Chris kept track of the production of the book through its many stages, juggled the various prima donnas involved, kept everything on schedule, was always cheerful, in short, indispensable. Diane Tinker, Moira Dawson, Cathy Buchanan, Linda Komornik, and Christie Best did yeoman service assisting with the typing.


No author can receive better support from his publisher than Little, Brown extended to me. I am grateful to Genevieve Young for her perceptive (and persistent) editorial advice and to Betsy Pitha for her copyediting genius. Dick Sanderson produced excellent maps and Melissa Clemence expertly made the index.


At the Library of Congress, which houses my classified papers, my staff and I are grateful for the courtesy and assistance of Daniel J. Boorstin, the Librarian of Congress, and the dedicated staff of the Manuscript Division: Dr. Paul T. Heffron, chief; John Knowlton, Richard Bickel, Joseph Sullivan, Grover Batts, Mary Margaret Wolfskill, and Michael J. McElderry.


I owe a belated thanks also to Harry Zubkoff, whose news clipping and analysis service based in the Department of the Air Force has been of enormous value to US government personnel for years and has been an invaluable research aid for my staff in the preparation of White House Years and this volume.


I have dedicated this book to my wife, Nancy, who has given a new dimension to my life.


I alone am responsible for the contents of this book as I am for the actions it describes.


Washington, D.C.


November 1981





Note to the Reader



IN THIS volume I am yielding to the Pinyin phonetic spelling system officially adopted by the People’s Republic of China on January 1, 1979, for the standardized transliteration of Chinese characters into languages using the Roman alphabet. Thus Mao Tse-tung becomes Mao Zedong, Chou En-lai becomes Zhou Enlai, and so forth. The old spelling is given in parentheses in the index. In accordance with American journalistic practice, some of the most familiar names — geographic names such as China, Peking, for example — are in the old form.





I



A Moment of Hope



Decision at the Swimming Pool



AUGUST of 1973 in California was glorious. Each morning, seduced from official papers, I sat outside on the veranda behind my office at the Western White House in San Clemente and watched as the sun burned the fog off the ocean. Occasionally I saw a slight, stoop-shouldered figure amble along the edge of the cliff beyond which lay only the beach and the Pacific. In that tranquil setting Richard Nixon was enduring the long final torment of his political career. Outside of the seclusion of his San Clemente retreat, the country buzzed with heated speculation about whether he would survive as President. He himself seemed calm. He rarely talked about Watergate — never illuminatingly. One had to know Nixon well to recognize his inner turmoil in the faraway look and the frozen melancholy of his features.


On the afternoon of August 21, Julie Nixon Eisenhower telephoned me to ask if my children, Elizabeth and David, wanted to come swim in the pool of the Nixon residence. Indeed they would. Later she called again and invited me to join them. I got my swimming trunks and walked over from my office, past the helicopter pad, to the Nixon family quarters, La Casa Pacifica, a quiet Spanish-style villa set off from the staff compound by large cypress trees and a high white wall. Manolo Sanchez, whose unstinting admiration of his master disproved the adage that no man is a hero to his valet, greeted me. Soon Nixon appeared and joined me and my children in the water. After a minute he suggested we go to the shallow end of the pool and chat about his news conference scheduled for the next morning. It was not the first time that my chief had discussed weighty matters with me in aquatic surroundings. At Camp David in April 1970, swimming in the pool while I walked along the edge, he had communicated his final decision to order American troops into the Cambodian sanctuaries.


I sat on the steps of the pool; the President of the United States floated on his back in the water. Matter-of-factly we reviewed some answers he proposed to give to foreign policy questions. Suddenly, without warmth or enthusiasm, he said: “I shall open the press conference by announcing your appointment as Secretary of State.” It was the first time he had mentioned the subject to me.


It was not, of course, the first I had heard of it. Watergate had made the hitherto preeminent position of White House assistants untenable. My influence in the rest of the government depended on Presidential authority, and this was palpably draining away in endless revelations of tawdry acts, some puerile, some illegal. Alexander Haig, recalled as Presidential chief of staff in May, had volunteered to me earlier in the summer that he saw no other solution than to appoint me Secretary of State. The then Secretary, William P. Rogers, was expected to leave by the end of the summer in any event. Haig kept me informed of his tortuous discussions with Nixon on the subject; they could not have been easy. It was a painful decision for Nixon because it symbolized — perhaps more than any of the Watergate headlines — how wounded he was. He had never wanted a strong Secretary of State; foreign policy, he had asserted in his 1968 campaign, would be run from the White House. And so it had been. If Nixon was ready to bend this principle it showed how weak he had become.


I replied lamely that I hoped to justify his confidence. It was a platitude to maintain the fiction that he was conferring a great boon on me. In fact, both Nixon and I knew there was no other choice.


The next morning I received a phone call from Kenneth Rush, the Deputy Secretary of State. He congratulated me and pledged the full support of the Department. This was a generous gesture, especially as Rush undoubtedly knew that but for Watergate he, not I, would have been Bill Rogers’s successor.1. Rogers also called with his congratulations; we chatted politely but briefly. Then I settled back to watch the press conference on television.


Just as Nixon began to speak, my good friend the talented and beautiful Norwegian actress Liv Ullmann telephoned from Oslo on a matter I have since forgotten. I took the call to explain why I could not talk just then. I said that the President was making an important announcement on television. Since I coyly did not tell her what it was, I needed to add yet another sentence of explanation and by the time that was over, so was Nixon’s brief reference to me. After announcing Rogers’s resignation with warm and generous comments, Nixon named me as his replacement with these terse words: “Dr. Kissinger’s qualifications for this post, I think, are well known by all of you ladies and gentlemen, as well as those looking to us [sic] and listening to us on television and radio.” He did not elaborate what they were. So it happened that by the time I hung up the phone I had missed hearing myself named as the next Secretary of State.


Congratulatory phone calls flooded into my office, while the remainder of Nixon’s news conference was consumed by an interrogation on Watergate. I took the calls with mixed feelings. What might have been a simple moment of gratification was beset with deep anxiety, for the news conference dramatized how much the Administration was under siege. We were straining all our efforts to prevent the unraveling of the nation’s foreign policy as Nixon’s Presidency, and with it all executive authority, slowly disintegrated. I had achieved an office I had never imagined within my reach; yet I did not feel like celebrating. I could not erase from my mind the poignant thought of Richard Nixon so alone and beleaguered and, beneath the frozen surface, fearful just a few yards away while I was reaching the zenith of acclaim.


Opportunity Lost


IT was all so utterly different from what we had hoped for in 1973. The year had begun with glittering promise; rarely had a Presidential term started with such bright foreign policy prospects.


In January 1973, a decade of bitter domestic divisions seemed to be ending with the Vietnam war. An overwhelming electoral mandate the previous November had given Nixon an extraordinary opportunity to reach out to all men and women of goodwill and to heal the nation’s wounds. The suspicions of the debate over Vietnam lingered, but its protagonists were partly exhausted by the ordeal, partly confused by a new world in which the slogans of a decade had lost their relevance. Sooner or later, we hoped, antiwar critics would take solace in the end of the war even if they continued to question the tactics used. And those who had supported us could take pride in the fact that the nation’s sacrifices had preserved its honor. Nixon himself might be haunted by his eternal premonition that all success was ephemeral; he was stronger and safer than a lifetime of surviving disaster permitted him to accept. In reality he faced no significant opposition; he had, after all, carried every state in the Union except one. It was possible to hope that the anguish of the past decade might teach all sides the fundamental lesson that a society becomes great not by the victories of its factions over each other but by its reconciliations.


Perhaps we were too euphoric but we were convinced that the United States had before it a rare opportunity for creativity in its foreign policy. At last we could turn as a united people to tasks from which the preoccupation with Indochina had deflected us. The usual fate of leaders is to inherit some intractable problem or commitment that has its own momentum — as indeed the war in Vietnam had blighted Nixon’s first term. Now suddenly many factors in international relations seemed amenable to creative diplomacy at the same time:


• With our allies, the industrial democracies of the Atlantic Alliance and Japan, Nixon had in his first term ended the brutish quarrel with France, safeguarded our troop commitment to Europe from Congressional assault, and preserved the ties of alliance through the superficial “shocks” of America’s new initiatives with its Communist adversaries. The political and economic strength of Europe and Japan invited new initiatives to reaffirm the common future and common values of the democracies.


• In Nixon’s first term we had improved relations with both Communist giants, the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China. Their mutual distrust and fear would complicate giving concrete form to their ideological hostility to us; neither could go too far in challenging us without driving us toward its mortal enemy. Freed of the Vietnam war, the United States could resist aggressive acts that threatened international order. Backed by an overwhelming mandate, Nixon had the possibility to undertake negotiations of fundamental scope.


• In the Middle East, Egypt was beginning to turn away from the Soviet Union. America’s tenacious diplomatic strategy had contributed to this development, which offered unprecedented prospects for peace diplomacy.


• With the prestige of the Vietnam settlement and the improved relations among the superpowers, the Nixon Administration could turn confidently to the Third World. We planned a new approach to Latin America and intended to use that as a point of departure for a new pattern of cooperative relations between industrial and developing nations.


As for me, at the beginning of 1973 I felt especially detached from the battles of the first term. The bureaucratic pressures and personal rivalries that are such an integral part of life in Washington had lost much of their meaning for me. For I had decided to resign by the end of the year.


I felt at liberty to do so because the vision of a new period of foreign policy, no longer overshadowed by a divisive war, was coupled with the conviction that an end had to be put to the Byzantine administrative procedures of Nixon’s first term. No longer should power be centralized in the hands of Presidential assistants acting in secret from the rest of the government. My friend the venerable and wise David Bruce argued that if I was serious about making our achievements permanent, I should be prepared to entrust their elaboration to others. If we had built well and true, the nation’s foreign policy would have to be institutionalized. To leave a legacy, rather than a tour de force, we would have to entrust greater responsibility to the permanent officials of the Department of State and the Foreign Service. This, Bruce suggested not too delicately, could not happen while I dominated all decisions from my White House office.


Reluctantly, I had come to agree with him. There were, to be sure, less elevated reasons that reinforced the argument from principle. My secret trip to China in 1971 had destroyed my previous anonymity, making it possible for Nixon’s critics to diminish his achievements by exalting my own. And while I did not consciously encourage the process, there was no consistent record of my resisting it, either. Thereafter, the White House missed few opportunities to cut me down to size: during the India-Pakistan crisis, in the run-up to the 1972 Moscow summit, during the final phase of the Vietnam peace negotiations.2.


Nixon was not wrong; I had become too public a figure for the post of national security adviser. The intangible bond between President and Assistant had become too frayed for me to be able to function much longer at the hub of the complex system of Presidential policymaking that circumvented the regular bureaucracy — if indeed such a system would have been sustainable for another four years in any circumstances, which I doubt.


Moreover, the national security team had been revamped and I had no stomach for going through another round of jockeying as new members sought to establish their relative positions. Secretary of Defense Melvin R. Laird, the great survivor, had indicated his desire to leave well before the 1972 election. He was replaced in the new year by the thoughtful Elliot Richardson, with whom I worked well when he was Under Secretary of State in 1969–1970. After his electoral victory Nixon fulfilled his long-standing plan to move out CIA Director Richard Helms by appointing him Ambassador to Iran. Helms’s successor was James R. Schlesinger, who had come to Nixon’s attention for his managerial expertise at the Bureau of the Budget and his courageous handling of a nuclear testing controversy as head of the Atomic Energy Commission. Secretary of State Rogers was spared in the general housecleaning, only because he had asked for a separate departure date to make clear that his leaving was his choice and not part of a wholesale realignment. His request was granted, but Nixon intended to replace him during the summer with his new deputy, Kenneth Rush.


A few years earlier, at the height of some bureaucratic struggle or other, I had told William Safire, then a Presidential speech writer, that my victories were bound to be both temporary and fragile. To continue my influence, I had to win every bureaucratic battle; to destroy my authority, a Cabinet member needed only one success. Such odds were not survivable over the long run.3. I had in fact avoided them for a full Presidential term, but there was no sense in courting fate with a new, able, and psychologically fresh group.


For all these reasons I intended to stay long enough in 1973 to see the peace in Indochina established; to launch the new initiative toward the industrial democracies that came to be known as the Year of Europe; and to consolidate the new Moscow-Washington-Peking triangle. I had spoken tentatively about a post-Washington career with some close friends: perhaps a fellowship at All Souls College at Oxford. Nancy Maginnes had just consented to become my wife, though our plans were to be delayed repeatedly by the crises soon to descend on us.


I shall never know whether I would in fact have carried out my intention, or would have become so absorbed in the conduct of affairs as to defer my departure. Nor can I prove that our vision of a hopeful future was attainable. It is futile to speculate on “might-have-beens.” All our calculations were soon to be overwhelmed by the elemental catastrophe of Watergate.


But it was still in this mood compounded of elation and relief that on January 24, 1973, four days after Nixon’s second Inauguration, I crossed the narrow street between the White House and the Old Executive Office Building to brief journalists on the newly concluded Vietnam agreement. After going through the agreement section by section I closed my remarks with a deeply felt appeal for national reconciliation:


The President said yesterday that we have to remain vigilant, and so we shall, but we shall also dedicate ourselves to positive efforts. And as for us at home, it should be clear by now that no one in this war has had a monopoly of anguish and that no one in these debates has had a monopoly of moral insight. And now that at last we have achieved an agreement in which the United States did not prescribe the political future to its allies, an agreement which should preserve the dignity and the self-respect of all the parties, together with healing the wounds in Indochina we can begin to heal the wounds in America.


A Spanish poet once wrote: “Traveler, there is no path; paths are made by walking.” In that fleeting moment of innocence — so uncharacteristic of the Nixon Administration — we were confident that in the second term we would travel the road of our hopes and that we would walk a path leading to a better future.





II



A Visit to Hanoi


ONE of the first tasks before us in 1973 was to consolidate the Vietnam peace agreement that had been signed in Paris on January 27. This was the objective that took me on one of the most unusual diplomatic trips of my career: my first visit to Hanoi. In the capital of our ferocious antagonists who had brought war to Indochina and upheaval to America, I intended to discuss with the North Vietnamese leaders the strict observance of the Paris Agreement that I had negotiated with Le Duc Tho and on that basis the possibility of a more positive relationship between our two countries.


The Paris Agreement


THE Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring Peace in Vietnam had become possible when after ten years of bitter war and four years of negotiating stalemate, North Vietnam accepted what it had heretofore adamantly rejected: the continued existence of the Saigon government. The Agreement called for an immediate cease-fire in place throughout Vietnam; for the withdrawal of all remaining American troops (about 27,000); and for the release of prisoners of war throughout Indochina. Hanoi’s infiltration of troops and matériel into South Vietnam was prohibited. International supervisory machinery was to police the cease-fire and regulate the entry of replacement equipment through designated checkpoints. Another provision restored the seventeenth parallel as the Provisional Military Demarcation Line between North and South Vietnam, prohibited all military movement across it, and permitted civilian movement only by agreement between the Vietnamese parties. Hanoi further agreed to withdraw its forces from Laos and Cambodia and not to use these countries’ territory for military action against South Vietnam. The political settlement in South Vietnam was left to future negotiations between the Vietnamese parties.


The United States had made a determined effort to end the war in Laos and Cambodia as well as in Vietnam. North Vietnam had consistently refused, on the excuse that such matters were within the jurisdiction of the peoples of Laos and Cambodia. This solicitude for the sovereignty of North Vietnam’s neighbors would have been touching had it not been so unprecedented; it seemed to apply only to the withdrawal of Hanoi’s forces, not to their introduction, since tens of thousands of North Vietnamese troops had been systematically violating the peace and sovereignty of Laos and Cambodia for two decades and were, of course, still there.


In the end, Le Duc Tho agreed to arrange a cease-fire in Laos. After “consultations” with the Communist forces in Laos (the Pathet Lao, who were in fact totally subordinate to Hanoi), Le Duc Tho pledged in October 1972 that Hanoi would bring about a cease-fire in Laos within thirty days of the cease-fire in Vietnam. By early January Le Duc Tho shortened the interval to fifteen days.


On Cambodia, he flatly refused to be specific, claiming — truthfully, as it turned out — that Hanoi had less influence over its Cambodian Communist ally, the Khmer Rouge. In our talks from September 1972 through January of 1973, Le Duc Tho assured me again and again that when the war was settled in Vietnam, there was “no reason” for the war to continue in Cambodia.1 But Hanoi would make no formal commitment other than a private understanding that it would “contribute actively” to restoring peace in Cambodia after the Vietnam war was settled. After we pressed in vain for months, Nixon reluctantly concluded that we could obtain more only by continuing the war in Vietnam. It was obvious we had no support at home for holding up an otherwise acceptable Vietnam agreement because of Cambodia, where Congress had sought for several years to reduce our involvement and our aid to the absolute minimum. If we did not proceed, Congress was certain to cut off all funds for Cambodia and Vietnam. Moreover, in the view of our Embassy in Phnom Penh as well as of our military experts, the Cambodian Communists would not be able to prevail without North Vietnamese combat support, which in turn was precluded by the terms of the Paris Agreement.


We sought to protect our position by two further steps. First, we persuaded the Cambodian President, Lon Nol, to call once again (for at least the fifth time in three years) for a cease-fire in Cambodia and to declare a unilateral cessation of offensive military operations. Second, before initialing the Paris Agreement, I handed Le Duc Tho a statement to the effect that


if, pending a settlement in Cambodia, offensive military activities are undertaken there which would jeopardize the existing situation, such operations would be contrary to the spirit of Article 20 (b) of the Agreement and to the assumptions on which the Agreement is based.


In plain English, this meant that if the Khmer Rouge rejected Lon Nol’s proclamation of a cease-fire the United States would continue military support for the Cambodian government. Le Duc Tho indicated that he understood.


The Paris accords with all their ambiguities reflected the balance of forces in Vietnam in the wake of the climactic battles of 1972. As with any peace settlement, it depended on the maintenance of that balance of forces. We had no illusions about Hanoi’s long-range goal of subjugating all of Indochina. In the final phase of the negotiations in November and December 1972, I repeatedly warned Nixon to that effect.2 But I was also persuaded that our people would not sustain the prolongation of the war for a period of time that would make a military difference. In August 1972 President Nguyen Van Thieu of South Vietnam had expressed to me his estimate that if the war continued, by December 1973 North Vietnam would be weaker than it was in March 1972 — a marginal improvement over where we were. And all our political experts were convinced that the newly elected Congress would cut off funds for the war, starting in January 1973, using as a first target the Administration’s request for supplementary appropriations to finance the cost of resisting Hanoi’s spring offensive of 1972.


We were, in short, not just getting out under the cynical cover of a “decent interval” before the final collapse. We hoped for a decent settlement. The Agreement’s risks were etched painfully in the minds of all the negotiators on our side. But we had achieved far better terms than most had thought possible. By 1972 our critics had reached the conclusion that Hanoi would never settle for anything less than the overthrow of our ally, the Thieu government in Saigon. This we had successfully resisted. A non-Communist South Vietnam had been given the chance to survive. With the proper mixture of rewards and punishments for Hanoi, we thought we had a reasonable chance to maintain the uneasy equilibrium in Indochina; certainly a better chance with an agreement than by continuing an inconclusive war in the face of mounting hostility at home and the near-certainty of a Congressional cutoff of funds.


I shall deal in Chapter VIII with whether it was realistic to expect that we could assemble the proper mix of rewards and punishments. We thought so and we had reason for our belief. For present purposes it is enough to stress that our intention was to make the Paris Agreement work. This was my attitude when I left Washington on February 7, 1973, on an eleven-day Asian journey that was to take me to the capital of our recent enemy, North Vietnam, as well as to those of two old friends, Thailand and Laos, and of a new friend, the People’s Republic of China.


My feelings as I prepared for the trip to Hanoi had none of the exultation at a patiently prepared breakthrough that had marked my secret trip to China. Nor was there the inherent drama of superpower diplomacy that had characterized my first trip to Moscow. Lacking, too, was the prospect of the easy camaraderie of my many visits to European capitals or the sense of shared purpose that transcended the courteous formality of consultations in Tokyo. For four years I had read every scrap of information about the North Vietnamese, at once so self-absorbed and so bellicose, so brave and so overbearing. What is the blend of qualities that lifts a people to dominion over neighbors of roughly comparable endowments? What had given Rome preeminence in the world of city-states or Prussia in Germany or Britain in Europe? No doubt many physical factors were involved. But material elements needed the impetus of intangibles of faith and dedication. These — unfortunately for us — Hanoi had in obsessive abundance.


The Vietnamese had lived through centuries of Chinese rule without losing their cultural identity, a nearly unheard-of feat. They had outlasted French occupation, all the time nurturing the conviction that it was their mission to inherit the French empire in Indochina. Lacking the humanity of their Laotian neighbors and the grace of their Cambodian neighbors, they strove for dominance by being not attractive but single-minded. So all-encompassing was their absorption with themselves that they became oblivious to the physical odds, indifferent to the probabilities by which the calculus of power is normally reckoned. And because there were always more Vietnamese prepared to die for their country than foreigners, their nationalism became the scourge of invaders and neighbors alike.


More than passion the Vietnamese had an invincible self-confidence and a contempt for things foreign. This disdain enabled them to manipulate other peoples — even their foreign supporters — with a cool sense of superiority, by an act of will turning their capital for over a decade into a center of international concern. What we considered insolent deception was another definition of truth; whatever served Hanoi’s purposes represented historical necessity. Like a surgeon wielding a scalpel, Hanoi dissected the American psyche and probed our weaknesses, our national sense of guilt, our quest for final answers, our idealism, and, yes, even the values of its sympathizers, whom it duped no less cold-bloodedly than its adversaries. Our misfortune had been to get between these leaders and their obsessions.


Our Indochinese nightmare would be over; Hanoi’s neighbors were not as fortunate. Propinquity condemned them to permanent terror. Our relief that the war had ended was matched by their foreboding that their freedom would end if we equated peace with withdrawal. The exultation of Washington was replaced by the uneasiness of those who depended on us the closer we approached the borders of that implacable country conducting its aggressions in the guise of victim.


A Visit to Bangkok


IN the arc stretching from the Mediterranean around the rim of the Indian Ocean, including the Middle East, the Indian subcontinent, and all of Southeast Asia, Thailand alone escaped colonial occupation in the nineteenth century and did it by a careful, unobtrusive manipulation of the contending powers. To be sure, its geographic location at the junction of the French and British colonial spheres made it a natural buffer between European empires. But such a location had more often led to partition than to independence.


In any event, opportunity never translates itself into reality automatically. Thailand had maintained its independence because its leaders skillfully exploited its geographic position to rescue a margin of independence from the rivalry of physically stronger states; because it had a cultural identity relatively immune to subversion from neighboring countries; and above all because its policy had the resilience of a bamboo reed but also its toughness.


During World War II, Thailand supported Japan when the latter’s conquests made it predominant in Southeast Asia; it switched to the Allies when Japan’s defeat became inevitable. It accomplished these gyrations with such matter-of-fact grace that they appeared not as treachery but as the natural conclusions drawn by a self-confident nationalism. Thailand seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of leaders to embody the exact nuance of policy needed for a given circumstance. When conditions changed, the leader was discarded (though never deprived of honor). There was a personality for each situation, all sharing the commitment to Thai independence. My friend Lee Kuan Yew, the brilliant Prime Minister of Singapore, used to say that we needed to watch carefully when the Thai leaders associated with us would be replaced; it would herald a sea change, whatever the formal protestations.


But while Thailand could be adaptable in its dealings with distant empires, it perceived less margin for maneuver in the face of aggressors located on its borders. It never wavered in its conviction that Hanoi’s conquest of Indochina must be resisted because it would be a mortal threat to Thailand’s survival. Zealots in faraway lands might consider the rulers of Hanoi as the innocent victims of foreign aggression who would conduct themselves peaceably toward their neighbors once the conflict in Vietnam was settled. The leaders of Thailand had no such illusions; their country had not survived by wishful thinking. In their minds a victory for Hanoi in South Vietnam would lead automatically to Communist domination of Cambodia and Laos; this in turn would increase the pressure on Thailand, especially on the northeast province, acquired only during the past century and culturally close to Laos. Thailand did not propose to face North Vietnam’s strength, discipline, and determination alone. Not noted for exposing itself to unnecessary risks, it nevertheless had permitted President John F. Kennedy to send marines there in 1962 as a counterweight to North Vietnamese pressures on Laos. Thai troops fought alongside ours in Vietnam; Thailand provided air bases for the war in Vietnam from 1966 onward. It sent volunteers (and occasionally even regular forces) to assist the neutralist government of Laos whenever the North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao approached too close to the Mekong River, which formed the boundary between Laos and Thailand.


No doubt the leaders in Bangkok acted as they did — in the Thai tradition of relying on a distant strong country to balance a nearby danger — because they could not imagine that the United States would permit itself to lose a war. They were baffled by our increasingly shrill domestic divisions over what seemed to them a clear-cut menace. At first they wrote them off as the inexplicable maneuvers of immature foreigners. But when the Pentagon Papers disclosed to the whole world the extent of their carefully calibrated participation in the Indochina war, the cautious policymakers in Bangkok developed serious doubts, which bubbled just below the level of action.


It cannot be said that the Thai leaders greeted the Paris Agreement with jubilation. They could not really understand why a superpower should compromise with a smaller regional bully. They favored anything that seemed to assure the continued independence of South Vietnam and a neutral Laos and Cambodia on Thailand’s borders. But they had too much experience with North Vietnam and were too skeptical of man’s perfectibility to confuse a temporary — one hoped, prolonged — weakness of Hanoi with a change of heart. Sooner or later the Thai believed Hanoi would resume a hegemonic course, and they wanted to deflect it from the borders of their kingdom. Everything for them therefore depended on whether the United States would help maintain the balance of power in Indochina, whose disturbance had triggered our intervention in the first place.


I was not surprised to find Bangkok full of premonitions. The Prime Minister was Field Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn, who in the best Thai style hid a calculating intelligence behind a bland and seemingly ponderous exterior (thereby gaining additional time for reflection and warding off the impetuous pressures for which Americans were notorious). He embodied Thai reliance on the United States. After the Congress in June 1973 passed the law prohibiting any further American military operations in or over Indochina, Thanom disappeared in one of those nearly anonymous moves by which the Thai signal adaptation to new circumstances.


On February 9, 1973, when I saw him, Thanom did not act as if this outcome was foreordained. Still committed to the strategy of the previous decade, he essentially wanted to know the answer to two questions: How would we react to North Vietnamese violations of the Agreement? And how many forces would we keep in Southeast Asia, particularly in Thailand, to help preserve the balance of power in the area? I made clear that we had the most cold-blooded assessment of Hanoi’s ambitions and we would not stand idly by if it engaged in massive violations of the Agreement. On the other hand, I hoped on my visit to Hanoi to encourage tendencies toward peaceful construction.


With respect to the American military presence in Southeast Asia, the fact was that I was not certain because so much depended on our domestic politics. So I waffled. Some troops would be withdrawn, given the fact of a Vietnam cease-fire and our domestic realities. But substantial forces would be left or else Hanoi would be practically invited to attack. There is, I suppose, no alternative to such generalities when one is faced with a theoretical quandary that eventually only experience can resolve. And to the horror of the peoples of Southeast Asia, Thai fears proved more well-founded than my reassurances.


The Dilemmas of Cambodia


THERE is no doubt that Cambodia was the orphan of the Vietnam settlement. The engagements regarding it were the least binding; its indigenous Communists were the most ferocious. The non-Communist Cambodians, despite their reputation for passivity, fought perhaps the most heroically of all the peoples of Indochina, with the least outside help.


In 1973 I still hoped that we could end the war without abandoning those who had relied on us. I was determined to try once again to negotiate a cease-fire for Cambodia. To arm myself for my talks in Hanoi and in Peking, I met in Bangkok with our Ambassador to Cambodia, Emory C. (Coby) Swank. Phnom Penh was not on my itinerary because Spiro T. Agnew was visiting there as well as Saigon; staking the Vice President’s prestige to the South Vietnamese government was one of the minor inducements for President Thieu to sign the Paris Agreement. Thieu’s venomous hatred of me would have made a visit by me to Saigon unproductive in any event. On the other hand, I could not visit the other two capitals of Indochina while omitting Saigon. Thus I was forced to miss Phnom Penh and discuss the future of Cambodia in Bangkok — an omen of things to come.


Ambassador Swank was anything but a hawk on Indochina. He observed the restrictions imposed by the Congress with conviction and efficiency — without the sense of frustration that seized me as I watched the slow throttling of a courageous people. We differed as is normal among serious individuals; but I respected his professionalism, his honesty, and his ability. Though Swank did not believe a military solution was possible, he also did not delude himself about the character of our adversaries. He was convinced that the Khmer Rouge were determined on total victory regardless of the Paris Agreement or the unilateral ceasefire declared by Lon Nol. And they were being aided by Hanoi. Forty-two thousand North Vietnamese troops remained in Cambodia, he told us, now in clear violation of Article 20 of the Paris Agreement.3 The overwhelming majority (35,000) were servicing Hanoi’s supply system for South Vietnam — violating the clauses against maintaining base areas and infiltration in the countries of Indochina. There were 7,000 combat troops, of which half were supporting and assisting the Khmer Rouge.4 All this compared to the fewer than 200 American personnel in Cambodia, military and civilian, all under severe legislative restrictions (which will be discussed in Chapter VIII). There were no signs of any North Vietnamese withdrawals; perhaps it was too early, but if the situation persisted this would be a most serious betrayal of Hanoi’s undertakings.


As for Cambodia’s former neutralist leader, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, who was in exile in Peking, it was Swank’s judgment that he had become irrelevant; he no longer had a following in Phnom Penh; he was distrusted by Communists and government leaders alike. Swank expressed the hope that he would be permitted to tell Lon Nol that on my forthcoming visit to Peking neither I nor any of my associates would have any dealings with Sihanouk.


As will be seen, Swank thus took a somewhat harder line on Sihanouk than I did. It made sense in terms of Swank’s necessities in Phnom Penh and the passions that had seized the Cambodian parties. Swank told me that Lon Nol was prepared to negotiate with anybody except Sihanouk: with Hanoi, with the Khmer Rouge, or with Peking. And Sihanouk took the same position with respect to Lon Nol. Both parties were willing to court oblivion if they could only take their hated enemy with them into it.


The monumental ruins of Angkor Wat in northwestern Cambodia have long puzzled historians. What happened to the magnificent civilization that produced them? Why did it disappear without a trace when it once dwarfed all surrounding countries? No convincing explanation has ever been advanced. I wonder whether it is possible that Cambodians are occasionally seized by a suicidal madness. Here were Sihanouk and Lon Nol, who had worked in close harmony all of their lives, fighting to mutual destruction rather than settling for a compromise of their relatively trivial differences. They found it easier to turn over their country to Cambodia’s traditional enemies or to a maniacal indigenous group whom both feared and despised. Lon Nol’s government was in fact Sihanouk’s without the Prince; before Sihanouk was deposed, Lon Nol had been his Prime Minister and Defense Minister, corruptly profiting from the North Vietnamese supply routes into the sanctuaries. Sihanouk in turn had invited our bombing of the sanctuaries and sentenced the Khmer Rouge leaders to death in absentia. Yet by 1973 both these aristocrats were courting the Khmer Rouge, who hated them, and the North Vietnamese, who sought to dominate them. Rarely can there have been a more striking example of personal animosity fatally overriding rational calculation. Both leaders could have survived their conflict, played a role of dignity, and spared their people a holocaust had they been prepared to subordinate their personal feud and their egos to the necessities of their nation. Unable to do so, they doomed themselves and Cambodia.


And it was this blind hatred that in 1973 was the key obstacle to our dealing with Sihanouk. The previous November I had told Chinese Vice Foreign Minister Qiao Guanhua that we were prepared to work with the Chinese to end the war in Cambodia in a manner that would give Sihanouk a significant role.5 But for Sihanouk to resume his traditional balancing act among the various contenders for power in Cambodia, I insisted there had to be some contenders left to balance. So long as he was nominal head of one faction — the Khmer Rouge — that was implacably determined on total victory, Sihanouk was dooming himself to irrelevance if the war continued or total subservience if the Khmer Rouge won. Though we did not insist on Lon Nol’s remaining in office, it was in Sihanouk’s own interest that the non-Communist forces represented by Lon Nol should survive in some form. Otherwise Sihanouk would become a dispensable figurehead, useful only to legitimize a Communist-dominated Cambodia, after which he would surely be discarded. (This, of course, is precisely what happened.)


Swank and I differed marginally also on the utility of military operations to bring about the cease-fire we both considered essential. Swank thought a cease-fire was more probable if there was only a minimum of American military pressure. I was willing to test that hypothesis. But if it failed, I believed that military pressure would be necessary. Experience had taught me that a deadlock with the Indochinese Communists would be broken only if the alternative was more painful to them. As yet this was a theoretical point. Lon Nol’s unilateral cease-fire declaration had just been put on the table. The Khmer Rouge had rejected it but Swank as well as I still hoped that perhaps they had not yet shown their hand completely. In our optimistic view the possibilities of a negotiated outcome in Cambodia had not yet been exhausted.


