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IT IS JUST POSSIBLE that we are living at the dawn of a new golden age.


America’s two core ideas, freedom and capitalism, are catching fire around the world. Just as sweeping are revolutions in information technology and the life sciences that are still in their infancies. And the United States itself has the potential to achieve enormous good, having gained a preeminence in economic, political, military, scientific, and cultural influence that has not been matched since the days of ancient Rome. Taken together, these forces could lift future generations to the distant, sunny upland envisioned by Woodrow Wilson, where people celebrate “with a great shout of joy and triumph.”


But progress will be neither sure nor inevitable. Much of it will rest upon the quality of our leaders, starting with America’s president.


It is worth remembering that the twentieth century began in an air of triumphalism, too. Experts looked ahead and saw an unparalleled opportunity for human advancement. But over the next fifty years, a new dark age descended, as men plunged into the bloodiest wars in history and Depression struck. Just after World War I, there were twenty-nine democracies; by the middle of World War II, only twelve. Trade among nations withered and not until the 1970s reached the same levels of intensity as at the beginning of the century.


What went wrong? Bad leadership was a large part of the answer. British historian John Keegan writes that the political history of the twentieth century can be found in the biographies of six men: Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, Mao Tse-tung, Roosevelt, and Churchill. Four were tyrants. Had Roosevelt and Churchill not rallied the Western democracies, civilization might have perished. As it was, we survived by the skin of our teeth.


Everyone who has worked in government, a corporation, a professional group, or a nonprofit knows that leadership matters. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., points out that in 1931, Winston Churchill was almost killed when he crossed Park Avenue one night in New York City, looked the wrong way, and was knocked down by a car. Fourteen months later, Franklin Roosevelt was almost killed when an assassin in Miami opened fire upon an open car in which he was riding; the man sitting next to him, the mayor of Chicago, was mortally wounded. Would history have been any different if Churchill and Roosevelt had died then? Terribly. As Schlesinger snorts, one can hardly imagine Neville Chamberlain or Lord Halifax giving voice to the British lion or John Nance Garner guiding the allied powers to victory. At a moment of crisis, the quality of a nation’s leader can be decisive.


Some argue that with the end of the Cold War and the advent of the information age, the American presidency has shriveled in importance. It is true that some of the powers of the office have devolved to others, and, for the most part, that is healthy.


But the presidency remains the center of our democracy. The man who occupies that office—and, one day soon, the woman—will always be the single person who can engage the dreams and mobilize the energies of the country behind large, sustained drives. Generally, we are a people who like to get on with our lives without paying much attention to Washington. But there are times when we have to act together. Dwight Eisenhower liked to think of us as a people who are at our best joining up with a wagon train heading west and working together to get over the mountains. Once in California, people go their own ways. The American president is always the one who will organize the wagon train.


If we are to realize a new golden age, it will be vital that our next presidents exercise a wisdom and will that help us to move steadily forward. They must work to keep the world on a stable, upward course, even as they fight off bouts of isolationism at home and rising resentment of American power overseas. They must manage a dynamic economy with a light hand, even as they seek to ensure that people left behind have more equal opportunities in life. They must be good stewards not only of the United States, but also of earth itself. Increasingly, they must make difficult decisions about technology and science that will transform the way we live.


All of this will require of our presidents that they know how to lead—that they bring to bear the qualities of personal character, idealism, political skill, and organizational strength that give power to their office. Leaders, some believe, are born, not made. It certainly appears that many of the best of the past century—Churchill, the Roosevelts, Gandhi, Mandela, Golda Meir, Martin Luther King, Jr.—had leadership in their bones. But each of them gained enormously by studying and drawing upon the experiences of others. Training and understanding of the past have been indispensable to the preparation of most leaders.


This book is an attempt to help. It is a privilege for any American citizen to serve in the White House. I have been unusually blessed by serving there under four presidents. Three of them were Republicans: Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Ronald Reagan. The fourth was a Democrat: Bill Clinton. Along the way, I have also had an opportunity to work for George Bush when he was first seeking the presidency and to work with Jimmy Carter after he left the post.


Rather than inflict a personal memoir upon readers, I try here to bring together what I have learned about presidential leadership. The bulk of the book will trace out the lessons I carried away from the presidents I served in the White House. In the final chapter, I will step back and bring together the main themes, setting forth seven lessons that seem fundamental. While the discussion will focus primarily upon the presidency, I believe the conclusions drawn apply as well to other fields.


Woven through these reflections will be bits and pieces of my own story, so the reader will know the context in which I am writing. I started out in the Nixon White House looking through a keyhole. If there was someone more junior on staff, I never met him. But I was lucky enough to begin working directly with that president and was closer still to his successors. While there were many ups and downs, I was fortunate to have served with the presidents I did and to have observed them struggling with the exercise of power.





SOME CAVEATS ARE IN ORDER.


I do not promise that these thoughts will be strikingly original. To a considerable extent, what I know comes from experiences shared with others or was passed down to me from mentors who were generous with counsel and friendship. Over time, many of us acquired a common folk wisdom that is reflected here. Nor I am seeking to make news. Rather, I hope that by looking at four presidents over thirty years, we can all gain perspective on how people in that office—and in others—can exercise responsible leadership.


A reader looking for tidbits of gossip or personal slams may also wish to go elsewhere. This book is not of the kiss-and-tell genre, revealing intimate conversations from within, nor is it an attempt to settle scores. If anything, in a search for fairness I have tried to tip in the other direction.


Readers will notice that the president is always described as a “he” and references to gender are usually in the masculine. That is because the presidency so far has remained in male hands. But I hope that one day soon we will elect our first woman president. We are long overdue. A successful woman in that office could do more to cleanse and lift the quality of our public life than almost anything imaginable.


I should also warn that the conversations I have described here are not verbatim recordings. I did not keep a White House diary. What I have attempted is to reconstruct conversations as best I can, relying upon memory, files, and published documents. If I have misquoted anyone to ill effect, I apologize. Where I was hazy, I have left out quotation marks.


Finally, I have tried to write in a spirit of goodwill toward the presidents I have known. Since this book is an attempt to help others, there are occasions when I feel compelled to say what went wrong in an administration or to describe the personal shortcomings that damaged a president’s leadership, but I have tried to do so with respect. And I have tried to be evenhanded by describing the very real strengths that each man brought to the job.


Our culture is too quick to tear down our presidents once they are in office. All of the six men I have known in the office—from Nixon to Clinton—have been patriots who cared deeply about the fate of the country. Several of them made terrible blunders, but they all struggled and fought to create a better world. We would not be at peace today, enjoying a chance for a golden future, had they not been men of accomplishment as well.


Those of us who have been privileged to serve on a White House staff have a special obligation to remember the best of the presidents we served. Leaving the Nixon staff in 1970, Daniel Patrick Moynihan offered a farewell thought that should guide all who labor in that house:


“I am one of those who believe that America is the hope of the world, and that for the time given him the President is the hope of America. Serve him well. Pray for his success. Understand how much depends on you. Try to understand what he has given of himself. This is something those of us who have worked in this building with him know in a way that perhaps only experience can teach.”













Richard Nixon
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IT MAY SEEM PERVERSE to begin a book about leadership with Richard Nixon. No modern president has been more reviled by his enemies while in office, and none has been more rebuked by historians after leaving. When Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., asked three dozen historians in 1996 to rank the overall performance of America’s presidents, they placed Nixon in the bottom tier, along with two notorious failures, Ulysses S. Grant and Warren G. Harding. Nixon will never be forgotten—and perhaps never fully forgiven—for the sins of Watergate and the long period of national turmoil that ended in his resignation on August 9, 1974, the only man to endure such a disgrace.


In the 1980s, Senator Bob Dole was strolling into the Gridiron dinner in Washington when he spied three former presidents sitting at the dais: Ford, Carter, and Nixon. “Look,” he deadpanned, “See No Evil… Hear No Evil… and Evil!” Dole was actually a longtime Nixon loyalist and delivered a moving eulogy at his funeral, but he never passes up a chance to deliver a zinging one-liner, and he knew he was capturing what many Americans have come to think of our thirty-seventh president. Years of attacks, dismissals, and editorial cartoons—not to mention his own misdeeds—have left an indelible brand.


More recently, the National Archives has released 445 hours of tape recordings of Nixon’s private conversations in 1971, when he was angry about the leakage of the Pentagon Papers. By any standard, his comments to his staff are vile and repulsive. He calls Senator Edward M. Kennedy a “goddamn lily-livered mealy-mouth.” Tip O’Neill, then Democratic whip of the House, is “an all-out dove and a vicious bastard.” The Supreme Court is “a disaster.” Nixon rants: “You’ve got a senile old bastard in Black. You’ve got an old fool and black fool in that Thurgood Marshall. Then you’ve got Brennan, I mean, a jackass Catholic.” Justice Potter Stewart, an Eisenhower appointee, is “a little dumb” and “a weak bastard” who has been “overwhelmed by the Washington Georgetown social set.”


Even worse is his anti-Semitism. “The Jews are all over the government,” he complains to Bob Haldeman, his chief of staff. “Most Jews are disloyal.” Later he instructs Haldeman: “I want you to look at any sensitive areas where Jews are involved.” There are exceptions, he said, “but, Bob, generally speaking, you can’t trust the bastards. They turn on you. Am I wrong or right?” Talking about Daniel Ellsberg, suspected of leaking the Pentagon Papers, Nixon reveals one of the roots of his feelings: “Incidentally, I hope to God he’s not Jewish, is he?… The only two non-Jews in the Communist conspiracy were Chambers and Hiss. Many felt that Hiss was. He could have been a half, but he was not by religion. The only two non-Jews. Every other one was a Jew. And it raised hell with us.”


What could such a man possibly tell us about leadership? Plenty, as it turns out. Many of his lessons are actually uplifting, just as many are cautionary tales of how a leader can pull himself down. There is a rich vein here if one takes a little time to tap into it.


In fact, Richard Nixon was the most fascinating man I have met in thirty years of public life. Those of us who worked for him in the White House found him almost impossible to fathom. Ray Price, his principal speechwriter, later wrote a book about the experience and, trying to describe Nixon, turned to Churchill’s famous comment about Russia. “It is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” said Churchill. Scattered through the memoirs of former Nixon aides are descriptions of him as “weird,” “mysterious,” “the strangest man I ever knew.” Yet, to a person, those who have written accounts of working with him, hearing him speak privately, and watching him make decisions have come to the same conclusion: there were also times when he was a towering president. I agree.


There was a side to Nixon, not reflected by Watergate or by the tapes, that to this day has inspired a legion of fine public servants. When his comments about Jews have been released in recent years, it is striking that the first to spring to his defense have been his former Jewish advisers. The late Herbert Stein said that he felt only the utmost respect and friendship from Nixon. Leonard Garment, a former Wall Street lawyer who joined up with Nixon in the 1968 campaign and stayed by his side through his presidency, pointed out that Nixon had appointed numerous Jews to his administration, including Alan Greenspan and Bill Safire. Sure, wrote Charles Krauthammer, Nixon was a “seething cauldron of inchoate hatreds.” But he was also “the man who cut through the paranoia and fear and opened the door to China, fashioned détente and ushered in the era of arms control—something less psychically roiled presidents had not been able to do.”