Like Lon Nol, Swank preferred negotiations through Hanoi. I had my doubts; I thought Peking the better intermediary. Lon Nol’s preference might be more convenient in the short run; strategically, it was the less productive. Hanoi wanted Cambodia as a satellite. Its aim was to dominate Cambodia, reopen its southern supply route, and demoralize South Vietnam by creating the impression that its ultimate overlordship of Indochina was inevitable. China, on the other hand, was above all interested in an independent Cambodia. Peking did not wish to see Phnom Penh as a satellite of Hanoi. It preferred independent states in Southeast Asia, not a region dominated by North Vietnam with its historic enmity of China and dependence on Moscow. This interest happened to coincide with ours; it was also imperative for the survival of South Vietnam. I thus sought to negotiate through Peking (which implied a role for Sihanouk, who was based there). But no decision needed to be made right away. My forthcoming visits to Hanoi and Peking would shed light on what was possible.


A Visit to Vientiane


FOR years I had been reading battle reports from Vientiane, and, as often happens, the mind’s eye had fashioned a relationship between the magnitude of the events and the scene of their occurrence: the dateline “Vientiane” evoked images of an intense metropolis under siege. In reality Vientiane is a quiet, dusty, hot provincial city inhabited by a gentle, peaceable people. Its pace is slow, its manners conciliatory; all Laos wanted was to be left alone. And this is precisely what its relentless North Vietnamese neighbor would not grant it.


Vientiane, the capital of Laos, nestles on the banks of the Mekong River, which constitutes the boundary with Thailand. Rare indeed is the capital located at the edge of the national territory, its city limit coincident with the frontier of another country. It was as if the Laotians, terrified of their North Vietnamese neighbors, had fled as far away from their threatening shadow as possible; as if the tactile presence of Thailand was an assurance of Laotian survival.


Since the late 1950s Laos had been the victim of its geographic circumstance. The Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) along Vietnam’s seventeenth parallel barred massive, direct infiltration from North Vietnam into South Vietnam without a flagrant violation of the 1954 Geneva Accords. By some convoluted North Vietnamese logic, bypassing the DMZ through the territory of another sovereign country seemed more legitimate even though Laotian neutrality had also been solemnly guaranteed by the same accords. The Ho Chi Minh Trail (actually a whole network of routes) was hacked through jungles covering the southern half of Laos. As in Cambodia, Hanoi simply appropriated the territory of a neighbor and expelled the local population. And as in Cambodia, those Americans who favored helping Laos retain its independence found themselves accused of “expanding” to a peaceful country a war that had been implanted there by an illegal North Vietnamese occupation. Not content with taking over the southern half of Laos, the North Vietnamese in 1961 armed a Communist faction, the Pathet Lao, in the northeast corner of the country and sent in some 6,000 combat troops.





[image: Image]



Southeast Asia, 1973





As Hanoi’s drive for hegemony was constant, so was America’s ambivalence. In the 1950s, in keeping with the anti-Communist mood of the period, the United States supported a pro-Western government in Vientiane that claimed control over all of the national territory. Hanoi, testing out the tactics that were to become stereotyped, urged the creation of a coalition government headed by the neutralist Prince Souvanna Phouma — in fact a dedicated nationalist. The Kennedy Administration accepted this formula though it required the dispatch of marines to Thailand to deter Hanoi from completing the conquest of all of Laos in 1962. Hanoi treated this agreement with characteristic cynicism; it would win, hands down, the modern world’s record for disregard of written undertakings.


At the 1962 Geneva Conference, Laos obtained the neutralist Prime Minister and neutralist government that Hanoi had demanded; all foreign troops were to be withdrawn through international checkpoints. But neither this, nor the fact that even the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China recognized Souvanna Phouma, discouraged Hanoi from appropriating the two northeastern provinces under the exclusive control of its Communist stooges, the Pathet Lao. The area of the Ho Chi Minh Trail remained occupied by North Vietnamese forces. As for the withdrawal of foreign troops, all 666 American advisers left through international checkpoints; of the 6,000 North Vietnamese, exactly forty (yes, forty) presented themselves for repatriation — it must have been the weekly rotation quota or maybe officers in need of compassionate leave in Hanoi. The North Vietnamese did not even pretend to live up to the Geneva Accords, while trumpeting to the world the sins of American intervention. Each year the numbers of North Vietnamese on Laotian soil increased. By 1973, there were 60,000 North Vietnamese troops in Laos pressing toward Vientiane and occupying the entire border region contiguous to Vietnam.


Not surprisingly, Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma and his colleagues who greeted us on February 9 viewed the Paris accords with hope overshadowed by foreboding. It was not yet two weeks since the signature of the Paris Agreement and it was already becoming frayed.


In Laos no more than in Cambodia was there any sign of the North Vietnamese withdrawal required by Article 20. On the contrary, a new North Vietnamese division had been introduced into southern Laos in the previous week.


Such was Hanoi’s contempt for bourgeois notions of legality that it did not feel the necessity even for hypocrisy — of going through the motions of recognizing that a signed agreement imposed any obligations. Le Duc Tho had given me in Paris a written undertaking that a cease-fire would come into being in Laos within fifteen days of the signature of the Agreement. That time period was nearly up and there was no sign whatever of implementation. Hanoi had suddenly made a cease-fire dependent — without a shred of legal basis and in plain conflict with the written understanding — on the conclusion of a political agreement. Then Hanoi topped this with another of its patented cynicisms. It stopped treating Souvanna Phouma as head of the neutralist faction; it suddenly discovered a new “neutralist” group that not even its most devoted adherents had heard of previously. Hanoi’s stooges also insisted that they would sign no document that did not condemn American intervention, thereby incorporating Hanoi’s warped interpretation into the legal instrument ending the conflict and inhibiting recourse to American power to uphold the Agreement.


Souvanna Phouma was determined not to accept such terms. He had fought tenaciously for his country’s independence. Though willing, in his extremity, to accept American and Thai help, he wanted nothing so much as to have Laos disappear as a point of contention of international politics. Gentle and extraordinarily suave, he exemplified in his bearing the virtues of a people who have made their contribution to history through the grace of their life-style rather than martial qualities. It would in any case have been an uneven contest against an adversary possessing seven times the population. Laos, exposed daily to Hanoi’s military and political blackmail, was no exception to the rule that no country actually dealing with Hanoi entertained a shred of the illusion of so many in our peace movement that North Vietnam was a benign nationalist power victimized by senseless and arbitrary American pressure.


Souvanna was prepared to continue his hazardous and complicated balancing act; he would play out the string of peace negotiations; he would run the risks of negotiating new arrangements. He neither complained nor whined. All he asked of us was not to remove the American weight on the scale.


On the evening of February 9 he gave a dinner for the American party in his simple villa at the outskirts of Vientiane. It looked like the residence of a French junior minister, without the trappings usually associated with presidential palaces. At the end of the meal Souvanna rose and delivered an eloquent and moving toast, which can serve as a summation of the hopes and fears of all in Indochina who wanted only to be left alone and looked to us for succor:


Dr. Kissinger and friends, we welcome you to Laos at this critical moment in our history. The very survival of Laos rests on your shoulders. But your shoulders are broad shoulders. We are counting on you to make our neighbors understand that all we want is peace. We are a very small country; we do not represent a danger to anybody. We count on you to make them know that the Lao people are pacific by tradition and by religion. We want only to be sovereign and independent. We ask that they let us live in peace on this little piece of ground that is left to us of our ancient kingdom. Our old kingdom used to be 17 million people; now it is just 3 million.


If pressure is kept on the North Vietnamese to understand the risk they run from violating the Agreement, then perhaps they will respect the Agreement. Laos must live in peace. The United States does not want its efforts to end in the hegemony of North Vietnam over Indochina. This was the desire of Ho Chi Minh, to replace the French as the dominators of Indochina. . . .


Therefore we must count on our great friends the Americans to help us survive. We hope, we dream, that this wish will be granted.


What a touching hope it was that a distant country, as far away as it is possible to be on the globe, would be able to convey to Laos’s next-door neighbor a pacific intent that, given the latter’s mind-set, may have spurred aggressiveness. And that we would be forever willing to defend the freedom of a distant people.


Perhaps because Souvanna’s speech brought home to me as no formal negotiating session could have the fragility of these hopes and the nature of our responsibility, my reply did not rise to the nobility of my host. It was somewhat self-centered, as if a pedantic reassurance could ease an almost spiritual travail — though it made the essential point in which our Laotian hosts were interested:


Your Highness, I greatly appreciate the very moving things you have spoken. It is a very heavy responsibility you have assigned me. I have had the honor to serve in my present position for four years, and we have gone through great difficulties, and we have not come all this way in order to betray our friends at the beginning of a new Administration — after an election that was fought precisely on the issue of whether the United States would stand by its convictions.


The next morning, at Vientiane’s airport just before leaving for Hanoi, I publicly called for strict implementation of the Paris Agreement and an early cease-fire in Laos.


At this writing, Laos is under Communist rule. Over 40,000 Vietnamese troops remain as an occupation force. Souvanna is under house arrest. Between 10,000 and 30,000 political prisoners are in labor camps in the name of “re-education.” The Hmong (Meo) tribesmen who fought the North Vietnamese with our help are being systematically exterminated, some by poison gas. Hundreds of thousands of Laotians have fled in terror to Thailand.


All that has happened since 1973 has reinforced my conviction that the United States did nothing ignoble in attempting to safeguard the independence of small countries in Southeast Asia. America has nothing to be ashamed of in its resistance to the oppressors of the weak, even if in the end we set ourselves goals beyond our capacity to sustain. But I cannot, even today, recall Souvanna Phouma’s wistful plea without a pang of shame that America was unable to fulfill his hopes for our steadfast support against a voracious enemy.


An Eerie Visit to Hanoi


FOR me, the sensation of landing in Hanoi on February 10 was the equivalent of stepping onto the moon. As over the course of a decade the war turned from a crusading mission into a national nightmare, the cool manipulators in Hanoi had exploited America’s hesitations and self-doubt. Pilgrimages of antiwar Americans to this Mecca of revolutionary rectitude became a regular event. North Vietnam successfully advertised itself as an innocent, peace-loving country sorely beset by brutal foreigners. Its negotiators in Paris perfected the ambiguous pronouncement that left the impression of great opportunities being lost by American administrations insufficiently dedicated to peace. Hanoi had understood that one of the major battlefields was in the minds of Americans, and it conducted the campaign brilliantly. One cannot deny respect for the fanatics who in their youth had dedicated themselves to Communism, had suffered heroically for their beliefs, had fought with single-minded devotion and courage first against the Japanese, then against the French, and finally against the Americans, exhausting all adversaries through the test of arms and psychological warfare.


We had forced a tenuous compromise from these zealots; but it took a greater act of faith than I was capable of to believe that they would abide willingly by an inconclusive outcome. The purpose of my journey to Hanoi in February 1973 was to encourage any tendencies that existed to favor peaceful reconstruction over continued warfare, to stabilize the peace insofar as prospects of American goodwill could do so, and to warn of the serious consequences should these hopes be disappointed.


The Boeing 707 of the Presidential fleet landed at Noi Bai military airfield, about fifty miles north of Hanoi. It was a gray, misty morning. The landscape around the airport was flat and desolate, pockmarked from our B-52 bombing that had destroyed most of the buildings and cratered the runways, though they had been patched up well enough to permit the plane to come to a bouncing stop.


Le Duc Tho greeted me almost affectionately. That dour, dedicated revolutionary and I had developed a curious relationship over the nearly four years of secret meetings in Paris. On one level he undoubtedly hated me as the representative of an “imperialist” power seeking to deprive North Vietnam of what it considered its birthright — hegemony over all of Indochina. As a professional Leninist he despised the bourgeois values of compromise I put forward. And there were times that I deeply resented how he sought to manipulate our public opinion and shatter our self-respect; the effrontery of his deceptions inside and outside the conference room could be enraging. At the same time I admired Le Duc Tho’s subtlety, his acumen, his iron self-discipline. In all the years of negotiation with me he never lost his poise; he never made a mistake. Nor did he abandon his courtesy — except once, in May 1972, when, carried away by the prospect of seemingly imminent victory, he was tempted into insolence.6 He had stonewalled ingeniously for three years. And when the occasion to settle had been imposed by Hanoi’s defeats in 1972, he did so with flexibility and speed.


What Le Duc Tho’s real views of me were must await Hanoi’s adoption of a Freedom of Information Act. Toward the end, at any rate, he thought it expedient to maintain the facade of cordiality. He greeted me at the military airfield with friendly smiles, almost as if it were a reunion of veterans of some ancient conflict. He took me by the hand to a shabby little barracks beside the tarmac, its windows blown out. After light banter over tea, we boarded a Soviet An-24 light transport aircraft for the twenty-minute flight to Gia Lam International Airport nearer Hanoi, another landmark familiar to me from years of military briefings. (The 707 could not land at Gia Lam because its runways were not long enough.)


Gia Lam was heavily damaged; B-52s had scored a direct hit on its main runway. Only the front facade of the control tower was standing; one could look up through its windows and see the sky behind. We were greeted by other officials and set off in a motorcade of Soviet Volga sedans to the city. As it turned out these were virtually the only automobiles I saw during my visit.


Both airports were on the north side of the Red River. Hanoi lay on the south side looking like a sleepy French provincial town. The river could be crossed only by pontoon bridges; the famous steel-girdered Paul Doumer (or Red River) Bridge, so frequently cited as proof of the ineffectiveness of our air campaign, had finally collapsed under the onslaught of the Christmas bombing.


The north side of the river was heavily cratered by our bombing, resembling photographs of a lunar landscape. Once we reached Hanoi proper, however, the scene could not have been more peaceful. It was immediately obvious (and confirmed by surprised journalists a few weeks later)7 that the city itself was practically undamaged by our bombing, contrary to the mythology of the alleged barbarity of our Christmas attacks. Along the streets we traveled, the only destruction we saw was the shattered house of the French Delegate-General, hit accidentally several months earlier in the midst of our negotiations in Paris — endearing us neither to our interlocutors nor to our French hosts. Totally absent too was the frantic bustle of Saigon. A visitor from another planet would never have known that the same people inhabited both cities. Nor would he have guessed correctly which of the capitals had sent forth the invading armies that had terrified every neighbor and absorbed the world’s attention — proving that faith and discipline, not material strength alone, create their own advantage.


Hanoi’s buildings were dilapidated, and in the style of southern France; it was evident that hardly any new urban construction had taken place since independence nearly two decades earlier. The wide tree-lined avenues were filled with cyclists. There was an occasional Soviet-built truck but no private cars. The streets were not crowded; the authorities had not yet brought back all who had been evacuated during the previous year. The people looked solemn, serious, aloof, indifferent. How incongruously the heroic presents itself! Whatever had motivated the unprepossessing men and women to fight and endure so tenaciously was not to be read in their faces. They glanced at our motorcade with no visible interest, though its length must have made it evident that something important was taking place.


I drove into Hanoi with strange detachment. My visit was the end of a long journey but it had no self-evident purpose. Ever since the climactic phase of the negotiation, Le Duc Tho and the Politburo had been eager for me to visit their capital. Their motive was elusive. It could not be the hunger for equal status with China, which had made Brezhnev press to receive me in Moscow after my secret visit to Peking: Hanoi’s leaders were too self-contained for that; psychological insecurity was hardly their most notable feature. Did they seek to tranquilize us before launching a new wave of conquest? It was possible, but it was a double-edged tactic. From our perspective our demonstration that we had explored every opportunity for conciliation was a necessary condition in America for defending the Paris accords by other means if it came to that. Might Hanoi be content to rest on the frenzied exertions of a lifetime of struggle and begin meeting the needs of its people? That was what Le Duc Tho had been saying and what we were prepared to explore.


In any event, our choices were circumscribed. I had come to Hanoi in part to symbolize a commitment to national reconciliation at home — a subject of no interest to the North Vietnamese. We hoped to convince Hanoi’s leaders of the futility of resuming military operations by insisting on a strict performance of the Paris accords. But deep down I knew, with a sinking feeling, that words would not impress them. Somewhere along the line we would be tested. We would have to show our mettle. At the same time I had to attempt to provide inducements for peaceful endeavors in the shadow of two imponderables: Could Hanoi so adjust its scale of values as to give building its economy a higher priority than it had in all previous periods in its history? And would Congress support us?


I understood, or rather felt inchoately, that I, the representative of a superpower, was at a strange disadvantage in this city so devoid of all the appurtenances of modern life. America had been obsessed by Vietnam, but in the long run it was for us only a small corner of a world for whose security we had become at least partly responsible. On the other hand, the epic poem the leaders in Hanoi were acting out was their sole cause. They had the capacity to damage us out of any proportion to what we could gain, by resuming the war or their assault on our domestic tranquillity. But they could do nothing positive for us. They were too egotistical to think of foreign policy in terms of an international system; too arrogant to believe in goodwill; too ambitious to restrain their purposes by ideas of concord. And so I drove into Hanoi uneasily aware that the best outcome would be the avoidance of a loss and the best hope only that soon Vietnam might recede into oblivion in our national consciousness.


I was housed in an elegant two-story guest house in the center of Hanoi that had once been the residence of the French Governor-General of Tonkin. Most of my staff stayed in the Reunification Hotel, a shabby old structure diagonally across the street, whose walls were covered with graffiti, mostly in Russian, the cultural contribution of various Soviet aid missions. Service there was based on the proposition that all foreigners were potential spies whose stay could be cut short by showing no mercy to any aspiration to elementary comfort.


Le Duc Tho accompanied me to my own room and then politely excused himself, to prepare for my first meeting with Prime Minister Pham Van Dong. Having some time, my colleagues and I decided to take a walk, much to the discomfiture of both the North Vietnamese protocol officials and my Secret Service protectors. For once, North Vietnamese pedantry deserted them. This possibility had not been foreseen; hence no instructions had been left and the flustered guards at the gate did not impede our departure. We strolled along streets that the dearth of motor traffic made appear both old-fashioned and serene, crowded with people calmly performing their chores. Two little lakes form the center of Hanoi. We walked along them, the first American officials to move freely in Hanoi in two decades, while a few hundred yards away other Americans, our prisoners of war, still languished in a cruel captivity.I Passersby stared at us with no evident emotion. They displayed neither hostility nor friendliness, treating us as if we were some strange mutation of no possible relevance to them. In front of one of the buildings was a huge billboard with a map showing what Hanoi’s rulers were pleased to consider the “liberated areas” of the South. Though somewhat generous to Hanoi, it was not inaccurate. I wondered how the people of North Vietnam reacted to it; it was precious little to show for their twenty years of sacrifice.


We strolled back to my residence. And here North Vietnamese addiction to formal regulations took its revenge for our flirtation with the unexpected. At the gate everyone was asked to show a pass in order to regain admittance. This was easy enough for my colleagues, who had been handed identity cards at the airport. Unfortunately, I had been given no such document. Bureaucratic rules in any totalitarian Communist state are not treated casually; in Hanoi they are an obsession. I was refused admittance. The North Vietnamese guard had never heard of me. This may reflect badly on the quality of the gossip columns in Hanoi’s newspapers but it was no consolation to me; I expressed displeasure, with my legendary humility and restraint. An officer showed up, but he too hesitated to bend the regulations. A twenty-minute argument ensued. It finally took Le Duc Tho’s intervention to keep me from having to sleep in the streets. One of my staff later raised the matter with a North Vietnamese protocol official. He, nervously apologetic, explained that the head of a delegation was never given a pass; it was a mark of special status! Obviously, neither had any head of a delegation ever taken a walk. Eventually they provided me with a pass, to which I held on for dear life.


My living arrangements were lavish but also a bit erratic. The dimensions of the bedroom were majestic; it was lit by a forest of lights hanging from the ceiling. Unfortunately, each light was controlled by a different switch, located in a different part of the room. Before retiring I had to hunt down the appropriate switches, with varying degrees of success; at any rate none was reachable from my bed, so that I had to return to it in pitch-darkness. Getting into bed was itself not a simple task. Every evening I found it immaculately made up, my pajamas laid out, a book I was reading (by Henry Fairlie on the Kennedy Presidency) carefully placed on my pillow. The only barrier was a mosquito net, enveloping the entire bed, that was tucked in so thoroughly it was impossible to get in without lifting up the mattress and undoing the whole arrangement, which in turn guaranteed that I would be pursued into bed by a swarm of mosquitoes.


In my bathroom I had only scalding hot water in the bathtub but no plug, and nothing but ice-cold water in the washbasin. Actually, my hosts were making every effort to be hospitable. North Vietnam was a small country of limited resources, burdened by a vast military establishment, not to mention a concerted American effort to disrupt its economy. Nevertheless I was paranoid enough to suspect my hosts of a further diabolical attempt at psychological warfare — especially since I was awakened every morning at 5:30 by the sound of the citizenry conducting their compulsory calisthenics in the plaza in front of my bedroom window.


I had requested some time for sight-seeing, especially of cultural sites, as I usually did in visiting a country for the first time. Le Duc Tho graciously accompanied me on these excursions. He found them quite educational since he had never seen them before himself. We first visited Hanoi’s History Museum, a collection of historical relics assembled mostly by the French. As reorganized by the North Vietnamese, the museum told of ancient battles against the Chinese or against smaller neighbors, great migrations and rebellions. Each artifact was labeled with its place of excavation. Le Duc Tho found the exhibits fascinating, mainly because the excavation sites reminded him of nearby prisons where the French had confined him as a guerrilla leader. The old revolutionary was clearly more interested in his fight to create a new culture than in celebrating an ancient one. He gave me a detailed account of the relative merits of solitary confinement in various prisons, and unhelpful hints on how to disguise myself as a Vietnamese peasant.


The next day I visited an art museum. I have to say it was rather disappointing. It was as if this talented people had consumed its substance in a history of incessant struggle, leaving no time or energy for the development of gentler qualities or pursuits.


Pham Van Dong


AS we turned to serious talks, we soon found ourselves in the position of survivors of an ancient vendetta who have reluctantly concluded that their inability to destroy each other compels an effort at coexistence — though without conviction or real hope. We were both aware of the dictates of prudence, but neither side could shake off its memories, nor could Hanoi abandon its passions. The attempts to behave in a friendly manner were so studied and took so much exertion that they created their own tension; the slightest disagreement tended to bring to the fore the underlying suspicion and resentment.


Hanoi’s leaders soon showed that they had lost none of the insolence that for years had set our teeth on edge. My opposite number in these talks was Pham Van Dong, Prime Minister of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam for nearly twenty years. But the change of personality brought no alteration in the familiar style of condescending superiority or of deception masquerading as moral homily.


Pham Van Dong had come to my attention in January 1967, when he had given a brilliant interview to Harrison Salisbury of the New York Times, explaining why Hanoi was confident of winning against the mightiest power in the world. Dong had argued that the disparity in strength was illusory; the North Vietnamese were prepared to fight for generations; America’s material superiority could operate only in a more limited time span. They would simply outlast us.8 Pham Van Dong turned out to be right — aided not a little by an American military strategy massive enough to hazard our international position yet sufficiently inhibited to guarantee an inconclusive outcome.


Pham Van Dong, implacable and incisive, had stalked our consciousness, and occasionally our consciences, during the intervening years. His periodic Delphic pronouncements had both raised public expectations and dashed official hopes. In early 1972 he had denounced all talk of compromise as “the logic of a gangster”; when a compromise was reached later in 1972, his interview with an American journalist put the most tendentious interpretation on it and contributed to the breakdown of the negotiations.9 In the last stages of the negotiation it was Pham Van Dong in whose name the most important communications from Hanoi were addressed to President Nixon.


Pham Van Dong was wiry, short, wary, his piercing eyes watchful for the expected trickery and at the same time implying that the burden of proof of any statement by an arch-capitalist would be on the speaker. He greeted me on the steps of the elaborate structure now called the President’s House. From here French colonial administrators had ruled all of Indochina and established in the minds of their all-too-receptive Vietnamese subjects the conviction that the boundaries of Indochina should forever after coincide with those of the French colonial empire. Vietnamese expansionism, which had already proved the nightmare of its neighbors even before the arrival of the French, was thus given new impetus and legitimacy by colonial rule. We entered a large reception hall and seated ourselves in a semicircle for the introductory informal conversation — as in China. Also as in China, this was an occasion for subtle hints to establish the mood.


The meeting started pleasantly enough with Pham Van Dong and me protesting our eagerness to begin a new relationship, and pledging perseverance to that end. But then the Premier introduced a jarring note; less than two weeks after signature of the Paris Agreement, he dropped an ominous hint of renewed warfare. If a new relationship did not develop a solid basis of mutual interest, he averred, the just-signed Paris accords would be “only a temporary stabilization of the situation, only a respite.” He immediately qualified this slightly by adding that such was not Hanoi’s preference. As a devout Leninist he happily fell in with my somewhat irrelevant response that we based our new relationship on the existing facts. Pham Van Dong could not resist returning to the theme of his earlier interview with Harrison Salisbury: “We Vietnamese living in this area will remain forever. But you are from the other side of the ocean. Should we take account of this fact, too?” In other words, when would we abandon South Vietnam? I replied with a pointed allusion to North Vietnam’s status as a separate country: “This is why we are no long-term threat — despite recent events — to your independence.” But Pham Van Dong was no more inclined than Le Duc Tho to give away anything, even a philosophical point, for nothing. Nor would he forgo another subtle warning of Hanoi’s implacable determination: “But we should think this over.”


Pham Van Dong thus did not take long to dash my dim hope that he might prove to be another Zhou Enlai and become a partner in transforming old enmity into new cooperation. He was not — indeed, could not be — a partner, any more than Vietnam was China. Pham Van Dong represented a people who had prevailed by unremitting tenacity; Zhou Enlai was the leader of a country that had made its mark through cultural preeminence and majesty of conduct. Pham Van Dong’s strength was monomaniacal absorption with the ambitions of one country; Zhou was quintessentially Chinese in his conviction that China’s performance was morally relevant to the rest of the world. Pham Van Dong was of the stuff of which revolutionary heroes are made. Zhou, while a revolutionary himself, was of the stuff of which great leaders are made.


Pham Van Dong, it is now clear, sought to tranquilize us so that Hanoi could complete its conquest of Indochina without American opposition. Zhou Enlai acted on the conviction that China’s security — at least in the face of imminent Soviet threat — depended on America’s strong commitment to the global balance of power. To Pham Van Dong the encounter with me was a tactic in a revolutionary struggle. He was prepared to improve relations with America if, as he had implied in our banter, this gained him a free hand in Indochina; otherwise the struggle would resume. In no case did Hanoi see any benefit in heightened American strength and self-confidence. Zhou Enlai’s aims were strategically compatible with ours at least in the foreseeable future; his strategy presupposed shared interests that we would consider worth defending. Far from desiring to undermine America’s international position and national self-assurance, as time went on Zhou attempted discreetly to strengthen both.


After the initial thrust-and-parry, Pham Van Dong and I walked with our colleagues into a formal conference room of heavy furniture and drawn curtains, where we faced each other across a table and immediately ran into another squall. The North Vietnamese Premier made a little speech greeting me formally and graciously, expressing the hope for good results. I replied:


We clearly endorse different ideologies, and it would be idle to pretend otherwise, but we have proved in our relationship with other countries that this need not be an obstacle to good relations and cooperative action. In the long term, from an historical perspective, a strong and independent self-reliant Vietnam is in no way inconsistent with American national interests. We slid into war against each other partly through misconceptions on each side. We thought the war was directed from one central office that was not in Indochina. And perhaps you drew certain lessons from your history that were not exactly accurate. But whatever the conditions under which we are acting, our interest in Indochina is the maintenance of the independence and sovereignty of the countries of Indochina, and that, we understand, is not opposed to your interests.


Pham Van Dong was less than enthusiastic about the reputation I had given him to uphold. The independence and sovereignty of any of the other countries of Indochina had hardly been a North Vietnamese goal in the past. Nor did it turn out to be even remotely an objective for the future. In addition, he surely did not accept our view that South Vietnam was a sovereign country. But he exercised uncharacteristic restraint on these topics. What he could not permit to slip by was my implication of North Vietnamese fallibility:


I think that what has just happened between us — and Dr. Kissinger referred to it as a misunderstanding — in this connection we have repeatedly expressed our views. And on our part I think what we have done, we ought to have done. . . .


In other words, the misconceptions were all on our part. But, as before, the cloud passed again rapidly. Dong continued:


[I]t is something past, something bygone, and we should draw some conclusions about that for the present and the future. And we should, in the spirit we have just mentioned outside and we continue in this room, shift from war to peace, . . . shift from confrontation to reconciliation as stipulated in the Agreement, and . . . bring a new relationship, a solid relationship, on a basis agreed upon by the two parties and aiming at the long-term goals as Dr. Kissinger has just mentioned. As far as we are concerned, we will firmly follow this direction — that is to say to implement the signed Agreement, to implement all the provisions of the Agreement.


Unfortunately, Pham Van Dong’s eloquence was not matched by his country’s actions. Our agenda consisted of three items: observance of the Paris Agreement, normalization of relations, and economic reconstruction. No sooner had we turned to the first agenda item than we realized that Hanoi had no intention of making the Paris accords the first agreement it had ever observed.


The cease-fire established by the Paris Agreement had gone into effect at midnight Greenwich Mean Time on January 27. There were immediate reports of violations as both sides sought to seize as much territory as possible in the hours before the cease-fire went into effect; some battles continued for days afterward. In that early period both sides were guilty of stretching the letter as well as the spirit of the Agreement. Saigon, still the stronger side, gave as good as it received; it expanded its control over more hamlets than it lost. But from then on North Vietnam showed itself capable of uniquely gross challenges to the solemn undertaking it had just signed.


The international supervisory machinery immediately ran into Communist obstruction. Hanoi would not designate the official points of entry through which alone, according to the Agreement, military equipment was permitted to enter South Vietnam under international supervision. Hanoi seemed to feel that refusing to comply with the provision for international control also removed the inhibitions of another clause that limited new equipment to one-for-one replacement. In flagrant violation, Hanoi’s resupply efforts down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, freed of American bombing, proceeded massively and at an ominously more rapid rate than during the war.


As for the political provisions, Saigon was clearly in no hurry to set up the National Council for National Reconciliation and Concord envisaged by the Agreement; Hanoi for its part thwarted any discussion of elections — to be supervised by that Council — which it knew it would lose. But while neither Vietnamese party was distinguished by concern for the political obligations, there can be no doubt that Hanoi’s illegal infiltration of military equipment and personnel started almost immediately, proved decisive, and antedated all the alleged breaches of the Paris accords by Saigon cited later by Hanoi’s apologists.


To make our point, I had brought along a compilation of North Vietnamese violations in the two weeks since the signature of the Paris Agreement. The list left no doubt that Hanoi accepted no constraints of any of the provisions it had signed so recently. We had incontrovertible evidence of 200 major military violations. The most flagrant were the transit of the Demilitarized Zone by 175 trucks on February 6 and the movement of 223 tanks heading into South Vietnam through Laos and Cambodia. Transit of the DMZ by military vehicles violated Article 15(a), on the wording of which we had spent nearly two months and which banned all military traffic, as well as requiring the concurrence of Saigon for civilian traffic. It also violated the explicit stipulation that new military equipment could be introduced into South Vietnam only on the basis of one-for-one replacement through previously designated international checkpoints (Article 7). The movement of tanks through Laos and Cambodia violated Article 20, according to which all foreign troops were to be withdrawn from Laos and Cambodia and the territory of those countries was not to be used as a base for encroaching on other countries. When the tanks reached South Vietnam they would also be violating Article 7’s prohibition of the introduction of new matériel.


Pham Van Dong and Le Duc Tho were not fazed. With the casual brazenness I remembered so well from my encounters in Paris, they explained the violations in terms that were irrelevant to the issue but served marvelously to confuse it.


There is the story of a law professor who taught his students how to take advantage of every possible defense. If one’s client is accused of stealing a black pot, the tactic should be to reply: “My client did not steal anything. In any case it was not a pot that he stole, and the pot was not black.” Le Duc Tho, to whom Pham Van Dong deferred on this issue, followed the same approach. There had been no violations, he said. And in any case the trucks crossing the DMZ were carrying civilian goods. This, of course, still violated the provision according to which civilian traffic required the assent of Saigon. And the resupply restrictions of Article 7 would become absurd if Hanoi could avoid international control by the simple device of declaring all supplies civilian. As for the tanks, Le Duc Tho and Pham Van Dong halfheartedly denied the truth of my allegations but promised to look into them. They then suggested that perhaps the tanks had been en route when the Agreement was signed. This was, of course, quite irrelevant to the prohibition of their entry into South Vietnam. Vice Foreign Minister Nguyen Co Thach, who had negotiated the technical protocols in Paris with Ambassador William H. Sullivan, had the cleverest idea. Probably, he averred, such was the urgency of the need that the tanks, too, were carrying civilian goods to the civilian population.


Hanoi’s solicitude for the comfort of the fewer than two million South Vietnamese civilians under its control was remarkable; it had shown little evidence of it while the war was still going on. I was developing the queasy feeling that we were being tested, that if we did not force a showdown soon on the issue of resupply and infiltration the war would resume whenever Hanoi was ready, and all we would have done was purchase a brief respite for the withdrawal of our forces.