Americans could see that Nixon was tightly coiled, but they too decided to judge him mostly by his works—just as they have judged Bill Clinton. Throughout his life on the political stage, spanning more than a quarter century, large numbers looked upon Nixon as a forceful leader. After his first four years in the White House, Nixon amassed over 60 percent of the popular vote in 1972, the second-largest landslide ever recorded. His margin of victory in that reelection—18 million votes—remains the biggest in history. With the exception of Franklin Roosevelt—the Babe Ruth of twentieth-century politics—only Nixon has been nominated by his party for high office in five different national elections. Three times, he was the Republican nominee for president, twice for vice president.


Anyone who can rally so many Americans behind him election after election exercises a hold upon the popular imagination that is worth understanding. Time magazine put him on its cover no less than fifty-six times. There will never be a monument to Richard Nixon in Washington. But when he died in 1994—two decades after he resigned—there was an outpouring of public sympathy that suggested he went to his grave commanding the respect of millions. Visitors from around the world still stream to his museum and birthplace in Yorba Linda, California. His biographers speak of the third quarter of the twentieth century as the Age of Nixon, and he competes with Ronald Reagan and John F. Kennedy as America’s most important political figure in the past half century.


That a leader could rise so high and then fall so low is also a tale worth understanding. Nixon had it all and kicked it away. He complained later that he had simply made a bad mistake and it was really his enemies who destroyed him. “I gave them a sword and they stuck it in,” he growled to David Frost, a comment that an embittered Bill Clinton might have made later on. But Nixon, like Clinton, knew better. He had brought himself down.


The Nixon story, then, offers the stuff of Shakespeare. There is much here from which future leaders can learn. I do not pretend to understand the full tale. I was not an intimate who talked with him every day, only a young, junior member of his White House staff. But he certainly taught me a lot about leadership.


An Introduction to Valhalla


When students learn that I began working in the White House in my twenties, they frequently ask, “How did you get there?”


Most VIPs make their first entry into the West Wing through the front door. New members of the staff use a side door. I started in a closet.


While serving in the Navy in the late 1960s, I was reassigned from a ship in the Far East to a desk job in Washington. With the Vietnam War sucking in thousands of young draftees, controversy was swirling around the Selective Service System, and the Nixon White House was moving aggressively to straighten out the agency. A dear friend and former roommate, Jonathan Rose, was a young aide to Nixon and was asked to assemble a group of junior officers who could serve as advisers to the new head of Selective Service, Curtis Tarr. Jon placed a series of calls, one to me, and since I had already put in nearly two years aboard ship, I was ready. The Navy sent me to Selective Service.


Plump! I landed in the middle of a city where I had never worked, sitting two blocks away from the White House as all hell broke loose about the inequities of the draft. Tarr and our small team went to work in a hurry. One morning, Jon called and asked if I could visit with him in his second-floor office in the West Wing. Our meeting had to be hush-hush—absolutely no one was to know, he said, not even Tarr—because he wanted my unvarnished views of Selective Service and how to fix it.


It was my first visit to the White House. Moments after I was surreptitiously ushered into Jon’s office that afternoon, his secretary knocked at the door. “Curtis Tarr is here to see you, Jon,” she said. Panic. You can’t get out the door without Tarr spotting you, Jon said. There’s only one solution: “You’ve got to hide in my closet!”


“Jesus, Jonathan. Your closet?”


“We don’t have any choice. And, don’t worry, he will only stay five minutes.”


In I went.


Some closets in the White House, I discovered, are bigger than you might think. This one had a light and even a phone. But it was also bloody cold, and as fate would have it, Curtis had a lot on his mind. He and Jon talked on for about an hour, while I stood there freezing. Nature began calling, so I quietly picked up the phone and buzzed Jon’s secretary, Marie Smith. “Marie, you’ve got to get me the hell out of here. Please go in and slip Jonathan a note that I’m getting desperate.” She ushered Tarr out.


Jon was more amused than I was. But seeing White House life through a keyhole, I discovered, was often the way I would feel in the next few years.


Toward the end of that year, 1970, I was preparing to muster out of the Navy and was interviewing for a job at the Institute of Government at the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill, not far from my hometown of Durham. My friend Jonathan intervened again. “The President has just named Ray Price to head up the speechwriting team here, and Ray is scouting for an assistant. He’s terrific. Why don’t you come over and interview with him?” Jon said.


I went to see Ray on a lark. He occupied a spacious office in the southwest corner of the Old Executive Office Building, where one could feel the presence of ghosts even more than in the West Wing. Ray already had some excellent candidates, and I doubted I was a good fit. Growing up in North Carolina, I told Ray, I didn’t know any Republicans. While I was in college, Democrat Terry Sanford was our governor and he more than anyone else drew me into public life. One of my most rewarding experiences was working for him on civil rights. And, in 1968, I voted for Humphrey, not Nixon. That, I thought, would finish our conversation, but Ray wanted to keep talking.


I told him that I was a firm believer in Nixon’s foreign policy, including Vietnam. Since I was sailing on a ship out of Japan during the late 1960s, I was never radicalized by the turmoil at home, and I thought it important to persevere in Vietnam. But he should know that on domestic issues, I was a moderate on many key questions and a liberal on civil rights. While I was pleasantly surprised by Nixon’s domestic record—he was much more progressive than I had been led to believe by the press—I was certainly not as conservative as some of the men around Nixon like Pat Buchanan. Ray responded that Nixon liked a diversity of voices on his staff. Some people in the White House would oppose my joining up, but there were a number of others with my views on board already, some in speechwriting. I would feel more at home than I thought, he believed. No doubt it also helped in his eyes that we had both gone to Yale.


I liked Ray instantly and also sensed I could entrust him with my fate. He had run the editorial page of the New York Herald Tribune in its halcyon days of the mid-1960s, when Jock Whitney was publisher. In 1964, Ray had penned a famous editorial endorsing Lyndon Johnson over Barry Goldwater, but Ray had remained a conservative with a strong belief in restraint and moderation. He was one of the first principals to join up with the Nixon campaign of 1968 and went on to become a confidant, an alter ego, and an inspired wordsmith for the new president.


The more we talked that day, the more we bonded. By the end of the conversation, he promised he would get back to me soon. If we were to work together, perhaps we ought to do it on a trial basis, which seemed sensible to both of us. If he had known less about my background and more about my slipshod habits in organizing paperwork, I doubt he would have touched me with a barge pole.


But a short while later, Ray called with a one-year job offer, and I arrived at the Nixon White House in January 1971. Little did either of us realize that my one-year stint would turn into more than three and a half years and one of the best growing-up experiences a person can have.


Getting to Know “RN”


Richard Nixon paid me precious little attention the first time we met. That occurred in the mid-sixties when I was a student at the Harvard Law School, looking ahead to military service and weighing whether I would eventually return to North Carolina or perhaps try out Wall Street. Nixon was temporarily out of politics. After his loss in the 1960 presidential campaign and his humiliation in the 1962 California gubernatorial race, he had gone east to nurse his wounds and practice law, preparing his comeback.


When word spread that Nixon was coming to Cambridge to interview law students for prospective jobs at his New York firm, most of us jumped for interviews. After passing an initial screen by junior partners, a few were admitted to a private session with The Man. There he was, the deep basso voice, the jowls, the eyes that penetrated to your core. Or did they? As we talked, his eyes quickly strayed over my shoulder to a television set that was quietly broadcasting the World Series. He let his other partner do the talking while he watched the game.


As we said good-bye, I needled him a little. “What’s the score?” I asked. He relayed it good-naturedly, then added a piece of advice that proved helpful. “You’re signing up for the Navy, huh? Well, don’t go into the Judge Advocate General Corps as a lawyer. Become a line officer,” he said. “That way you’ll get some real leadership training. You’ll be a lot better off later on.” I took his advice and wound up as a damage control officer on a repair ship, the USS Ajax (AR-6). Learning to control damage, it turned out, was the best possible preparation for my coming years in the White House.


Joining the Nixon staff in early 1971, halfway into his first term, I was on the third rung of the staff, kids to be seen and never heard. Republicans like hierarchy and order; they’re not like Democrats, as I saw later on, who thrive on chaos and creativity. Ike had taught Nixon that a good organization will never guarantee an effective leader, but a bad organization will kill you every time. So, he established a strong top-down system and brought in Bob Haldeman, John Ehrlichman, and Henry Kissinger to run it for him (Nixon himself was no manager). Haldeman was the first chief of staff in the White House since Eisenhower left,I while Ehrlichman and Kissinger became the czars of domestic and foreign policy. When I got there, they had the place under lock and key.


Nixon was famously aloof and preferred that most of his staff communicate with him on paper rather than face-to-face. Lyndon Johnson had a White House phone that had direct extensions to sixty people; Nixon kept a phone with direct lines to only three—the so-called “Teutonic trio.” Those three, along with his faithful administrative assistant, Rose Mary Woods, were also the only ones who seemed to enjoy “walk-in” rights. A few of the young guard, like Dwight Chapin, were favored with frequent visits to his office because they had marched with him in the campaign. Almost everyone else on staff waited to be called.


But speechwriters, I found, have a dispensation from God. The policy-makers and political advisers have usually spent years in their fields before taking a job at the White House. They worked hard to earn a seat at the table. Most of them have trouble, however, translating their ideas into public prose, and they need speechwriters around to help them. If they think the Muse may have touched your brow, you can be a twenty-eight-year-old with no experience and they will invite you to their meetings. It’s exhilarating to be a White House wordsmith when you are young. You may not shape history, but you have a ringside seat watching others make it. Over time, you may even add a finishing touch or two.


Ray Price wasn’t ready to have me write or edit anything yet—that would come later—but he did have a special assignment that I loved. Nixon wanted a representative of the writing shop to sit in on his meetings with the cabinet and congressional leaders so we could take notes of what he was saying and pass them around the shop. He frequently used those occasions to try out thoughts and ideas that could form the basis of public speeches. Ray would naturally attend the more sensitive sessions, but when he was busy—and the work always piled up—he asked me to substitute, taking a seat along the wall. I happily agreed, wondering whether this was where it all happened.


It didn’t take long to see that cabinet meetings were exactly where it didn’t happen. The cabinet members Nixon had so proudly presented to the nation on live television early on were now treated more warily. Nixon’s staff regarded a few as continuing loyalists but thought others had “gone native”—they had joined the camp of their entrenched bureaucracies, so despised by the White House. Nixon was always urging his cabinet to sell his programs harder and take more political heat for the administration, but he and his staff were sucking most of the real power back into the White House. Cabinet and congressional sessions could still be wide-ranging, even robust, but the big decisions were made in the White House.


Even so, those sessions in the cabinet room gave me a chance to see Nixon up close. I was immensely impressed. It was true what his lieutenants had been saying: unlike the man we saw on television, sweating and uncomfortable, this Nixon could be dazzling. His conversations were heavily sprinkled with historical references, and he spoke knowingly of leaders like Charles de Gaulle, Winston Churchill, Shigeru Yoshida, and Lee Kuan Yew. If the conversation turned to domestic fare, he spoke with equal facility about local leaders in downstate Illinois or the Panhandle of Florida. Whatever the issue, an insight would roll out. He wasn’t showing off; he had just seen more, studied more, and reflected more than anyone else in the room. I would not see his intellectual match until Bill Clinton came to Washington. Moreover, he acted on his knowledge. As he told the staff, he wanted to be the man in the saddle, not the man saddled by events.


Later on, Nixon was about to make a live radio broadcast from the Oval Office and wanted to make massive revisions in his speech draft. He and press secretary Ron Ziegler were poring over the text at his desk, while Nell Yates, a pillar of many administrations, was retyping pages at a furious clip just outside. I was helping the President with suggestions and racing back and forth to Nell. To my astonishment, Nixon began cursing up a storm. I hadn’t heard anyone that crusty since I left the Navy.


“What in the world is happening?” I asked Ziegler.


“Don’t worry,” Ron replied. “He can get like that. That’s a signal that he trusts you when he starts talking like that in front of you. It’s his way of letting off steam.”


I didn’t hear Nixon like that often, but that moment has replayed in my head several times since transcripts have appeared from the secret tape recorder he kept in the Oval Office. His barnyard epithets were so raw that when he released some transcripts during the Watergate turmoil in order to show his innocence, the release backfired. Even though many words were redacted, the public was horrified that their president spoke like that. The transcripts, as Teddy White wrote, shattered their romantic dream about the presidency.


The tapes that have come out since have further tarnished his reputation, especially among the young, who never saw him at his best. They create an impression that he was not only churlish and anti-Semitic but also small and stupid. They stand in sharp contrast to the transcripts that have been so carefully released from the Kennedy files, which show him resolute and sophisticated during the Cuban missile crisis. Clearly, a number of Nixon’s comments are indefensible. No leader should speak that way, even in private to those he trusts. The fact that earlier presidents like Harry Truman were known to use racist language about blacks and Jews is not an excuse. Eisenhower would have served as a good model for Nixon. As Stephen Ambrose has written, Ike confided his darkest thoughts to his pillow.


But in judging Nixon, one should also keep him in perspective. Yes, he was tormented and vented more than he should. However, the tapes that have been released are not the full measure of the man. Certainly, the Nixon most of us saw in the White House spoke, thought, and acted most of the time in ways that were far loftier and more inspiring. The Nixon I heard in the cabinet room and increasingly in his office and elsewhere spoke with intelligence and fluidity about the world. He could be riveting. He could also be mean and ruthless, no doubt, and he could be deceptive and manipulative. He thought all of those qualities necessary in his job. But no one else on the American stage in the past thirty years, including Henry Kissinger, has demonstrated a deeper grasp of foreign affairs. When international crises broke out after he left office, one of the first questions of every president I have known since has been: I wonder what Nixon thinks?


The tapes that have been released so far show Nixon at his ugliest. The taping system was only up and running full-time by 1971, when he was under heavy stress. Perhaps one day we will hear other tapes recording him at his best. For the sake of historical balance, I hope so.


As I saw more of him, I realized that Nixon could switch on his public face in an instant. On a morning that is still memorable, I was standing in a small antechamber outside the Oval Office, waiting to give him a paper before he walked into a cabinet meeting. He came out, sullen, brooding, mean-looking, and took my paper with little more than a grunt. I wouldn’t have dared cross his path in a dark alley. Three steps later, he straightened up, threw back his shoulders, summoned a smile—the mask was on just as he stepped into the cabinet room. “Ladies and gentlemen, the President!” All stood and applauded.


On another occasion, I had a speech draft from our shop that we had to deliver to him around nine o’clock at night. We were too late for the pouch that the staff secretariat collected at the end of the day, so I walked it over to the residence, where an usher could take it up to him. No, said the usher, he’s bowling and wants you to bring it to him personally. Bowling? Where? The thought conjured up images of a smoke-filled hall and pairs of tacky bowling shoes. I didn’t even know there was an alley in the White House.


Over at the Old EOB, deep in the basement, the usher said. Armed with his directions, I set out among the catacombs and piping of the EOB and, sure enough, tucked far away was a small door that opened into a single lane. And there was Richard Nixon, the leader of the free world—dress shoes, a pressed white shirt with cuff links, dark tie—bowling alone. No Secret Service men were in sight. I felt strangely drawn to him that night, so vulnerable and lonely he seemed, the trappings of power temporarily fallen away. The image comes to mind of James Goldman’s title for a play about Henry II, The Lion in Winter. The Nixon I knew seemed like a wounded lion—he could be magnificent at times, striding the world, but he was always nursing huge inner damage, something that made you wince for him. At one moment he could be splendidly remote, almost regal, and in the next, snarling and angry at any hiss that came from the bushes.


There was also a clumsiness about Nixon, both physically and socially. Sometimes he could barely make his fingers work a dial telephone. In a well-remembered incident in 1971, Ron Ziegler had arranged a photo op commemorating the President’s birthday. Reluctantly, Nixon agreed to walk along the beach at San Clemente, a California spot that was home to the “western White House” and a welcome refuge from Washington. Imagine the horror among the staff when photos came back of him walking stiffly on the sand in a windbreaker, dark trousers… and black wing-tipped shoes.


Occasionally, his words were out of sync with the rest of him. In a speech, he might cup his hands in the form of a globe and say, “It takes a strong man…” Then, just the wrong second, he would straighten his hands to show an upright man while he said, “… to shape the world.” Haldeman recounts that Nixon once ordered him to eliminate soup from state dinners because “men don’t really like soup” but that Manolo Sanchez, the President’s valet, confided the real reason: Nixon kept spilling soup down his vest. Extremely shy, Nixon also hated small talk and wasn’t good at it. In a motorcade in Florida, a cop on a motorcycle fell and Nixon, compassionate, stopped everything so he could console him. But as the man lay on the ground, the only thing he could think to ask him was how he liked his job.


It was obvious to all of us how precious his daughters, Tricia and Julie, were. Julie in particular was one of the few people to whom he seemed to relate naturally, not through his intellect. Yet he would have the staff meet privately with the girls to give them a message he felt awkward in conveying himself. He would even send directives to his wife, Pat, on White House stationery with the heading: “To: Mrs. Nixon, From: The President.” Or on a hot summer day, as is well known, he might sit in the coldest air-conditioning with logs blazing in the fireplace. A strange man? Of course. But, over time, as I saw his strengths and vulnerabilities, I was one of many on staff who came to like him—even in his strangeness.


His Dual Personality


One of the first lessons about public life, I discovered, is to choose your mentors wisely. In my case, I was plain lucky. Ray Price was a wonderful introduction to the Nixon White House and, more than that, to the high standards that leaders should set. He could see I was young and eager—too eager, in fact—to grab the brass ring. He set out to help me grow up.


Each week in those days, citizens were writing about forty thousand letters, cards, and telegrams to the President, and Ray thought it important that Nixon read a sample of two dozen or more of the most interesting, including those that were negative. He would get a better feel for what people were thinking outside Washington, and we might spot some speech nuggets. The correspondence unit, which reported to Ray, would cull the arrivals and send us a large stack. One of my early assignments was to read them and propose the weekly sample. It was more interesting than I expected. Americans pour out their hearts to their president and are not shy about asking for personal help and advice on matters ranging from Social Security to divorce. The American president was truly a father figure, at least back then. Privately, Nixon referred to himself in the same way and relished that role, writing that “each day [is] a chance to do something memorable for someone.”


Late on a Friday night each week, Ray and I would sit down together and sift through the letters I was suggesting. Inevitably, a letter would spark conversations about Nixon, life at the White House, and the ways of the world. Our sessions often stretched past midnight, as Ray quietly told me all about the man we worked for, the men he had brought with him, and how important Nixon’s success was to the country. It was my tutorial from one of the President’s most trusted advisers.


Nixon, he explained, was blessed with a very bright side, but mostly hidden from public view was a dark, thunderous aspect. Inside the White House, a titanic struggle was under way between those who naturally appealed to his better qualities and those who played upon his demons. Our job, he said, was to strengthen his positive instincts. If only that side prevailed, Nixon had the capacity for enormous achievement.


Ray and others like Leonard Garment, Bill Safire, George Shultz, and Arthur Burns believed that Richard Nixon had within him the capacity to be a statesman who could indeed build the “lasting structure of peace” that he dreamed about. These were serious men who had given up satisfying jobs on the outside because they were convinced Nixon stood on the threshold of greatness. To them, Nixon was the real thing, a genuine and inspired leader who was working to achieve peace, not just talking about it.


But there was another side to his nature—insecure, secretive, angry, vindictive—that lurked beneath the exterior and was rarely seen except by those closest to him. Nixon knew it was there and thought there were times when he needed to be mean in order to retain power in the face of countless hostile forces. It was easy, Ray said, for an adviser like Chuck Colson and others to exploit that dark side by warning him of the enemies at the gate and urging that swift, brutal action be taken. Nixon would easily succumb and lash out at his foes, real and imagined. If that side ultimately prevailed, Ray warned, the Nixon presidency was doomed. It was an eerie prophecy, one that I recalled years later in trying to sort out Bill Clinton’s complex personality.


In his memoirs of the Nixon years, Before the Fall, Bill Safire provided a similar, if more expansive, metaphor. “Think of Nixon as a layer cake,” he wrote. “The public face or crust is conservative, stern, dignified, proper.” The first layer underneath is the “progressive politician” seeking to become another Disraeli; underneath, “an unnecessarily pugnacious man” who is self-made, self-pitying, but not self-centered; the next layer down is the poker player; underneath, “the hater, the impugner of motives”; another layer down, the realist; then “the observer-participant” who sees himself as a third person; beneath, “the man of extraordinary courage”; and finally the loner. People tend to see only the layer they want to see. “But the whole cake is the ‘real’ Nixon, including some layers I have not mentioned because I do not know. When you take a bite of the cake that is Nixon, you must get a mouthful of all the layers; nibbling along one level is not permitted.”


Bill had insights into Nixon that over time made more and more sense to me. But in my first years at the White House, I was struck with great force by Ray’s simpler metaphor—the uneasy co-existence of the bright and dark sides of Nixon’s soul. Was this who Nixon truly was? In college, I had read Shakespeare’s tragic portrayal of King Richard II, who stepped down from his throne, a senseless victim of an inner struggle between brilliance and despair. The famous Greek and Elizabethan tragedies were also cautionary tales of how fatal flaws had undermined Creon, Lear, and Agamemnon, but those were fabled figures whose stories stretched back thousands of years. Did the same drama live on in the man from Whittier, California, who kept an office down the hall from ours in the Old EOB?


Psychologists have written about the bright and shadow sides of personalities. Again, however, their books rang more of theory than of the modern presidency, where the sun came up every day on a beehive of people in coat and tie scurrying from one meeting to the next, memos written, decisions made. The Nixon I caught glimpses of in those early days seemed buoyant and in command, at ease with power. But my education was just beginning: the Watergate break-in was more than a year away, and there was much I didn’t know. Nearly thirty years later, it is clear that Ray Price had figured out Nixon from the beginning.


I. Kennedy and Johnson preferred to operate without a formal chief of staff.
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RICHARD NIXON called me in the early fall of 1993, about six months before he died. He was coming to Washington and wondered if we might have breakfast in his suite at One Washington Circle, a modest hotel where he liked to stay. I was working by then at the Clinton White House. Of course, I replied, and wondered if Mack McLarty, the chief of staff, might join us, to which Nixon readily assented.


As we sat down, it was obvious that Nixon had two purposes in mind: to find out what was happening in Washington, feeding an intellectual appetite that remained voracious until the end, and, more to the point, to have me carry messages to his successor. Good for him, I thought, still trying to shape the world.


After telling us that the administration must maintain strong economic ties with Russia—a familiar theme—and suggesting that Clinton was courting political trouble by encouraging his wife to be out front on health care reform (“She’s too tough in her appearances”), Nixon turned to the issue uppermost in his thoughts. “The President hasn’t been outspoken enough in his support of NAFTA,” he said, referring to the controversial trade agreement with Mexico and Canada, then facing a perilous journey through Congress. “He’s been in the weeds on this, hanging back too much. Tell him there are things worse than losing. He has to stand up for the principle of free trade.”