Equally frustrating were our discussions of the American soldiers and airmen who were prisoners of war or missing in action. We knew of at least eighty instances in which an American serviceman had been captured alive and had subsequently disappeared. The evidence consisted of either voice communications from the ground in advance of capture or photographs and names published by the Communists. Yet none of these men was on the list of POWs handed over after the Agreement. Why? Were they dead? How did they die? Were they missing? How was that possible after capture? I called special attention to the nineteen cases where pictures of the captured had been published in the Communist press. Pham Van Dong replied noncommittally that the lists handed over to us were complete. He made no attempt to explain discrepancies. Experience had shown, he said, that owing to the nature of the terrain in Indochina it would take a long time, perhaps a year, to come up with additional information, though he did not amplify what the terrain had to do with the disappearing prisoners. We have never received an explanation of what could possibly have happened to prisoners whose pictures had appeared in Communist newspapers, much less the airmen who we knew from voice communications had safely reached the ground.


To calm the atmosphere, Le Duc Tho offered to release twenty prisoners of war ahead of schedule, ostensibly in honor of my visit, and gave me the opportunity to pick them from the POW list. While grateful for the early release, I refused to select the names. I had no basis for making individual selections among those who had already suffered so long. (Prisoners held the longest were being released earliest in any case.) This was one promise Hanoi kept; twenty additional prisoners were released with the first group.


The North Vietnamese were at their most adamant (and obnoxious) about Laos and Cambodia. Article 20 of the Paris Agreement explicitly stipulated that “foreign countries” should end all military activities in Cambodia and Laos and totally withdraw all their forces there.10 In a separate written understanding, Le Duc Tho and I had agreed that Vietnamese as well as American troops were “foreign” within the meaning of this article. If words meant anything, this required immediate North Vietnamese withdrawal from Laos and Cambodia and an end to the use of Laotian and Cambodian territory for base areas, sanctuaries, or infiltration.


My conversations with Pham Van Dong had not proceeded far before it became apparent that the North Vietnamese proposed to drain Article 20 of all meaning. They took the position that the required withdrawal, unconditional on its face, would have to await not only a cease-fire in Laos and Cambodia but also a political settlement in both those countries. Hanoi would withdraw only after negotiations with the new governments there. Since Communist political demands were for what amounted to Pathet Lao predominance in Laos and a total Khmer Rouge victory in Cambodia, North Vietnamese withdrawal would take place, if at all, only after it had become irrelevant and the issue had been decided in favor of the Communist side. Hanoi was proposing in effect to negotiate with itself, or at best with its Cambodian and Laotian stooges, about implementing provisions of an undertaking with us. The achievement of political settlements in Laos or Cambodia — which Le Duc Tho had in fact refused to discuss at Paris — could not possibly be made a precondition for the fulfillment of obligations that made no reference to it whatsoever and, by their plain import, were without qualification.


Hanoi’s outrageous interpretation was particularly ominous for Cambodia. In Laos cease-fire negotiations were at least taking place and we had, for whatever it was worth, Hanoi’s promise to bring them to a conclusion within fifteen days. But in Cambodia the Khmer Rouge refused to talk to any representative of the non-Communist side; their response to Lon Nol’s unilateral proclamation of a cease-fire was a renewed military offensive. We had risked making peace in Vietnam in the absence of formal arrangements for Cambodia because the American Congress would never have tolerated any delay on account of Cambodia alone and because our experts agreed that the Khmer Rouge could not prevail by themselves. If they were deprived of North Vietnamese combat and logistical support, as the Agreement required, some form of compromise settlement was probable. But if North Vietnamese troops remained, in violation of the Paris Agreement, they would almost certainly tip the balance in favor of the Khmer Rouge. Moreover, almost all our studies — the last at the end of January by the British antiguerrilla expert Sir Robert Thompson — indicated that a Communist takeover in Cambodia, by opening another enemy front and a sea route of supplies through Sihanoukville, would wreck South Vietnam’s chances of survival.


In fact, we have since learned from Sihanouk’s memoirs that the Khmer Rouge, considering the Paris Agreement a betrayal, had asked the North Vietnamese troops to quit Cambodia.11 They stayed in violation of Article 20 and against the wishes of both their enemies and their own allies, whom they used as an alibi in their talks with us.


Needless to say, my response to Pham Van Dong was sharp. It was all very well, I said sarcastically, to note Hanoi’s fastidious regard for the sovereignty of its allies. But it was bizarre to maintain that Hanoi could not make a unilateral decision to remove troops it had introduced unilaterally, in compliance with an agreement to which it had pledged itself barely two weeks earlier. Its soldiers were not prisoners in these countries. Hanoi, having introduced its forces without the approval of the legitimate governments, could certainly withdraw them on its own.


It cannot be said that my arguments left a deep impression. On the other hand, experience had taught that Hanoi did not always hold to the original version of its position; it had, after all, abandoned a similar position over South Vietnam. The only immediate “concession” we elicited was a promise by Le Duc Tho to use his “influence” to bring about a rapid cease-fire in Laos — the third time they had sold us that particular item. The Laotian cease-fire finally came about on February 22, but not without the spur of one more US B-52 strike on North Vietnamese troop concentrations in Laos, to the accompaniment of outraged media and Congressional protests that once again we were “expanding” the war. Despite the cease-fire Hanoi withdrew no troops from Laos.


North Vietnamese stonewalling doomed Cambodia, however, to prolonged agony. Pham Van Dong and Le Duc Tho claimed that Vietnam was not involved in Cambodia — another flagrant misrepresentation; hence they needed to take no position with respect to the de facto ceasefire that Lon Nol had proclaimed. They spurned Lon Nol’s offer to talk to Hanoi or to the Khmer Rouge; they maintained their position of 1970 — demanding the overthrow of the Cambodian government. As in the long negotiating stalemate over Vietnam, they insisted that the political structure in Phnom Penh be disbanded before any talks, after which, of course, the talks would have had no purpose. In fact, Hanoi did not even pretend to want a coalition in Cambodia; it insisted on an undiluted Communist takeover. Le Duc Tho in an offhand manner suggested that I talk to Sihanouk, but he was curiously vague about the Prince’s status or even his whereabouts, implying strongly that the Khmer Rouge would be the decisive element in the future of Cambodia. Le Duc Tho — clearly the Politburo’s expert on the other countries of Indochina — was quite condescending about Sihanouk. He made fun of a visit Sihanouk had recently paid to Hanoi and the Prince’s love of personal luxury. He showed a propaganda film about Sihanouk’s visit to Communist-controlled territory in Cambodia, the clear implication of which was that Sihanouk was there on the sufferance of the Khmer Rouge. The primary use that Le Duc Tho seemed to see in Sihanouk was as a means to demoralize and undermine the Lon Nol government.


Where Le Duc Tho miscalculated was in his estimate of the pliability of the Khmer Rouge, who refused to be Hanoi’s tools on the model of the Pathet Lao. But perhaps he was willing to pay the price of temporary Khmer Rouge autonomy because the immediate consequence of a Khmer Rouge victory would be the undermining of the government in Saigon, which could not long survive the communization of Cambodia. Hanoi also, as it later transpired, had its tried and true remedy for Khmer Rouge independence if it got out of hand. Less than four years after the Khmer Rouge victory in 1975, North Vietnam sent its troops to invade and occupy Communist Cambodia with no more scruple than it had shown toward Sihanouk’s neutral Cambodia in the mid-1960s and Lon Nol’s Cambodia in 1970.


We were prepared to settle for a genuine coalition government for Cambodia with Sihanouk as the balance wheel. What Hanoi pressed for was a Communist government with Sihanouk as a transitional figurehead. As previously with South Vietnam, Hanoi’s notion of our contribution to the negotiating process was the overthrow of our ally. It was the continued Communist refusal of any cease-fire, de facto or negotiated, or of any real negotiation over Cambodia, accompanied by a renewed Khmer Rouge military offensive, that induced us to resume our bombing in Cambodia in February. Our purpose was to create a balance of forces that would deprive the Communists of hope for a military solution and thus force a compromise. This attempt collapsed when Congress in June 1973 prohibited further US military operations in Indochina. (Our diplomacy to end the war in Cambodia in 1973 is discussed at length in Chapter VIII.)


As for a political settlement in Laos, the North Vietnamese leaders remained evasive. At one point Pham Van Dong suggested that it might occur no more than ninety days after a cease-fire; then, amazingly, he was disavowed by Le Duc Tho, who sought a private meeting with me to suggest that henceforth Cambodia and Laos be discussed by him and me alone since his Prime Minister was not familiar with all the nuances. In the event, a political settlement was not reached in Laos until September 14, 1973. The newly constituted coalition government held together tenuously for two years until it was finally engulfed in the general debacle of 1975. And no more than in 1962 did North Vietnam pay even token obeisance to its pledge to withdraw its troops. Between 40,000 and 50,000 North Vietnamese troops remained in Laos even after Hanoi’s own absurd interpretation of the Paris Agreement had been fulfilled.


Economic Aid


THE one subject about which Pham Van Dong was prepared to observe the Agreement was something on which we alone needed to perform: economic aid from the United States. He almost made it seem that Hanoi was doing us a favor in accepting our money. Not that its eagerness would reach the point of modifying its peremptory negotiating methods: American assistance was requested as a right. Any reminder that it was linked to Hanoi’s observance of the other provisions of the Paris Agreement was indignantly rejected as interference in North Vietnam’s domestic affairs or as an unacceptable political condition.


How we reached the point where a voluntary American offer became transmuted into a North Vietnamese “right” shows at the least the degree to which the two societies were doomed to mutual incomprehension and at most the ability of the North Vietnamese to turn insolence into an art form. On our side the offer of economic aid grew out of our contradictory mixture of idealistic values and a materialistic interpretation of history according to which economic motives are thought to dominate political decisions. Perhaps no major nation has been so uncomfortable with the exercise of vast power as the United States. We have tended to consider war as “unnatural,” as an interruption of our vocation of peace, prosperity, and liberty. No other society has considered it a national duty to contribute to the rebuilding of a defeated enemy; after the Second World War we made it a central element of our foreign policy. In Vietnam we thought it a device to induce an undefeated enemy to accept compromise terms. The reverse side of our faith in what we consider positive goals is a difficulty in coming to grips with irreconcilable conflict, with implacable revolutionary zeal, with men who prefer victory to economic progress and who remain determined to prevail regardless of material cost.


For years, all these strands had been woven through our Indochina policy. We had just begun to build up our forces in South Vietnam when President Lyndon Johnson in April 1965 offered Hanoi a program of postwar economic reconstruction. We do not know whether North Vietnam saw in this offer the first symptom of our declining resolution (so that it had an effect contrary to that intended), or evidence of bourgeois incapacity to grasp revolutionary dedication. The offer, in any event, was not taken up.


The Nixon Administration had a different perception of Hanoi’s motivation, but it thought that such a humanitarian proposal was one way of calming domestic dissent. Hence it did not wait long to follow in the footsteps of its predecessor. On September 18, 1969, in a conciliatory speech before the United Nations General Assembly, Nixon renewed the offer of economic aid to North Vietnam as well as the rest of Indochina, to no better effect than Johnson. Undiscouraged, in the summer of 1971 during my secret negotiations with Le Duc Tho, we proposed yet another reconstruction scheme. Le Duc Tho noted it without any show of interest. Nixon reiterated the offer publicly as part of a comprehensive proposal on January 25, 1972. Briefing the press the next day, I explained that we were prepared to contribute several billion dollars to the reconstruction of Indochina, including North Vietnam. The President’s Foreign Policy Report issued on February 9, 1972, was even more specific: “We are prepared to undertake a massive 7½ billion dollar five-year reconstruction program in conjunction with an overall agreement, in which North Vietnam could share up to two and a half billion dollars.” In my “peace is at hand” press conference of October 26, 1972, I repeated this theme. And I did so again in a press conference on January 24, 1973, as did Nixon on January 31, 1973.


By then Hanoi’s interest in the proposition had quickened. It would not admit that it would end the war for economic reasons. But once it had decided on a cease-fire out of military necessity, it was ready, if not eager, to extract the maximum aid from us. Characteristically, Hanoi couched this not in terms of an acceptance of our offer but as a demand for reparations. Nor were Hanoi’s ideas of the appropriate aid level characterized by excessive modesty; Le Duc Tho simply demanded for Hanoi the entire package of $7.5 billion that we had earmarked for all of Indochina. We were prepared to accept neither of these propositions. We were willing to extend aid because it had been promised by two administrations and especially because we thought it useful as one of the inducements to encourage observance of the Agreement. But we insisted that our offer was an application of traditional American principles; it was a voluntary act, not an “obligation” to indemnify Hanoi. It may have been hairsplitting but to us it involved a point of honor. Through weeks of weary haggling we managed to reduce Hanoi’s demand to $3.25 billion, which was put forward as a target figure subject to further discussion and Congressional approval.


The relevant documents were the Paris Agreement and a Presidential message. Article 21 of the Paris Agreement stated:


The United States anticipates that this Agreement will usher in an era of reconciliation with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam as with all the peoples of Indochina. In pursuance of its traditional policy, the United States will contribute to healing the wounds of war and to postwar reconstruction of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and throughout Indochina.


It was a promise given in the expectation that the war was ending and an era of reconciliation would then be possible. And I repeatedly emphasized to Le Duc Tho that any aid presupposed both Congressional approval and Hanoi’s living up to the Paris Agreement.


Our intention to extend aid and even its order of magnitude were well known and had been stated many times on the public record. What was kept secret at the time was a cabled message from Nixon to Premier Pham Van Dong spelling out the procedures for implementing Article 21. In order to underline the fact that it was voluntary and distinct from the formal obligations of the Agreement, Le Duc Tho and I had agreed that the message would be delivered on January 30, 1973, three days after the Agreement was signed, in exchange for a list of American prisoners held in Laos. When on the appointed day the North Vietnamese failed to provide a list of the American prisoners of war held in Laos, we instructed our representative in Paris to delay handing over the note. This produced immediate action: The Laotian POW list was handed over on the afternoon of February 1; as agreed, we gave the North Vietnamese the Nixon message to Pham Van Dong at the same time.


Nixon’s message — drafted by my staff and me — suggested the procedures for discussing economic aid. On my visit to Hanoi there would be a general discussion of principles, leading to the setting up of a Joint Economic Commission. Its purpose would be to work out a precise aid program. (The Joint Economic Commission actually began its discussions in Paris on March 15.) The Nixon message spoke of an amount “in the range of $3.25 billion” over five years as an appropriate “preliminary” figure, subject to revision and to detailed discussion between the two countries. (Food aid was included in the total.) Whatever emerged from the deliberations of the Joint Economic Commission, the Nixon message stressed, would have to be submitted to the Congress, as is any foreign aid program after discussions with a foreign government. A separate paragraph emphasized this point: “It is understood that the recommendations of the Joint Economic Commission mentioned in the President’s note to the Prime Minister will be implemented by each member in accordance with its own constitutional provisions.”


Le Duc Tho, never lacking in chutzpah, presumed to instruct me in January as to what was appropriate to include in a communication from our President. He insisted that such a qualification had no place in the President’s message; our obligation had to be unconditional. I pointed out that whatever the more convenient decision-making procedures of Hanoi, our legislative process was a fact of life. We “compromised” by stating the need for Congressional approval on a separate page, sent simultaneously and of equal weight. Le Duc Tho seemed to draw comfort from this. It would enable Hanoi to publish the letter and to suppress the qualification — which is precisely what it later did, earning itself for the gullible one more demonstration of our duplicity.


The Politburo’s confidence that they could use our domestic pressures to push us from one position of disadvantage to another — not unreasonable in the light of a decade of experience — caused them to shrug off another important qualification, one that was equally real and equally explicit in my discussions with them. When I briefed the press about the Agreement on January 24, 1973, I stressed that we would discuss aid to North Vietnam only after its “implementation is well advanced.”


As it happened, the end of the war also reduced the fervid pressures against the Administration to make concessions to Hanoi; indeed, many who had urged an offer of economic aid as a means to end the war became notably less enthusiastic when it came to voting for it in the Congress. Nor was public opinion, which on the whole would have preferred victory to compromise, hospitable to the proposition that we should extend aid to a government whose brutality was becoming vividly clear through the tales of returning prisoners of war. Nixon was thus on safe ground when he instructed me to reiterate to my interlocutors in Hanoi that aid depended on strict observance of the Paris Agreement, with special reference to withdrawal from Cambodia. The North Vietnamese could not expect otherwise. If the war did not end, the “postwar” period could not begin, and the time for postwar reconstruction aid could hardly be said to have arrived.


Equally predictably, Pham Van Dong rejected this argument. He advanced the startling view that asking Hanoi to observe a signed agreement was to attach “political conditions.” Our aid was to be “unconditional.” In other words, Hanoi was to be free to use American economic aid to complete its long-standing ambition of conquering Indochina in violation of the very Agreement that it claimed obliged us to provide those resources.


Still, what roused the North Vietnamese to genuine outrage was our constitutional requirement of Congressional approval. I had brought with me to Hanoi a voluminous set of documents to educate the North Vietnamese in our constitutional processes. It was a compilation of some fifty-seven single-spaced pages outlining the American budgetary procedure in both the executive and legislative branches; the various types of bilateral and multilateral aid programs in which the United States had participated; the texts of all relevant legislation (including Congressionally mandated restrictions on aid to Hanoi); an outline of various projects that might be included in an aid program for Vietnam; and a list of pungent comments by leading Congressmen and Senators expressing growing skepticism about foreign aid in general. I handed over these documents to Pham Van Dong. He brushed them aside, pretending not to fathom these legislative matters (this despite the fact that he had shown great skill in manipulating Congressional opinion against the Administration while the war was still going on). He also suspected a trick:


First of all, I would like to express my suspicion. . . . I will speak very frankly and straightforwardly to you. It is known to everyone that the U. S. had spent a great amount of money in regard to the war in Vietnam. It is said about $200 billion, and in conditions that one would say that the Congress was not fully agreeable to this war. When the war was going on then the appropriation was so easy [laughs], and when we have to solve now a problem that is very legitimate . . . then you find it difficult.


He kept reiterating that he did not believe the legislative obstacles were anything but pretexts we were using to evade our “commitment”:


We should not deem it necessary to go in [to] the complete complexity, the forest of legal aspects. I feel it very difficult to understand. Of course, when one is unwilling then the legal aspect is a means to this end.


Never, I must say, have I been more eloquent in defense of Congressional prerogative than on this occasion. Later Congressional critics who scolded me for not taking their legislative responsibilities seriously would have been proud of me. It was finally agreed, as anticipated, that we would set up the Joint Economic Commission to consider how to develop our economic relations and to work out an aid program that we would submit to the Congress.


There were some inconclusive exchanges about normalizing diplomatic relations between Hanoi and Washington, and about the pending International Conference that was to be held in Paris to lend international endorsement to the Paris Agreement. Hanoi was not yet ready to establish any formal ties, not even offices that fell short of full diplomatic status. We proposed a number of schemes; they rejected them all. (Amusingly, one of our ideas was accepted by the Chinese a few days later.) With typical self-absorption Hanoi meant to use the prospect of permitting some American diplomats to join the ostracism and general discomfort of their colleagues from Western Europe — and probably the Soviet Union — in Hanoi as a boon that we first had to earn. As for the International Conference, Hanoi’s preoccupation was to reduce the participation of the Secretary-General of the United Nations to a minimum, if not eliminate him altogether. We found an honorific role that preserved his dignity as well as took account of North Vietnam’s touchy view of national sovereignty.


At a final banquet, Pham Van Dong expressed “delight” at my visit, as well as at its results — although as I reread the transcripts at this remove the source of his pleasure is not self-evident. My mood was somber but I had not yet given up hope.


After ten years of bitter warfare, perhaps not much more could be expected. Hanoi and Washington had inflicted grievous wounds on each other; theirs were physical, ours psychological and thus perhaps harder to heal. Our hosts had been courteous but it was too soon to expect a change in attitude. They were clearly applying to the implementation of the Agreement the methods by which they had conducted the war: pressing against its edges, testing our tolerance, violating key provisions tentatively to see where the new balance of forces would be established. And yet with all our doubts we were dedicated to making a major effort for a peaceful evolution; there had been too much anguish to enter lightly into a new confrontation. One could draw some hope from the prospect that Hanoi’s nationalism might cause it to seek better relations with Washington to gain some margin of maneuver between its Communist patrons, Peking and Moscow. Perhaps Pham Van Dong’s dour insistence on economic aid might be a sign that Hanoi’s rulers were considering the option of building their own society rather than conquering their neighbors. In that case we were prepared to cooperate. But I was prey as well to skeptical experience; I left Hanoi with determination rather than optimism. I drove over the same pontoon bridge to Gia Lam airport and then flew in the Soviet transport to Noi Bai airport, where the Presidential aircraft awaited us. We entered it with relief. The soggy weather, the Spartan austerity, the palpable suspiciousness combined in Hanoi to produce the most oppressive atmosphere of any foreign capital I have ever visited. The wary elusiveness of North Vietnam’s leaders inhibited real dialogue much more than I had experienced in talks with any other Communist leaders. I reported cautiously to Nixon, giving my sober estimate of the prospects of the Paris Agreement:


They have two basic choices which I frankly pointed out to them (as well as to the Chinese). They can use the Vietnam Agreement as an offensive weapon, nibbling at its edges, pressuring Saigon, confronting us with some hard choices. In this case they would carry out the release of our prisoners and wait till our withdrawals were completed before showing their real colors unambiguously; they would keep their forces in Laos and Cambodia through procrastination of negotiations or straightforward violations; and launch a big new attack soon. They would calculate that we would not have the domestic base or will to respond.


Their other option is to basically honor the Agreement and seek their objectives through gradual evolution. They would welcome a more constructive relationship with us, seek our economic assistance and concentrate on reconstruction and building socialism in the north. Their Indochina allies would be told to pursue their objectives by political and psychological means. They would, in short, adhere to a more peaceful course and let the forces of history work their will, at least for a few years.


The North Vietnamese naturally proclaim the second option as their settled course, but this means nothing. I could not judge from my talks whether their enormous losses, isolation from their allies, and the prospect of aid mean they are ready for a breather. For them the ideal course would be to follow both options at once: violating the Agreement to pursue their objectives and improving relations with us so as to get economic aid. Our essential task is to convince them that they must make a choice between the two. This was the primary objective of my trip. I emphasized that the first course would mean renewed confrontation with us and that they cannot have their aid and eat Indochina too.II On the other hand, if they showed restraint and honored their obligations, we were prepared to normalize relations as we are doing with Peking, and we would not interfere with the political self-determination of Indochina, no matter what its manifestations.


To navigate this passage successfully would have proved very difficult in the best of circumstances. It required a united country and a strong, purposeful, disciplined American government capable of acting decisively and of maintaining the delicate balance of risks and incentives that constituted the Paris Agreement. Watergate soon ensured we did not have it.





I. The Paris Agreement of January 27 provided for the release of all our POWs in stages, in parallel with the withdrawal of all US troops from South Vietnam, within sixty days. The process had begun but would not be completed until March 27.


II. This sentence reveals that Winston Lord was one of the drafters of the report. No one else could have produced such a pun, whose merit resided in its awfulness, than the author of the line about one of Hanoi’s negotiators: “Xuan Thuy does not make a forest.”





III



China: Another Step Forward


Peking Revisited


I FLEW out of Hanoi for a rest stop of forty-eight hours in Hong Kong. Whenever I have left a Communist country (with the exception of China) I have experienced an overwhelming sense of relief. When one breaks free of the monochrome drabness, the stifling conformity, the indifference to the uniqueness of the human personality, the result is a sudden easing of tensions, a feeling akin to exhilaration. Hanoi, as I have said, was probably the grimmest. In striking contrast, the very self-indulgence of Hong Kong’s rampant materialism was a garish reminder of the manifold human spirit.


The Chinese used my stay in Hong Kong for one of those subtle signs of goodwill that conveys simultaneously the futility of trying to outthink a people who have specialized in awing visitors for three thousand years. We had delicately not informed the Chinese of our stop in Hong Kong, a British enclave on the Chinese mainland. Instead, we had matter-of-factly noted that as on all previous visits we expected to pick up the obligatory Chinese navigators in Shanghai. This meant a considerable detour for us.


The Chinese have grace as well as a competent intelligence service. Without mentioning our stop in Hong Kong, they suggested we take on navigators in Canton, which was much more convenient. Lest we miss the point, the senior Chinese representative in Hong Kong (technically the New China News Agency bureau chief) demonstrated that nothing occurred in the British Crown Colony beyond the ken of Peking. He inquired at our consulate about the time of my departure so that he could come to the airport to see us off. As indeed he did.


On the afternoon of February 15, 1973, we arrived in Peking for my fifth journey to the Middle Kingdom. By now Peking had become familiar. There was a warmth to our welcome that the settlement of the Vietnam war had clearly released. The Chinese felt free of the constraints imposed by the need to show solidarity with an embattled North Vietnamese ally. Our hosts stood at the bottom of the steps and applauded as my colleagues and I disembarked from the aircraft. We were immediately whisked off along the wide boulevards of Peking to the state guest house that served as our residence, where for the first time the military guards stood at attention and saluted as we passed through the gates. From then on military honors were shown wherever guards were stationed, including at the Great Hall of the People.


Soon after my arrival Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai came to the guest house to ask each of us what he could do to make us more comfortable. Though the Chinese are less formal than the Japanese, their sense of propriety is as subtle and highly developed. The correct answer to the query is “nothing,” since it certifies that Chinese hospitality has not been found wanting. If a comment is unavoidable it is best to ask for something the Chinese could not possibly have thought of by themselves. One of my secretaries, whose necessity to respond to the Chinese Premier was not obvious, replied that she wanted a Peking duck dinner — something that had been served as a matter of course on each previous visit. She had a profound impact. Peking duck was not offered again on any of my subsequent visits while I was in office — a little lesson that the Chinese need no instruction in the self-evident!


This little contretemps of protocol aside, the Chinese did us the greatest kindness imaginable. On the evening set aside for a cultural performance they spared us the presentation of one of the revolutionary operas whose stupefying simplemindedness one could escape only by a discreet doze. (This required that to avoid embarrassment one came to just before the lights went on after the final curtain. I am told that West German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt, having opened his belt to be more comfortable, once missed this deadline, awakened only when the applause was well started, and had trouble hitching up his trousers and applauding at the same time.)


On this occasion the cultural program consisted of classical music, both Western and Chinese, performed by the Peking City Orchestra, newly revived after the Cultural Revolution. They attempted — if I may use the word — the Sixth Symphony of Beethoven. Not even my affection for things Chinese can induce me to report that the Chinese musicians were in their element when attempting the Pastoral Symphony after the destructive interruption of the Cultural Revolution; indeed, there were moments when I was not clear exactly what was being played or from which direction on the page. But the symbolism was what mattered: Zhou Enlai intended to modernize, that is, to throw off the shackles of China’s recent past and to adapt his country not only to Western technology but also to an awareness of the Western culture that had spawned it. (He was premature. A year later the revolutionary opera had been reinstated; Zhou Enlai was mortally ill; and little more was heard of modernization and opening to the West until after Chairman Mao’s death.)


Zhou, as always, was electric, quick, taut, deft, humorous. He greeted me warmly, his expressive face reflecting the fact that he needed no interpreter. (He nevertheless continued to insist on a Chinese translation, gaining an unneeded advantage in hearing my remarks twice and so having twice as much time to think up his reply.) His grasp of international realities was masterly. In the nineteen months since we had come to know each other, Zhou and I had developed an easy camaraderie not untinged with affection:


I think that the Prime Minister [I said early in our first talk] notices that I am especially inhibited in his presence right now.


ZHOU ENLAI: Why?


DR. KISSINGER: Because I read his remark to the press that I am the only man who can talk to him for a half hour without saying anything.


ZHOU ENLAI: I think I said one hour and a half.


The friendly banter indicated that with the peace in Vietnam signed, China could accelerate its move toward us without embarrassment. The growing warmth of Sino-American relations was surely not uninfluenced by Soviet military dispositions. The number of Soviet divisions on the Chinese border had grown from twenty-one in 1969, to thirty-three in 1971, to forty-five in 1973. A common danger clears the mind of trivialities; a further advance in our relations was clearly desirable to demonstrate that we had an interest in China’s territorial integrity. In our exchanges before my trip I had suggested as agenda items “the normalization of relations, the current world situation, and future policies in South and Southeast Asia in the postwar period.” Even this was not broad enough for Zhou. He replied that “other subjects of mutual interest can also be discussed.” It was soon apparent what this other subject was: the establishment of diplomatic offices in each other’s capital.


We had come a long way since the Sino-Soviet border clashes of 1969 had first alerted us to the desirability of restoring contact with Peking. More than a year and a half had been spent in finding an intermediary whom both sides trusted. We thought Peking might prefer a Communist country as a channel; we chose Romania. It turned out that the Chinese were too wary of Soviet penetration of Eastern European Communist parties. In time the significant messages reached us through Pakistan, the only country in the world allied with both the United States and China.


During my secret trip to Peking in July 1971, we reestablished direct communication and decided on a Presidential trip to China. But both sides were still too cautious to share their international assessments. On my second visit, in October 1971, under the pretext of preparing for President Nixon’s trip, Zhou Enlai and I began an intimate dialogue on major world issues. Not the least paradox in this effort to achieve a joint foreign policy analysis was that Peking had no legal status as far as the United States was concerned. Legally Washington still recognized the Republic of China on Taiwan as the government of China; we had a mutual defense treaty with Taiwan, and American military forces were still stationed there, on what the People’s Republic considered its own territory. But Peking had brought us into play despite this affront to its legitimacy to counterbalance the Soviet threat on its northern borders. In light of that threat from the Soviet Union, Peking chose to ignore the insult. In the Shanghai Communiqué at the end of Nixon’s visit in February 1972, we and the Chinese agreed on a carefully crafted formulation that accepted the principle of one China but left the resolution to the future. For the time being these differences over Taiwan were being subordinated to what was stated in the Shanghai Communiqué as the common goal of opposing the hegemonic aims of others in Asia. Only one country qualified for this mischievous role: the Soviet Union. In plain language, China and the United States agreed on the need for parallel policies toward the world balance of power.


The visit in February 1973, a year after Nixon’s historic journey, began under auspicious circumstances. Not only was Vietnam behind us, but with Nixon just reelected by a landslide, the Chinese felt they could count on dealing with a strong leader for four years. Taiwan did not detain us long. I pointed out that — as we had indicated in the Shanghai Communiqué — with the end of the war in Vietnam the forces supporting our effort there would be withdrawn. Zhou commented that China had no intention of liberating Taiwan by force “at this time.” With this both sides decided to leave well enough alone and turn to global — which to Zhou meant Soviet — affairs, reviewing events with a frankness rarely practiced even by close allies.


To Zhou, China’s conflict with the Soviet Union was both ineradicable and beyond its capacity to manage by itself. One of the ironies of relations among Communist countries is that Communist ideology, which always claimed that it would end international conflict, has in fact made it intractable. In systems based on infallible truth there can be only one authorized interpretation; a rival claim to represent true orthodoxy is a mortal challenge. On this level, the dispute between Moscow and Peking was over who controlled the liturgy that would inspire the political orientation of Communist and radical parties around the world. This dimension of the conflict could be resolved only by the willing subordination of one to the other, which was impossible; or the victory of one over the other, which in Peking’s view was precisely Moscow’s aim.


At the same time the conflict between the Soviet Union and China transcended ideology; it was primeval. The two tremendous continental countries shared a frontier of 4,000 miles in a vast arc from the frozen tundras of Siberia to the stark deserts of Central Asia. The border ran erratically through the cradle of conquerors of both of them — at times called Huns, Mongols, Kazakhs — dividing sovereignty in huge areas without regard to race or language; the peoples straddling the line generally spoke the same native tongue, different from either Russian or Chinese, thus magnifying the insecurity and potential hostility of both regimes. In this ill-defined vastness sovereignty in the contemporary sense is a new phenomenon; borders have swayed back and forth throughout history with the ambition and power of the contending parties. Much of Central Asia was appropriated by the tsars only in the nineteenth century and was now governed by the new rulers in the Kremlin who have rejected the entire legacy of their predecessors except their conquests. All this alone would have doomed China and Russia to reciprocal paranoia. The superimposition of ideological conflict and personal jealousies turned inherent rivalry into obsession.


No Soviet leader could overlook the demographic realities. Close to a billion Chinese were pressing against a frontier that their government officially did not recognize — in Chinese high school textbooks large areas of Siberia are shown as Chinese — confronting a mere thirty million Russians in a barren Siberia so forbidding to the Soviet nationalities that throughout history it has had to be forcibly colonized by convict labor. In 1974, when I visited Vladivostok, after having been to Tokyo, Osaka, and Seoul, I noted with a start of surprise that this was not a teeming Asian city but a provincial European one; in fact it was geographically closer to Honolulu than to Leningrad and much nearer to Peking than to Moscow. I began to understand how the sense of isolation and foreboding engenders near-hysteria in Soviet leaders brooding on China.