Then Nixon added his special touch: “If he wants to know why he should be for NAFTA, tell him to study the repeal of the Corn Laws in Britain. That should convince him.”


Repeal of the Corn Laws? Only Nixon. In the nineteenth century, the farmers of Great Britain fought fiercely to preserve the Corn Laws, which placed high tariffs on agricultural products coming in from other countries. The battle over their repeal stirred a tumultuous debate about threats to the British way of life, just as NAFTA was doing in the United States. History shows that Parliament’s vote to tear down the barriers in 1846 not only marked a turning point toward an era of freer trade, but also paid enormous benefits for Britain, catapulting the nation into a dominant position in the world economy. Nixon’s analysis was precisely on point. It was also characteristic of the man. He loved to read about great events and great leaders of the past and draw upon them to assess the present.


That conversation, my last with Nixon, brought back a flow of memories of what it was like to work in his White House and why, for so long, we on staff admired him. More than any other president in the twentieth century, save Woodrow Wilson and Dwight Eisenhower, Nixon was a serious student of power and leadership. Wilson, the only chief executive with a Ph.D., had written memorable treatises about the powers of Congress and the president long before he set foot in Washington. Nixon never had as much formal education, but he applied himself as earnestly in learning about men in power and, as a Quaker, embraced Wilson’s idealism. He even asked to sit at Wilson’s desk.


Until the 1970s, when roughly half his papers were opened, scholars did not appreciate how diligently Eisenhower had studied the arts of leadership while in uniform, especially working under Douglas MacArthur and George Marshall, or how wily he had been. With the publication of Fred Greenstein’s book The Hidden-Hand Presidency, Ike’s stature has properly grown. Nixon had the advantage of studying under Eisenhower and, when his turn came, tried to blend Ike’s tough-mindedness with Wilson’s idealism, an approach that continues to recommend itself today. Long after he left office, Nixon, ever the student, mulled over the mysteries of leadership in one of his best books, Leaders.


The tragedy of Nixon’s life is that he could not live up to his own standards. He had learned what it takes to be strong and effective, and he often climbed to the peaks, but he could not stay there. Something inside pulled him down. Until his final fall, however, he taught those of us who worked for him many lessons about the positive qualities that are needed for the exercise of leadership.


For two years, I mostly learned from the back benches. Approaching the 1972 Republican Convention in Miami, Dwight Chapin formed a small planning group and invited me to join. “You’re in charge of the convention script,” he told me. That was less impressive than it sounded. I was to coordinate all of the speeches in the hall, ensuring that they stayed within tight time constraints and didn’t slop over each other. Implicit was the challenge of keeping the speeches crisp and fresh for the large audience that watched conventions in those days.


Stagecraft, I was finding, is an important element of modern politics, and no one practiced it more assiduously than the Nixon team. For fun, someone hooked me up with Bob Hope’s comedy writers and I asked them to come to Miami. Two of them holed up in a Miami hotel, maintaining an open telephone line to our convention trailer. As they watched the convention on television, they would think up gag lines. Then I or someone else would trot their jokes over to the next speaker just as he was going up to the podium. A good use of your tax dollars, right? But the convention was a smashing success on television.


When the elections were over and Nixon had won the landslide he was seeking, Ray Price surprised me by deciding that he would like to leave his post as head of the speechwriting and research team. He wanted to stay on at the White House as “house philosopher,” and Nixon agreed, so long as Ray would continue to handle big speeches. Ray asked me to serve as his successor.


It was an immensely flattering suggestion. Writers of strong talent would be reporting to me, and as a team we could have a significant impact upon Nixon’s next term. Altogether, we had about fifty people in our department—writers, researchers, administrative assistants, and members of the correspondence unit. I had thought of going home to North Carolina after the elections, but this was a chance I could not pass up. I was thirty years old, eager to grow and to climb.


For the rest of Nixon’s presidency, I ran that writing and research team, a wonderful bunch. I was also among a cadre of other junior staffers moving into midlevel positions for the second term, running policy shops, scheduling, advance, and related activities. Most of us marched together through the Watergate hell and became friends for life. But that was still far off. For now, my job was drawing me closer to the President himself. I never became a confidant, but he often took me in hand, as he did others, trying to teach me how the game was played at the top.


What I saw in those days was mostly his bright side. Before he self-destructed, Nixon was among the best of modern presidents. Now I could see why—how he drew upon his years in the wilderness, his inner steel, his understanding of history, his personal mystique, the men and women he attracted to government, and upon the way he molded his staff. Most of all, I saw how his strategic vision was central to his success.


It may seem that by emphasizing his positive qualities first, I am not wholly objective. I plead “guilty as charged.” I remain grateful to Richard Nixon for helping me get started in public life, and as I hope these pages reflect, my respect for his accomplishments continues, even as I believe it important for others to understand what went wrong, too. It is also true that only by understanding just how towering his strengths were can we appreciate the depths. Let’s look at his core strengths one by one.


His Years in the Wilderness


In the presidential election of 1960, some 60 million Americans went to the polls. Nixon lost to Kennedy by 119,000 votes—fewer than 1 vote per precinct. Question: Would Nixon have been a better president in 1961 than he was after he was elected in 1968? No one knows for sure. But certainly Nixon thought he was more effective because he lost his first national election.


He still had the campaign bug after that defeat and quickly mapped out plans to run for governor of California two years later, a move to keep his career alive while permitting him to sit out the 1964 race against Kennedy. California voters had a different idea. They dealt him a second, humbling defeat, electing Democrat Pat Brown instead, and it appeared that he was through forever.


As it turned out, his banishment from politics was one of the best things that ever happened to him. It prepared him to lead. For most of the next six years, as he wandered in the political wilderness, he finally had a chance to deepen and broaden himself intellectually, something that few politicians on today’s fast track ever take the time to do. Clinton, for example, paid a price for not having time away from politics for personal growth, and so did Lyndon Johnson. They were both catapulted into the presidency before they had a clear idea of what they wanted to do with it or, in Clinton’s case, had settled down.


Certainly, Nixon had never taken time for reflection before. From the day he was a thirty-five-year-old freshman Congressman and first met Alger Hiss until he was beaten in his twin election bids in the 1960s, his time on the national stage had been jam-packed. He did not know his family very well, much less himself. The process of self-renewal began in 1961, when he took ten months off between campaigns to write about his life. The book that emerged, Six Crises, helped him to begin making sense of who he was, where he had gone wrong, and how to prepare for future office. For his chapter on Khrushchev, he wrote later, he spent six days in a Los Angeles hotel room, working fourteen hours a day and taking all his meals there. It was a rushed job, patterned a little too obviously after Walter Bedell Smith’s book on Eisenhower’s six major decisions. But his book became a best-seller and began a period of personal enrichment that continued until he went to the White House in 1969.


People who saw him in his “out” years found him not just restless but anxious to learn everything he could about international affairs and about the exercise of power. He visited four continents, investigating conditions, examining the interests and motivations of other nations, and expanding his storehouse of contacts. Highly disciplined most of his life, Nixon took ample amounts of time to read and to write out his thoughts. Gradually, he developed a more sophisticated, tempered, longer-range view of world affairs that became the foundation for his presidency.


Looking back after he left the White House, Nixon concluded that his time out of office had been one of his most productive periods. And he took pride that great statesmen of other nations had followed a similar path. “De Gaulle in his ‘wilderness’ years, Adenauer in prison and in the monastery, Churchill out of power, de Gasperi in the Vatican library—all had time to reflect, and all used it well. I found that some of my own most valuable years were those between the vice presidency and the presidency, when I was able to step back from the center of events and look in a most measured way at the past and the future,” he wrote in 1982. He was particularly impressed that both Churchill and de Gaulle, when rejected and out of power, had used their time to do some of their finest writing. It was no surprise, then, that Nixon turned back to writing after he resigned from office in 1974. It was his path to whatever redemption he might find.


Nixon no doubt liked to dramatize this “wilderness” theme because it gave him one more link to his heroes. He was thrilled when he heard in the 1960s that de Gaulle thought Nixon had the makings of leadership because he, too, had “crossed the desert.” It is difficult to say that Nixon gained as much from his time out of power as some others have. Franklin Roosevelt’s struggle with polio during the 1920s, for example, provides one of the most inspiring stories in politics. By the account of most historians, his trial transformed him as a man and as a leader. Had Nixon faced a personal struggle as serious as FDR’s and achieved his emotional maturity, Watergate might never have happened.


Even so, the Nixon story does underscore an important lesson: years in the wilderness may appear to be a sure path to oblivion, but, if seized upon as an opportunity for personal growth, can actually become a springboard to serious leadership. They represent the “withdrawal and return” that Arnold Toynbee has described, “the hero’s journey” in the phrase of Joseph Campbell. Churchill, de Gaulle, Gandhi, Roosevelt—and, yes, Nixon—all discovered that central truth.


An Inner Steel


In the summer of 1974, as his presidency was crumbling, I was among those who accompanied Nixon on a tour of the Middle East. Heading in, we stopped for an overnight rest in Salzburg, and the next day, Nixon was experiencing serious pains in his left leg. The White House physician discovered he had phlebitis, an inflammation that, if intense, can send a fatal blood clot to the brain, as it almost did two months after his resignation. The doctor, the staff was told, advised him to cut his Middle East schedule in half.


When the physician left, Nixon called in our chief advance man, Ron Walker. “Ron, this trip is important. Double the schedule.”


When some of us heard that tale, we wondered whether Nixon had become suicidal. Before the trip, he had speculated that an assassin might send him home in a pine box and maybe that would be the best way to end things. But, over the years, I have come to see his response to phlebitis as characteristic of the man: when faced with bad news, he didn’t flinch but plunged ahead with even more grit. That toughness became his hallmark and proved to be an indispensable element of his success in politics. He was indomitable.


I never knew where that toughness came from. From the adversities of childhood, when two of his brothers died and his family faced hard times? The rough-and tumble of his early campaigns for the House and Senate, when he turned mean and came to be known as Tricky Dick? From the constant pounding he took from the political establishment after he took down one of their bright lights, Alger Hiss? From the crises and defeats that so often smashed into his life? Or was it just sheer orneriness? Even myopic grandiosity? Whatever its origins, he was the toughest man I have ever met in politics—and he was proud of it. “The strongest steel always comes from the hottest fire,” he used to tell us during Watergate.


In his biography of Nixon, One of Us, Tom Wicker, the former New York Times columnist, relates a story from an early personal crisis. Nixon, thirty-nine, had served only four years in the House and two in the Senate when Dwight Eisenhower surprised the country by selecting him as his vice presidential running mate. Ike knew the nomination would help to mollify the Taft wing of the party, which thought its man should be at the top of the ticket. Ike barely knew Nixon at all.


Just as the fall campaign began, the New York Post printed a sensational story charging that Nixon had a secret slush fund, drawn from campaign contributions, and that he dipped into it for personal use. Nixon indeed had a fund, but it was on the up-and-up. There was no scandal there. Nonetheless, the smear took hold and produced a frenzy in the press, especially because Ike wavered on his nominee. Nixon had never been hit so severely and pressure built for him to resign from the ticket. He decided to make a nationally televised address pleading his case.


Three days after the story broke, Eisenhower finally called, but instead of offering encouragement, he said it was up to Nixon to decide his fate. Feeling abandoned, Nixon boiled over, giving Eisenhower a lecture. “There comes a time in matters like these when you have to shit or get off the pot! The great trouble here is the indecision.”