Similarly, no Chinese leader could ignore the strategic realities. The vast increase of Soviet military forces along the Chinese frontier since 1969, backed by a sophisticated arsenal of weapons of mass destruction, hardly bespoke an intention to conciliate. The encounter between the Soviet Union and China was the stuff of an enduring geopolitical contest.


No negotiation would be able to remove the Soviet military preponderance, which might last for decades, nor the Chinese demographic edge, which would last forever. Even were Soviet forces “thinned out” as part of some hypothetical deal, they could always return in a matter of weeks. And no “compromise” of Chinese boundary claims could alter the fact that sometime in the next generation the disparity between Soviet and Chinese power in Asia would first narrow and then tilt the other way; from then on, Siberia’s future would increasingly depend on Peking’s goodwill, which no Chinese government could ensure for eternity. To be sure, clumsy American diplomacy or demonstrations of our impotence might drive China and the Soviet Union together. But whatever pattern of coexistence developed, it would not likely be perceived as natural or become permanent — though it could last long enough to damage us grievously.


The Chinese leaders, who were among the shrewdest analysts of international affairs that I have encountered, understood these realities very well indeed. They saw no possibility of compromise with the Soviet Union that was not debilitating. In their view the minimum aim of Chinese statecraft had to be that no other major country would combine with the Soviets; better yet would be to convince such countries to add their strength to the Chinese side. From their experience with foreigners, they could not exclude that others might settle their differences over the prostrate body of China; indeed, during my secret visit in 1971, Zhou had specifically mentioned the possibility that Europe, the Soviet Union, Japan, and we might decide to carve China up again, though he professed indifference to ambitions that he was confident of defeating. The attitude was characteristic: China sought its safety in a reputation of ferocious intractability, in creating an impression, probably accurate, that it would defend its honor and integrity at any cost. It acted as if the smallest concession would start it down a slippery slope and hence had to be resisted as fiercely as an overt challenge to the national survival. China identified security with isolating the Soviet Union, and with adding the greatest possible weight to its side of the scale — which meant a rapid rapprochement with the United States.


The single-mindedness of the Chinese leaders eased our opening to Peking; it also complicated our relationship thereafter. For the parallel commitments to the strategic objective of containment of the Soviet Union did not preclude differences in style, in tactics, and even in perception. For China, ideological intransigence was a method of domestic control as well as a weapon to discourage outside pressures; foreign policy and domestic needs coincided. But we, having just emerged from a divisive war in Vietnam — in which the dedication to peace of America’s leadership had been the key domestic issue — could not afford to be perceived as courting confrontation. The Nixon Administration was determined to run what military risks were necessary to prevent Soviet expansionism. However, we could sustain this course at home and with our allies in Europe and Japan only by the demonstration that we had made every honorable effort to avoid confrontation. Nor were we free of the hope, however fragile, that the stabilization of US–Soviet relations achieved in 1972 might in time lead to a more positive era characterized by balance in armaments and restraint in behavior. We could never forget that those nations possessing weapons capable of destroying mankind have a moral obligation to coexist on this planet. American tactics were therefore necessarily more complex, more supple, less frontal than China’s — “shadowboxing,” Mao called it sarcastically in a later conversation.


Then there was a difference in the Chinese and American approaches to international relations. China’s was in the great classical tradition of European statesmanship. The Chinese Communist leaders coldly and unemotionally assessed the requirements of the balance of power little influenced by ideology or sentiment. They were scientists of equilibrium, artists of relativity. They understood that the balance of power involved forces in constant flux that had to be continually adjusted to changing circumstances. Only one principle was inviolate: No nation could be permitted to be preeminent, however fleetingly, over the combination of forces that could be arrayed against it, for in that fleeting moment of neglect independence and identity could be irrevocably lost. China would not risk its survival on the goodwill of a dominant power; it would act against potential danger, considering it an abdication of leadership to permit a possible opponent to amass overwhelming strength.


But the United States possessed neither the conceptual nor the historical framework for so cold-blooded a policy. The many different strands that make up American thinking on foreign policy have so far proved inhospitable to an approach based on the calculation of the national interest and relationships of power. Americans are comfortable with an idealistic tradition that espouses great causes, such as making the world safe for democracy, or human rights. American pragmatism calls for the management of “trouble spots” as they arise, “on their merits,” which is another way of waiting for events — the exact opposite of the Chinese approach. There is a tradition of equating international conflicts with legal disputes and invoking juridical mechanisms for their resolution, a view considered naive by the Chinese, who treat international law as the reflection and not the origin of the global equilibrium. The legacy of America’s historical invulnerability makes us profoundly uncomfortable with the notion of the balance of power, and with its corollary that encroachments must be dealt with early (when they do not appear so clearly dangerous) lest they accumulate a momentum stoppable only by horrendous exertions, if at all. We in the Nixon Administration felt that our challenge was to educate the American people in the requirements of the balance of power. This implied a diplomacy in which our weight had to be available to the weaker side even in a conflict among Communist states whose domestic practices we deplored. This meant that we had an interest in preventing a Soviet assault on China and resisting it if it occurred.


But even if we succeeded in bringing our public along in this intellectual leap, Chinese and American interests and perspectives were different enough to require careful consultation to avoid needless irritations. Moscow’s ideological hostility toward America had a long history; every Leninist textbook had defined us as anathema. At the same time Soviet ideology dictated no particular schedule for our downfall; it could be adjusted to the expediencies of the moment. While our peril was therefore as inexorable as China’s, it was more long-term. The United States in 1973 was still militarily more powerful than the USSR and would remain so in mobilizable strength for the indefinite future.


The United States therefore had a margin for maneuver unavailable to China. The Soviet Union was likely to recoil before confrontations with us, if we could only convey our determination sufficiently clearly; nor were we likely to be given ultimatums. A Soviet Union confined to its national territory posed no unmanageable threat to the United States. The danger to us was that the rate of Soviet armament would fuel Soviet global adventurism against others. Unlike the Chinese, we had it in our unaided power to match Soviet arms and to thwart Soviet adventures. With our superior productive capacity, and that of our allies, we would be able to outproduce the Soviets, and if we understood our interests — in light of recent events, not a small qualification — we possessed the means to contain aggressive moves. The United States therefore had the option of playing for time to see what modifications the Soviet system might undergo if it were firmly blocked and as it dealt with its inherent stresses.


Peking did not enjoy this luxury; it was far more immediately threatened. Its greatest peril would arise, ironically, when it had settled its own internal schisms and began to grow economically at a steady rate. This would face the Soviet Union with the prospect that at some clearly predictable point China would become an unmanageable obstacle, especially in conjunction with the other countries Moscow was driving into an adversary status. Whenever Chinese growth appeared self-sustaining the Kremlin would be sorely tempted toward a preemptive attack, unless China was prepared to make drastic concessions to the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union needed no growth in its military capabilities to attack China even if (in 1973) it was not yet strong enough to take on the West. The Chinese leaders could pretend otherwise; they had to put up a bold front; their argument that Moscow was simply feinting in the East to assault the West was a good bargaining pose. But they were much too shrewd to underestimate their danger; their actions contradicted their pronouncements (which in any event were not put forward with much persistence). Thus whatever our motive for negotiating with the Soviets, however sophisticated our explanations, Peking could see no advantage in deferring a showdown, which it saw as inevitable and which it could not really avert by its own action unless it was prepared to condemn itself to permanent weakness.


For Peking there was no benefit and some risk in America’s dealings with Moscow. Even if the Chinese had some personal confidence in Nixon and me as his representative, they could not be certain how our successors would use the freedom of maneuver we had gained between the Communist capitals. And in any event no serious statesman of equilibrium rests his country’s security on personal trust in individuals. From the Chinese point of view, the worse US–Soviet relations were, the less China needed to worry about its strategic nightmare of a US–Soviet condominium; the better would be China’s bargaining position with respect to both superpowers.


These theoretical considerations became especially relevant for Peking after the end of the war in Vietnam. So long as Hanoi was being armed by the Kremlin in a bitter war with the United States there was an inherent limit to the rapprochement possible between Moscow and Washington. And periodically America would take some drastic action in Indochina that forced the Soviets to respond if only by slowing down its diplomacy with us. Zhou Enlai, who was a great diplomat, was not a bit unhappy that the war in Vietnam restricted our options. By the same token its end had the opposite effect: America’s options would be increased; they were in fact greater than Peking’s. We would be closer to both Moscow and Peking than they were to each other — an irritating state of affairs to a country that for centuries had masterfully manipulated the rivalries of what it considered barbarians.


Zhou was far too intelligent to make the Chinese dilemma explicit. He understood that if the United States and China could articulate parallel analyses of the world situation, compatible actions would follow automatically, while if we failed to do so, verbal assurances meant little. And so Zhou and I spent long hours comparing our assessments in a detail impossible between countries having a great deal of day-to-day business to conduct and with a candor that was our best guarantee to bridge the difference in perspective.


Zhou raised his concerns elliptically in the form of questions: Would we emphasize containment even in Asia? Or would we seek our security in the mutual exhaustion of the two Communist giants? With the war in Vietnam over, were we prepared to face Soviet expansionism head-on? Or was the West going to try to conciliate the Soviets in the desire to “push the ill waters of the Soviet Union . . . eastward” — that is, to encourage or at least acquiesce in its threats against China?


Zhou’s dilemma, in truth, was somewhat different from the way he posed it. Idealistic Americans, and even those who were fervent anti-Communists, were unlikely to be capable of cynically and deliberately embroiling China with the Soviet Union. At the same time, American leaders such as Nixon, who basically accepted the principles of equilibrium, might not be able to implement their conviction that the United States had a vital stake in preventing the dismemberment or humiliation of China — even though it was not an ally, had recently been an enemy, and showed no prospect of becoming a democracy.


As far as Nixon and I were concerned, diplomacy toward Moscow would always be bounded by a firm perception of the American national interest, which in our view included the territorial integrity of China. Should the Soviet Union succeed in reducing China to impotence, the impact on the world balance of power would be scarcely less catastrophic than a Soviet conquest of Europe. Once it was clear that America was unable to prevent major aggression in Asia, Japan would begin to dissociate from us. Faced with a Soviet colossus free to concentrate entirely on the West, Europe would lose confidence and all its neutralist tendencies would accelerate. Southeast Asia, too, would bend to the dominant trend; the radical forces in the Middle East, South Asia, Africa, and even the Americas would gain the upper hand. Thus we could not possibly wish to encourage a Soviet assault on China. We would have, in my view, no choice except to help China resist.


But I also knew that in the early 1970s such a proposition was as yet unfamiliar and uncongenial to most public and leadership opinion in America. Thus it was crucial, first, to strengthen the tangible links between our two countries.


I put these considerations before Zhou Enlai in one of the most candid and comprehensive accounts of our foreign policy that I ever made to any foreign leader. I stressed to the Chinese Premier that Nixon and I had no illusions about Soviet motives, and that China should not be misled by the tactical maneuvers that our strategy sometimes required:


[T]here are two theoretical possibilities. One is [that the Soviet leaders] genuinely want to bring about a relaxation of tensions in the world. If that is true, it is in our common interest. . . .


The second possibility is, and the evidence seems to point more in that direction, that the Soviet Union has decided that it should pursue a more flexible strategy for the following objectives: to demoralize Western Europe by creating the illusion of peace; to use American technology to overcome the imbalance between its military and economic capability; to make it more difficult for the US to maintain its military capability by creating an atmosphere of détente and isolate those adversaries who are not fooled by this relaxation policy


[“Such as China,” interrupted Zhou.


[“I was trying to be delicate,” I replied and continued:]


Now what is our strategy? . . . We believe that the second interpretation of Soviet intentions is by far the most probable one. Now first, very candidly, as you must know from your own reports, we have had a very difficult period domestically as a result of the war in Vietnam. So on many occasions we have had to maneuver rather than to have a frontal confrontation. But now [that] the war in Vietnam has ended, especially if the settlement does not turn into a constant source of conflict for the US, we can return to the fundamental problems of our foreign policy. Even during this period, which the Prime Minister must have noticed, we have always reacted with extreme violence to direct challenges by the Soviet Union. . . .


[W]hat is our strategy? First we had to rally our own people by some conspicuous successes in foreign policy, to establish a reputation for thoughtful action. Secondly, we had to end the Vietnam war under conditions that were not considered an American disgrace. Thirdly, we want to modernize our military establishment, particularly in the strategic forces. . . . [Fourthly,] ultimately we want to maneuver the Soviet Union into a position where it clearly is the provocateur. Fifthly, we have to get our people used to some propositions that are entirely new to them.


The “new propositions” were that the United States had a vital national interest in the global balance of power in general and in China’s territorial integrity in particular, and that we might have to resist challenges even when there was no legal obligation to do so.


At the same time, my discussion of American policy sought to make clear that China and the United States would have to pursue their parallel strategies with the tactics suited to their respective circumstances. As I have said, America had no interest in a policy of unremitting, undifferentiated confrontation with the USSR as China undoubtedly preferred. We saw no need to become a card that Peking could play. China had to be able to count on American support against direct Soviet pressures threatening its independence or territorial integrity; it must not be permitted to maneuver us into unnecessary showdowns. Complex as it might be to execute such a tactic, it was always better for us to be closer to either Moscow or Peking than either was to the other — except in the limiting case of a Soviet attack on China.


By the same token we had to resist the temptation of playing the China card in our turn. To strengthen ties with China as a device to needle the Soviet Union would run the dual risk of tempting a Soviet preemptive attack on China — inviting the very disaster we sought to avoid — and of giving Peking the unnerving impression that, just as we tightened our bonds to respond to Soviet intransigence, we might relax them in response to Soviet conciliation. China would be transformed from a weight in the scale into an object of bargaining — an approach quite incompatible with the necessities that brought about the rapprochement in the first place,


I stressed that despite Chinese reservations we would pursue negotiations with Moscow that we considered in the common interest. But we would give Peking advance information; we would take seriously Chinese views; we would make no agreements aimed against China. We were prepared to make three types of agreements with the USSR, I said: those that eased tensions in danger spots such as Berlin, where we thought the overall benefit was on our side; those that were in the mutual and general interest, such as the recent limitations on strategic arms; and those that were technically useful but of no major political significance one way or another, such as cultural and scientific exchanges, and trade (within strict strategic controls and subject to political conditions).


The Chinese Premier, who did not miss a trick, interrupted me: “But it can also be said that this is consistent with the Soviet policy which is meant to lull, to demoralize Western Europe.”


“I admit,” I replied, “both sides are gambling on certain trends. The Soviet Union believes that it can demoralize Western Europe and paralyze us. We believe . . . that through this policy we are gaining the freedom of maneuver we need to resist in those places which are the most likely points of attack or pressure.”


Zhou Enlai for his part had no doubt. He called on us to take the lead in organizing an anti-Soviet coalition. It should stretch from Japan through China, Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey to Western Europe. The concept was correct, but it could not be implemented through exhortation alone. Nixon and I agreed on the importance of Turkey, Pakistan, and Iran — but the next five years would reveal how little domestic support there was in America for viewing key allies in terms of the world balance of power. (In 1974 the Congress legislated an arms embargo against our Turkish allies. Aid to Pakistan foundered on Congressional opposition and public indifference, while Iran collapsed with a new administration standing impotently on the sidelines.) And Europe and Japan would require more delicate ministration, as they were to prove resistant to Chinese as well as American advice on many crucial issues of the global balance. Nevertheless, American conservatives would have found much in common with the analysis of world affairs put forward by the Chinese Communist Premier. He derided the very thought of negotiating with the Soviet Union. In his view the expansionist tendencies of the Soviet system were immutable; negotiations could lead only to confusion. Whatever America did, China’s role would be to expose Soviet motivation and thus provide an intellectual framework for concerted opposition.


It was a difficult passage to navigate, all the more so as Zhou Enlai had unerringly identified the ambiguity of our policy. On the one hand, we needed flexibility to ensure that the United States was not paralyzed by public or allied pressures denouncing it as the cause of tensions. But it was also true that détente could, as Zhou pointed out, lull the West, free the Soviet rear for pressure on China, and undermine the general will to resist. What was the greater risk? The question was never finally resolved either in our dialogue with the Chinese leaders or in our domestic debate because Watergate was soon to impose its own imperatives.


Tour d’ Horizon


FROM these perspectives — similar premises, differing circumstances, parallel strategies — Zhou Enlai and I surveyed the international situation. Since his paramount goal was the containment of Soviet power, the old revolutionary supported anything that enhanced the cohesion and strength of the non-Communist world regardless of the ideology the key countries represented.


In the nineteen months since my first visit, for example, Zhou had done a complete turnabout with respect to Japan. Then, as I have noted, he had described Japan as a potentially aggressive nation that might join with others to carve up China. He had accused us of deliberately reviving Japanese militarism; both privately and publicly he castigated the US–Japanese Security Treaty.1 By February 1973, although Zhou still uttered a formalistic warning about Japanese militarism, in practice he treated Japan as an incipient ally. (China and Japan had restored diplomatic relations, encouraged by us, when Japanese Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka visited China in September 1972.) Zhou Enlai now acknowledged that Japan’s ties to the United States braked militarist tendencies in Japan and gave Japan an indispensable sense of security. He asked me to note that Peking had ceased its attacks on the Security Treaty; indeed, China now urged the closest cooperation between the United States and Japan. Chairman Mao would later offer the friendly advice that to preserve Japan’s dignity I should never visit Peking without also stopping in Tokyo. We had already decided that this was imperative. By the time I left office I had visited Tokyo more frequently than any other major capital.


Western Europe was seen in precisely the same context; the discussions were a primer on containment of the Soviet Union. Since Europe had been my field of study for twenty years and I knew many of its leaders, Zhou peppered me with questions about European politics, policies, and personalities. A number of Western European leaders had recently been invited to Peking to be lectured (to their amazement) about the importance of European unity, Atlantic cohesion, and a strong NATO defense. Later on I came to refer to China only half-jokingly as one of our better NATO allies.


Zhou, the student of balance of power, had difficulty coming to grips with European attitudes substantially at variance with his recollections of the Twenties. He could not understand why Europe was so reluctant to transform its economic strength into military power, or why a continent capable of defending itself would insist on relying on a distant ally. It was clear that China, if it had comparable resources, would not accept a similar dependency. Because Zhou judged Europe economically strong, militarily weak, and psychologically uncertain, he urged us to get our priorities straight. Transatlantic trade disputes, he insisted, must not be permitted to get in the way of defense cooperation against the Soviet Union. American policy in Europe had to be wise enough, Zhou argued, to distinguish between form and substance, between healthy assertions of independence and unreliable submissiveness. We needed to be especially solicitous of French President Georges Pompidou, he said; French claims to independence might irritate us but we should never forget that France was conducting the strongest foreign policy in Europe, which inevitably enhanced Western security. However annoying French tactics might prove from time to time, Zhou emphasized, we must never forget that a strong France also restrained German temptations toward Moscow. For Zhou shared the view of several of West Germany’s allies that Chancellor Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik (his Eastern treaties with the Soviet Union, East Germany, and Poland) contained the risk that what started as gestures of reconciliation would turn into a free-wheeling German nationalism that might demoralize Europe.


Zhou Enlai had high regard for the British Prime Minister, Edward Heath. The subject of Heath gave Zhou an opportunity for a homily on the general Chinese preference for conservative leaders over socialist ones; they were less likely to be taken in by Soviet blandishments and faced fewer internal pressures in supporting a strong defense. In fact, Zhou suspected that Europe, especially, might be tempted to channel Moscow’s “ill waters” toward the East. The Chinese clearly looked to the United States to prevent this danger, though how we might do so if they truly suspected us of the same tendency they never explained.


Once the common interest in containing Soviet power was firmly established, Indochina appeared in a different light. Zhou understood that if the Paris Agreement came apart, one of two unfavorable scenarios would unfold: Either the war would resume, and with it the Chinese dilemma of having to run risks in its relations with us on behalf of North Vietnam, a country that it profoundly distrusted. Or, even worse from Peking’s point of view, Hanoi would achieve hegemony in Indochina without a fight, discredit the United States internationally as a paper tiger, and create on China’s southern border a powerful Vietnamese state, with a long tradition of anti-Chinese feeling, dependent for its military supplies entirely on the Soviet Union.


The fact was that in Indochina, American and Chinese interests were nearly parallel. A unified Communist Vietnam dominant in Indochina was a strategic nightmare for China even if ideology prevented reality from being explicitly stated. Zhou Enlai was therefore sincere when he protested his commitment to the strict implementation of the Paris Agreement, for its result if successful would be to deny Hanoi hegemony and to buffer it with three independent states, Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. Interestingly enough, he had always urged a ceasefire much like what we had achieved, the implication of which inevitably would permit the South Vietnamese government to survive. Unlike many of our domestic opponents, he never pressed us to overthrow Thieu and to install Hanoi’s puppet regime.


On Laos and Cambodia, Zhou began with his favorite device for dissociating from Hanoi, well tested in the crises of 1972. He disclaimed any special knowledge of events in these two countries — an unlikely proposition considering the meticulousness of Chinese preparation for meetings with American leaders and their historical relationship to Indochina. But the fiction permitted him to escape into ambiguity where he did not want to make his differences with Hanoi explicit. As it turned out, Zhou’s emphasis was practical. In Laos, Zhou hoped that the peace negotiations between the Royal Laotian Government and the Pathet Lao would prosper and result in a truly neutral coalition; China would welcome an early cease-fire. He spoke highly of the Laotian King Savang Vatthana (“a patriot and honest”) — not one of Hanoi’s favorites — and supported the legitimacy of neutralist Premier Souvanna Phouma. In other words, China favored what we did in Laos: a neutral, peaceful, non-Communist regime independent of Hanoi.


Zhou also lifted a corner of the veil that had mystified us about one of China’s strangest projects during the Vietnam war. For nearly a decade Chinese troops had been building a road in northern Laos through the forbidding mountains and jungles bordering the two countries. Up to 20,000 Chinese soldiers, protected by Chinese antiaircraft batteries, had been engaged in this project on the territory of another sovereign state. Souvanna often asserted to us that it was done against Laotian wishes; the Chinese claimed it was authorized by prior agreement. I was never able to disentangle the legal claims. Souvanna refused to state publicly that the road was unauthorized; whether out of fear or because he knew something he was reluctant to affirm, it was impossible to tell. Peking refused to substantiate its claim of Lao approval; again, we could not know whether because it wished to grant us no status to inquire into its activities close to its borders or because no unambiguous proof existed.


By February 1973, at any rate, the legal basis for Chinese road-building in Laos interested us much less than its strategic purpose. And on this subject Zhou was elliptically clear. For most of the war we had thought the road was intended to supply the Hanoi-controlled Pathet Lao. We had occasionally made plans — never carried out — to bomb it. Only gradually did it dawn on us that no supplies ever came down the road and that it sat on the flank of the advancing North Vietnamese. I put forward my theory through the device of telling Zhou of Thai fears that the road might be aimed at them. He replied that China was interested in good relations with Bangkok; road construction would continue, but the road would end well before the Thai border. If that was the case, the only purpose of the road could be to contain and if necessary to threaten Hanoi. For all the years of the Vietnam war, Peking had been building a foothold in Laos on the flank of the advancing North Vietnamese to counteract the possible domination of its presumed ally over all Indochina!


China’s emerging split with Hanoi became even clearer when we turned to Cambodia. China’s official position was similar to Hanoi’s: support for the Communist insurgency formally headed by Prince Norodom Sihanouk. But there the similarity ended. Hanoi treated Sihanouk as a barely tolerated appendage to the Communist Khmer Rouge; Zhou gave the Prince pride of place. Hence Zhou did not — indeed, could not — adopt the peremptory insistence of Pham Van Dong and Le Duc Tho that we overthrow the Lon Nol government in Phnom Penh. Zhou was too familiar with Cambodian conditions not to grasp that Sihanouk’s balancing act depended on the continued existence of two contending forces to be balanced. It was only natural for Zhou to say:


I do not mean that the forces that he [Lon Nol] represents do not count. . . . We understand our respective orientations. Because it is impossible for Cambodia to become completely red now. If that were attempted, it would result in even greater problems.


It was astonishing for a leader of the country that considered itself the fount of revolution to state that the complete communization of a country might magnify its problems. But it was the truth. Complete communization would render Sihanouk irrelevant, demoralize Saigon, and virtually hand Indochina to Hanoi.


Zhou’s attitude suggested that we might yet reach a practical agreement. If the forces represented by Lon Nol could survive a settlement, there was something to talk about. If our basic precondition — that those who had relied on us not be turned over to Communist rule — was met, Sihanouk might well emerge in an important, perhaps decisive, role as a link between contending forces and as their balancer. I therefore proposed an immediate meeting between a representative of Lon Nol’s government and Sihanouk’s Prime Minister Penn Nouth to negotiate a coalition structure. We would not insist, I said, that Lon Nol himself participate in such a government so long as the forces he led were represented.


Zhou replied that Cambodia was a complicated problem. It was not simply a civil war, he said; outside forces (meaning the North Vietnamese) were deeply engaged. There were also many factions in the Sihanouk-led insurgent movement with different points of view (meaning that some — the Khmer Rouge — rejected any compromise). Not every element of the insurgency agreed to the central role for Sihanouk I had outlined (meaning that the Khmer Rouge wished to use him as a figurehead at best). Still, Zhou said he would pass our ideas to the interested parties, primarily Sihanouk, “in our [China’s] wording” — meaning that in conveying our position (flatly rejected by Hanoi’s leaders only a few days before) he would identify himself with it to a degree. After consulting with the parties, Zhou said, he would be in touch with us again. For the first time, China was approaching an active role in Indochinese peace negotiations.


There was every reason to do so. For China’s interest in Cambodia, so oddly parallel to our own, was much more urgent. What was involved for us in holding Hanoi to the Paris Agreement was above all our global credibility. What was involved for China was an issue of national security, the emergence at its southern border of a well-armed major power of close to fifty million people and a fanatic leadership allied with the Soviet Union. Cambodia in that sense was the linchpin of Indochina; its collapse spelled the disintegration of South Vietnam and hence hegemony for Hanoi. Zhou’s major concern, therefore, was less for a Khmer Rouge victory than for a structure that would best guarantee Cambodian independence and neutrality. He understood that we had a common problem: how to transcend the passions of the Cambodian parties lest in their fratricidal hatred they destroyed each other and all hope for the survival of their country.


We agreed on the objective, Zhou said. The question was how to accomplish it. I used the occasion to remind Zhou why a decent outcome was important to the United States, in the common interest, for reasons transcending Indochina:


[P]recipitate American withdrawal from Southeast Asia would be a disaster. . . . The most difficult task which President Nixon has in his second term is to maintain an American responsibility for the world balance of power, or for an anti-hegemonial policy by the United States. Therefore it is not desirable for the United States to be conducting policies which will support the isolationist element in America.


Zhou did not contradict this statement; in the months to come he acted as if he agreed with it.


The Liaison Offices


AS our policies and China’s were beginning to move in parallel, our clumsy means of communication became inadequate. Lacking diplomatic relations (because of America’s recognition of Taiwan), we had communicated in two channels. Most of the day-to-day business had gone via Paris, where Peking’s Ambassador was Huang Zhen, a former general and veteran of the Long March and a member of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party. I knew him well as a colleague of many secret encounters. His counterpart was our Ambassador to France, Arthur Watson. But in the Nixon Administration, at least in Nixon’s first term, especially sensitive messages to key foreign governments were passed in special “backchannels” directly under the control of the White House. We created a backchannel to China through China’s mission to the United Nations in New York, headed since 1971 by the distinguished Huang Hua (who was later elevated to Foreign Minister).


Initially Peking stressed that it preferred the Paris channel. The UN mission was to be used only for emergencies — perhaps it did not want us to have the benefits of a Chinese embassy without diplomatic recognition. Soon the necessity of rapid communication and the importance of candid discussion had caused both sides to stretch the definition of “emergency” more and more widely. From November 1971 until May 1973, I traveled secretly to New York on a score of occasions for face-to-face meetings with Huang Hua, usually in a CIA-provided “safe house” in mid-Manhattan, a seedy apartment whose mirrored walls suggested less prosaic purposes.


But this romantic environment left much to be desired in diplomatic logistics. Furthermore, if our joint strategic assessment was correct, Peking and Washington needed to show in dramatic ways that the two nations were in fact drawing closer. From Peking’s point of view — and, properly understood, from ours as well — such public gestures signaled that the United States would not be indifferent to military pressure against China.


I had come to Peking in February 1973 with no clear-cut plan for increasing visible contacts. I had intended to propose some modest step, such as an American trade office in China; we remained convinced that Peking still did not want to open any office in Washington so long as Taiwan’s representatives were there. Unexpectedly, Zhou Enlai decided to make a major advance that amounted to establishing de facto diplomatic relations between our two countries. In the best Middle Kingdom tradition he maneuvered so that it appeared that the proposal had come from me. It was flattering and gave me a stake in what had been accomplished. It was only marginally true.


As we talked about bilateral relations, I mentioned the utility of a permanent point of contact. Zhou allowed himself to seem mildly interested. He asked me whether I had any idea how to implement it. Consular representation did not interest him; it was too technical. Neither did the idea of a trade office in any of its variations strike a spark. He obviously wanted to emphasize political and not commercial relationships. So I dusted off the idea of a liaison office, which had been prepared for Hanoi and peremptorily rejected there. We had not yet, in Pham Van Dong’s view, earned the privilege of permanent association and regularized harassment. Zhou perked up. I was neither very specific nor did I presume to offer reciprocity in Washington, so certain were we that Peking’s envoys would never appear where Taiwan’s representatives were established.


Zhou said he would “consider” my “proposal” of a liaison office. It was not clear to me that I had formally made it. The next day he “accepted” it. He added a subtle wrinkle, however. China would insist on reciprocity: a Chinese liaison office should be established in Washington as well. He was prepared to discuss technical arrangements immediately — thus proving that he had given our “proposal” more thought than we had. The liaison offices as envisaged by him were, as an observer has remarked, “embassies in all but name.”2 Their personnel would have diplomatic immunity; they would have their own secure communications; their chiefs would be treated as ambassadors and they would conduct all exchanges between the two governments. They would not become part of the official diplomatic corps, but this had its advantages since it permitted special treatment without offending the established protocol order.


At first the plan was for professional diplomats of middle rank to head the liaison offices. Upon reflection Nixon and I decided to appoint David K. E. Bruce, one of our ablest ambassadors and most distinguished public figures. He would symbolize the importance we attached to the assignment; we would trust him completely with our most sensitive information. He would not chafe at the absence of routine chores by which a lesser man might have judged the importance of the job. And he had the wisdom and experience to ensure the success of the essential business of the liaison office: to maintain the maximum degree of harmony in the respective perceptions of two capitals professing contradictory ideologies, evolving from diametrically opposite histories, and now united by comparable necessities.


Zhou Enlai reciprocated by designating Huang Zhen from Paris. I had come to like enormously this warm and sensitive man whose hobby was painting. Like all Chinese diplomats he was rigidly disciplined. Yet he always managed to convey the intangibles behind his instructions. He was masterly, especially during the most complicated part of the Vietnam negotiations, in conveying unimpaired Chinese goodwill without compromising his government with its fractious allies in Hanoi. He managed to instill trust even when we later had to go through some difficult periods caused by domestic pressures in both countries. Both sides demonstrated the importance they attached to the evolving relationship by sending their very best men to each other’s capital.


This was how we found a practical solution to the dilemma that our dispute over Taiwan prevented full normalization while our common concerns with the balance of power required regular and intimate political contact. The principle that formal diplomatic ties had to await an agreement over Taiwan remained intact. But the reality was that, when diplomatic relations were eventually established (on January 1, 1979), the event essentially consisted of changing the signs on the gates of the Liaison Offices to read “Embassy.” In less than two years we had advanced from tentative handwritten notes sent through intermediaries to close political relations even more intimate than most countries with formal diplomatic ties enjoyed with Peking.


A Meeting with Mao


DURING his lifetime, Mao Zedong, Chairman of the Communist Party of China, was shrouded in mystery and reverence much as were the emperors whom he replaced. He lived in a modest house within the walls of the old imperial palace, the “Forbidden City.” His pronouncements were cited with awe by our Chinese hosts, who seemed able to read precise meanings into his most obscure observations. Even Premier Zhou Enlai insisted that all critical decisions came from Mao, and he sometimes recessed a meeting with me on the excuse of needing guidance from the Chairman. When he returned with pithy, fire-breathing revolutionary rhetoric, it was highly plausible that it came, as Zhou said, on the specific orders of Mao and reflected his thought. Whether Zhou intended this as a measure of dissociation from the Chairman or to add emphasis to his remarks, I was never quite sure.


Mao’s portrait was in those days everywhere in Peking; his calligraphy covered billboards and public buildings; his personal dominance of the polity he had created was all-encompassing. The emphasis on personality in a Marxist system that in theory asserted the predominant role of material factors and historical forces was astonishing. It was as if the titanic figure who had risen from humble origins to rule nearly a quarter of mankind did not trust the permanence of the ideology in whose name he had prevailed. Challenging the gods, he sought immortality in the adoration of those vast millions who had endured the passage of so many conquerors, who had absorbed so much forced transformation only to transcend events by their endurance, their practicality, and their pervasive humanity.


And Mao sensed the ephemerality of this acclaim; sycophancy was the device of the least trustworthy. Dreading the fate of the Emperor Qin Shi Huangdi, who had revolutionized China for twenty years only to sink into the oblivion reserved for those who presume to alter China’s elemental rhythms, Mao may have accelerated what he was so eager to avoid. By attempting to inflict upon his country the tour de force of a permanent revolution he also reawakened the historical Chinese yearning for continuity. The Chinese people have survived not by exaltation but by perseverance, not by spurts but by a steady pace. They have become great by a unique blend of culture, common sense, and self-discipline. Their greatest leaders find themselves assimilated sooner or later by this enduring mass of individualists who will suffer but not change their essential character and who understand, even when they cannot articulate, that in China ultimate stature goes to those who can reduce historic goals to the human scale. The Chinese people are talented but also skeptical, aspiring but also conscious that no one man’s intuition, however tremendous, can provide the answer to the dilemmas of history.


Thus by a remarkable irony the leader who seems to have survived in the hearts of his countrymen is not the epic giant who made the Chinese revolution but his much more anonymous disciple, Zhou Enlai, who worked unobtrusively to assure the continuity of life rather than the permanence of upheaval.


In February 1973, however, there was no question about who was preeminent. Mao towered above everyone. He rarely saw foreigners; almost without exception those were heads of state or the highest ranking Communist Party officials. I had met Mao once with Nixon’s entourage during the first Presidential visit in Peking. The summons had come suddenly, for there was never a formal appointment. This was partly because the Chairman’s frail health made it hazardous to predict when he would be in a condition to receive visitors. Design was likely involved as well, for remoteness enhances mystery and aloofness is an attribute of majesty. Not that Mao needed artifice to magnify his impact. I had been struck during his meeting with Nixon by the almost physical force of his authority. He had dominated the room as I have never seen any person do except Charles de Gaulle.


My summons this time came on February 17, when Zhou Enlai and I were meeting in the state guest house. It was around 11:00 at night, because Zhou liked to work late and we nearly always had a session after dinner. We met in the state guest house because Zhou made it a practice — despite the wide gap in our protocol rank — to call on me as often as I did on him. Suddenly the unfailing serenity of our interlocutors was ruffled by the appearance of Miss Wang Hairong, Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs. Reported to be a relative of Mao’s, with the look of an easily startled deer, she carried unobtrusiveness almost to the point of invisibility.


Now she placed a note before Zhou. He continued talking on Soviet motivations for another minute and then said: “I would like to let you know a new piece of news. Chairman Mao has invited you to a meeting. You can go with your colleague, Mr. Lord.” This neatly ruled out the rest of my party. It also gave Winston Lord an opportunity to appear for the first time in a picture with Mao; he had been present as note-taker at Nixon’s meeting with Mao in 1972, but we had asked the Chinese to delete him from the communiqué and to crop him from the picture in order to ease the offense to the State Department, none of whose officials attended.


One always went to see Mao in Chinese cars. And the Chinese never permitted American security men on these visits. We set off in Zhou’s battered old 1939-vintage automobile along the broad avenues leading from the state guest house to the center of town, which was almost completely deserted at this hour of the night. Before reaching Tien An Men Square and the Great Hall of the People, we turned off to the left through a traditional Chinese gate with red columns that interrupted a long vermilion wall paralleling the wide thoroughfare. The road took us past modest houses behind high, nondescript walls for another mile or so; it wound along a lake on one side and an occasional residence in the Soviet bureaucratic style on the other. Mao’s domicile was modest, like that of a middle functionary. We drove up to a covered portico; no special security precautions were visible. Inside, across a small sitting room and a wide hallway, was Mao standing in front of a semicircle of easy chairs covered with brown slipcovers. Books were everywhere: on the floor in front of Mao, on the little tables between the armrests, on bookcases that lined the wall.


Mao uttered a few pleasantries while Chinese cameramen took pictures. We learned later that the press treatment in the People’s Daily the next day was always a good barometer of the state of our relations. On this occasion in February 1973, the People’s Daily gave banner headlines to our meeting, with two front-page photographs; the lights were green for friendship.


The purpose of the meeting was to underline that friendship between the United States and China was to be consummated while Mao was still alive. Mao wasted no time in making this point. As we headed for the easy chairs and while the photographers were still in the room, he said: “I don’t look bad” (anticipating my thought, which indeed compared his appearance favorably with that when he had met Nixon just a year before), “but God has sent me an invitation.” Somehow it did not seem incongruous that the leader of the most populous atheistic state, the dialectician of materialism, should invoke the Deity. No being of lesser rank could presume to interrupt the Chairman’s labors. Even more striking was the matter-of-fact casualness with which Mao treated the imminent end of his rule and hinted at the urgency to complete whatever business required his personal attention.


As he had a year earlier with Nixon, Mao proceeded to engage me in a joshing Socratic dialogue that made its key points in seemingly spontaneous and accidental fashion. His observations seemed random but formed a pattern spelling out a series of directives for his subordinates. Mao drew a line under the past by one of his indirections. Both Presidents Harry Truman and Lyndon Johnson had died within the previous two months, he noted. With them the old China policy and the old Vietnam policy had been buried. In his mocking way, Mao challenged me: “At that time, you. . . . opposed us. We also opposed you. So we are two enemies.” He laughed.


“Two former enemies,” I replied.


That was not enough for Mao: “Now we call the relationship between ourselves a friendship,” he insisted.


And Mao immediately gave this commonplace significance by stressing one of the basic principles of Chinese statecraft: that maneuvering for petty advantage is shortsighted and that we should do nothing to undermine mutual confidence. “Let us not speak false words or engage in trickery,” he insisted. “We don’t steal your documents. You can deliberately leave them somewhere and try us out,” he joked, though he gave us no clue as to where we might carry out this test and how we might know that the Chinese had not taken advantage of it. There was no sense in running small risks, Mao was saying. And while he was at it he questioned the utility of big intelligence operations as well. Indeed, he considered intelligence services generally overrated. Once they knew what the political leaders wanted, their reports came in “as so many snowflakes.” But on really crucial matters they usually failed. The Chinese services had not known about Lin Biao’s plottingI nor about my desire to come, he said. He suspected that our intelligence agencies gave us the same problem.


In short, large goals required farsighted policies, not tactical maneuvering. The challenge before our two countries was to fashion joint action despite ideological differences. In this both sides must remain true to their principles while pursuing common objectives. Mao recalled with approval Nixon’s comment to him in 1972 that China and the United States in coming closer to each other were fulfilling their own necessities. Mao took the proposition a somewhat cynical step further by indicating that we would strengthen domestic support for our cooperation if we took occasional potshots at each other — just so long as we did not take our own pronouncements too seriously:


So long as the objectives are the same, we would not harm you nor would you harm us. . . . Actually it would be that sometime we want to criticize you for a while and you want to criticize us for a while. That, your President said, is the ideological influence. You say, “away with you Communists!” We say, “away with you imperialists!” Sometimes we say things like that. It would not do not to do that.


Mao Zedong, the father of China’s Communist revolution, who had convulsed his people in his effort to achieve doctrinal purity, went to great pains to show that slogans scrawled on every wall in China were meaningless, that in foreign policy national interests overrode ideological differences. Ideological slogans were a facade for considerations of balance of power. Each side would be expected to insist on its principles; but each had an obligation not to let them interfere with the imperatives of national interest — a classic definition of modern Machiavellianism. “I think both of us must be true to our principles,” I replied, getting into the spirit of things. “And in fact it would confuse the situation if we spoke the same language.”


In this almost jocular manner we reviewed the world situation until almost 1:30 in the morning. In Mao’s view the Soviet threat was real and growing. He warned against a fake détente that would sap resistance to Soviet expansionism and confuse the peoples of the West. The United States and Europe should resist the temptation to “push the ill waters eastward.” It was a futile strategy, for in time the West, too, would be engulfed. The United States and China must cooperate. This required institutionalizing our relationship. Setting up the liaison offices in each other’s capitals was a good decision. He urged an expansion of contacts and even trade, calling the present level “pitiful.”


In Mao’s view the United States would serve the common interest best by taking a leading role in world affairs, by which he meant constructing an anti-Soviet alliance. Long gone was the day when Peking denounced the American system of alliances as an imperialist device; in its current view they had become pillars of international security. American troops abroad, castigated for decades, were useful provided they were deployed intelligently. The Chairman criticized our military deployments in Asia only because in his view they reflected no strategic plan: They were “too scattered.” As had Zhou, Mao stressed the importance of close American cooperation also with Western Europe, Japan, Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey. We should build up our defenses and keep our eye on the fundamental (Soviet) challenge rather than squabble over short-term problems with our allies. He urged a strengthening of unity among the industrial democracies:


As for you, in Europe and Japan, we hope that you will cooperate with each other. As for some things it is all right to quarrel and bicker about, but fundamental cooperation is needed.


And yet for all his preoccupation with foreign policy, the Chairman could not avoid the obsession of his last years with Peking’s internal problems, which as so often in China’s history seemed to follow their own momentum. Repeatedly Mao warned me about the pressures on him from radicals, but he did it so allusively that my dense Occidental mind did not immediately follow his meaning. “You know China is a very poor country,” said Mao. “We don’t have much. What we have in excess is women.”


Thinking that Mao was joking, I replied in kind: “There are no quotas for those, or tariffs.”


“So if you want them we can give a few of those to you, some tens of thousands,” shot back Mao.


“Of course, on a voluntary basis,” interrupted Zhou.


“Let them go to your place,” Mao continued. “They will create disasters. That way you can lessen our burdens.” He laughed uproariously.


But Mao was not yet sure that I had got the point; he returned to the theme a few minutes later. “Do you want our Chinese women? . . . [W]e can let them flood your country with disaster and therefore impair your interests.” Since Americans were notoriously slow-witted, Mao returned to the theme yet again — by which time I understood he was making a point, though not yet what. Afterward, Winston Lord’s wife, Bette, explained it to me: that conditions in China were far from being as stable as they looked; that women — meaning Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, as leader of the radical faction — were stirring up China and challenging the prevailing policy.


Personalities were not, however, the heart of China’s domestic problem. What confronted Mao in his last days was the centuries-old dilemma of Chinese modernization. Historically, China has established its preeminence more frequently by the force of its example and its cultural superiority than through the displays of raw power that have characterized the political history of Europe. Indeed, China has been so dominant in Asia for centuries that it has had no direct experience of the notions of balance of power or sovereign equality in its own sphere. (All the more remarkable how adept it became at it when the outside world gave no other choice.) Other societies have been considered not in equilibrium but in some sort of tributary relationship to China. So firmly established was the concept of Chinese majesty that its rulers often considered it prudent to make larger gifts to their vassals than they received in tribute.


It was a massive shock when in the nineteenth century China learned that the barbarians of the West had acquired a technology that could enable them to impose their will on the Middle Kingdom as well as on other Asian states. But while Japan reacted to the same challenge by deciding to modernize at whatever cost (and miraculously preserved its individuality in the process), China was not prepared to hazard its culture on which it based its claim to greatness. Modern technology is universal; it brings with it a degree of standardization that carries uniformity in its train. To be like everyone else was to the Chinese a repellent thought. Technology and modernization thus threatened China as no other nation, for they challenged its essence, its claim to uniqueness.


Deliberately, China rejected the Japanese route; it encapsuled itself in its traditions, relying on its marvelous diplomatic skill and self-assurance to ward off the hated (and feared) foreign devils. And China in fact fared better than any other nation where European colonizers established themselves. By manipulating the rivalries and greed of the imperialist powers, China maintained a larger margin of independence than any other country in a comparable position.


Mao’s revolution reflected the same historic Chinese ambivalence. In a curious way it was both a rebellion against China’s old values and a confirmation of them. Maoism sought to overcome China’s past but like traditional Confucianism it saw society as an ethical and educational instrument, though infused with a diametrically opposite doctrine fashioned by the peasant’s son from rural Hunan province. The object of the Great Cultural Revolution unleashed by Mao in 1966 — and where else but in China would a bloody political upheaval call itself “cultural”? — was precisely the eradication of those elements of modernity that were not uniquely Chinese, an assault on the Western influences and bureaucratization that threatened to level China and absorb it into a universal culture.


By February 1973, when we met, the aged Chairman had realized that while his latest grandiose conception had dramatized his country’s independence, it had simultaneously doomed it to impotence. He knew now — if perhaps only as a transient conviction — that China’s continuing to live apart from the rest of the world would ensure its irrelevance and expose it to untold danger. China, he indicated not without melancholy, would have to go to school abroad. He had halted the Cultural Revolution, and he remarked with sadness that the Chinese people were “very obstinate and conservative.” The time had come for them to study foreign languages, he said, which was another way of stressing the importance of learning from abroad. That, too, had been the symbolism of playing Beethoven at the cultural event. He would send more Chinese to school overseas, he repeated. He himself was learning English. And something had to be done to simplify the Chinese written language to enable Chinese to grasp foreign ideas better.


But the aged Chairman was too old to carry through to its conclusion another revolution against the instincts of his Party, the traditions of his people, and deep down his own. Within a year of this conversation with me he overturned the maxims he had advanced late at night in his study, or at least he permitted others to do so. Zhou Enlai was retired and within another year his successor, Deng Xiaoping, was toppled by the very forces Mao seemed to be resisting in 1973, once again delaying the modernization that one side of Mao recognized as essential. Did Mao encourage the radicals who later came to be called the Gang of Four, or did they take advantage of his growing feebleness? Probably there was a little of both. Mao died still wrestling with the dilemmas and contradictions of his revolution and indeed of Chinese history.


After my session with Mao, the rest was anticlimax. My next day’s talks with Zhou Enlai covered some details of setting up the liaison offices; I informed him of our plans for new diplomatic initiatives toward Europe and the Middle East. Zhou Enlai had also agreed to release two American pilots whose planes had strayed over Chinese territory during the Vietnam war. The Chinese held another prisoner, John Downey, captured during an intelligence operation in 1950 and sentenced to life imprisonment. Downey’s sentence had already been commuted, making him eligible for release late in 1973. But Zhou dropped a hint that his release would be expedited if we put forward a compassionate reason. Within a month Downey’s mother fell ill; we communicated that fact to Zhou Enlai. On March 12, 1973, Downey was released, clearing the slate at last of the human legacies of the period of hostility between the United States and the People’s Republic of China.


Conclusion


MY journey to Asia was my first foreign trip free of the incubus of the Vietnam war. Hanoi had been ominous; Peking was an augury of positive possibilities that lay ahead once we turned our attention to creative foreign policy. We were improving relations with both Moscow and Peking despite the fact that both capitals would have preferred a less ambiguous stance from us — and we were succeeding perhaps for that reason. My report to Nixon drafted on the plane home from the Far East noted:


With conscientious attention to both capitals we should be able to continue to have our mao tai and drink our vodka too. Peking, after all, assuming continued hostility with the USSR, has no real alternative to us as a counterweight (despite its recent reaching out to Japan and Western Europe as insurance). And Moscow needs us in such areas as Europe and economics.


But this is nevertheless a difficult balancing act that will increasingly face us with hard choices. . . . We are useless to Peking as a counterweight to Moscow if we withdraw from the world, lower our defenses, or play a passive international game. Mao and Chou [Zhou] urged a more aggressive American presence — countering Soviet designs in various areas, keeping close ties with our allies, maintaining our defense posture. If the Chinese became convinced that we were heeding the inward impulses of voluble sectors of Congress, the public and the press, we would undoubtedly witness a sharp turn in Peking’s attitude. You and I have, of course, assured the PRC leaders privately, as well as proclaiming publicly, our intentions to maintain a responsible international role.


To ensure the cohesion and self-assurance in America for such a world role had been the preeminent purpose of the policies — and sometimes the anguish — of Nixon’s first term. In the second term we hoped to give perspective and meaning to the struggles of the first. The visit to Peking had marked a great step forward, we thought, toward the better future we sought to build. Instead, it became the last normal diplomatic enterprise before Watergate engulfed us.





I. Lin Biao, Mao’s former defense minister and heir apparent, died in an air crash in September 1971, allegedly fleeing to the Soviet Union after his plot against Mao had been unmasked.





IV



The Gathering Impact of Watergate


A Rude Awakening


THE moment when all hopes for a period of healing dissolved can be precisely charted. It was on a weekend in the middle of April 1973


On the evening of Friday, the thirteenth of April, the Federal City Club of Washington — its membership predominately Democratic — in a gesture of goodwill, bestowed its public service award on me, a senior representative of the Nixon Administration, and on Senator John Sherman Cooper, a senior Republican Senator. The Federal City Club of Washington was founded in the early 1960s as a protest against the admissions policies of the dominant, prestigious, and staid Metropolitan Club. Leading figures of the Kennedy Administration and sympathetic journalists had resigned from the latter and founded a new club a few blocks away in the Sheraton-Carlton Hotel. Unfortunately, its finances did not equal the idealism of its founders; it consisted essentially of one large dining room, a bar, and a small terrace wedged between high and undistinguished office buildings.


The Nixon Administration did not have much use for either club. Its key members mistrusted the Federal City as too liberal and the Metropolitan as too Establishment. Nothing could better signify their isolation from the permanent community of the nation’s capital and political life — an isolation that contributed to their undoing.


That evening a distinguished group had assembled; nearly everybody of importance in Washington was there to honor two leading Republicans — except for other senior members of the Nixon Administration only recently reelected with the second largest margin in American history. Senator Cooper and I brought to the occasion an appeal for national unity. My theme was the hope that, with Vietnam behind us, the nation’s foreign policy could combine the exuberant idealism of the Kennedy Administration (which I had served briefly and inconspicuously) with the unsentimental emphasis on national interest of the Nixon Administration:


As a nation, we have been shaken by the realization of our fallibility, and it has been painful to grasp that we are no longer pristine, if we ever were. Later than any nation, we have come to the recognition of our limits. In coming to a recognition of our limits, we have achieved one of the definitions of maturity, but the danger is that we will learn that lesson too well; that instead of a recognition that we cannot do everything, we will fall into the illusion that we cannot do anything.


Nothing is more urgent right now than a serious and compassionate debate of where we are going, because if we lose the capacity for great conception, we can be administered but not governed. I first saw government at a high level over a decade ago, at a time which is now occasionally debunked as overly brash, excessively optimistic, even somewhat arrogant. Some of these criticisms are justified, but a spirit prevailed then which was quintessentially American: that problems are a challenge, not an alibi; that men are measured not only by their success, but also by their striving; that it is better to aim grandly than to wallow in mediocre comfort. Above all, the Administration then in office, and its opponents, thought of themselves engaged in a common enterprise, not in a permanent, irreconcilable contest.


At a time which history will surely mark as one of the great revolutions, the world continues to need our idealism and our purpose, and in this respect the spirit of the early 60s was more nearly right than some of the present attitudes.


In the 1920s, we were isolationists because we thought we were too good for this world. We are now in danger of withdrawing from the world because we believe we are not good enough for it. The result is the same, and the consequences would be similar. So it is time to end our own civil war.


To be sure, we should leaven our optimism with a sense of tragedy, and temper our idealism with humility and realism. But we have had enough of the liturgies of debate, and what we need most is the unity of which Senator Cooper spoke, which is the prerequisite for mastering the future and overcoming the past.


My remarks were received warmly. There was in the room a glow of goodwill, conciliation, and budding optimism.


My awakening the next day, Saturday, April 14, was rude. I was still buoyed by the evening’s mood of reconciliation and the geniality of the audience when Leonard Garment called at my office at the White House. What he told me shattered everything.


Len Garment was one of that small group of liberal Republicans whom Nixon had added to his entourage partly for protective coloration, partly because they genuinely appealed to his gentler and more sensitive side. Like their conservative counterparts — the speechwriter Patrick Buchanan, for example — some of the “liberals” imagined that they alone represented the “true” Nixon, although Garment was too perceptive for such a sentimental misjudgment. The fact was that there was no true Nixon; several warring personalities struggled for preeminence in the same individual. One was idealistic, thoughtful, generous; another was vindictive, petty, emotional. There was a reflective, philosophical, stoical Nixon; and there was an impetuous, impulsive, and erratic one. Sometimes one set of traits prevailed; sometimes another; occasionally they were in uneasy balance. One could never be certain which Nixon was dominant from meeting to meeting. Nor was it wise to act upon an impulsive instruction without making sure that the reflective Nixon had had a crack at it. Indeed, it was the failure of some more literal-minded White House advisers to understand the requirements of his complex personality that gave such momentum to Watergate. Strangely enough, the thoughtful analytical side of Nixon was most in evidence during crises, while periods of calm seemed to unleash the darker passions of his nature.


Garment had met Nixon when they were partners in a New York law firm. Len was a man of many talents. He was at ease in the world of the arts as in that of the law — he was himself an enthusiastic clarinet player — and credit for the Nixon Administration’s enormously expanded federal support for the humanities is due to him as to no other single person. If his decency reduced his effectiveness in the more brutal sparring of high-level government, it also gave depth to his role as a conscience for the President and as confidant to his friends. His title, Special Consultant to the President, was grand enough, but without a specific area of responsibility; he had no regular access to the President or a day-to-day schedule.


As a general rule, influence in the White House must not be judged by job descriptions. Many unwary neophytes are enticed into service by promises of constant contact with the President. But influence on Presidential decisions depends more on the substantive mandate than on theoretical access to the Oval Office. Whatever the President’s intentions, he is usually overscheduled. Inevitably, he faces problems requiring more decisions than he can comfortably handle. Conversation not related to his agenda, no matter how stimulating or instructive, soon becomes a burden. If the adviser agrees with the bureaucracy, he is a waste of time. If he disagrees and even if he should convince the President, he raises the problem of how to marshal bureaucratic support so as to implement the suggested course. I can think of no exception to the rule that advisers without a clear-cut area of responsibility eventually are pushed to the periphery by day-to-day operators. The other White House aides resent interference in their spheres. The schedulers become increasingly hesitant in finding time on the President’s calendar.


Garment had reduced these inherent disabilities to the maximum degree possible through unselfish conduct and the high regard others had for him. Still, his emergence into prominence was usually a good signal that Nixon was in some distress and required a steadying hand. It was also noticeable that in recent days he had spent an increasing amount of time with Nixon, though it was not clear what matters were discussed. To explain why was the purpose of Garment’s visit to my office on April 14.


In his deceptively casual manner he slumped into the blue-covered couch against the wall that faced the ceiling-to-floor windows overlooking the White House front lawn and Pennsylvania Avenue. I sat in an easy chair at right angles to the sofa, next to my desk. Never one to beat around the bush, Garment opened the conversation by raising a question unlikely to receive an objective answer: “Have you lost your mind?”


Without waiting for a reply, Garment somewhat wearily unfolded an astonishing and shattering tale: Within a matter of days my evocation of national reconciliation would look like a plea for mercy and be submerged in a crisis that would make the turmoil over Vietnam seem trivial. Nixon’s lifelong enemies were about to be handed the weapon that they had been seeking. In the tornado of suspicion about to overwhelm us, my appeal to idealism tempered by a stern perception of national purpose would sound vacuous if not cynical. The outcome of the recent election might well be reversed; there was likely to be a battle to the death.


“Watergate” was about to blow up; its ramifications went far beyond the break-in at Democratic National Committee headquarters in the Watergate Apartment complex. There had been other break-ins sanctioned from the White House for several different purposes, some as yet unclear. Also, a plan had existed to kidnap presumptive leaders of potential demonstrations against the Republican National Convention and to fly them to Central America. Prostitutes were to be used to compromise and to blackmail delegates to the Democratic National Convention. Garment said the “sordid mess” had many dimensions, only part of which he knew himself. It could not have developed without the cooperation of the highest levels of the Administration. Garment thought that Special Counsel to the President Charles W. Colson had probably been the “evil genius” behind it. Yet the scale of the wrongdoing really made it impossible to imagine that Assistants to the President H. R. (Bob) Haldeman and John Ehrlichman, whom the press had nicknamed “the Germans,” had been unaware. There was a puzzle here, for Haldeman’s and Ehrlichman’s dislike of Colson was proverbial. And if Haldeman and Ehrlichman were involved, it was nearly inconceivable that the President had been completely ignorant.


Whoever was the culprit, in Garment’s view, only radical surgery and the fullest admission of error could avert catastrophe. But if the President was involved even indirectly, full disclosure would not be the course selected; hence the Administration might bleed to death amidst a cascade of revelations gleefully exploited by the host of opponents Nixon had managed to acquire over the years. Garment was convinced that the Administration would have to be ripped apart and reconstituted in procedures as well as personnel. Nixon would have to put himself at the head of this movement of reform, brutally eradicate the rot, and rally the American people for a fresh start.


I was stunned. From the White House, somebody had implemented Presidential musings that could only be regarded as juvenile; had adopted the tawdriest practices of the hated antiwar radicals; and had set at risk both our social cohesion and our ability to fulfill our international responsibilities. For four years I had sustained myself through the anguishing turmoil of Vietnam with the vision of a united America turning at last to tasks of construction. And now through acts that made no sense, discord would descend once again on a society already weakened by ten years of upheaval. I felt like a swimmer who had survived dangerous currents only to be plucked from apparent safety by unexpected and even more violent riptides toward uncharted seas.


As I considered what this portended for foreign policy, my heart sank. A nation’s capacity to act is based on an intangible amalgam of strength, reputation, and commitment to principle. To be harnessed, and applied with care and discrimination, these qualities require authority, backed by public confidence. But if Garment was right, political and moral authority inexorably would start draining from the Presidency. The dream of a new era of creativity would in all probability evaporate. Even preserving what we had achieved — the Indochina settlement, for example — would become precarious. There was real peril. Without the impression of American authority, aggressors would be tempted. Delicate balances in regions where American commitments were crucial to peace would be less stable. Our ability to mediate conflicts, or to inspire friends, would erode. We were threatened with stagnation in our foreign policy, and a rearguard struggle to avert a wholesale unraveling.


Exactly what had triggered this avalanche? When the Watergate break-in occurred in June 1972 I had been en route to China. I had paid little heed to the sparse news reports I read. I could not imagine that a President as politically experienced as Nixon would permit the White House to be involved in so pointless an exercise. I thought that at worst some egregious minion had conducted a childish private enterprise.


In the months that followed, Watergate — then specifically associated in the public mind, as in mine, with the June 17 break-in — was never discussed at the White House meetings I attended. The White House assistants are both partners in a joint endeavor and competitors for the President’s attention and favor. The latter consideration often predominates — at least it tended to in the Nixon White House. Each Assistant tenaciously defends his turf, which is best accomplished by maintaining some exclusive jurisdiction.


Thus in the Nixon White House there was an almost total separation between the domestic and the foreign policy sides. The relation of the various Nixon aides to one another was like that of prisoners in adjoining cells. They might hear something about the scale of the activity; proximity did not invite participation or intimate knowledge. To all practical purposes I was excluded from domestic issues and Ehrlichman, who handled domestic policy, from foreign policy discussions. Haldeman, who attended both, invariably confined himself to political and public relations concerns. There were large daily staff meetings, which both foreign and domestic advisers attended, but they were preoccupied with public relations; sensitive matters were never discussed there.


I was aware, of course, of the pervasive sense of beleaguerment that resulted from a combination of the President’s personality and the violent, occasionally extralegal assaults of the antiwar critics. And I had come to know a dark side of Nixon. Nevertheless, in the summer of 1972 I did not believe it possible that the White House was involved in the Watergate affair; I accepted Press Secretary Ronald L. Ziegler’s public position that it was a “third-rate burglary attempt” involving no White House personnel. The morning staff meetings seemed to bear this out. The few references to Watergate were always by junior staff members who complained of the media’s unfairness. The avuncular approval this elicited from Haldeman, who presided, reinforced the sense that nothing serious had occurred.


Once, in the summer of 1972, I asked Haldeman what Watergate was all about. “I wish I knew,” he replied; and changed the subject. On another occasion I mentioned Watergate to John Ehrlichman. In late January 1973 I had run into Joseph Califano, a former Johnson aide and old friend from the other side of politics, and gossiped on the street for a few minutes with him. To my smug remark that I did not see how the Democrats could recover from their electoral debacle, Califano said Watergate would bring a Democratic revival. It was wrong to think of judges as unaffected by the public mood. Enough media attention had been focused on Watergate to make it extremely likely that the forthcoming trial of the Watergate burglars could cause the judge to crack down and force further revelations. I passed this view on to Ehrlichman. Ehrlichman, smarting under the media’s tendency to contrast me favorably with “the Germans,” tended to give me short shrift whenever I ventured within the three-mile limit of domestic jurisdiction. He snorted, “Wishful thinking! If that is what they are counting on, they will be out of office for thirty years.”


There was, hindsight makes plain, something that should have alerted me early in 1973. It was the behavior of Nixon himself. I found it difficult to get Nixon to focus on foreign policy, to a degree that should have disquieted me. In the past, even in calm periods, he had immersed himself in foreign policy to enliven the job of managing the government, which ultimately bored him. Now it was difficult to get him to address memoranda. They came back without the plethora of marginal comments that indicated they had been carefully read. On at least one occasion Nixon checked every box of an options paper, defeating its purpose.


I ascribed this lassitude to his characteristic depression after success. Through my acquaintance with him, absence of tension provoked not elation but lethargy. Nixon’s most capricious actions had occurred in times of quiet, not in reaction to crises. Calm periods seemed to drive him to disequilibrium as if he could find his own balance only in tension.


Throughout this period I remember only one conversation with Nixon that related directly to Watergate. In early April 1973, as Senator Sam Ervin’s Senate Select Committee on Presidential Campaign Activities (the Watergate Committee) began its investigations, we were in San Clemente. One afternoon the President called me to his office and asked whether Haldeman should testify. I replied, naively as it proved, that this would be an admission of guilt and that only those with direct knowledge of the break-in should appear. Nixon gave no sign that based on his knowledge I had just put forward a proposition that contradicted itself. Impassively, he told me to repeat my views to Haldeman, a suggestion whose extreme ambiguity did not strike me for several weeks. When I did, Haldeman listened equally impassively and urged me to repeat my views to Ehrlichman. Ehrlichman, in turn, shrugged off the observation with the air of a man whose patience was barely equal — but might not always be — to my invincible ignorance of political matters.


Now that Watergate was about to explode, I pondered Nixon’s options. I had my doubts about Garment’s proposed solution. The vision of Nixon’s putting himself at the head of a reform movement to clean up his own Administration stretched credulity. Nor was it all that certain to work. A massive purge in the fifth year of a Presidency raises profound doubts about the incumbent’s judgment for not having spotted the malfeasance earlier. Moreover, I thought that Garment’s diagnosis precluded his remedy. Anyone familiar with Nixon’s way of conducting affairs would know that he needed a strong chief of staff to carry out any plan, that in the absence of delicate pressure from those he trusted he would procrastinate; his usual coolness under fire always needed reinforcement by trusted aides. In other words, only Haldeman could get Nixon to fire Haldeman, an unlikely proposition. If Haldeman was involved even indirectly, there was no one else to shepherd such a program past our chief’s psychological defenses. On Garment’s diagnosis the Administration seemed headed for prolonged turmoil without a foreseeable outcome.


If this was true, my duty as I perceived it was to rally those unaffected by the catastrophe for the ordeal ahead. I asked Garment’s permission to inform a few in the White House whose probity and integrity would help us preserve public confidence — George Shultz and Arthur Burns in particular. Garment agreed; I immediately set up a meeting for Sunday evening, the first time they were both available.


In the meantime, on Saturday evening, April 14, I attended the annual dinner tendered by the White House correspondents. The guest of honor is putatively the President, together with the Cabinet. I say “putatively” because a point is usually reached in an administration — it came rather early in Nixon’s — where the President feels that his daily harassment by the media exhausts his tolerance for their company. Listening to the uneven sarcasm that is the staple of these evenings is not a duty foreseen by the Constitution. Presidential attendance begins to slip. Nixon used his absence to pretend an imperviousness to the journalists assigned to cover him — only reinforcing the reciprocal hostility and sensitivity of the President and the press.


On this occasion, however, Nixon decided to show up. The evening went well enough; at least I remember no untoward incident, though the atmosphere was redolent with resentment. Afterward, several newspapers gave parties in various suites. While attending one of them, I was called to a phone. It was the President and he was highly agitated. It was not unusual for Nixon to call at all hours, nor for him to pose an odd-sounding question and hang up. But this evening the question sounded weird even for a late night call. “Do you agree,” he asked “that we should draw the wagons around the White House?”


We know today from the mountains of Watergate revelations that the day had been one of frenzied meetings between Nixon, Haldeman, Ehrlichman, and former Attorney General and campaign manager John Mitchell. But I was not aware of them. I would like to be able to report that I said something helpful or constructive to the obviously distraught President. But few advisers possess the fortitude to tell their President that they do not know what he is talking about, or that his query indicates a propensity toward melodrama. Nor did I feel up to it that evening. I mumbled something noncommittal that Nixon, not unreasonably, construed as assent. “All right,” he said, “we will draw the wagons around the White House.” He gave that enigmatic metaphor no further content before hanging up suddenly. Had it not been for my conversation with Garment a few hours earlier, I would not have known what agitated the President so much.