Nixon went on to Southern California, where he holed up with his longtime adviser, Murray Chotiner, and prepared notes for his live address. An hour before he was to leave for the studio, Tom Dewey—Mr. Republican himself, twice the nominee of his party, and an Eisenhower intimate—called. “There has just been a meeting of all of Eisenhower’s top advisers,” Dewey said, “and they have asked me to tell you that it is their opinion that at the conclusion of the broadcast tonight you should submit your resignation to Eisenhower.”


Dewey and Co. probably thought they had delivered the knockout punch. Here was a powerless junior senator given an order directly by the party establishment and indirectly by the most popular man in America: “Scram!” Nixon would surely be gone by midnight. But they misjudged their man. Angrily, he responded: “Just tell them… if they want to find out they’d better listen to the broadcast… and tell them I know something about politics too!”


Nixon privately decided to go ahead with a ploy he had been mulling over with Chotiner. Instead of resigning or leaving the decision in Eisenhower’s hands, he would ask viewers to send telegrams and letters to the Republican National Committee advising him on his next step. He didn’t ask Eisenhower, Dewey, or anyone else for permission. He also made his personal finances public and suggested that all other candidates do so as well, something Eisenhower was loath to do. Eisenhower was surprised and stung by the way Nixon had boxed him in and, by some accounts, never fully forgave him.


As it turned out, Nixon did know something about politics. Watching his “Checkers” speech a half century later, one is struck by how lugubrious and cloying it is. In the context of his times, however, Nixon made a huge impression upon his viewing audience, the largest ever to watch a live political event until then. Telegrams and letters poured into GOP headquarters, urging him to stay on the ticket. Ike quietly embraced him and the scandal evaporated. It was the first time in history that a major political figure had so masterfully used the new medium of television to swing the country—a point Nixon remembered long after. More to the point, the pros knew that Nixon was a man who had twice stood up to the hero of Normandy. He had stood up to the entire Republican establishment. And he had won! That’s guts.


There were many instances of Nixon’s toughness in the years that followed—his steadiness in 1956 when Ike almost knocked him off the ticket for reelection; his bravery in 1958 during a trip to Latin America with his wife, Pat, when he walked directly into a mob of angry, anti-American students in Lima and was nearly killed by another mob in Caracas; his willingness in 1960 to concede a razor-thin defeat to John F. Kennedy rather than insisting on recounts in Illinois and Texas, where there were well-founded suspicions of voting fraud. All those are thoroughly described elsewhere.


What I saw in the White House was a man who was pummeled unmercifully and still held his head up. The beatings Nixon took were far worse than anything any president has received since, including Clinton. In private, Nixon could be nasty, profane, and, in his most intimate moments, horribly self-pitying. Publicly, he insisted upon hiding his bitter side until the day he resigned, and even then—as we listened to his emotional speech in the East Room and waved good-bye from the lawn—he kept his composure. Ray Price captured the moment perfectly in a memo he wrote that fateful day describing Nixon as “a beaten man doggedly playing it out.” Honor lost, he still had his dignity.


Americans have a gritty respect for someone who can dish it out and also take it. They never looked upon Nixon as a hero, nor did he see himself that way. They sensed he was insecure and vindictive. But they saw he had an inner toughness, and many thought a president needs that to lead the country. They were right.


Drawing Upon History


Daniel Patrick Moynihan, then a Harvard professor who had worked for both Kennedy and Johnson, joined Nixon’s White House staff in 1969 as Counselor to the President for Domestic Affairs. Nixon reveled in Moynihan’s rich intellectualism and buoyant spirit. At the President’s request, Moynihan gave him a list of books worth reading. Nixon immediately obtained them, and when he awoke at 2:00 A.M. or so, as he often did, he would pore over Robert Blake’s biography of Disraeli, trying to relate the leadership of one of Britain’s most illustrious prime ministers to contemporary America. He talked about that biography so often to me and others that it still has a place on my bookshelf, along with several others he recommended.


To Nixon, history was a handmaiden to leadership. He drew upon it in three ways: to gain a broader perspective on his own times; to impress upon listeners his place in the sun; and to find role models for action.


While he spent much of his time reading about foreign leaders, he also took notes repeatedly on his predecessors, analyzing their greatest qualities and evaluating how he measured up. He was looking for insight, guidance, and, of course, reassurance. In his private, small sessions with his top three advisers—Haldeman, Ehrlichman, and Kissinger—he frequently referred to lessons he found in American and European history. Commiserating with Kissinger over the domestic turmoil caused by Vietnam, Nixon told him that their problems might be more substantial than anyone’s except Lincoln, whose difficulties overshadowed everyone else’s by a wide margin. “He commented,” writes Haldeman in his diaries, “that Lincoln had cannons in the streets of New York to shoot draft resisters; that he had a rebellious Cabinet; Stanton wouldn’t speak to him; his wife’s insanity and her two brothers killed in the Southern side of the war, etc. All of these, added up, make our situation look pretty simple.”


He liked to talk about the lessons of other wars, too. He and Kissinger had running discussions about the relative merits of German generals in World War II, a subject dear to Henry. Or he might focus on the failure of Erich Ludendorff’s big offensive in World War I or MacArthur’s misjudgments at Yalu. When was a war moral? he might ask. He watched the movie Patton as many as five times, urging others to reflect upon the general’s leadership. Patton, he told Haldeman, “inspired people, charged them up,” and a chief of staff has to do this. That was “pointed,” Haldeman notes sourly.


Isaiah Berlin has observed that an ability to look backward was Churchill’s greatest gift, while an ability to look forward was FDR’s special talent. Nixon was no Churchill and no Roosevelt, but because he steeped himself in history, he was very good at looking in both directions. He was convinced that his very capacity to see the road behind enabled him to see where the road was heading. It is a priceless asset for a leader.


A danger facing any new politician in Washington today is to begin living entirely in the present; the same holds true for journalists. The temptation is overwhelming because the city is so attuned to the latest tidbit of news, the hottest piece of gossip. You can dine at the finest tables or win a spot on cable news if you can deliver juicy morsels of inside, up-to-the-minute “news.” But those leaders who have successfully guided the fate of nations, while living in the present, have also spent their time on a higher plane that is less cluttered with minutiae. As scholar Ronald A. Heifetz puts it, a leader must be able to “get on the balcony,” observing the patterns of action from afar so that he may participate in them more effectively. No one loved detail more than Churchill, but his schooling in history enabled him to rise above and see the arc of events more clearly—where things had come from long ago, where they were portending now.


Nixon was accustomed to measuring time in decades and centuries, so he liked to think about what forces would be at work a decade or century hence. In his book In the Arena, he writes that in making policy decisions, he was looking for headlines not tomorrow but the day after tomorrow. That’s disingenuous. He cared deeply—too much so—about the next morning’s headlines. But he also cared a great deal about headlines far down the path, and that not only distinguished him as president, but also made him a far better strategist. His capacity as a visionary exceeds that of other presidents in modern times and was squarely based upon his understanding of history.


As speechwriters, we were expected to look through books of our own, searching for historical nuggets that we could drop into a text, giving his speeches more life and inspiration. Nixon especially welcomed anything from the founders, Lincoln, the Roosevelts, Truman, or Eisenhower. Madison and the first Adams mattered more to him than Washington, while Jefferson and Andrew Jackson never seemed to move him. Churchill was always a gold mine, of course, and he could never get enough of de Gaulle.


Nixon once asked Ray Price to compile a notebook of favorite anecdotes, so that he could keep it in his desk and brush through it just before he appeared in the Rose Garden to welcome the Jaycees from Oklahoma. We applied ourselves diligently, pulling together about a hundred, and Nixon got a kick out of the final product. Later on, one of our best speechwriters, James C. Humes, wrote a book entitled Instant Eloquence that contains many of Nixon’s chestnuts; I still recommend it to young speechwriters.


It is surprising that few politicians appreciate how much a capacity to speak knowledgeably from history can enhance the stature of a leader. As bright as he is, Clinton rarely cites historical parallels to buttress his initiatives, and neither of the candidates trying to succeed him shows much interest. The point was not lost on Nixon nor on Truman, the Roosevelts, Lincoln, and a host of others.


Typically, as recorded by Haldeman in his diary, Nixon once told a congressional delegation over breakfast how Disraeli had once borrowed part of his rival’s agenda, pushing through an extension of the voting franchise. In the next election, an enlarged but ungrateful electorate threw out Disraeli and elected his rival, William Gladstone. To laughter, Nixon explained he wanted to push forward his own agenda of reforms (some of which were borrowed from Democrats) but was expecting a more positive result in the polls. When a president talks to members of Congress in that way, they feel he is talking up to them, not down, and they are complimented.


The very fact that Nixon spoke with authority about the past also gave him an aura of distinction, a sense that he might be above the pack. He knew that if he recited the deeds of great men, his listeners might think that, possibly, he was among their company. People were drawn to him in part because they wanted to touch history themselves; listening to him seemed to magnify him even as it enlarged them. The stories were often self-serving, of course; they could also be maudlin. But for a while—until his own misdeeds overwhelmed him—the stories strengthened him. For a brief moment, Nixon seemed as if he could be destiny’s child.


By studying the lives of great men, Nixon sought one other asset: to find role models for action. Disraeli was certainly one model, and a worthy one, too. As a Conservative prime minister in the latter nineteenth century, Disraeli was famous for co-opting the agenda of the Whigs and is now known as the father of Britain’s welfare state. Disraeli’s leadership also broadened the base of his Conservative Party and shaped Tory traditions for years thereafter. Bringing Democrat Pat Moynihan to the White House as one of his two counselors in 1969, Nixon was patterning himself after Disraeli, and in the years that followed proposed some of the most progressive reforms in years. Some of it did not pass, but much of it did in areas such as the environment, cancer research, workplace safety, and education. In his new study, The Presidency of Richard Nixon, historian Melvin Small entitles his chapter on the administration’s domestic record “Disraeli Redux.” An appropriate choice.


Yet Nixon’s search for role models could also be hazardous. No one exercised greater hold over Nixon’s imagination than Charles de Gaulle. He admired de Gaulle’s role in the Resistance during World War II, but, more than that, de Gaulle had shown keen respect for him during a time when most people counted Nixon out. After his two defeats in the early 1960s, Nixon continued to roam world capitals, a solitary and seemingly broken man. The ministers of most governments found it inconvenient to see him, and he was shunted off to meals with lower-ranking deputies and American Foreign Service officers. De Gaulle was more astute: having come back from oblivion himself, he calculated that Nixon might one day be president and rolled out the red carpet. Invited to the Elysée with wife Pat, Nixon purred while de Gaulle predicted that he would one day enjoy “a top capacity” in the United States. That generosity did more than seal a friendship; it also turned Nixon into a devoted follower for the rest of his life.


De Gaulle did have positive impacts. He had the same quality that Nixon valued in himself: a capacity to look over the heads of his contemporaries toward the far horizon. Nixon especially appreciated that in the 1930s, as a lieutenant colonel in the French army, de Gaulle foresaw the changing nature of warfare. Set-piece battle strategies had been rendered obsolete by the invention of the internal combustion engine, de Gaulle wrote in a book entitled The Army of the Future: “The machine controls our destiny.” Thereafter, de Gaulle stood virtually alone in arguing the ineffectiveness of the Maginot Line in protecting France from Germany, and, of course, history bore him out within less than a decade. De Gaulle instilled in Nixon a belief that a leader, whether on a battlefield or in the White House, must have the prescience that comes from a combination of intelligence and instinct.