Stung, I mentioned Garment’s worries to John Ehrlichman when he called me about something or other on Sunday, April 15. “Garment,” replied Ehrlichman, equably enough, “is a nuclear overreactor. Pay no attention to him. Our major problem is to get John Mitchell to own up to his responsibility.” Mitchell indeed! Did he have the major responsibility for the Watergate break-in — or was he chosen as the fall guy? I asked myself the question without any idea of the answer. What was clear was that if Mitchell was involved, the scandal would be uncontainable. John Mitchell, that epitome of loyalty, would never have acted without at least believing that he was carrying out Presidential wishes. Indeed, whatever hypothesis one considered — Garment’s, which saw Colson as the chief villain with Haldeman and Ehrlichman in supporting roles; or Ehrlichman’s, which now apparently placed the blame on Mitchell — Watergate was bound to rock the nation. It simply was not credible, least of all to those of us who knew how the White House operated, that Nixon’s paladins had acted totally on their own on a matter with such grave implications for the President.


Thus, unless it could be shown unambiguously that the President was not involved, we would soon face a monumental crisis of institutions. Clearly, the President was severely wounded. Whatever the unimaginable outcome, Nixon would have to alter his system of management. He would no longer be able to dominate the government through White House assistants, harassing or bypassing the regular bureaucracy. The trusted political aides who, as part of the post-election shake-up, had been placed into every key department as a means of keeping an eye on the Cabinet member who was titular head, would lose their clout if not their positions. Challenges to White House predominance were increasingly probable. It was imperative to adopt rapidly a mode of government less dependent on solitary decisions at the top. However necessary existing procedures may have appeared to brave the Vietnam period, the moral, psychological, and political basis for them had now disappeared.


My meeting with George Shultz and Arthur Burns was the evening of that same Sunday, April 15, in Shultz’s White House office. Shultz at that time combined the positions of Secretary of the Treasury and Assistant to the President in charge of economic policy. Burns was Chairman of the Federal Reserve Board but wielded a wider influence than that title would indicate. The later debacle of the Nixon Administration has obscured the extent to which it included men and women of extraordinary character and intelligence.


Shultz had entered the Cabinet as Secretary of Labor, had been moved to the Office of Management and Budget when it was given policymaking functions, and had succeeded John Connally as Secretary of the Treasury in the summer of 1972. I met no one in public life for whom I developed greater respect and affection. Highly analytical, calm and unselfish, Shultz made up in integrity and judgment for his lack of the flamboyance by which some of his more insecure colleagues attempted to make their mark. He never sought personal advancement. By not threatening anyone’s prerogatives, and, above all, by his outstanding performance, he became the dominant member of every committee he joined. He usually wound up being asked to sum up a meeting — a role that gave him influence without his aiming for it. If I could choose one American to whom I would entrust the nation’s fate in a crisis, it would be George Shultz.


It was easy to underestimate Arthur Burns. As he puffed on his pipe while considering a proposition, he seemed to be a fuzzy-minded, slightly abstracted academic, and indeed he had been a professor at Columbia University for three decades. His deliberate manner of speaking might be occasionally taken by the unwary as a reflection of the pace of his mind. But Burns had an unusual ability to get swiftly to the heart of any problem. He was both brilliant and incredibly persistent; and he proved to be one of the canniest bureaucratic infighters in Washington. He had not been filling his pipe reflectively throughout the Eisenhower and Nixon administrations without studying and learning what made government tick. He worked patiently at lining up support for his position; he lost few battles while I observed him in action. Yet this did not diminish the admiration for his integrity, dedication, and subtle intelligence held by those of us whom he usually outmaneuvered.


When I confided Garment’s news to my two colleagues they were at first unbelieving. But we all shared a sense of impotence. We did not know the dimensions of the looming scandal. We agreed to keep each other informed of whatever we learned; we would tell each other of conversations with the President relevant to our concerns so that we would, if possible, offer unified advice. We would try jointly to develop policies and initiatives to maintain the confidence of the American people in their government even in the midst of a political crisis. The Administration had, after all, nearly four years to run; presumptuous as it may seem, we thought a duty had fallen on us to preserve as much moral substance for the national government as could be salvaged.


The Legacy of Vietnam


BEFORE continuing the tale of the unfolding of Watergate, I must stop to explain its context. Most of the voluminous literature of Watergate — a cottage industry — treats it as a personal aberration of Richard Nixon as if there had been no surrounding circumstances. And in truth Watergate is unthinkable apart from Nixon’s driven personality. But there was also a deeper background. Historians will misunderstand Watergate who neglect the destructive impact on American politics, spirit, and unity of the war in Vietnam.


The United States had entered Vietnam during the Kennedy Administration, with sixteen thousand advisers, idealism, and a sense of mission producing an extraordinary activism. Communist aggression in Indochina was thought to reflect the cutting edge of a homogeneous ideology directed by a monolithic Sino-Soviet bloc. The Johnson Administration had escalated the commitment, sending more than 500,000 American troops to the inhospitable jungles of Southeast Asia to combat what it considered a test case of a theory of revolutionary warfare centrally directed from Moscow and Peking. That assessment proved to be mistaken. Hanoi was essentially acting on its own account though it could not have done so without the help of the two giant Communist powers, especially the Soviet Union.


The frustrations of the Johnson Administration in Indochina made it an easy target for later abuse, aggravated when many of the policymakers who had involved us in Indochina became so demoralized that they in effect joined the critics who had destroyed them and their President. But their original perception was not so mistaken as their own loss of confidence in themselves made it appear. The rulers of Hanoi were anything but the benign nationalists so often portrayed by gullible sympathizers; they were cold, brutal revolutionaries determined to dominate all of Indochina. The impact of a North Vietnamese victory on the prospects of freedom and national independence in Southeast Asia was certain to be grave, especially on governments much less firmly established than was the case a decade later; the much-maligned domino theory — shared by all the non-Communist governments in the area — turned out to be correct.


Whether the strategic stakes justified such a massive American involvement in Vietnam must be doubted in retrospect. But once American forces are committed, there is no logical or valid goal except to prevail. The Kennedy and Johnson administrations trapped themselves between their convictions and their inhibitions, making a commitment large enough to hazard our global position but then executing it with so much hesitation as to defeat their purpose. They engaged us in Indochina for the objective of defeating a global conspiracy and then failed to press a military solution for fear of sparking a global conflict — a fear that was probably as exaggerated as the original assessment. There are no awards for losing with moderation; neither domestic nor foreign critics are placated by failure.


But it must also be said that the task was so novel, the undertaking so unfamiliar, that these failures deserve compassion rather than scorn. The men who involved us in Vietnam were neither frivolous nor callous. They ventured American prestige beyond the strategic merits of the local issue and risked infinitely more than they intended. Yet their purposes were far from ignoble; later events confirmed the validity of the view that American impotence in the face of aggression could have wider, and catastrophic, consequences. The global turmoil that followed the final collapse of the non-Communist governments in Indochina owed not a little to loss of confidence in the stabilizing role of America; Soviet adventurism accelerated with American weakness; for a time, military force seemed to become the arbiter of all political conflicts. And the horrible fate of the peoples of Indochina since 1975 — the mass murders, the concentration camps, the political repression, the boat people — is now rendering a final verdict on whether it was our resistance to totalitarianism, or our abandonment of our friends, that was the true immorality of the Indochina conflict.


When the Nixon Administration came into office in January 1969, the wisdom of the commitment of over 500,000 Americans and nearly 100,000 allied soldiers had become moot. The troops were there. Thirty-five thousand Americans had already been killed. We did not question the desirability of American disengagement. Even before assuming office, we decided to withdraw American forces as rapidly as possible.I The Nixon Administration perceived also that far from coordinating their policies, Peking and Moscow were engaged in an intense geopolitical and ideological struggle. The difficulty was how to implement these judgments while maintaining our international responsibilities and our national honor.


Our definition of honor was not extravagant: We would withdraw, but we would not overthrow an allied government. We were prepared to accept the outcome of a truly free political process in South Vietnam even if it meant the replacement of the personalities and institutions that we favored. What we were not willing to do was to accept the unconditional surrender Hanoi was in effect demanding, to mock our people’s sacrifices by collaborating in the imposition of Communist rule, betraying those who had believed the assurances of our predecessors and thereby putting at risk global confidence in the United States.


But a free political process was precisely what Hanoi was determined to prevent. Its dour and fanatical leaders had not fought and suffered for all their adult lives to entrust the outcome to an electoral procedure that they had never practiced in their own country. They were dedicated revolutionaries whose profession was guerrilla war and whose method was the exhaustion of their adversaries. Their faith was in the balance of forces — military, psychological, and political, in that order of priority. Within Indochina they worked tenaciously, indeed heroically, to frustrate our military strategy, to demoralize our troops, and to defeat our South Vietnamese allies. In negotiations they did not budge from their central demands: that America had to withdraw from Indochina unconditionally, that on the way out we must overthrow the governments allied to us. And they did not alter these terms until they were militarily exhausted.


By then America’s national unity had been strained almost to the breaking point. Given the self-limiting strategies adopted by two Presidents — Johnson out of fear of expanding the conflict, Nixon to gain maneuvering room for an honorable extrication — the war was bound to be protracted and the outcome ambiguous. The process of an honorable withdrawal was inevitably confusing to a public that was still being asked to sacrifice in the name of an abstract, unprovable goal of maintaining America’s global credibility. Many of the young, on whom the burden of conscription fell, found a messy war in a faraway country incompatible with their ideals. For the first time in history, the average person could see the ugliness of war every evening on his television screen. Thousands of decent and patriotic Americans from every walk of life were moved to protest against an enterprise that exacted such a human toll. At the same time, poll after poll showed the overwhelming majority of the American public unprepared to accept an outright, humiliating American defeat. The result was an intractable and increasingly bitter domestic stalemate.


In this impasse the attitude of two groups proved pivotal: the American foreign policy Establishment, and the tiny indigenous radical movement.


The leadership group in America that had won the battle against isolationism in the 1940s and sustained a responsible American involvement in the world throughout the postwar period was profoundly demoralized by the Vietnam war. They, indeed, had launched their country in the 1960s into this war of inconclusive ends and ambiguous means. When it ran aground, they lost heart. The clarity of purpose that had given impetus to the great foreign policy initiatives of the late 1940s was unattainable in Indochina. The Marshall Plan, the Greek-Turkish aid program, the Atlantic Alliance, the reconstruction of Japan, had been of a piece with our domestic experience. Those economic programs had seemed to vindicate the premise of the New Deal: that political stability could be restored by closing the gap between expectation and economic reality. And the alliances had harked back to the lessons of the Nazi period: The threat of war was perceived to come from large armies attacking across an internationally recognized line of demarcation. Such policies had worked brilliantly in postwar Europe and Japan. There, political institutions had a long tradition. Overcoming the economic dislocations of World War II had the immediate effect of restoring the vitality of political life. And since military danger could come only from overt aggression, security could be defined in terms of clear-cut force levels.


None of these conditions was fulfilled in Indochina. There was no massive attack by regular units across a well-defined boundary but the seeping in of hostile forces across trackless jungles. By some sort of weird bow to legality, the one frontier in Indochina relatively unviolated by Hanoi was the Demilitarized Zone between North and South Vietnam along the seventeenth parallel established by the Geneva Accords of 1954. To compensate for this uncharacteristic deference to a legal obligation, the North Vietnamese proceeded to bypass the Demilitarized Zone by establishing their supply lines in neutral countries that wanted only to be left alone. The Ho Chi Minh Trail ran through Laos; sanctuaries were established in Cambodia. By an even weirder turn of events, this logic was accepted by many domestic critics of the war. Whenever we reacted to these gross violations of international law and threats to the security of our forces, by seeking to intercept the totally illegal supply lines that sustained an aggressive and expansionist activity, it was we who were accused of violating the neutrality of Cambodia and Laos. This was the issue in several of the bitterest domestic controversies of the war.


The political situation in Vietnam was equally at variance with our preconceptions. The war concerned not the support of a particular government but the legitimacy of any non-Communist structure. Many Americans tended to judge the government we were defending by our own constitutional practices, which were only marginally relevant to a civil war in a developing country with a totally different historical experience. In the West the nation existed before the state, and indeed gave birth to it. In many developing countries the opposite is true; a state is trying to crystallize a sense of nationhood. In such circumstances government is often the only expression of national identity; political contests become a struggle for total power; there is no historical experience with the concept of loyal opposition, without which democracy cannot flourish. Conversely the attempt to force-feed constitutional government can hazard what little cohesion exists.


So it was in Indochina. South Vietnam, emerging out of a reluctant partition of the country in 1954, struggled for nationhood while a guerrilla assault, organized and run from Hanoi — there is no longer any doubt about this — rent the tenuous fabric of society. The South Vietnamese leadership, essentially brought into office by an American-backed coup in 1963, hung on precariously in the face of an escalating invasion of outside forces; its best officials were systematically assassinated by Communist guerrillas; its economy was ravaged. And while dealing with these challenges, almost unmanageable in their collective impact, the Saigon administration faced relentless pressure for reform from its distant ally, America. Almost miraculously, South Vietnam endured these multiple pressures and even gained in strength — a tribute to the tenacity of its people and a measure of the price they were prepared to pay to avoid being ruled by the brutal totalitarians of Hanoi.


But, inevitably, the process bore no resemblance to the expectations of the liberal American leadership groups that had conceived the initial intervention. Wedded to an inconclusive strategy — or perhaps engaged in an inherently unwinnable conflict — they lost their self-assurance and sense of direction. They first abandoned victory, then faith even in the possibility of serious negotiation toward a reasonable compromise; finally they concluded that the postwar American role of global leadership was itself deeply flawed.


This moral collapse was not a minor matter for our country or for nations around the world that depended upon us. That those who had involved America in Indochina should come to argue for the necessity of settling the war was a tribute to their sense of reality. But their refusal — more of a sense of guilt — to admit that a negotiated settlement required national unity behind a minimum negotiating program turned the extrication from Vietnam into a nightmare. No negotiator, least of all the hard-boiled revolutionaries from Hanoi, will settle so long as he knows that his opposite number will be prevented from sticking to a position by constantly escalating domestic pressures. The myth that the obstacle to a settlement was the short-sightedness, if not worse, of our government and not the implacability of the aggressor was in the end endorsed by the very people who had heretofore sustained our foreign policy. The old foreign policy Establishment thus abandoned its preeminent task, which is to contribute balanced judgment, long-term perspective, and thoughtful analysis to the public discussion of our international responsibility.


As a result of this abdication, the so-called peace movement came to be driven by a relatively tiny group of radicals, whose public support in the country was close to nil. To that most vocal hard core of dissenters, the issue in Vietnam was not the wisdom of a particular American commitment but the validity of American foreign policy in general and indeed of American society. They saw the war as a symptom of an evil, corrupt, militaristic capitalist system. They treated the Viet Cong as a progressive movement, North Vietnam as a put-upon, heroic revolutionary country, and Communism as the wave of the future in Indochina, if not in the entire developing world. They were outraged by our incursion into Cambodia less because of the alleged extension of the war into sanctuaries (from which North Vietnamese had, after all, killed thousands of South Vietnamese and Americans for five years) than because they feared it might lead to success. Concern for the future of Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Laotian populations under Communism was contemptuously dismissed as a transparent subterfuge for continuing a war conducted for much more sinister purposes. By the same token, our fear of the decline of American global credibility and its impact on international security was interpreted in radical circles as using the peoples of Indochina as pawns in some overall American strategic design. Indeed, in these terms the decline in America’s world position was welcomed as a contribution to world peace.


To this small but increasingly strident group a victory for Hanoi was not regrettable but morally desirable. It was not to be mitigated by negotiation but made brutally evident by, in effect, surrender. America’s humiliation in that distant enterprise was seen as an object lesson in the immorality of America’s postwar world leadership and as a convenient tool to demoralize the entire American Establishment — business, labor, academia, the media, Congress — which was perceived as an obstacle to the forward march of history. Thus the arrogant tone of moral superiority, and the flaunting of profanity that implied that its objects were beneath contempt.


Throughout the last year of the Johnson Presidency, the style, methods, and rhetoric of opponents of the Vietnam war descended to a level of nastiness from which our public life has yet to recover fully. During the 1968 Presidential campaign, the relentless harassment of so warm and generous a personality as Hubert Humphrey reached a bitterness that he could recall only with tears later on.


All these tendencies were tragically accelerated by the election of Richard Nixon. Nixon was probably the only leader who could disengage from Vietnam without a conservative revolt. Yet his history of partisanship had made him anathema to most of the responsible Democrats. Radical opposition to the war thus fed on and merged with hatred of Richard Nixon on the part of many who had no sympathy for radicalism in general. The virulence of dissent escalated and was not moderated by those who, presumably, stood for values of civilized discourse and civic responsibility. The latter’s yearning to expiate a guilt that was in retrospect vastly exaggerated or nonexistent prolonged the war. It also shattered forever the existing foreign policy Establishment, whose members were ground up between a national policy they dared not support and a radical opposition that would not embrace them — indeed, which was determined to punish them for their past, however hard they might try to disavow it.


This process destroyed any compassion for the complexity of the task the Nixon Administration had inherited. To withdraw fast enough to ease public concerns but slowly enough to give Hanoi an incentive to negotiate, to show flexibility at the conference table while conveying a determination that there was a point beyond which our national honor would not permit us to go, required a firm strategy sustained by an understanding public. The persistent domestic pressures — however different the motives — turned this task into an ordeal. By the end of Nixon’s first term, rational discourse on Vietnam had all but stopped; the issue was fought out by recrimination and vilification in the Congress and the media and by demonstrations and riots on the campuses and periodically in the streets.


The ugliness of the domestic battles was a national tragedy. The issue was posed as to who was “for” or “against” the war — a phony question. Nixon was determined to end our involvement and in fact did so. What he refused to do was to doom millions who had relied upon us to a bloody Communist tyranny. He believed that abject failure would vindicate the neo-isolationist trends at home, demoralize the American people, and make them fearful of foreign responsibilities. He was convinced that an America so weakened would dishearten allies who depended on us and embolden adversaries to undertake new adventures. And he was proved right. The collapse in 1975 not only led to genocidal horrors in Indochina; from Angola to Ethiopia to Iran to Afghanistan, it ushered in a period of American humiliation, an unprecedented Soviet geopolitical offensive all over the globe, and pervasive insecurity, instability, and crisis.


I will not rehearse here once again all the various arguments made in the debate over the war amid the emotion of the time. I am clearly a party to them; their intellectual and moral merit will have to be sorted out by others in the fullness of time. Whatever the conflicting positions, it was a national disaster that the discussion deteriorated by 1972 into an attack on motives, poisoning the public discourse that is the lifeblood of a democratic society. Critics claimed a monopoly on the desire for peace, ridiculing and condemning all other concerns as subterfuges for psychotic commitment to killing for its own sake. The systematic undermining of trust deflected us from what should have been our principal national debate.


In the early 1970s America needed above all a complex understanding of new realities; instead it was offered simple categories of black and white. It had to improve its sense of history; instead it was told by its critics that all frustrations in the world reflected the evil intent of America’s own leaders. The Vietnam debate short-circuited a process of maturing. It represented a flight into nostalgia; it fostered the illusion that what ailed America was a loss of its moral purity and that our difficulties could be set right by a return to simple principles. Whatever our mistakes, our destiny was not that facile. A self-indulgent America opened the floodgates of chaos and exacerbated its internal divisions.


All this bitterness was compounded by Nixon’s response. Nixon became convinced that he was faced with a hostile conspiracy. He was following a bolder policy of American withdrawal than any serious critic had dared offer before he came into office.2 Nixon was incensed by what he saw as the cynicism of prominent Democrats who had taken America into the war and now assuaged their guilt (or sought to preserve their careers) by insistent attacks on a President who was trying to get us out. He was amazed that a callous unconcern for the fate of Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Laotian populations under Communist rule paraded under the banner of superior morality. And he was most outraged — and justifiably — at the radicals’ resort to methods of pressure and sabotage at or beyond the borderline of legality: the terrorism of the Weather Underground, firebombings of research facilities at universities, massive theft of classified government documents, unauthorized leaks of sensitive military operations and negotiating positions, incitement of draft resistance and desertion, to name the worst.


There is no excuse for the extralegal methods that went under the name of Watergate. A President cannot justify his own misdeeds by the excesses of his opponents. It is his obligation to raise sights, to set moral standards, to build bridges to his opponents. Nixon did not rise to this act of grace. But no understanding of the period is possible if one overlooks the viciousness, self-righteousness, and occasional brutality of some of Nixon’s enemies.


In truth, the animosities of the President and his opposition fed on each other. And if one lesson of Watergate is the abuse of Presidential power, another is that if a democracy is to function, opposition must be restrained by its own sense of civility and limits, by the abiding values of the nation, and by the knowledge that a blanket assault on institutions and motives can paralyze the nation’s capacity to govern itself.


Watergate Accelerates


TWO days after the dramatic weekend that first brought home to me the nature of Watergate, on Tuesday, April 17, Nixon hosted a State dinner at the White House for Prime Minister Giulio Andreotti of Italy, at which Frank Sinatra performed. One of the guests at my table told me that the President had stepped into the press room a few hours before the dinner (it had, in fact, been at 4:42 P.M.) and disclosed that a month earlier he had ordered a new investigation of the Watergate break-in; it had produced “real progress . . . in finding the truth.” Contrary to his previous orders, White House personnel would now be permitted to appear before the Senate Watergate Committee; however, no wrongdoer on the White House staff would be granted immunity from prosecution. Nixon and his political aides clearly had thought that the announcement would have such a minimal impact on foreign policy that they had not informed me of it either before or after. The bearer of the tidings, a devout Nixon supporter, was certain that Nixon’s statement ended Watergate. The culprits had obviously been discovered; the matter could now be left to judicial processes.


In the light of what Len Garment had told me, I doubted that it would prove quite so simple. In reality, the primary significance of the White House statement was to begin Nixon’s mortal struggle with White House Counsel John Dean, the associate who Nixon feared was about to turn against him. Nixon was now throwing down the gauntlet by denying Dean immunity and thus attempting to deprive him of any hope of making a deal with the prosecutor to save his own skin.


The dinner was festive and relaxed. The White House, indeed, was like the Titanic; one part of the ship was flooding but no one else was aware, or affected to be aware, of the danger. The band played on. It was, as it happened, the last “normal” dinner of Nixon’s term. Later I joined Sinatra at a small party that was also attended by Vice President Spiro T. Agnew.


There I received another phone call from the President. He asked me what I thought of his remarks. Thinking it was one of Nixon’s frequent requests for reassurance, I complimented him on his toast at the State dinner. That was not what was on Nixon’s mind. He wanted my reaction to the Watergate announcement. I said that I could not judge its import since I did not know who was involved or what the purpose of the announcement had been. Nixon replied that the refusal to grant immunity would throw “the fear of God into any little boys” who might attempt to escape their responsibility by dumping on associates. Sensing my hesitation, Nixon asked out of the blue whether he should fire Haldeman and Ehrlichman; he was heartbroken, he said, even to have to ask the question. I was dumbfounded; it was one thing for Garment to speculate along these lines; if Nixon himself held that view, he must be in mortal peril. I replied that I did not know enough to answer. However, adopting a formulation from which I never deviated, I ventured one piece of advice: Whatever would have to be done ultimately should be done immediately, to put an end to the slow hemorrhaging.


Agnew came into the room as I was putting down the telephone and asked me what I thought of Nixon’s Watergate statement. I told him, too, that I could not assess its impact. In a somewhat contemptuous, unfeeling manner, Agnew said that Nixon was kidding himself if he thought he could avoid firing Haldeman and Ehrlichman. He would be lucky if he could save himself.


Agnew’s acid comment dramatized, on one level, the ambivalent relationship that almost inevitably grows up between the only two nationally elected officials of our government. At the outset, Vice Presidents are always hailed as partners of the President; the new Chief Executive proclaims that he will avoid the tendency of all his predecessors to reduce the Vice President to — in Nelson Rockefeller’s phrase — “standby equipment.” He is promised a major role in policy formulation and execution. With rare exceptions these expectations have been disappointed, to the growing frustration of the Vice President, whose increasingly visible chagrin sets up a vicious circle by fueling the natural uneasiness and aloofness of the President. Natural because it takes a superhuman degree of self-abnegation to be at ease with a man whose most exhilarating moment is likely to be one’s death — and men with that capacity for self-abnegation do not reach the Presidency.


There is also a serious bureaucratic obstacle to assigning the Vice President major responsibilities. The Vice President is the only member of the Executive Branch not subject to removal by the President. To give him a regular task is to gamble on his permanent willing subordination; in case of policy disagreement, the President’s capacity to enforce discipline upon a Vice President controlling his own segment of the bureaucracy would be circumscribed. Hence, Vice Presidents usually wind up with odd jobs in widely different fields or with clear terminal dates. This prevents the articulation of a clear-cut, coherent policy position or the creation of a bureaucratic base. (As Vice President, Nelson Rockefeller used to joke that he was an avid reader of the obituary pages to see when he might be sent abroad as head of an American funeral delegation.)


To be sure, the Vice President sits in on National Security Council meetings, where the gravest decisions of national policy are considered. But no one in an advisory position can prosper without staff help or the ability to follow up. The Vice President either supports the existing consensus, in which case he enhances the prevailing prejudice as to his irrelevance, or he challenges it, in which case he usually lacks detailed tactical knowledge and he risks becoming a nuisance. On one or two occasions when Agnew took a position challenging Nixon’s, he was excluded from a subsequent meeting even though the President adopted Agnew’s point of view. Nixon just wanted to make sure that everyone understood who was in charge.


Moreover, Presidents are encouraged in this tendency by their White House entourage. These men and women derive their power exclusively from propinquity to the President. They guard this relationship jealously against all outsiders. Their stock in trade is loyalty, an attitude that easy access to the President fosters and that shared experience with White House stresses tends to institutionalize. The President and his aides are beset by the same critics and journalists; they fight the same importuning bureaucracies; they are subject to harassment by the same pressure groups. A community of interests is inevitable, as is a joint front against all those with autonomous sources of loyalty and, worse still, independent ambitions.


While Cabinet members are not infrequently the target of these attitudes, they at least have the solace of having responsibility for many problems the President does not wish to touch because he lacks the staff to do so or because they are too controversial. And Cabinet officers have large bureaucracies of their own, more or less loyal to them. The Vice President has no such safety nets; he is the natural victim of the White House staff’s zeal; any consistent attempt to assert himself runs the risk of reducing his prospects for his paramount ambition: receiving the President’s endorsement for electoral succession.


The relationship between Nixon and Agnew illustrated these maxims; indeed, the personalities of the two men accentuated all the latent tensions. Nixon was solitary and chronically suspicious. He started out thinking of Agnew as a political bungler; always sensitive to being overshadowed, he may well have picked him for that reason. Later he came to see Agnew’s utility as a hired gun, attacking targets not suitable for Presidential assault or venting emotions that Nixon secretly shared but did not dare to articulate. He never considered Agnew up to succeeding him. He once said, only partly facetiously, that Agnew was his insurance policy against assassination.


Agnew in turn was ferociously proud. He suffered his peripheral roles in dignified silence. He deeply resented not having been briefed in advance on my secret trip to China. I found him highly intelligent and much subtler than his public image. But his frustrations turned him inward. And my impression on that evening was that Agnew was not exactly heartbroken over the prospect that his tormentors on the White House staff would now be taken down a peg. Throughout the initial period of Watergate Agnew remained conspicuously aloof. And when his own purgatory started, the White House, including Nixon, reciprocated by dissociating from him.


On April 17 that denouement would still have appeared fantasy. But Agnew’s icy detachment from his chief’s travail brought a premonition of imminent disaster. A Vice President eager to succeed would hardly be so cutting unless convinced that Nixon would not be decisive in the nominating process of 1976.


Another man I consulted was Bryce Harlow. Harlow had served on President Eisenhower’s staff and had been in charge of Congressional relations in the early years of the Nixon White House, before retiring again into private life at the end of 1970. An Oklahoman with a drawling voice, gentle manner, and wary eyes, Harlow had spent his adult life studying the ways of Washington, alternating between participant and observer. There has never been any doubt in my mind that Watergate could not have happened had Nixon been more confiding in Harlow or others of comparable stature. Harlow was a man not of soaring imagination but of encompassing prudence. He knew what the traffic would bear in Washington, but, more important, he understood what restraints must not be tested if democracy is to thrive. He had a deep sense for the Presidency, its power, its majesty, and the awful responsibility it imposes. His fundamental loyalty to a President was bounded by his personal integrity, his reverence for our institutions, and a sense of duty to the nation. With such a philosophy, Bryce found himself pushed to the sidelines by eager young votaries who were crudely assertive when it was not really necessary and craven when their careers were unexpectedly jeopardized.


I gave Harlow a brief account of what I knew and asked him what he thought had happened. “Some damn fool,” drawled Harlow, “walked into the Oval Office and took literally what he heard there.” Harlow mused that something like this had become inevitable. “If it had not been this, it would have been something worse.” The procedures had been too erratic, the atmosphere too paranoid. A housecleaning now might be good for the nation and make Nixon a great President. Thus, even Harlow did not conceive of a threat to Nixon’s Presidency itself, no doubt in part because the destruction of a President with its collapse of executive authority was too staggering to contemplate. Like Garment, he saw in Watergate a means to purify the Administration by getting rid of unsavory elements.


“The Germans”: Haldeman and Ehrlichman


THE media tended to portray H. R. Haldeman and John Ehrlichman as Prussian drill masters implementing with their own sadistic frills malevolent orders from the Oval Office. I was generally contrasted favorably with them; it was believed that they “had it in for me,” as the saying goes. I was awarded the white hat, they the black: I returned telephone calls from journalists; I met many leading critics from the Congress, academia, and the media at dinner parties, and some were my friends; I listened to opposing points of view. Whether my interlocutors considered a dialogue a sign of agreement or whether I misled them by ambiguous statements is impossible to reconstruct at this remove — there was probably a combination of both.


The conventional perception of my relationships in the White House vastly oversimplified everybody’s role. For one thing, Haldeman and Ehrlichman was not a single firm; in some respects they were rivals. On the whole, Ehrlichman’s views were on the liberal side of the spectrum; he was truly interested in substance; he sponsored or supported domestic policies that were humane and progressive. In our internal deliberations he spoke in favor of reducing defense expenditures beyond a point I considered prudent so as to free resources for social programs; several times I appealed his interventions to Nixon. Ehrlichman was shaken by the student protest following the Cambodian incursions. He had three teenage children caught up in the campus upheaval and their travail touched him deeply. But no one could survive the White House without Presidential goodwill, and Nixon’s favor depended on the readiness to fall in with the paranoid cult of the tough guy. The conspiracy of the press, the hostility of the Establishment, the flatulence of the Georgetown set, were permanent features of Nixon’s conversation, which one challenged only at the cost of exclusion from the inner circle.


Rough talk and confrontational tactics did not come naturally to Ehrlichman. Every Presidential Assistant is tempted to purchase greater influence by humoring a President’s moods. Ehrlichman overcompensated; he felt compelled to translate some of Nixon’s musings into action, and as the official in charge of Nixon’s domestic programs he was in the front line of bitter tests of strength. To the mounting protest demonstrations, the massive leaks of documents, and the drift of the dissenters into extralegal activity, Ehrlichman responded with a zeal that was sometimes excessive and a boastfulness that later damaged him severely.


Toward me Ehrlichman showed a mixture of comradely goodwill and testy jealousy. He respected my views though not the assurance with which they were presented. But he would have been superhuman had he not resented the contrast drawn between us by the media. He had been associated with Nixon for too long for the President to tolerate on his part social contacts and attitudes that in my case were treated as a congenital, inherited defect. Torn between his prohibited predilections to conciliate and his political survival, Ehrlichman made a virtue of necessity. He adopted a supercilious manner. Outsiders considered it a mark of arrogance; its real fount was ambivalence.


He had some solace scoring points against me by pretending to be more watchful against Nixon’s enemies than recent recruits from the Ivy League on my staff were and by conducting the investigation of some security leaks so as to reflect on my associates. But these were more in the nature of harassments than serious challenges. Despite occasional tensions, Ehrlichman and I were essentially friendly. I respected his goodwill and tough competence; he admired, as he envied, my prominence.


Haldeman was made of sterner stuff. He had been with Nixon for a decade and knew intimately the complexities and foibles of his master. Though by instinct conservative, he was at bottom uninterested in policy. Genuinely admiring of Nixon, he considered it his paramount duty to smooth out the roller coaster of Nixon’s emotions and to project to the outside world the appearance of steady, calm, unflappable leadership.


Convinced that image defined reality, Haldeman went along with, and frequently encouraged, Nixon’s nearly obsessive belief that all his difficulties were caused by inadequate public relations and that public relations was essentially a technical problem. Nixon never could rid himself of the delusion that only the inadequacy of his media staff kept him from receiving the acclaim he associated with John F. Kennedy (forgetting that after the first year his own approval rating in the polls was consistently higher than that of his martyred predecessor in office). Haldeman tended to confuse policy with procedure and substance with presentation. Much of the time between President and chief of staff was devoted to discussing how to manipulate the press — a quest doomed to futility so long as both rejected the most obvious, and indeed only possible, strategy: conducting a serious, honest, and continuing dialogue with the hated, feared, and secretly envied representatives of the media.