De Gaulle also helped Nixon see that people want more out of life than material gain. They aspire to higher purposes, and a leader who can summon them to something beyond themselves can touch off revolutionary changes. Repeatedly, both in public and private, Nixon quoted de Gaulle’s line from the Resistance that “France cannot be France without greatness.” Like de Gaulle, Nixon was a fervent nationalist and he tried to rally the United States to high ambitions. His inaugural in 1969 talked of “our summons to greatness,” and his reelection campaign in 1972 called for a New American Revolution. Nixon could not inspire people the way de Gaulle could, but in seeking to propel himself and the United States to Olympian heights, he enlarged the vision of what he was trying to achieve as president.


But aping a European leader like de Gaulle had its perils. One was trivial and exposed Nixon only to ridicule. White House guards showed up for work one day looking like palace guards from Ruritania, wearing uniforms Nixon had ordered to make them appear more regal. Reporters guffawed so loudly that he was forced into an instant retreat. Those uniforms never made it to the Smithsonian; they were donated to a college marching band and, who knows, may have wound up in a Gilbert and Sullivan production.


A more serious peril lay in following his hero’s style of governance. De Gaulle was notoriously aloof, acting in isolation and often without consultation. “L’état, c’est moi,” Louis XIV once said, but de Gaulle might have said it equally well. While he spoke as the voice of the people, he had little interest in mixing with them, nor did he seem to care much for politicians, the press, or anyone else. He was imperious and haughty, and were it not for the traditions of France stretching back over centuries—and refreshed as recently as Napoleon—he would not have gotten away with it. One cannot imagine a political leader like de Gaulle surviving long on British soil—or American. He lacked a democratic temperament.


Unfortunately for Nixon, trying to emulate de Gaulle only reinforced his own worst instincts. Nixon, as we have seen, was by nature a loner, a shy man who preferred to work out grand solutions in his own mind—or with a partner like Henry Kissinger. He didn’t enjoy the hurly-burly of politics, nor was he naturally drawn to the arts of democratic leadership. By staying above the fray, Nixon never forced himself to build the personal relationships and observe the traditions of normal democratic politics. He came to believe that the exercise of power is the same thing as the exercise of leadership—and, in a democracy, they can be different. We shall explore that point more fully in the next chapter because it is fundamental to Nixon’s ultimate fall.


What is the lesson here? That history is an invaluable resource for a leader, but one that must be used wisely. Nixon certainly gained much from it as president. Instead of choosing de Gaulle as his point of reference, however, he would have been far better off if he had stuck to figures who represented the best of the American democratic tradition—men like Teddy Roosevelt, Wilson, and Eisenhower. He admired all of them but he chose to follow de Gaulle. It was a mixed blessing.


Maintaining a Mystique


Charles de Gaulle wrapped himself in a mystique that was mesmerizing to Nixon. What was his secret? How could a leader turn men in the street into faithful believers? Charismatically challenged himself, Nixon studied him closely. Only after his hero died did he discover some of the answers in a series of lectures that de Gaulle had given at the French War College in 1932, long before he rose to prominence. They are reprinted as a book, The Edge of the Sword, a gem that is difficult to find in the United States. Nixon called it “a manual for leadership,” and I assign portions of it to students today.


There, de Gaulle argues that a leader “must be able to create a spirit of confidence in those under him. He must be able to assert his authority.… Certain men have, one might almost say from birth, the quality of exuding authority, as though it were a liquid, though it is impossible to say precisely of what it consists.” Authority, de Gaulle asserted, is more than the formal power that comes from holding office or rank; it is the informal power that comes from the respect and deference of others and thus can be infinitely greater in impact.


To achieve that authority, de Gaulle believed that a leader must have more than character and grandeur; he must also preserve his innermost self from public appropriation. “First and foremost, there can be no prestige without mystery, for familiarity breeds contempt. All religions have their tabernacles, and no man is a hero to his valet.” De Gaulle did not try to manufacture or create a false self, as some politicians do. Rather, he intentionally created a distance between his real self and others that helped to elevate his public persona and, because it was done without condescension, increase his popular appeal.


Once again, de Gaulle could be the wrong model if taken too far by an American leader. Nixon told me how he wished he could adopt de Gaulle’s approach to press conferences—two a year with about a thousand journalists beneath crystal chandeliers in the Elysée Palace. Resplendent in full military dress, de Gaulle would stand and speak for about twenty minutes on a single subject of his choice and would then answer questions—no more than three and all apparently planted by his press office in advance. After that, he would sweep out of the room. I can think of a half-dozen American presidents who would have loved that model, especially Nixon, Carter, and Bush. As Nixon would add, “But it would be wrong.”


No American president can be as reclusive as de Gaulle, withdrawing from the give-and-take of democratic politics. Yet de Gaulle did have a valuable point in arguing that a leader should have a measure of reserve, giving himself space in which to think and keeping parts of himself private. A leader must not try to manufacture or create a false self for public consumption. One who lives by illusions will ultimately fail. A leader must be true to people, even as he remains true to his own inner core.


A solitary man who needed space for thinking, Nixon often disappeared for parts of the day into a quiet study, usually in the Old Executive Office Building or upstairs in the White House residence, away from the bustle and formality of the Oval Office. The announced purpose was to give himself a chance to reflect, write, and decide on issues of the day. It took months for several of us in a subsequent White House to persuade a younger, more exuberant Bill Clinton to set aside more time for reflection. He, too, found that he became more effective.


Admittedly, Nixon could also waste extraordinary amounts of time when tucked away in the Old EOB. Instead of grand thoughts, he might call in Haldeman for rambling bull sessions that could last four hours or more and generate pages of instructions to the staff on matters big and unbelievably odd. (Among my favorites was a memorandum from Haldeman to the military aide at the White House, conveying Nixon’s instructions: “The President would like to have the bowling ball man come in and fit Mrs. Nixon and Tricia for balls as soon as possible.”) Still, those hours of seclusion also encouraged Nixon to make some of the most far-reaching decisions of his presidency.


I saw with Nixon how much a president can gain from preserving a realm of personal privacy. In today’s therapeutic politics, political leaders feel a compulsion to spill out their inner emotions on television, Oprah-style. We come to know too much about them. They become too familiar. The nadir was reached, of course, when Clinton told an MTV audience about his underwear. But many others have told us about the dynamics of their marriages, the problems of their small children, the trauma they experienced when a sibling died. While voters need to see and evaluate the character of the men and women they are electing, politicians who babble on about their inner lives rob themselves of their own dignity. It is far better to protect and hold sacrosanct one’s inner self, as FDR, Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Reagan did.


Nixon appreciated that point, just as he did the importance of not becoming overexposed as president. He ensured that neither his aides nor the press could poke into his personal life or that of his family. His wife, Pat, did not want to become public property and she never did. His daughters, Julie and Tricia, both had splendid weddings after he was elected president, but neither of them became public celebrities. Just as the Clintons succeeded in drawing a protective cloak over their daughter, Chelsea, the Nixons did with their daughters—and everyone gained.


Nixon had recognized the power of prime time television since the night of his Checkers speech, and he made more prime time appearances—thirty-two speeches and press conferences in six years—than any other president. But he insisted, wisely, that he not become overexposed. “No more than four prime time speeches a year,” he told me, “and each one has to count.” Toward the end of his life, Nixon thought that Clinton was badly overexposed, undercutting his effectiveness. His audiences were tuning out. To Nixon, a leader must create a degree of suspense so that people want to know what he has to say on an issue. He can’t be entirely predictable, nor should he become just another talking head.


Cultivating an air of mystery was also essential, he believed, in the conduct of diplomacy. Bob Haldeman records in his memoirs that walking together on a beach one day, Nixon related a “madman theory” of international politics—that if other nations thought he was tough, vindictive, even a little mad, they would more likely stay out of America’s way. Who knows where he might strike next? In her extensive research, biographer Joan Hoff was unable to find any evidence supporting Haldeman’s theory. But on staff we certainly believed that Nixon intentionally kept adversaries off guard by occasional bouts of erratic behavior and menacing signals.


There were times when some of us on the staff thought he went too far. Over the Christmas season of 1972—when peace seemed almost within grasp in Vietnam—Nixon ordered up a relentless bombing campaign against Haiphong Harbor, sending protesters into the streets and the press into hyperventilation. So prolonged was the bombing that we worried it was killing innocent people—and perhaps our chances for peace. Had he finally careened over the edge? As it turned out, I was also one of those who was wrong. His hard nose forced the North Vietnamese back to the bargaining table. Steel does matter—both external and internal—as I came to learn.


The point here is not to recommend that a political leader have a streak of madness. But there is value in having a president like Nixon, known to carry a big stick, and willing to use it if rashly provoked. The ardor for terrorism by Libyan strongman Muammar al-Qaddafi noticeably cooled after Reagan ordered up air strikes that nearly took him out. While he still remains in power, Saddam Hussein has not threatened his neighbors so seriously since Bush responded with massive force. Outbreaks of terrorism seem to have subsided since Clinton ordered up air strikes in Pakistan and Sudan. Those same presidents realized, as did Nixon, that in some flash points around the world, ambiguity about America’s intentions can also be useful in preserving peace. For a good many years, China and Taiwan have been reluctant to attack each other across the Straits, not completely sure what the American response would be.


In recent years, some of Nixon’s critics like Oliver Stone have seized upon his elusive nature to portray him as a drunken, twisted egomaniac who might have blown up the world. Those portraits are wrong and unfair. The air of mystery about him was a strength, not a weakness. The Nixon I saw used it with considerable thought and in a way that generally strengthened prospects for long-term peace.


A Flow of Talent


On the first Wednesday of November 1972—about 6:00 A.M., as I recall—my beeper went off furiously. I had been asleep only a couple of hours after a night of revelry. That Tuesday night, Nixon had just won reelection, beating McGovern in a landslide.


Foggily, I called the White House. There was an urgent message waiting, asking me to come in for a meeting late that morning. “Be there. It’s a command performance.”


The only thing I recall clearly was my pleasure at the prospect of the meeting. I had never worked in a presidential campaign before and looked forward now to joining the rest of the writing and research team as our superiors thanked us for our labors and painted a glorious picture of the years ahead.


How little I still knew. As we arrived that morning, there were a few thank-yous, all perfunctory. That wasn’t the real reason we were called together. President Nixon did want us to know that he appreciated our efforts, but now he wanted our immediate resignations! Every one of us! Across the federal government, some one thousand people were asked to submit letters. It was the biggest purge of political appointees by any administration in history. I was instantly cured of my hangover.


The ax that Nixon swung that day still symbolizes, in my judgment, one of the low points of his presidency. It was one of the worst mistreatments of a staff I have seen in thirty years. “The first act of a leader is to define reality,” Max DePree has written. “The last is to say thank you.” Nixon should have had the good grace that Wednesday morning to call his various teams together and praise them for their extraordinary efforts on his behalf and to pledge that he would dedicate his second term to living up to the trust so many had placed in him. Instead, he became arrogant—a failing that has tripped up many a president, especially just after reelection.


But buried within the needless brutality was an idea that was right and, had it been executed differently, would have been understood at the time. Nixon’s inner purpose, I eventually learned, was to weed out “strap-hangers” within the administration, keep the performers, and pump in some new recruits as quickly as he could. The mass resignations gave higher-ups a chance to review everyone’s record and then invite some to stay on for the second term while letting others quietly disappear.