This was all the more remarkable because Nixon and Haldeman seemed to grasp very well that personal contact and credibility made a crucial difference. A shower of memoranda rained down on the hapless White House staff from the Oval Office via Haldeman, detailing the “line” to take with the press and meting out punishment to offending journalists, usually the denial of access to officials (which most of us ignored most of the time). This “line” was occasionally some dig at a political rival; more frequently it consisted of a recital of our leader’s sterling qualities. Since I was considered to have special entrée, ascribed to my membership in the Georgetown set (whose members I had never met before coming to Washington), I was the recipient of a disproportionate number of these missives.


I never understood why the other members of Nixon’s entourage did not strive for the same relationship with the Washington media as I had. Diffidence must have played a large part, a failing of which I am rarely accused. Even though I had never held a formal news conference before being appointed security adviser, I did well and as a result was treated in the White House as if I possessed some special advantage in public relations. Perhaps, so my associates reasoned, it was because of my Ivy League background and my tangential relation in the early Sixties with the Kennedy Administration. (The Kennedy White House, it must be recorded, saw no such gifts in me; I was kept miles away from any representative of the media.) At any rate, I was encouraged to cultivate the media and was then resented when my press relations were better than those of my associates.


Later, Haldeman was accused of exercising a baleful influence on Nixon by isolating him. This was unjust. Nixon’s isolation was self-imposed. He dreaded meeting strangers. He was unable to give direct orders to those who disagreed with him. When he did see a new personality, he avoided any risk of tension by seeming to agree with everything his interlocutor said. The vaunted Haldeman procedures were an effort to compensate for these weaknesses. Access to the President was restricted because even a tightly limited schedule of appointments brought forth constant Presidential complaints. A White House staffer sat in on every meeting with an outsider so as to ensure some follow-up on Presidential promises (and to be aware on occasion of the need to disavow them). As much staff business as possible was conducted by memoranda because Nixon was much more likely to express his real views in writing than face to face.


At the same time, those White House aides with whom he felt secure served frequently as lightning rods upon which Nixon released nervous tension. One would sit for hours listening to Nixon’s musings, throwing an occasional log on the fire, praying for some crisis to bring relief, alert to the opportunity to pass the torch to some unwary aide who wandered in more or less by accident. But no one logged even approximately Haldeman’s hours or listened with similar goodwill. And if Haldeman was eventually destroyed because he carried out the President’s wishes too literally, it is also my impression that many instructions given in the heat of emotion never went further than the yellow pads where Haldeman dutifully noted them as if their execution awaited only his exit from the Oval Office.


Haldeman’s lack of interest in policy had its advantages. One could be certain that he would report scrupulously to the President and not skewer one’s views on his own biases. Indeed, not infrequently I used him as a conduit for views that ran counter to Presidential preferences, because Nixon was less likely to brush off the bearer of unwelcome intelligence than the originator and because Haldeman would do his utmost to see to it that Nixon would consider even subjects distasteful to him (provided one succeeded in convincing Haldeman first that to ignore it would cause some damage to the President). Haldeman was free of personal ambition or at least his ambition was fulfilled in the position he occupied. Precisely because there was nothing more to achieve, he had no need to engage in bureaucratic backbiting.


And yet, there resided in this almost inhuman detachment the seeds of the eventual destruction of the Nixon Administration. Haldeman had no deep experience in national politics; his feel for the propriety, scope, and limits of Presidential prerogative was simply not equal to the role he imposed upon himself. His second mistake was in the manner in which he sought to cope with the erratic vacillations of his client, the President. Haldeman’s chilly discipline here was functional; he sought unquestioning obedience from his staff in part to short-circuit apparently wayward Presidential commands. But there are two ways of achieving discipline: by motivating subordinates so that they want to agree with the principal’s objectives; or by establishing a rigid hierarchy, making it inconceivable that an order is ever challenged because no subordinate is granted the privilege of independent judgment. Haldeman chose the latter course. He selected miniature editions of himself — men and women (mostly men) with no political past, whose loyalty was determined by a chain of command and whose devotion was vouchsafed merely by the opportunity to play a part in great events.


But men who lack a past are unreliable guides to the future. They grow euphoric in authority and panicky at the thought of losing it. During Nixon’s ascendancy, too many staffers were overbearing; they sought surcease from Haldeman’s insatiable demands in the browbeating of their own subordinates, including the established Cabinet departments that were not technically subordinates at all. Thus Haldeman’s lack of direction was aggravated by an even more rudderless group of associates.


The upshot was that the White House staff’s attitude to the President resembled that of an advertising agency — whence indeed most came — to an exclusive, temperamental client. They might differ with some directives; they would seek to mitigate excessive demands insofar as they had standards for gauging them; but at the end of the day they would be judged by their efficiency in carrying out difficult assignments. They were expediters, not balance wheels. And once the machine started skidding, they accelerated its descent over the precipice rather than braking it in time.


Haldeman’s relations with me had ingredients for friction. He was a conservative middle-class Californian, with all the sentiments, suspicions, and secret envy of that breed. He had rarely met and had never needed to deal consistently with a man of my background (though he overestimated how close I really was to the despised Establishment). He had stuck with Nixon after the gubernatorial defeat of 1962 when only a congenital outsider would remain with so unpromising a figure. He genuinely believed in Nixon’s mission. It was bound to be irritating to him to see a newcomer, a member of the Rockefeller team, one who had consistently opposed Nixon, garner so much publicity. But he rarely showed jealousy. The key to our relatively quiescent relationship was that he did not feel competitive with me. He affected tolerant amusement about what he took to be my excessive passion for policy and, in fact, he treated any indication of more than routine interest in substance as excessive. We sometimes clashed when he insisted on his prerogative to screen access to the President in a manner that I considered mindless or when the obsession with public relations was pushed to a point where I thought it harmed policy. But such disagreements were in fact much less frequent than might be expected between chief of staff and national security adviser.


Haldeman’s attitude to me was fundamentally a reflection of Nixon’s. When Haldeman harassed me, I could be sure that it was to carry out some design of the President. For despite his pretense of being above the battle, Nixon did not really mind the tug-of-war that developed between Secretary of State Rogers and me. Usually Haldeman was instructed to side with me but also to make sure that no issue was ever settled conclusively. (And, of course, I had no way of knowing what Rogers was told behind my back.) Nixon, moreover, was convinced that my special talents would flourish best under conditions of personal insecurity; as I have noted, he periodically saw to it that I developed some doubts about his purposes or priorities or about my standing with him.3


But any tensions caused by these practices had largely evaporated in early 1973, once I had decided to resign. In the second half of April 1973, therefore, my feelings toward both Haldeman and Ehrlichman were tinged with sadness. Whatever the occasional frictions, we had been colleagues during turbulent years. I remembered their hopes and, yes, their dedication to service. I knew and liked their wives and their children. I had a better sense than almost anyone of the environment out of which — nearly imperceptibly — had grown the cancer of Watergate. The White House is both a goldfish bowl and an isolation ward; the fish swim in a vessel whose walls are opaque one way. They can be observed if not necessarily understood; they themselves see nothing. Cut off from the outside world, the inhabitants of the White House live by the rules of their internal coexistence or by imagining what the outside world is like. This in the Nixon White House became increasingly at variance with reality until suddenly the incommensurability between the two worlds grew intolerable; the bowl burst and its inhabitants found themselves gasping in a hostile atmosphere.


So Haldeman and Ehrlichman thrashed around at the end of April 1973, not able to gauge the implications of what was happening or even the degree of their own responsibility. As the days went by without exoneration I became more and more convinced that they were finished in their accustomed roles even if they survived in their official positions. The authority of a Presidential Assistant is like that of a trainer in a wild-animal act. His mastery depends on never being challenged; even if he survives an initial assault, he has lost the presumption of his dominance. Every command becomes a struggle; attrition is inevitable. Once Watergate broke and they were thought to be involved, Haldeman and Ehrlichman were doomed to an endless struggle as many who considered themselves abused would now test the limits of their power. And the President would soon tire of the constant contention; he would not want continually to reaffirm his orders to fractious Cabinet secretaries. It was, after all, precisely to spare himself that necessity that he had given so much authority to Haldeman and Ehrlichman in the first place.


As April drew to a close, I was given reason to believe Haldeman and Ehrlichman would not survive at all. In almost every conversation, Nixon asked me in his elliptical manner whether his two closest aides should resign. It was a strange query, since Nixon never told me the reasons for which he was considering separating himself from the associates of a decade. Throughout the Watergate crisis, not once did Nixon tell me his version of events. He maintained in private the same posture he had adopted in public, that every revelation was new to him and that he was forced to deal with the scandal as it unfolded since he had no personal knowledge of its constituent elements.


On April 21, from Key Biscayne, Nixon telephoned to tell me that Haldeman and Ehrlichman were at Camp David over the weekend to reflect on their predicament. They were in great distress. Would I be willing to call them to fortify their morale? I was by now familiar enough with Nixon to suspect that in addition to offering psychological succor, I was expected to urge them into the desired course, all the more so as he told me ominously that he was planning something decisive. He simply had to wait, he said, for the right moment.


Over the next few days, I spoke with Haldeman and Ehrlichman several times. I listened to them in their travail with a sympathy incapable of generating true helpfulness. For no more than the President would his closest aides tell me exactly what had happened. They ruminated on their chances of survival but not on the circumstances that had produced their dilemma. And I am not sure that they really fully understood. What later came to be labeled Watergate was the composite of a series of ad hoc decisions, elliptical conversations, and uncoordinated acts by different individuals, many of whom were competing with each other for Presidential favor and therefore jealously guarding the bits of intelligence they had picked up in or near the Oval Office.


Which of these random events would emerge during the investigation — more important, which actions were legally wrongful — seemed obscure to Haldeman and Ehrlichman. They had not thought of their conduct as a “cover-up” but as a means to protect an elected Administration that still had much left to accomplish from opponents working against the national interest as they conceived it. Or else they were more skillful actors than I think possible. They had no difficulty agreeing with my by-now stereotyped recommendation, that anything bound to happen eventually should be carried out immediately. But clearly they did not believe that resigning was ultimately necessary; hence there was no reason to consider it immediately. They seemed to think that they would have to leave office only if they were criminally liable. I was convinced their survival depended on more rigorous standards. But I knew too little to argue the merits of the case. Nor was it my place to do so; that decision could only be made by the President, much as he sought to avoid it.


The Disintegration of the White House


DAY by day, Watergate grew into bewilderment and frustration for those seeking to keep the government operating and into panic for those directly involved. We had all become passengers in a vehicle careening out of control in a fog; but we had different perceptions. Those who might have taken control were inhibited by ignorance and by a frustrated mixture of pity, loyalty, and horror; they had but brief, blurred glimpses of the landscape. Those who knew the size of the looming precipice were incapacitated by the fear that a halt for safety would result in their being flung aside.


It was in this atmosphere that only ten days after my high hopes at the Federal City Club — now appearing so naive — I mounted the rostrum at the Associated Press Annual Luncheon in the grand ballroom of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York to make my first major public speech after four years of office. Its purpose was to unveil the Nixon Administration’s new initiative toward the industrial democracies: the so-called Year of Europe. My theme was that, a generation after World War II, the Western Alliance had to articulate a new sense of purpose; military defense remained crucial but no longer seemed a sufficient motivating force. The nations that shared democratic values needed to join in a reaffirmation of common ideals and common goals if we were to maintain our cohesion in a new era of East-West diplomacy, economic and energy problems, and a changing military balance (see Chapter V).


The reception to my speech was friendly, but the question period afterward indicated what we were up against. The audience was preoccupied with matters other than our new initiative: problems with the cease-fire in Vietnam, my personal plans, and Watergate.


I will also discuss Vietnam elsewhere (see Chapter VIII). As for my personal plans, I used the occasion to hint at my preference to leave. But I stressed that I felt a duty to remain until the immediate domestic crisis was surmounted:


I have always believed that I should leave at a moment when some major task had been accomplished and when the transfer of responsibility could occur under conditions that assured continuity, and that made it clear that the position was not held for personal motives entirely, which is always difficult to separate.


Now, at this moment, it is not the time for senior officials of the Administration to talk about their resignations, until the framework of the future becomes clearer, and it depends, of course, also on the President’s conception of what one’s duties are.


I was committed to stay, but for how long I could not guess; privately, I estimated it as some additional months.


The Watergate questions were less easily disposed of. I now thought it probable that Haldeman and Ehrlichman would be forced to resign or inevitable that their roles would be much diminished. But I wanted to preserve to the greatest extent attainable the possibilities of a constructive foreign policy; for that I had to maintain that executive authority was unimpaired. Moreover, I felt pity for men who had been close associates over a long period. All these themes were in my extemporaneous reply:


On the [Watergate] case itself, of course, I know many of the people that you all read about, and, of course, I know them in a different way than you read about them, and it is difficult to avoid a sense of the awfulness of events, the tragedy that has befallen so many people who have, for whatever reason, or are alleged to have done certain things. So without prejudging anything, one should at least ask for compassion.


With respect to foreign policy, a great deal will depend on how foreign countries will assess the degree of authority in this country, the degree of dedication of the public to the objectives of its foreign policy.


I have no question that the President will insist, as he has said publicly, on a full disclosure of the facts. But when that is accomplished and the human tragedies are completed, the country will go on. Then we have to ask ourselves whether we can afford an orgy of recrimination, or whether we should not keep in mind that the United States will be there far longer than any particular crisis, and whether all of us do not then have an obligation to remember that the faith in the country must be maintained, and that the promise of the country should be eternal.


The moment proved as ill chosen for a new foreign policy initiative as for an appeal for compassion. The media reported my reply on Watergate almost to the exclusion of any reference to my carefully prepared speech on the Year of Europe. Part of the fault was organizational. To reduce the bureaucratic backbiting between the White House and the State Department, Nixon had suggested that I not announce the theme of my speech ahead of time. Therefore no briefing was given in advance; as a result, only the New York Times gave it major coverage, hailing my appeal for revitalization of the Alliance. The Washington Post led its news reportage with my answer on Watergate and consigned the Year of Europe to the concluding paragraphs. Some editorial opinion indeed treated my speech as a maneuver to divert attention from Watergate.


An editorial in the Washington Post of April 26 distinguished between compassion and an assignment of blame, which it insisted must take place. It refuted the idea that the authority and prestige of the Presidency abroad as well as at home could be salvaged only by insulating the normal functioning of government from the Watergate scandal. Everything, including the Year of Europe and all foreign policy, was secondary to Nixon’s “revealing the whole truth”:


Richard Nixon can restore what is essential to the nation and to himself by trusting the American people with all the facts. Mr. Nixon is in a terrible predicament at the moment, and nothing that affects him fails to affect the rest of us. We believe the situation can be redeemed. But we also believe that it can be redeemed only by his bending his every effort to win that popular trust which is essential to the functioning of the presidency, and that the only way in which he can win such trust is by pursuing and revealing the whole truth. . . . It represents the only hope he has of regaining public trust and, with it, presidential authority.


The New York Times of the same date questioned even the appropriateness of compassion:


When Mr. Kissinger speaks of “the tragedy that has befallen so many people” involved in Watergate, can he really be insensitive to the tragedy of those who remain without hope for amnesty from this Administration for having broken the law, not in pursuit of political power but in protest against a war they regarded as immoral?


Faith in this country, both at home and abroad, will best be preserved through an unflinching demonstration by the President that a single standard of justice prevails here, with the most powerful as subject to punishment as the weakest — and with the always desirable qualities of compassion and forbearance impartially applied.


Watergate was thus linked with Vietnam, which had indeed spawned it.


If the media thought I was too compassionate toward my colleagues, many in the White House thought I had gone too far in speaking of human tragedies as if they were already accomplished. George Shultz told me that Ehrlichman was of the view that he could maintain his position while Haldeman’s prospects were shaky. Len Garment reported that he had no idea what would happen next nor who was really responsible for what had already been disclosed. Also he had only a most fragmentary notion whence future revelations might descend upon us.


On the weekend of April 28–29, I was in New York on personal matters, mostly to see my future wife, Nancy. On Sunday afternoon, April 29, I received a phone call from Nixon at Camp David. Nearly incoherent with grief, he told me that he had just asked Haldeman and Ehrlichman to resign. Richard Kleindienst, the Attorney General, had also submitted his resignation. John Dean was being fired. The President said he needed me more than ever. He hoped I was abandoning any thought of resignation. The nation must be held together through this crisis.


My attitude toward Nixon had always been ambivalent, compounded of aloofness and respect, of distrust and admiration. I was convinced that he was at the heart of the Watergate scandal even if he did not know all its manifestations. He had set the tone and evoked the attitudes that made it inevitable. And yet there was another side to Nixon that made him a considerable figure and accounts for his surviving all his vicissitudes. I admired the self-discipline by which he wrested a sense of direction from the chaotic forces at war within him; I was touched by the vulnerability of a man who lived out a Walter Mitty dream of toughness that did not come naturally and who resisted his very real streak of gentleness. For all his ambiguities, he had by conspicuous courage seen our nation through one of its great crises. He had inspired and run the risks for a sweeping and creative revision of our foreign policy. He had effected a dramatic breakthrough to China; he had begun to construct a more positive relationship with the Soviet Union. He had attempted to free America from its historical oscillation between over-extension and isolation. His strange mixture of calculation, deviousness, idealism, tenderness, tawdriness, courage, and daring evoked a feeling of protectiveness among those closest to him — all of whom he more or less manipulated, setting one against the other.


It seemed quite natural both that I should speak to him warmly, urging him never to lose sight of the service he had yet to render, and that, having recovered his composure, he would make another of his elliptical sallies, at once a plea and a form of blackmail: “I hope you will help me protect the national security matters now that Ehrlichman is leaving.”


I had no idea what he was talking about. I was baffled but made no response, on the assumption that like so many of his odd comments this did not necessarily have a concrete basis. Later that evening I saw my old friend and mentor Nelson Rockefeller, and mentioned it. What could Nixon have had in mind? “Nothing,” replied Rockefeller, who was willing enough to support the President of the United States but could never bring himself to shake the personal dislike of Nixon developed over a decade and a half of rivalry. “He is trying to spook you.”II


The next morning, Monday, April 30, Haldeman called the senior White House staff to a meeting in his office. In attendance were Haldeman, Ehrlichman, Shultz, Roy Ash (head of the Office of Management and Budget), and me. With great dignity Haldeman said that he and Ehrlichman had decided to resign to enable the President to go on with the tasks that had brought all of us to the White House in the first place. (Neither made any reference to having been requested to do so by Nixon.) Those of us who stayed had to redouble our efforts, he said; we had important goals to reach; the President needed us more than ever. I replied for the others that we knew how much of their lives they had given to service; we would do our best; we wished them well.


That evening, Nixon went on television and, in a distraught presentation, announced the wholesale purge of his Administration. It was not easy to tell from his remarks whether he was concluding an era; it was impossible to believe that this rattled man could be ushering in a new one. His words were self-exculpatory; his demeanor did not convince one of his innocence. It was not the cold recital of available facts some of us had hoped for; but it was not a staunch defense of the record either. It fell between the two stools, defining rather than mitigating disaster. No one watching Nixon’s genuine desperation and anguish could avoid the impression that he was no longer in control of events.


As after every major speech, I called the Residence to offer reassurance. Rose Mary Woods, his fanatically and touchingly loyal secretary, answered. Haldeman had banished her to the periphery so as to gain control of all access to the President; now she was back as one of Nixon’s principal props. The President, she said, was too upset to come to the telephone. She would convey my good wishes to him.


But for me the evening would not end without a last, incongruous touch. The People’s Republic of China was in the process of establishing its Liaison Office in Washington. Weeks earlier, the Chinese advance team had invited me to dinner on April 30 together with other American friends in the Yenching Palace restaurant. The Chinese would not hear of cancellation. They simply moved the starting time to ten o’clock, after the President’s television address was completed.


We met in a festive setting, with the ubiquitous toasts to friendship and cooperation. Our Chinese Communist hosts clearly could not comprehend that a nation might destroy its central authority over the issues so far revealed — or anything comparable. Their principal concern was to get the strange period over with so that we could return to the fundamentals of the US–Chinese relationship. My host, Ambassador Han Xu, proposed an eloquent toast to the crisis that President Nixon had just so courageously transcended. Watergate, he averred, had found its proper conclusion.


For once the subtle Chinese analysis had failed them. Our travail had just begun.


The Transformation of the Nixon Administration


NIXON’S dramatic speech on the evening of April 30 accelerated the disintegration of the Administration. Watergate had begun to turn into a national obsession. No doubt Nixon’s distraught appearance, conveying an impression of both grief and evasion, did not offer the picture of a Chief Executive dominating a crisis. His assertion that Haldeman and Ehrlichman were two of the finest public servants he had known was difficult to reconcile with the decision to let them go; his implication that his closest associates and John Mitchell had kept him uninformed of major events over a period of years did not ring true to some and made him look weak to others. Nixon would probably have been better advised to forgo the speech and simply announce the restructuring of his Administration.


But no change in presentation could have altered the impact of the disclosures that now burst upon the American public: the details of the original Watergate break-in and wiretapping; the burglary of the office of Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist; the cover-up; the use of governmental investigative agencies to harass political opponents; and the juvenile escapades, such as the so-called enemies list — which in effect really amounted to a list of those not to invite to White House dinners, something that exists tacitly in every administration. The immature second level of the Nixon White House managed to turn this last triviality into another national scandal.


The disintegration of a government that only a few weeks earlier had appeared invulnerable was shocking to observe. The President lived in the stunned lethargy of a man whose nightmares had come true. The constant undercurrent of his life had been the premonition of catastrophe, which seemed to obsess him in direct proportion to his inability to define it and which dominated him especially when things seemed to be going well. Now at what should have been the height of his success it had all really happened; everything was crashing around him. Like a figure in Greek tragedy he was fulfilling his own nature and thus destroying himself. I am convinced that he genuinely believed his version of events, which was essentially that he had been let down by faithless retainers. And there was indeed an incommensurability between his punishment and his intentions. Anyone who knew him realized that the coarse side of his nature was a kind of fantasy in which he acted out his daydreams of how ruthless politicians behaved under stress. He thought he was imitating his predecessors; he had never meant it as a central feature of his Presidency.


In the weeks following Nixon’s April 30 speech, I received many queries from friends, some in hope, others in trepidation, as to when Nixon would launch one of his characteristically vicious counterattacks. But while he occasionally made dark references to doing so, he never considered it seriously. The inchoately expected disaster having finally struck, he seemed unable to do other than endure it, and at the pace set by his critics. He was reluctant to transcend it by putting out the entire truth all at once — because he genuinely did not know it, or had suppressed it in his mind, or knew that he was already technically guilty of obstruction of justice. But he equally resisted entrusting his defense to a lawyer experienced in high-level Washington politics — partly, no doubt, because he was embarrassed to find himself in the position of needing such a lawyer. So he simply endured passively, never sharing his knowledge with anyone, defending himself lackadaisically with evasions and half-truths, going through the motions of governing without the concentration, the attention, or the frenetic bursts of energy that had produced the achievements of his first term.


In the weeks after the resignation of Haldeman and Ehrlichman he appointed John Connally, Melvin Laird, and Bryce Harlow to senior advisory posts on the White House staff. These men, seasoned in the ways of Washington, were supposed to give a sense of professionalism and solidity; they were meant to convey a new, respectable approach to governing. They certainly could have made a major contribution, but Nixon was too shattered to reach out genuinely. He did not institutionalize his government; he withdrew even deeper into his private resentments and terrors. Having invited distinguished leaders to the White House, Nixon could think of nothing for them to do. Without specific assignments they proved of little help. Within months they had all resigned.


In his growing loneliness, what Nixon needed above all was a keeper of the gate, someone to buffer him from the conflict that he now had even less desire to handle directly. This was reflected in the decision to bring in Alexander Haig to replace Haldeman as his chief of staff.


Al Haig and I had been colleagues for over four years. When Nixon had asked me in November 1968 to become Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, I thought it important to have on my National Security Council staff a military assistant whose responsibilities ran to the White House rather than to the Pentagon. Previously there had been a liaison officer from the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and I proposed to continue that arrangement; but he would necessarily echo the position papers submitted by the Pentagon. What I was looking for, with a war in Vietnam to end, was an officer who belonged to my staff but had the confidence of the military, who could explain the military point of view without being bound by it, and who at the same time would be able to represent White House thinking to the Defense establishment.


It was a delicate assignment. General Earle Wheeler, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was convinced that as a former professor I would be most comfortable with an officer with advanced degrees from world-famous academic institutions. Having taught there, I rated somewhat lower the wisdom evidenced by such degrees; at any rate, I was already reasonably familiar with it. I sought a more rough-cut type, someone with combat experience and therefore familiar with the practical complexities of operational planning. An old mentor, Fritz Kraemer, came up with the name of Alexander M. Haig, Jr., who was then a colonel on the staff of West Point. He was also strongly recommended by friends like Joe Califano and Robert McNamara, under whom he had served at the Pentagon during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. With his endorsement by both conservatives and liberals. I offered Haig the position on the basis of one interview.


Haig soon became indispensable. He disciplined my anarchic tendencies and established coherence and procedure in an NSC staff of talented prima donnas. By the end of the year I had made him formally my deputy. Over the course of Nixon’s first term he acted as my partner, strong in crises, decisive in judgment, skillful in bureaucratic infighting, indefatigable in his labors.


To be sure, nobody survives in the rough-and-tumble of White House politics — especially of the Nixon White House — without a good measure of ruthlessness. I could not help noticing that Haig was implacable in squeezing to the sidelines potential competitors for my attention. He was not averse to restricting the staff’s direct access to me or at least making himself the principal intermediary to the outside world — even if I partly encouraged the practice in order to husband my time to concentrate on the major issues. At the same time, I am sure, he was not above presenting himself to my subordinates as the good guy tempering my demanding, somewhat unbalanced, nature. He worked assiduously at establishing his own personal relationship first with Haldeman and Ehrlichman, then with Nixon. I did not doubt that they considered him more of a loyalist than me. As time went on, I began to wonder whether Haig always resisted Nixon’s version that I was a temperamental genius in need of reining in by stabler personalities; or whether Haig objected to the proposition that he could be helpful to my chief in fulfilling that need, making them partners in tranquilizing me, so to speak.


Yet this is no more than saying that I recognized Haig as formidable. One of the most useful tools of the trade of chiefs of staff is to present unpleasant orders as emanating from an implacable superior who has already been softened to the limit; it was a tactic I used myself in my relationship to Nixon. Nor had I strenuously objected when others had put me in the position of the good guy in the White House. In that sense Haig hoisted me with my own petard.


As for Haig’s relations with Nixon and his entourage, in the context of White House psychology it was not easy to determine the dividing line between going along with the minimum prejudices required for the effective operation of my office and encouraging these prejudices to advance personal ambition; probably the dividing line occasionally became blurred even in Haig’s mind. During the stormy closing phase of the Vietnam negotiations in 1972 and my gradual emergence as a public figure, making my relations with Nixon difficult, Haig drew closer to Nixon — partly out of genuine conviction (he probably would have preferred a purely military outcome), partly as a response to the conflicting pulls of loyalty to his immediate superior (me) and duty to his Com-mander-in-Chief, the President. This caused moments of extreme exasperation in my relationship with Haig and some tense long-distance exchanges. And yet in the end they were always superseded by my admiration for Haig’s integrity, courage, intelligence, and patriotism.


At the beginning of Nixon’s second term, Haig wanted to — and Nixon and I reluctantly agreed that he should — resume his Army career. Too long a period in a staff job, no matter how exalted, could only damage Haig’s future advancement. He was made Vice Chief of Staff of the Army, a four-star rank culminating a spectacularly rapid rise from colonel within four years.


On the evening of May 2, 1973, I received a phone call from Rose Mary Woods. Nixon wanted to bring Haig in as chief of staff, she told me, for a week or two. He was afraid of my reaction; I might resent seeing my former subordinate in a technically superior position. She hoped that when Nixon told me the next morning I would not give him a hard time; I should remember that he was still distraught over the departure of Haldeman and Ehrlichman; he needed bolstering and support. She was, of course (she said), calling on her own without her boss’s knowledge. (The odds were that he was standing beside her, prompting her while she talked.)


It was vintage Nixon: the fear of confrontation; the indirect approach; the acute insight into my probable reaction; and the attempt to soften it through a preposterous charade that would get him over the first hurdle. Anyone familiar with Nixon knew that his need for a chief of staff could not possibly end in a week or two. In the midst of Watergate the need would be greater than ever. I had often witnessed, and occasionally participated in, little games just like this: the sugarcoating of unpalatable decisions, first establishing the principle and then obtaining acquiescence in the measures it inevitably implied.


Nixon was right, as usual, in his psychological estimate of me. It is always difficult to reverse the relationship with a subordinate. And given Haig’s interest in national security matters, there was the potential for rivalry on substance. Yet I realized, too, that the situation had gone far beyond normal bureaucratic rules or White House jockeying for position. If a national catastrophe was to be avoided, coherence had to be restored to the government and especially to its center in the White House. Nixon had depended on Haldeman during his entire first term; he clearly could not function without a strong chief of staff to shield him from the day-to-day management of the bureaucracy and to implement his decisions. Watergate made it impossible to bring in a completely new personality. In any event, no one was so well qualified as Haig, who was familiar with Nixon’s personality, his style of operation, and his psychological needs. I therefore decided to put the best face on the situation and to make the inevitable easy on everybody.


Haig tactfully called on me the next morning. He would not accept the position without my blessing, he said; it was only for a week or so anyway. This was, of course, as much nonsense as Rose Woods’s original proposition. Given his high commitment to service, Haig would not refuse a request by the President no matter how I might feel about it. Nor once established at the White House would he be able to leave after a few days; there could be no rapid change in the necessity that had brought him there. In any case Haig was the only possible choice. I told Haig with conviction that he had to accept, even though it would probably mean the end of his military career. Haig replied that when he had gone on patrol in Vietnam he risked not only his career but his life; he had no right to abandon his Commander-in-Chief in distress. He was shamingly right.


After these preliminaries were over, Nixon called me on the telephone (he was not yet ready to face a direct confrontation). Infinitely ingenious, he had come up with an irresistible argument for Haig’s appointment: It was designed to enhance my influence; it was aimed at, of all people, Agnew. Haig was essential, said the President, to keep Agnew from “trying to step into things. Well, Agnew can’t — we just can’t allow that to happen.” It was mind-boggling to think that a Chief Executive needed a high-powered chief of staff to control a Vice President who had been given little to do, had a skeleton staff, and was in no position to “step into things.” At any rate, Nixon insisted, I should have no concern about my continued paramount role in foreign policy-making: “You and I are going to handle it. I’ve just got to get somebody that can — it’s a curious thing — that can handle that so that you and I can do the other, see.” I replied that the various functions would all sort themselves out in practice. Nixon seemed vastly relieved when I told him that I had urged Haig to accept.


So Haig became White House chief of staff. It was fortunate for the nation. His strength and discipline preserved cohesion in the executive branch and helped the government to traverse Watergate without totally disintegrating. He furnished psychological ballast to a desperate President. He did so without catering to Nixon’s every prejudice; he ensured that Nixon’s preferences and orders would be screened by a governmental structure capable of advising the President in a mature way about the national interest.


Haig’s first act was to abolish arbitrary procedures. He understood that it was no longer possible — as it had never been desirable — to present decisions as emanating from Presidential fiat. He made a major effort to broaden participation in decision-making. By May 18 he reported to a rump session of the Cabinet that the Cabinet members’ status had been raised, the profile of the White House staff lowered. A shake-up of White House personnel was under way. A sincere attempt would be made to improve relations with the Congress.


To be sure, Watergate imposed some of these measures. The fact remains that Haig gave substance to a vague necessity and a sense of direction to a demoralized Administration. No internal reorganization could ever quite catch up with the rate of disintegration impelled by the seemingly endless revelations, crises, and investigations; still, Haig served his country well and honorably in its extremity.


For the next fifteen months Haig and I worked in closest harmony. It did not exclude occasional petty squabbles over status — such as a debate over who got the bedroom closer to the President’s in the Kremlin during Nixon’s visit to Moscow in 1974 — but those were minor. Haig dealt with domestic issues; I was responsible for foreign policy and national security. I made no major recommendations to Nixon without discussing them with Haig; he kept me generally informed of key developments on the domestic side, and especially Watergate, that might affect foreign policy. Together with others we sought to hold the ship of state steady even while its captain was gradually being pushed from the bridge. And noble service was performed by people like George Shultz, Arthur Burns, William Simon, Leonard Garment, James Schlesinger, Anne Armstrong, and others, who considered our national tragedy as a call to duty, affirming through their conduct the continuing and overriding values of our nation.


The Taping System


IT was like living on a volcano: Those of us who sought to keep the government going had no idea when another eruption would start. Almost every meeting with Haig or Garment or the various lawyers ended with the query: Is it all out yet? To which the invariable answer was that no one knew. It was impossible to guess what other obscure staff member had sought to prove his dedication by extralegal or improper activities. For nearly two months the torrent of revelations seemed unending.


Among the most startling was the disclosure that Nixon had been tape-recording all his conversations since early 1971. I learned about it a few weeks after Haig took over as chief of staff. He told me to be careful about anything I said in the Oval Office; it contained a voice-activated tape-recording system.


Only Haldeman and Alexander Butterfield, his deputy who operated the system, seem to have known of its existence. Even Ehrlichman appears to have been kept in the dark. The idea was first suggested when Nixon found in the White House a taping system installed by President Johnson. He had it removed then, but he obviously looked more favorably on it as he found himself engulfed in leaks painting him as the villain of the Administration. (He forgot that Johnson’s system was controlled from the President’s desk and thus permitted selectivity before, during, and, if necessary, after a conversation.) Some taping seems to have taken place also during the Kennedy period.4


Nixon’s tapes were made to be deposited in the Nixon Presidential Library for the use of future researchers. Haldeman has written that Nixon’s motive was to protect himself against associates who might seek to disavow discussions in which they had participated. It was a high price to pay for insurance. Insofar as the Cambodia incursions gave impetus to his decision, I was apparently an unwitting cause as well as target. The purpose was to prevent me from emerging as the “good guy” on decisions in which I had taken part.5 Obviously, Nixon had no idea that his own style of conversation, the degree to which the romantic and the real merged in his mind, would place him in jeopardy — not so much legal as historical. Even men less complex than Nixon might have trouble surviving so pitiless and literal a record as years of transcribed offhand comments or extended conversations separated from context — especially after the witnesses who might explain their real significance have passed from the scene. Since the tapes were activated by sound, the system was beyond the control of even its originator. This was ironically symbolic of a White House mood that had run essentially out of control: an excess of faith in mechanical procedure compounded by a literal-mindedness that, assigned the task of producing a record, did so with a vengeance — in a manner certain eventually to destroy the image Nixon was so passionately cultivating.


Anyone familiar with Nixon’s way of talking could have no doubt he was sitting on a time bomb. His random, elliptical, occasionally emotional manner of conversation was bound to shock, and mislead, the historian. Nixon’s indirect style of operation simply could not be gauged by an outsider. There was no way of telling what Nixon had put forward to test his interlocutor and what he meant to be taken seriously; and no outsider could distinguish a command that was to be followed from an emotional outburst that one was at liberty to ignore — perhaps was even expected to ignore.


How Nixon would have used these tapes, had his Presidency run its normal course, I cannot say. I doubt whether anyone had begun to think about the problem of even transcribing, let alone organizing, seven years of conversation: A psychiatrist friend once told me that he taped his patients until he realized “it takes an hour to listen to an hour.” As for their value for historical research by some indefatigable listeners, it must be doubted. What could anyone uninitiated make objectively of the collection of reflections and interjections, the strange indiscretions mixed with high-minded pronouncements, the observations hardly germane to the issue of the moment but reflecting the prejudices of Nixon’s youth, all choreographed by the only person in the room who knew that the tape system existed and could therefore produce whatever tableau suited his fancy? The significance of every exchange turns on its context and an appreciation of Nixon’s shifting moods and wayward tactics. Remove these and you have but random musings — fascinating, entertaining, perhaps, but irrelevant for the most part as the basis for the President’s actions.


One of Nixon’s favorite maneuvers, for example, was to call a meeting for which everybody’s view except one recalcitrant’s was either known to him or prearranged by him. He would then initially seem to accept the position with which he disagreed and permit himself to be persuaded to his real views by associates, some of whom had been rehearsed in their positions, leaving the potential holdout totally isolated. It took a strong man to maintain his position when the contrary arguments had obviously convinced the President.6


If the President’s own words are a quicksand for researchers, the responses of his interlocutors are hardly solid ground. A Presidential Assistant has to balance the wisdom of scoring a passing point against the risk of losing the President’s backing in his area of responsibility. Presidents, by nature, desire to prevail. But it was especially tempting to fall in with Nixon’s musings because experience had taught that his more extravagant affirmations rarely had operational consequences. No doubt many of us in the inner circle listened in silence to reflections we would have challenged in abstract intellectual debate; we sometimes made a contribution more to meet the needs of the moment — one of which was to be able to depart quickly in good grace — than to stand the test of deferred scrutiny.


After the taping became known, I understood various things in retrospect, both innocent and contrived. For example, I was present at practically every Presidential conversation with a foreign leader, formally as note-taker. In a bizarre memorandum in early 1971 Haldeman instructed the staff not to pay too much attention to substantive details in our records of Presidential conversations; we should concentrate on atmosphere and personal impressions. It was one of the orders I ignored, at least to the extent of making sure a good record existed. I thought it an undue burden for the President to have to dictate his own notes; they would, moreover, be highly unreliable and I said so to Haldeman. He did not enlighten me about the President’s other methods for making a record of substance.


Other, more devious, patterns became clear when I knew about the taping. Many conversations that had made no sense at the time fell into place. I could see occasions where I was set up to prevent my dissociating myself from some course or to get me on record in supporting some complicated design. For example, on the day Nixon had ordered the bombing and mining of North Vietnam, I was called to his study in the Executive Office Building five minutes before the relevant order was to be signed. I was confronted by Haldeman, who listed all the arguments against proceeding, contrary to everything said the previous week. Nixon was silent. I defended the decision, insisted that it was now too late to change it, and rounded on Haldeman for mixing into substance. Nixon thereupon signed the order without comment. The tape will show counterargument by Haldeman, strong advocacy by me, silence by Nixon.7


As Watergate made only too evident, however, no one could possibly prearrange every conversation during every waking hour over a period of years. The spider got entangled in its own web. Even had Watergate not occurred, the tapes would have damaged Nixon’s reputation severely and the more so the longer their release was delayed and the memory of Nixon’s idiosyncrasies faded. Had matters gone as planned — and the tapes trickled out posthumously — Nixon would have managed the extraordinary feat of committing suicide after his own death.


Weirdly enough, I doubt that my new knowledge of the tape system in 1973 changed very much what I said to the President afterward. He was so much in need of succor, so totally alone, our national security depended so much on his functioning, that these goals overrode the knowledge that what was being said would be heard and read by posterity long after its context had been obliterated.


The tapes came to my consciousness again in late June during the week that John Dean, the former White House Counsel, was testifying against Nixon on national television before Senator Sam Ervin’s Watergate Committee. Haig told me that consideration was being given to releasing a tape that contradicted the testimony. He had not listened to any tapes himself. The lawyers, who had apparently been given a few (by whom I never learned), thought they had caught Dean in a serious misstatement. I warned Haig that the release of one exculpatory tape would reveal the system and lead inevitably to the demand that all the tapes be released. It should be done only if Nixon was prepared to take this step. Whether on the basis of my recommendation or because the lawyers found the tape less helpful than they believed at first, I heard nothing further of the proposition.


The next time I thought about the tapes was when their existence was publicly revealed on television by Alex Butterfield before the Ervin Committee on July 16. Bryce Harlow and I chatted about it; he said his wife was jubilant; the foxy Nixon had once again confounded his opponents; the tapes were certain to exonerate him. Harlow and I were less confident. We had no knowledge of what the tapes might reveal with respect to Watergate. But from what we did know, about what happened when our leader was seized by either exaltation or despondency, we suspected that the release of the tapes would prove uniquely damaging.


The day that Alex Butterfield publicly disclosed the existence of the tapes I had dinner with Nelson Rockefeller at the residence he maintained in Washington. He held that the tapes should be destroyed forthwith. They represented a breach of faith with anybody who had entered the Oval Office. Since no one could go through all of them concurrently, they lent themselves to a form of selective blackmail either by Nixon and his associates or by whoever wound up controlling them. But Nixon was at that time in a hospital with pneumonia. He was not soliciting opinions. When he emerged it was too late; legal processes to claim the tapes had started.


In retrospect it is clear that from then on the Nixon Presidency was irredeemable. So long as the testimony of senior aides was in conflict, there was some possibility that once the Senate hearings had concluded, boredom and the impossibility of deciding among the different versions conclusively would cause the crisis to run out of steam. The revelation of the White House taping system ended any such possibility. The initial outrage at the practice of secret taping made it appear that Nixon had committed some unique wrong; the fact that his predecessors had also used taping systems was ignored. But if taping in the Oval Office was not unprecedented, it had never been given such painstaking publicity. Nor, more important, had there ever been an occasion when tapes could determine the potential criminal culpability of a President and his immediate staff. Thenceforth Watergate was transformed into a bitter contest between the President on the one side and the Congressional investigating committees and the Special Prosecutor (appointed in May) on the other, as Nixon sought to keep exclusive control over the tapes by invoking the constitutional principle of the separation of powers.


Whatever the fine points of the legal debate, it necessarily placed Nixon in the position of withholding information that on the face of it could settle the various allegations once and for all. From then on, the issue was no longer the relative credibility of the various witnesses but the President’s attempt to withhold evidence. Regardless of the outcome of that litigation, its very nature — with the implication that there was guilty knowledge to hide — destroyed what was left of Nixon’s moral position. It made him a lame duck six months into a Presidency won by the second largest plurality in American history.


The “Plumbers” and the Wiretaps


WHAT did he know? When did he know it?” These questions by Senator Howard Baker became one of the hallmarks of the televised Watergate hearings conducted by Senator Ervin’s Select Committee. As the investigations and allegations spread, more and more members of the White House staff were being asked to account for a wider and wider range of decisions. The break-in and cover-up at Watergate and the burglary of the office of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist came to be linked with controversial foreign policy decisions that were totally unrelated. The bombing of Cambodia or covert operations in Chile were thrown into the cauldron and pursued in an effort to vindicate a philosophical and political point of view by quasi-judicial proceedings. Inevitably, I as security adviser during the period in question became involved in the controversy. Early in the Watergate ordeal, Nixon’s enemies had a vested interest in focusing all attention on him and in leaving those conducting foreign policy out of the general assault. As Nixon weakened, even more after he left office, the few survivors of the debacle became the targets for those drawing emotional sustenance from Watergate. That small minority feeding on its resentments sometimes seemed to imply that there had been no President making decisions, only a security adviser.


I shall deal with Cambodia and Chile elsewhere. I knew nothing of the Watergate break-in, or the burglary of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist. The area of activity that critics have emphasized is the effort to protect national security information. For the sake of a complete record I shall deal with it here.


The Office of the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs must self-evidently be concerned with safeguarding military and diplomatic secrets. A nation that cannot be trusted to maintain the confidentiality of sensitive exchanges loses the ability to conduct diplomacy. It will be crippled in negotiations; it will be deprived of crucial information. If every exploratory contact immediately becomes public before even the reaction of the other side can be ascertained, the frank communications so necessary to clarify positions cannot take place. Diplomacy becomes trench warfare. If internal deliberations are leaked, foreign governments gain an advantage and candid advice to the President by his colleagues is inhibited.


No doubt administrations tend to confuse what is embarrassing politically with what is essential for national security — the Nixon Administration perhaps more than most. Fairness dictates acknowledgment, however, that few administrations since the Civil War faced a more bitter assault on their purposes, a more systematic attempt to thwart their policies by civil disobedience, or a more widely encouraged effort to sabotage legitimate and considered policies by tendentious leaks of classified information in the middle of a war.


As security adviser I thought it my duty to help stanch these leaks. We had to demonstrate to the world, to friends as well as adversaries, that we could conduct a serious foreign policy even in the midst of bitter controversy; that we were worthy of confidence and capable of guarding the secrets of others. If our government remained passive when stolen documents became media currency, confidence and the ability to negotiate would be undermined.


The issue became particularly acute in June 1971 when 7,000 pages of confidential files on Indochina from the Kennedy and Johnson presidencies — the so-called Pentagon Papers — were leaked to the press. None of these documents was embarrassing to the Nixon Administration. They could have been used to support the proposition that we had inherited a mess, and some in the Nixon White House urged that we exploit them in this way. Indeed, at the beginning I thought that our own people had leaked the documents for precisely that purpose. When I learned of their publication, I spoke to Haig from California demanding that the culprit be severely punished.


But from the beginning Nixon thought it improper to place the blame for the Vietnam war on his predecessors. In his view he owed it both to those who had given years to that struggle, and to the families of the dead, not to discredit their sacrifice as the error of one President. He was rewarded for this generosity by seeing many of those who had made the decisions to send troops encourage the civil disobedience that so complicated the efforts to extricate them. Thus, when the Pentagon Papers became public, Nixon was consistent. He rejected a partisan response. He took the view that the failure to resist such massive, and illegal, disclosures of classified information would open the floodgates, undermining the processes of government and the confidence of other nations. Nor was his a purely theoretical concern. We were at that very moment on the eve of my secret trip to Peking; we were engaged in private talks with Hanoi that we thought — incorrectly, as it turned out — were close to a breakthrough; and we were exploring a possible summit with Moscow, together with a whole host of sensitive negotiations from a Berlin settlement to SALT. All these efforts would be jeopardized if the impression grew that our government was on the run and its discipline was disintegrating. And it was obvious that the motive of both the theft and the publication of the Pentagon Papers was political warfare to force us to accept terms on Vietnam that we considered dishonorable.


I shared Nixon’s views; I almost certainly reinforced them. I believed then, and do now, that our system of government will lose all coherence if each President uses his control over the process of declassification to smear his predecessors, or if he treats the defense of secret documents as a question of partisan expediency. I certainly felt strongly that the executive branch had to be perceived as resisting such a massive breach of trust. I was aware of the legal steps to attempt to enjoin publication in the courts; I was not formally consulted about them but I considered it the correct decision.


But until I read about it in the newspapers, I knew nothing of the White House “Plumbers unit” burglary of the office of the psychiatrist of Daniel Ellsberg, the admitted perpetrator of the Pentagon Papers theft. The break-in was sordid, puerile, and self-defeating: It aborted the criminal trial of the individual who flaunted his defiance of the laws against such unauthorized disclosures. I have difficulty to this day understanding the rationale for the break-in; had the psychiatrist’s documents proved Ellsberg unstable it would have helped his defense rather than the government’s cause. But if it was stupid practically, it was inexcusable on moral grounds; a White House-sponsored burglary conducted with no color of law enforcement authority cannot be anything but a disgrace.


The “Plumbers unit” — so called because its job was to stop leaks — was part of John Ehrlichman’s office. As with several other aspects of Watergate — the enemies list, for example — the infantile nomenclature did more than the substance of the activities to raise the presumption of sinister purpose. In itself there was nothing startling about assigning two staff members to look into leaks of classified documents. The need for it appears to have been compounded in Nixon’s mind by his growing distrust of J. Edgar Hoover, then the Director of the FBI. By 1971 Nixon had become convinced that Hoover would conduct investigations assigned to him capriciously, stopping at nothing to destroy individuals who had incurred his displeasure or jarred some personal prejudice, going easy on suspects where there was a personal link. Nixon believed that Hoover’s friendship with Ellsberg’s father-in-law would prevent a serious investigation of the Pentagon Papers theft. Moreover, Hoover was quite capable, Nixon thought, of using the knowledge he acquired as part of his investigations to blackmail the President. Nixon was determined to get rid of Hoover at the earliest opportunity after the 1972 election and he wanted to supply no hostages that might impede this process.III


What was striking about the “Plumbers” was not their existence but that the assignment should have been given to two such clean-cut, middle-class young men who had no investigative training whatever. Egil Krogh and David R. Young looked like advertisements of the decent, idealistic young American. And fundamentally that is what they were. I barely knew Krogh, but had brought David Young to Washington after having made his acquaintance in Nelson Rockefeller’s office. He became my personal assistant because I wanted near me somebody who I considered had ability, high moral standards, and dedication. The appointment did not work out because Young ran afoul of the redoubtable Haig, who carefully protected his access to me, and because Young was overqualified for the kind of work the position required. In January 1971 Young was shifted from my immediate office to a make-work job of research in the White House Situation Room. He was rightly dissatisfied with this assignment and happy when Ehrlichman hired him in July 1971, while I was on the secret trip to China. Upon my return the job was presented to me as — and indeed it was, at first — an interagency review of the declassification system. Ehrlichman’s hiring of Young was not uninfluenced by the petty jealousies of the White House staff; he lost no opportunity to rub it in that he knew how to use talented men better than I. I, in turn, was displeased that Ehrlichman had recruited one of my staff members without consulting me and while I was out of the country. From this assignment, or as part of it — I never knew which — David Young found his way to the “Plumbers.”


The essentially pointless question of whether “I knew about the Plumbers” became another controversy in the Kafkaesque atmosphere of Watergate. Unbelievable as it may appear to the outsider, it is difficult to reconstruct what others in a large bureaucracy thought one knew. I was, of course, fully aware that Ehrlichman’s office had responsibility for investigating security leaks, though the details were carefully kept from me except when they affected my office directly. I did not realize, or bother to inform myself, that a special unit existed to investigate security leaks and that its members essentially had no other duties. I assumed instead that staff members were assigned to conduct these investigations on an ad hoc basis, including Krogh and Young, though it is quite possible that Krogh and Young thought I knew that theirs was a full-time mission all along. But even had I known this, I would not have found it improper that the White House sought to protect its classified information by an investigative unit, so long as it operated within the law. Nor do I think to this day that the “Plumbers unit” — apart from the burglary — was illegal or improper given the context of the time.IV


Another episode, and one in which I did play a part, was the installation of seventeen wiretaps on individuals between May 1969 and February 1971. I reported on the wiretapping in my first volume,8 but I return to it here because it became known in 1973. The mysterious “national security matters” that Nixon had spoken of the night before Haldeman and Ehrlichman resigned turned out to be the wiretap records, which had been stored (unknown to me) in Ehrlichman’s safe, were confiscated by the FBI when the latter resigned, and soon began to leak out. The wiretapping became a major controversy in 1973, and again in 1974. It was linked by some to Watergate to prove that the Nixon Administration had a pervasive inclination to unlawful behavior.


On this issue hypocrisy is rampant. The myth has been fostered that electronic surveillance was an invention of the Nixon Administration. Of course, that is absurd. Wiretaps may be unpalatable, but they are as ubiquitous as the telephone and almost as old. All major West European democracies — including Britain, France, and the Federal Republic of Germany — use wiretaps for investigative and intelligence purposes on a scale dwarfing the activities of the Nixon Administration. But that is only the beginning of the double standard. Wiretapping by past Presidents of both political parties seems to have been more widespread, with fewer safeguards and looser standards than in Nixon’s relatively small number of cases so cherished by his enemies. That is what law enforcement officials indicated when Nixon assumed the Presidency and there is voluminous published evidence to the same effect: Franklin Roosevelt seems to have used wiretaps to monitor the activities of White House staff aides, isolationist leaders, political opponents, and journalists; the hoary practice apparently continued with vigor through all successor administrations until Nixon came into office.9 Moreover, the wiretapping for national security purposes in 1969–1971 clearly complied with the administrative and legal procedures in effect at the time; judicial warrants for them were required only after a Supreme Court decision of 1972.10


That wiretapping is distasteful is unquestionable. But so is the willful and unauthorized disclosure of military and diplomatic secrets in the middle of a war. Those responsible for national security in early 1969 were warned by their predecessors — Presidents Eisenhower and Johnson, in particular — that a dangerous practice was growing in the bureaucracy: Some who disagreed with national policy felt free to try to sabotage it by leaking classified information in clear violation of the law. We found the warning borne out as negotiating positions, military operations, and internal deliberations cascaded into the media. The media took the position that they had no responsibility to the country but to print or broadcast. It was up to the Administration to keep its own secrets — which is precisely what it attempted to do.


By the spring of 1969 Nixon became convinced that the leaks of military operations and sensitive negotiations were jeopardizing American lives. He consulted Attorney General John Mitchell and FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover at a meeting on April 25, a portion of which I attended. Hoover recommended the institution of wiretaps, which he pointed out had been used in all previous administrations at least since FDR’s for these and other much less justifiable purposes. The Attorney General affirmed their legality. Nixon ordered them implemented on the basis of three categories: officials who had access to the classified information that had been leaked; officials in sensitive positions who had adverse information in their security files; and individuals whose possible involvement emerged from the FBI investigations. Later, Nixon courageously assumed full responsibility for the decision in a letter to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on July 12, 1974:


I wish to affirm categorically that Secretary Kissinger and others involved in various aspects of this investigation were operating under my specific authority and were carrying out my express orders.


Remarkably, this did not still the semantic contortions that accused me of “initiating” or “authorizing” or “ordering” the wiretaps. Given the somewhat haphazard bookkeeping — only Hoover kept records and he was a master at protecting himself11 — there is no clear-cut documentary record. But a little common sense is in order. It would have been unthinkable for a brand-new recruit to the Nixon entourage, widely distrusted for his liberal associates and with foreign policy responsibilities only, pulling off in his third month in office the initiative for and institution of a law enforcement program in the exclusive jurisdiction of such heavyweights as John Mitchell and J. Edgar Hoover.


The truth is simpler. I agreed strongly with Nixon that something had to be done to stem the leaks; Mitchell and Hoover recommended the program; Nixon ordered it; my office implemented the part of identifying to the FBI persons we knew to come under the first of the three criteria established by Nixon: that is, persons with access to the leaked information. In each case, the FBI requested authority from the Attorney General to wiretap these persons. The FBI sporadically sent to my office brief summaries, averaging about a page in length, of conversations that it considered to represent discussions of secret military or foreign policy matters.


Eventually under this program, wiretaps were established by the FBI on seventeen officials and newsmen. My office did not supply all the names nor was it aware of every wiretap.V (If someone was tapped but no conversation touched on military or foreign affairs, he would not be the subject of reports and I and my office would have no way of knowing about the tap. There was no opportunity, and even less desire, to spend time pruriently reading over transcripts of personal conversations.) The short summary reports of conversations touching on what the FBI considered national security matters were sent to my office, the President’s, and Haldeman’s for a year. In May 1970, a year after the first tap, Nixon ordered that my office be dropped from the distribution; I no longer saw any reports. Thereafter Haldeman was apparently the sole recipient until the whole program was discontinued in February 1971.


In reflecting about the subject, I cannot add a great deal to what I have written in my first volume:


. . . I went along with what I had no reason to doubt was legal and established practice in these circumstances, pursued, so we were told, with greater energy and fewer safeguards in previous administrations. The motive, which I strongly shared, was to prevent the jeopardizing of American and South Vietnamese lives by individuals (never discovered) who disclosed military information entrusted to them in order to undermine policies decided upon after prayerful consideration and in our view justified both in law and in the national interest. I believe now that the more stringent safeguards applied to national security wiretapping since that time reflect an even more fundamental national interest — but this in no way alters my view of the immorality of those who, in their contempt for their trust, attempted to sabotage national policies and risked American lives.12


In retrospect it is also clear to me that while electronic surveillance is a widely used method of investigation in democracies, the wiretapping of one’s associates presents an especially painful human problem. I was never at ease about it; it is the part of my public service about which I am most ambivalent. At the time, I simply preferred it to the alternative, which was to separate from their posts those who were suspected of unauthorized disclosures of information. No doubt Nixon and his inner circle savored the notion that some colleagues of the Harvard outsider and Rockefeller associate were suspected leakers. And some officials of the FBI used the opportunity to vindicate their judgment in cases where their reservations about security clearances for my staff had been ignored. For these reasons I may well have subconsciously leaned over backward in resolving my ambivalence about the program. It does not change the fundamental fact that, as far as I knew, the only motive was to protect classified information against unauthorized disclosure in the middle of a complicated war. I had no reason to challenge the claim of the Attorney General that the program was legal and proper. Still, I want to express my regret at the anguish that may have been caused to any individual by a procedure that has since been modified by court decision.


Having said that, I feel entitled to record my dismay at the harassment in lawsuits and print ever since by some who knew very well that I was torn between doing my duty as I saw it and sparing them personally. I even warned some of them about the suspicions of my superiors and cautioned them that they were under scrutiny. By the same token I am grateful to those who were tapped but have remained or become close friends, reconciling their sense of grievance with understanding of the practices, motives, and circumstances of the time.


The Impact on Foreign Policy


MY predominant concern during Watergate was not the investigations that formed the headlines of the day. It was to sustain the credibility of the United States as a major power. We were tragically back to the domestic disunity of the first term. While this time the national trauma had not grown out of foreign crisis — Vietnam — it would nevertheless affect our international position profoundly. We could — and did — take diplomatic initiatives; we could — and did — utter fierce warnings against threats to our security. But the authority to implement them was beginning to seep away for reasons quite beyond the reach of those conducting foreign policy, in a purgatory in which there were no victors, only victims.


For a while, the real cost of Watergate to the conduct of foreign policy was not apparent. Patriotism and a sense of the awfulness of events induced many traditional critics to suspend their assaults. As an individual I led a charmed life; I became the focal point of a degree of support unprecedented for a nonelected official. It was as if the public and Congress felt the national peril instinctively and created a surrogate center around which the national purpose could rally. But that was a pale substitute for the real thing and it evaporated progressively.


Tawdry revelation was matched by a vile animus. A journalist not known for his friendship to Nixon called me to say he was shocked by the “bloodlust” surfacing among many of his friends: All they seemed to be able to think of was “get him, get him, get him. As if they were gladiators that wanted to kill.” William Safire tells of a prominent editor who insisted to him, around this time in 1973, that a “bloodletting” was absolutely necessary.13


The symptoms of weakening authority were everywhere. By May 10, 1973, we were receiving reports that Chinese officials were discreetly asking visitors about the extent of the damage to Nixon’s authority. They seemed to think that “organized groups” in the United States, determined to jettison the President’s foreign policy, were orchestrating the opposition.


The same queries were put to me in the Soviet Union, where I spent May 4 to May 9 to prepare for Brezhnev’s June visit to the United States. At first the Soviet leaders seemed to treat Watergate as a passing phenomenon. But as the revelations began to accumulate and the investigations went on and on, one began to notice efforts to dissociate Brezhnev from Nixon. In early May, Brezhnev told me that he intended to bring his wife and children to America. On June 12, less than a week before his arrival, we were suddenly informed that his wife could not come: “[T]he doctors are flatly against that. As for the daughter and the son, they have had their own compelling reasons preventing them from making such a trip now.” A stop by Brezhnev in Houston was also canceled without explanation or consultation. The impression that Watergate was a key factor in Soviet thinking became unavoidable when the same message explained that Brezhnev was going with Nixon to San Clemente against the judgment of his doctors because


if somebody speculates that my suggestion not to fly to California is somehow connected with the internal events in the United States, this is absolutely not true, Mr. President. There is no basis for such an interpretation. The President knows full well that from the outset we have unhesitatingly followed a consistent line in relations with him and our respect and my personal respect has not diminished a bit.


This apparent token of solicitude could equally plausibly be explained as a heavy-handed Soviet attempt to remind the President of his weakened position. In either case it was profoundly demeaning to think that the President required an assurance of continued personal esteem from the General Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.


The erosion of executive authority affected not only adversaries; it blighted as well relations with our friends. West German Ambassador Berndt von Staden told me that the cynical West German press coverage of Chancellor Willy Brandt’s visit in early May was undoubtedly caused by its coincidence with the speech announcing the resignation of Haldeman and Ehrlichman. In my June 8 meeting with French Foreign Minister Michel Jobert, he insinuated that the purpose of the Year of Europe was to ease our domestic situation; it forced me to remind him that it had all been planned before Watergate (as Jobert knew very well from a conversation I had had with President Georges Pompidou in December 1972). The subject came up again when I met with the allied representatives to the North Atlantic Council in San Clemente on June 30 (they were touring the United States); with the Italian Ambassador on July 24; and on the visits of German Foreign Minister Walter Scheel and British Cabinet Secretary Burke Trend in July — always politely, even compassionately. But the policy of a great power is sustained by respect, not compassion.


On August 4 Lee Kuan Yew, Prime Minister of Singapore, a man of singular intelligence and judgment and a true friend of the United States, interrupted a meeting of Commonwealth heads of government in Ottawa to fly to New York for a private meeting with me at Kennedy Airport. His sole purpose was to have the opportunity to judge the impact of Watergate on the foreign policy of the United States. “You are the anchor of the whole non-Communist world,” he said nearly in despair, “and because of righteous indignation this anchor is slithering in the mud.” His fear was that if Nixon was overthrown, for whatever reason, the strong foreign policy that Nixon represented would also be undermined. In 1976, a new President would be elected who saw his election as vindication of the antiwar, neo-isolationist position. This must not happen: “My survival depends on it,” he said.


As so often before, Lee Kuan Yew was prescient. Friendly countries needed then, and still need, a strong Presidency for their security; even adversaries are more comfortable with a predictable, coherent America. Against my premonitions, I was duty-bound to reassure my old friend from Singapore. We would maintain the nation’s strength and purpose, I said; we would surely get through this crisis as we had overcome so many others. I asserted that the policy of our successors, whoever they might be, would maintain a strong America. I do not know whether the perceptive Lee Kuan Yew believed me; I tend to doubt it. I have been too embarrassed to ask him.


In mid-1974, the distinguished columnist of the Washington Post, Chalmers Roberts, wrote perceptively in Foreign Affairs:


Foreign policy is made both by commission and omission. It is affected by mood and nuance, by judgments of strengths and weaknesses, by one government’s measure of another’s will as well as its ability to act, by one national leader’s perception of a rival or friendly leader’s political standing in his own country and its effect on both national power and policies.14


That was the issue precisely. With every passing day Watergate was circumscribing our freedom of action. We were losing the ability to make credible commitments, for we could no longer guarantee Congressional approval. At the same time, we had to be careful to avoid confrontations for fear of being unable to sustain them in the miasma of domestic suspicion. (When we went on alert at the end of the Mideast war in October 1973, I was asked at a press conference whether it was a Watergate maneuver.) Deprived of both the carrot and the stick, we could only watch with impatient frustration as first Hanoi and then Moscow began to exploit our discomfiture.


For better or worse it fell increasingly to my office to hold foreign policy together. There was now an entirely different atmosphere in the White House from that in the first term. Gone were most of the arrogant young men of the Haldeman era, cockily confident that all could be planned and every problem would yield to procedure. Only Ronald Ziegler remained, as head of the press office, carrying out an impossible task with loyalty and dedication. The White House staff, in any event, no longer had the authority of a strong President or the self-assurance of participating in a great cause. Senior members of the White House had to establish their right from case to case by performance, conviction, and the ability to appeal to a sense of the national interest in excruciatingly difficult circumstances, of which the most serious was the inability to articulate the extent of our peril.


At every press conference I was asked about the impact of Watergate on foreign policy. I consistently denied any relationship. Though everyone knew it to be untrue, only a show of imperviousness would enable us to salvage anything. A great power is given no quarter because it has trouble at home. We could surmount our perils, if at all, only by demonstrating self-confidence and continuing to insist that we would defend the national interest against all obstacles, foreign and domestic.


But I was filled with foreboding. The country seemed in a “suicidal mood,” I said to one friend in May 1973, and it was bound to erode our world position: “Four or five years of amassing capital in nickels and dimes is being squandered in thousand dollar bills.” To another friend in July I confided: “At no crisis in the last fifteen years did I think the country was in danger. But I genuinely now believe that we could suffer irreparable damage.” And later:


[T]he difference in any effort you have ever known as between greatness and mediocrity is a nuance. You can’t describe it. And it took us two years when no one understood what we were doing to get it. One success created the necessity of the other. When it unravels it will go the same way. For two years you won’t see anything, and then you start pulling the threads out. I can go to the Hill and say, gentlemen, here are the dangers. You will have a Mideast war if this keeps up.


This is more or less what happened, though self-pity was no help. I could not go to the Congress with a warning because I would have been at a loss to recommend a different course of action. The Senate hearings were theatrical and procedurally unfair; there was no opportunity to cross-examine, no advance information of charges. But the rot it exposed was real enough. The essence of the problem lay within the Administration, not with those who were exposing it, however self-righteously. Once Watergate erupted, it was impossible to arrest its course. Many old-line opponents of Nixon understood very well what was happening to their country’s prestige and were horror-struck. The best they could do was to ease the task of those few in authority trying to steer the wreck.


In this manner I, a foreign-born American, wound up in the extraordinary position of holding together our foreign policy and reassuring our public. It had nothing to do with merit; it was evoked by a national instinct for self-preservation. While I had not discouraged the public attention in the first term by which I was made the good guy, this new and higher responsibility was too elemental, too awe-inspiring, to be consciously sought. The responsibility that seemed to devolve upon me had to be used to foster the impression of continued American strength, resolve, and indeed active involvement in world affairs, to convey the conviction that amidst all our trials we remained masters of our fate.


I would not have chosen the role, and I surprised myself by not feeling up to it, though I tried hard not to show it. But all survivors of the debacle had an inescapable duty to contribute what they could to a sense of national purpose, and I did my best. It imposed a style of diplomacy leaning toward the spectacular; a show of driving self-assurance that would cause potential adversaries to recoil from a challenge. Some of it no doubt reflected vanity; much was conscious decision growing out of awed reflection. We needed a visible, if necessary theatrical, affirmation that America would survive its anguish and still build a better world. It was a measure of the straits in which Nixon found himself that he accepted this state of affairs; it was a tribute to his tenacity and patriotism that he did so with good grace.
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