Nixon was acting upon two assumptions, both right. He knew from history that a second-term president has only the briefest time to make his mark before his power seeps away. Power in the presidency is evanescent: it can come in a rush, but it also tends to evaporate overnight. A president must know how to draw upon it quickly, putting it to full use, or he will never achieve great goals. Nixon understood that and was seeking a fresh burst of energy as his second term began.


His other assumption—and the main point of discussion here—is that a president, to be effective, needs a steady stream of talented, fresh lieutenants around him to carry forward the projects of government. George Patton used to say that there are more tired division commanders than tired divisions, and all tired men are pessimists. Nixon admired Patton’s ruthlessness in getting rid of underlings who were inadequate so that his army could always perform at top efficiency. Nixon, like Patton, went too far. (Once again, he chose a role model too much like himself.) But one has to say this for both Nixon and Patton: they both managed to recruit some excellent people around them and they both got results.


Looking over Nixon’s presidency, it is clear that the people he brought into public life were one of his greatest strengths and became one of his greatest legacies.


The dedication in 1990 of his library in Yorba Linda drew together a wide array of former presidents, cabinet members, and other major figures, almost all of whom had roots in the Nixon era. Among those who came were the Republican Big Four—Nixon, Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, and the sitting President, George Bush—who gathered for the first time in nearly a decade. Each of the others knew that had it not been for Nixon, he might never have made it to the White House. Ford was an obvious case.


In 1970, Nixon had encouraged Bush to put his political career at risk by giving up a safe House seat to run for the Senate from Texas. Even though Bush lost to Democrat Lloyd Bentsen, he was still considered a rising star and Nixon was eager for him to stay in public life. Bush, I am told, had his eye on the number-two post at Treasury, where he might one day move up to become secretary; the Nixon White House initially marked him out for a deputy post at Commerce. Fortunately for Bush, Nixon eventually decided the young Bush ought to have some foreign policy experience and dispatched him to the United Nations. Bush turned the post into a training ground in international affairs and rapidly ascended toward the presidency in his own right.


Of the subsequent Republican presidents, Reagan owed the least to Nixon. But even he would not have jumped into politics in 1966, running for governor of California, had not Nixon lost to Pat Brown four years earlier. Despite their ideological differences, Reagan also gave Nixon strong support during his presidential years and Nixon asked Reagan to undertake some foreign missions that burnished his credentials.


Nixon not only opened a door for future presidents, but recruited the most talented team of Republicans to the rest of the executive branch of any president since Teddy Roosevelt, more than sixty years earlier. Not even Dwight Eisenhower, whose presidency was much more successful than Nixon’s, brought as many men and women to Washington who played principal roles in subsequent administrations.


Nixon’s principal environmental adviser, John Whitaker, provided within a recent issue of the Presidential Studies Quarterly a roster of men and women who first came into government in the Nixon years and went on to high posts in subsequent administrations. Nixon, of course, did not recruit each of them directly, but he was the magnet. He also gave instructions to his personnel team about the kinds of people he was looking for, and in the case of cabinet members, interviewed them before their appointments. Among those flowing into government were one future president (Bush); five secretaries of state in succeeding administrations (Henry Kissinger, Alexander Haig, George Shultz, James Baker, and Lawrence Eagleburger); five secretaries of defense (James Schlesinger, Donald Rumsfeld, Caspar Weinberger, Frank Carlucci, and Dick Cheney); a chairman of the joint chiefs of staff (Colin Powell); two secretaries of the treasury (William Simon and Jim Baker); and three directors of the Office of Management and Budget (Carlucci, Shultz, and Richard Darman). Paul Volcker first entered public life at the Nixon Treasury Department and his successor at the Federal Reserve Board, Alan Greenspan, had just signed up for a stint in government when Nixon resigned. Greenspan soon became a star in the Ford entourage. Four Nixon recruits later served as White House chiefs of staff (Rumsfeld, Cheney, Baker, and Kenneth Duberstein). Elliot Richardson, Carla Hills, Brent Scowcroft, and Ann McLaughlin are all Nixon alumni, as are senators Daniel Patrick Moynihan (a veteran of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, too), John Warner, and Robert Bennett. So far, four Nixon alumni have run for president in their own right—Lamar Alexander, Pat Buchanan, Al Haig, and Don Rumsfeld. And the chief justice of the Supreme Court, William Rehnquist, first came to Washington as head of the Office of Legal Counsel in Nixon’s Justice Department.


Of course, Nixon also set a modern record for the number of top appointees who went to jail—among them his attorney general, his White House chief of staff, his chief domestic adviser, his general counsel, his top political adviser, and scores of others. He also showed spectacularly poor judgment in the selection of Spiro Agnew as vice president. But the fact that so many others not only survived but were a bulwark of strength in the Ford, Reagan, and Bush administrations gives testimony that, just as in so many other areas, Nixon offered two faces to the world—one dark, the other brighter than remembered.


After the library gathering in Yorba Linda, I wrote in U.S. News & World Report that even as the dedication failed to bring absolution, it did show that his impact upon American life stretched far beyond the day he resigned. I also pointed out some of the alumni who came. His daughter Julie sent a note saying nothing gave Nixon greater pride than the people he had recruited and helped train for future leadership.


Molding His Team


Earlier presidents had kept only a few people around to help with speeches, such as Judge Samuel Rosenman in the Roosevelt years. Ted Sorensen was also Kennedy’s general counsel. LBJ pulled together the first speechwriting staff at the White House, but he, too, relied heavily upon other advisers for his speeches—men like Harry McPherson. Nixon was the first to assemble a large team of writers and they were the finest any White House has seen since. Peggy Noonan compared them to the “Murderers’ Row” of the 1927 Yankees.


In the opening days, Ray Price, Bill Safire, and Pat Buchanan were on the front line, and a former editor of Time, Jim Keogh, was the chief. By the time I began running the shop, they had all moved on and so had Ken Khachigian. But we continued to have a crackerjack team. Several of them went on to prominence: John McLaughlin; Ben Stein; Lee Huebner, who became publisher of the International Herald Tribune; and Aram Bakshian, Jr., who later headed up Reagan’s first speechwriting team. Others are less in today’s limelight but were no less valuable then, among them John Andrews, Noel Koch, Vera Hirschberg, John Coyne, Jack McDonald, and Rodney Campbell.


By habit and inclination, speechwriters exercise more personal license than would pass muster in the West Wing. After I became straw boss, two of them would disappear to the National Press Club for long lunches. I never objected because they each turned in polished speeches by the end of the day. Only later did I learn that one came back soused and the other covered for him by writing both speeches. Together, we created a warm home for one another, and I am grateful to them to this day.


Nixon could see how little I still knew. Fortunately, he was a born teacher and took me in hand, just as he had so many others who worked for him. He spent enormous amounts of time molding his team, helping them to understand modern politics. In speechwriting, he said, you need to learn that a torrent of words pours out of every White House in the name of the president—as many as 5 million words a year in speeches, written statements, proclamations, letters, etc. Nearly all of them wash over the public. They are dull, gray prose, eminently forgettable. The key to effective communication is to break through the babble, sinking your message into the public consciousness.


Let’s try this exercise, he suggested. Each time you send me a final draft, underline the three sentences in the speech that you think the press will quote. We will check the television networks and the papers to see whether they quote those same sentences. At first, I was hopelessly off, but over time, I came to understand what “breaks through,” the line that not only snaps but advances the story. Advancing a story is like advancing a conversation; you keep finding new ways to push forward.


To ensure that the television networks picked up the sound bite he wanted, Nixon insisted that we limit many of his public pronouncements to one hundred words. He would march into the pressroom, read the statement, and march out, answering no questions. The reporters were furious (rightly), but he forced their hand. Nixon believed that, in general, a public leader should say less and that in public communications less is usually more. Don’t appear too often in the family living room and when you do make it memorable—that was his view. And remember, he told his speechwriters, the power of repetition. Just when you have written the same phrase for me so many times you want to throw up, people out there will be hearing it for the first time. Through David Parker in scheduling, Nixon also decided that no public event would go on his calendar unless we could say what would then appear as the headline, picture, caption, and quote. Strange as it may seem, that system was a helpful approach to scheduling. The Nixon White House also became well known for originating the “line of the day” concept, an orchestrated effort to ensure that every possible spokesman for the President—from press secretary to cabinet to friendly members of Congress—echoed the same points during the same twenty-four-hour news cycle. Nixon also taught his staff to stay on the offensive, framing and guiding public arguments.


There is no doubt that we went too far in the Nixon administration in trying to manage the news. We on staff knew it was too much, but there seemed no way to rachet down the machine. In his memoirs, Kissinger laments that “the conviction that Nixon’s standing depended less on his actions than on their presentation was a bane of his administration.” Haldeman confided to his diaries about the image-making: “It would work a lot better if he would quit worrying about it and just be President.” In the next chapter, we will examine how the excesses helped to derail his presidency.


For now, the point is to remember that one of Nixon’s strengths as a leader was the way he served as a personal mentor for many of those who came to work for him. Long before I arrived, he had helped to shape the work of Price, Safire, and Buchanan, along with other advisers like Len Garment. He taught almost everyone around him about politics and power. Some of his lessons were the wrong ones, sure, but many served productive purposes. Far more than any president I have known since, Nixon thought that a role of a leader is to train his own team. To a striking degree, the lessons he passed on, as in stagecraft, shaped presidential staffs that followed, all the way through Clinton.


The Strategist at His Chessboard


In 1984, Nixon made a rare public appearance before the American Society of Newspaper Editors, men and women whose blood still ran cold from Watergate. By now seventy-one, shoulders hunched, bushy eyebrows graying, no longer introduced by trumpets, Nixon at first seemed a curiosity. He stood before his audience unshielded, without a podium or notes.


Then, for the next forty-five minutes, the old fellow took them on a journey into the future. Five great powers would rule the world in the next century, he said, and peace would depend on how well the United States structured its relations with each of the others. A newly emerging China, a revived Russia, a united Europe, a resurgent Japan, and the United States itself—he weighed each in turn, its interests, its historical path, the quality of its leadership.


Those who knew Nixon recognized that it was his classic “up to the mountaintop” speech—a tour d’horizon conducted from the lofty perch that he liked so much. But even cynics had to admire his return from exile to give the performance that was his trademark. As he finished, young and old stood and applauded. Nixon, even in decline, was still a master strategist—and that was his greatest gift.


Nixon knew that he was different, and he played upon that difference in his long period of rehabilitation. He wanted to go out erasing as much of Watergate as he could. In his remaining twenty years after he resigned, he wrote seven books, nearly all about foreign affairs. Three made the best-seller lists. He traveled to China and Russia three times, received numerous private delegations, and conferred quietly with his successors. From time to time, he entertained prominent young journalists for dinner, people he thought unencumbered by memories of his past and more willing to focus on the future. He hoped they would be more forgiving.


Unlike many in retirement, he also had an incessant hunger to know what was happening and kept back channels open. I was among those who visited him from time to time or talked with him by phone. The experience was always the same: he had better intelligence on what was happening than I did. He seemed to know exactly what the secretary of state was thinking, his relationship to the NSC, and how the President was responding. As the 1992 election approached, he would call and ask me to get out my electoral scorecard so we could compare notes, state by state. “Here’s what I hear from Illinois,” he might say. “What do you know?” His scorecard was always more complete. One felt in those final years that you were bidding farewell to the last of his kind.


Chic journalists ridiculed the notion that he had become “The Sage of Saddle River.” A final, desperate search for acceptance, they hooted; the Trickster reaching for his last card. Their criticisms are off the mark. Over time, Nixon had become a source of knowledge and, yes, of wisdom. For years, he had walked through the foothills, studying, traveling, negotiating, so that gradually he worked his way up to an intellectual plain. There were a few others up there, most of them bitterly opposed to him—men like George Kennan, Paul Nitze, John McCloy, Dean Acheson. They had earned their places, too. Nixon, as it happened, was the only one who captured the White House.


One of the reasons Nixon’s fatal flaws fascinate us is that the same man had such strengths. The quality that I most admire—and have saved for discussion until now—was his capacity to look out from the mountaintop, foresee the trend lines of the world’s future, and bend history to serve American interests. He was the best strategist we have had in the Oval Office in the past three decades and, arguably, since Woodrow Wilson. No one else in recent years has come close.


That is not to say that Nixon was brilliant or successful in everything he did in foreign policy. There are serious and legitimate questions whether he mishandled Vietnam, deceiving the country and waiting too long to settle the war. We shall return briefly to those matters. But most observers, even those who are jaded, would grant that Nixon restructured American foreign policy in ways that helped to end the Cold War peacefully and enhanced the ability of the United States to maintain long-term stability.


The best measure of how much Nixon’s farsightedness achieved comes from snapshots of world affairs before and after his presidency. Before he took office, the United States was negotiating but had never concluded an arms control agreement with the Soviet Union, and the two superpowers were locked in an increasingly dangerous and volatile Cold War. The United States and China had been implacable foes for nearly twenty years, so much so that an American secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, wouldn’t even shake hands with Chou En-lai in 1954. When Nixon took office, the Chinese and Soviets seemed joined at the hip in their hostility toward the United States. Many thought the forces of history were on their side.


By the time Nixon left office in 1974, the United States and Soviet Union had approved not only the first treaty limiting strategic arms (SALT) but stacks of other agreements, including meaningful economic ties that gave the Soviets a self-interest in preserving peaceful relations with the West. Détente represented the turning point of the Cold War, opening the way toward further progress at Helsinki and the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Meanwhile, the United States had also negotiated an agreement with China that normalized the Sino-American relationship and protected the security of Taiwan, a longtime American friend. Equally important, a Sino-Soviet split had ended the Communist alliance, thereby erasing what had been the most important threat to U.S. security. The status quo was broken. The United States had replaced the old two-power standoff with a triangular diplomacy that allowed it to play off one Communist power against the other.


Those accomplishments flowed from Nixon’s capacity to plot out moves on the chessboard far in advance and then make the “big play,” as he called it. As early as his vice presidency in the 1950s, he was talking of visiting Mainland China. By 1966, he told Leonard Garment in some detail about building bridges to Peking, then isolated and seemingly in the firm embrace of the Soviet Union. In October of 1967, a year before his election, he wrote a piece on Asia in Foreign Affairs, arguing for closer ties with China. The article drew little attention because hardly anyone thought that Nixon, the staunch anti-Communist, would ever hold out a true olive branch to “Red China.”


Maintaining that public fiction, he went to Asia early in the first year of his presidency, ostensibly to visit major allies and assess the situation in Vietnam. In truth, he was discreetly opening lines to China, working through President Yahya Khan of Pakistan, and then, on the way home, through a visit with President Nicolae Ceauşescu of Romania. Both men had personal channels to the Chinese. His overtures soon paid off, and Henry Kissinger had the famous case of indigestion in Pakistan that allowed him to venture secretly to Peking in 1971. The following year, Nixon made the most celebrated trip of his presidency, a journey to the Chinese capital that captivated millions of television viewers across the world.


Kissinger has said that as Nixon stepped off Air Force One onto Chinese soil, his first words to his hosts captured the essence of his foreign policy leadership: “I come here in the interests of the United States.” Nixon obviously wanted to milk the trip for his own political gain. Dwight Chapin had spent months mapping out the choreography, making sure that The Boss would return on live prime time television, his helicopter landing dramatically on the grounds of the Capitol moments before an address to Congress. It was Chapin’s masterpiece, and it came seven months before the President’s reelection. But Nixon saw the opening to China as first and foremost a critical way to advance America’s long-term interests; if he could also benefit politically, so much the better.


Drawing China closer to the United States, he knew, allowed it to slip out of its yoke to the Soviet Union. Instead of two against one, the United States was splitting its rivals apart and setting up a new game that favored the Americans. The Chinese had interests of their own. They thought that by creating a closer relationship with the United States they might benefit not only from trade and investment but also from a potential loosening of American ties with Japan, giving China more breathing room in Asia. Nixon recognized that possibility but thought that even if U.S. links to Tokyo diminished, the friendship with Japan would remain. He also believed that in the short term, talks with China would hasten an end to the Vietnam War. The North Vietnamese might lose some trust of friends to the north and become more willing to negotiate a settlement. Longer-range, Nixon understood that China, not Japan, would emerge as the dominant Asian power of the twenty-first century, and he and Kissinger were beginning to set up a balance of power favorable to the United States among the great Pacific nations of that time: China, Russia, Japan, Korea, and the United States. Nixon, then, was playing an international chess game for big stakes—and he spent years mapping out his strategy.


He was not without critics as he pursued this course. Many wondered if he were engaged in new trickery. No one, after all, had scored more political points off the Red scare than Richard Nixon himself. He had crusaded against the Reds for twenty years, bringing down Alger Hiss, chastising his Senate opponent Helen Gahagan Douglas as the “pink lady,” urging Ike to intervene in Dien Bien Phu, even wagging his finger at Khrushchev in their Moscow kitchen debate. On the Left, critics now gagged at his change of stripes. On the Right, old allies hated him for embracing the devil incarnate. Two years after Nixon left office, conservative Republicans forced Jerry Ford to accept a party platform that renounced détente and, implicitly, Henry Kissinger. Generally, however, historians have given Nixon credit for recognizing an opportunity to change the world, throwing off his ideological baggage, and helping the country get rid of its blinders, too. Leaders are often those who see fresh, historic opportunities and seize them, even at the expense of their own consistency.


People ask whether Nixon was the true brains behind his foreign policy. Especially after listening to him rant on some of the tapes, they think he could be awfully stupid—and they are right. So, maybe Kissinger was the mastermind, they say. I have never doubted that it was Nixon who was the chief strategist. While I did not sit in on any of his tête-à-têtes with Kissinger, I heard Nixon talk in dozens of private forums, saw him write out notes, and talked with him enough during and after his presidency. No one I have known in public life has exhibited as sure a grasp of the larger international picture, combined with an intricate understanding of the history, personalities, and political forces at play in other countries.


But it is equally clear that Kissinger was indispensable to Nixon. He provided the intellectual engagement Nixon needed, absorbed and diverted his wild jags, oversaw the execution of policy, and generally kept the President on a steadier course. Kissinger had his own idiosyncrasies, much publicized, and threatened to resign many times. Together, however, they made a good pair. Historians debate who the best teams were in foreign policy. Truman-Marshall-Acheson? Roosevelt-Hopkins? Wilson-House? Many give high marks to Eisenhower-Dulles, Reagan-Shultz, and Bush-Baker. Looking over modern history, Nixon-Kissinger fare well.


Vietnam remains the great, tragic question hanging over Nixon’s conduct of foreign policy. When he took office, some 530,000 American troops were posted to Vietnam, and there was no light at the end of the tunnel. The United States already counted over 200,000 casualties—more than 40,000 dead, 160,000 wounded. The last year of the Johnson presidency was the bloodiest yet, as 14,600 Americans lost their lives. At home, young people were protesting angrily in the streets and Congress was increasingly against the war. Nixon promised the country in his campaign that he would end the war—he implied he had a secret plan, which he didn’t—but he had few options. Victory was never one of them. The country wouldn’t stand for any more escalation. In 1973, four years after he took office, a peace agreement was finally signed and American troops came home. Two years later, Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese.


Were Nixon and Kissinger right in arguing that given the hand they were dealt, they did as well as they could, or are their critics right that they failed and needlessly wasted more American lives? The historical record is almost as much of a quagmire as the war itself. One can easily get lost among documents with conflicting tales of what happened, the misunderstandings, the mistakes. There was as much intrigue and plotting within the American government as there was at the bargaining table with the North Vietnamese. Memoirists have been trying to settle old scores and cover their fannies for years. Rivalries and tensions that started in Vietnam stretched even into the Clinton years, as Richard Holbrooke and Tony Lake sometimes crossed swords.


William Bundy, Melvin Small, Tad Szulc, and other authors assert that Nixon needlessly prolonged the war by dragging out the negotiations for four years. Better to have withdrawn immediately—a cousin of the “Aiken solution,” which called for the United States to declare victory and come home. That, of course, is easy to say in retrospect, when we now see that the South Vietnamese were unable to pull themselves together by the time the Americans left, and the United States no longer had the will to help them.


But looking at Nixon’s inheritance, the situation seems quite different. When he took office in 1969, he believed that a precipitous American withdrawal would not only topple the dominoes in Southeast Asia but also inflict serious damage upon America’s reputation for steadfastness. As it turned out, the dominoes did not fall as expected, but there is little doubt that if the United States had “cut and run,” as Nixon called it, his hand would have been weakened dramatically vis-à-vis the other great powers. He could not have negotiated from strength with either the Soviets or the Chinese. Was the trade-off worth it? Why not gamble and see if he could work out a reasonable deal in South Vietnam, giving himself an opportunity meanwhile to construct détente with the Soviet Union and open the door to China? That was his reasoning. That his gamble failed in Vietnam is obvious. But the rest of the gamble paid off richly. In preserving his negotiating strength, Nixon achieved breakthroughs in superpower relations that have kept the United States out of major wars since. On balance, Nixon was right not to withdraw precipitously.


By contrast, a second criticism of Nixon’s handling of the war has merit. Writes Melvin Small: “The devious and deceitful ways that he and Henry Kissinger planned and executed their Southeast Asia policies were all too characteristic of their penchant for ignoring the fact that they were operating in a democracy.” Tad Szulc: “Nixon’s foreign policy, representing his greatest claim to glory, also carried the seeds of his own destruction. His obsession with secrecy and his inclination toward deception led him to exclude most of the government from participating in policy formulation. This exclusion was accompanied by a paranoid fear of news ‘leaks’ and a miasmatic conspiratorial climate at the White House.”


In fact, Nixon wasn’t straight with the country about Vietnam, violating the trust that a democratic people place in their leader. The Johnson administration had already told the country a pack of lies about Vietnam, but that did not justify the continued deceptions of the Nixon years. Secret bombings of Cambodia in 1969 and 1970 should have been revealed to both the Congress and the people. They were certainly no secret to the Cambodians and ultimately contributed to the rise of the murderous Khmer Rouge, practically destroying that once beautiful country. Nixon, of course, spoke frequently to the nation about Vietnam in Oval Office addresses, as he should have, but he never fully entrusted the public or the Congress with hard truths of what the country faced in Indochina and what he was trying to achieve. He never had a plan to end the war when he came into office, as he suggested in his campaign, and he kept vital facts out of the hands of others who deserved to have them—including his own defense secretary Melvin Laird and key members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. While the price cannot be measured in lives, there was something precious lost. The lying and deceptions in Vietnam by two administrations, along with Watergate, seriously undermined public confidence in government and have handicapped presidents ever since.
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