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A mind forever voyaging through the strange seas of thought, alone.

—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, The Prelude, Book 3

ON MAY 17, 2000, more than two hundred men and women got together at the Capital Hilton hotel in Washington for a dinner to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of an organization they called the February Group, named that because it had been organized in February 1975. It was a prosperous crowd, not young, and many of those present looked vaguely familiar, as if you had seen them on television once. And you had. The group was an informal alumni organization of people who had served the thirty-seventh President, Richard M. Nixon. Christopher Cox, a grandson of the late President, led the group in pledging allegiance to the American flag. Many of the men there wore flag lapel pins, as their leader had done in the White House from 1969 to 1974. Christopher’s mother, Tricia Nixon Cox, a middle-aged woman now, but forever young for millions of Americans who remembered her wedding in that house on June 12, 1971, introduced the main speaker, former senator Robert Dole, who was chairman of the Republican National Committee during part of the Nixon administration.

“The second half of the century that just ended could be called ‘The Era of Nixon,’” Dole said. “The most extraordinary thing about his presidency was not the way it ended, but that it happened.”

President Nixon would have agreed with that. His rise to the presidency was an amazing triumph of will and intelligence. He was not born for the job. In fact, he sometimes described himself, quite accurately, as an introvert in an extrovert’s business. Most politicians, good and bad, are men who can’t stand to be alone. Nixon did not like to be with people. One of the many odd little notes I came across in years of going through his papers was a memo, dated April 13, 1970, to his chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, about a visit from his classmates at Whittier College, a small Quaker school in Orange County, California: “You might have them on an occasion where we have an Evening at the White House or a church service…. This would be better than a reception for them alone where I would have to get into too much conversation.”

He was always a man alone. A strange man of uncomfortable shyness, who functioned best alone with his thoughts and the yellow legal pads he favored, or in set pieces where he literally memorized every word he had to say. Prepared and comfortable, he was a formidable presence, not the cardboard man many remember. The people at the Hilton talked a great deal among themselves about what made the boss tick, just as they had every day in the famous years.

John Price, who was head of Nixon’s Domestic Council for a time and became a vice president of Chase Manhattan Bank, told me of a flight on Air Force One, seated in the back next to Mrs. Robert Finch, whose husband had worked with Nixon for almost twenty years and was considered the President’s closest friend in politics, even called the son Nixon never had. “You know him so well,” Price began. Carol Finch seemed surprised, answering, “We don’t know him at all.” Haldeman, who spent hours each day alone with the President, always claimed that Nixon did not know how many children he had, or their names.

Ann Whitman, who was President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s personal secretary, kept a diary. One entry, made on August 30, 1960, told of Eisenhower visiting Vice President Nixon, who was in the hospital for treatment of a knee infection. She wrote: “He mentioned again, as he has several times, that the VP has very few friends. Of course the difference to me is obvious—the President is a man of integrity, and sincere in his every action, be it possibly wrong. He radiates this, everyone knows it, everybody trusts and loves him. But the Vice President sometimes seems like a man who is acting like a nice man rather than being one.”

He had learned how to act. Nixon had memorized his lines, as he had memorized hundreds of pieces of music in order to play the piano—all of them in the key of G. He was not a natural; it was all hard, lonely work. He also memorized entire speeches, working alone from notes, then throwing away the paper. He did the same thing with conversations, working from little scripts he committed to memory. He once said of himself: “I’ve found a way to do it. I’m a reader, not a buller. Most of the boys at the law school had long bull sessions about cases. I studied my cases alone.”

And, alone, as he thought or as he watched others, he studied their words and actions and he calculated their motives. Like most of us, he could judge them only by what he knew of himself. More often than not, he thought other people were like him. But they were not. The power and opportunity of the presidency sometimes brought out the best in him, but it brought out more of the worst because he trusted almost no one. He assumed the worst in people, and he brought out the worst in them. He was too suspicious, his judgments were too harsh, too negative. He clung to the word and the idea of being “tough.” He thought that was what had brought him to the edge of greatness. But that was what betrayed him. He could not open himself to other men and he could not open himself to greatness.

I set out in this book, as I had before with President John F. Kennedy, a man whose grace and image tormented President Nixon every day, to reconstruct the Nixon presidency as it looked from the center. I was interested in what he knew and when he knew it and what he actually did—sometimes day by day, sometimes hour by hour, sometimes minute by minute. As before, I hoped to get close to knowing what it was like to be president, something only forty-two men have known. But Richard Nixon at the center did not look outward in the way of Kennedy and most other politicians. Nixon still looked inward, which is why this book begins with his dialogues with himself, the hopes and fears and calculations scrawled on his yellow pads in his hours alone in his hideaway offices and late at night in his study, the room where Abraham Lincoln once slept.

The words he wrote when alone are the outline of a restless, driven man’s quest for achievement. At his best and most longing, he lived for what Niccolo Machiavelli said princes should live for: “Nothing makes a prince more highly esteemed than the assumption of great undertakings and striking examples of his own ability.”

Nixon had great abilities. The testimonies of his men converge on his intellect and vision. Bryce Harlow, his first congressional liaison, said: “Firm instructions not to bother him would go out…. He would bring along memoranda, studies, and reports and lean back on a kind of lounge, half-supine, would read, study, make notes, and prepare an outline of it all on his pad. When through, he would throw away his notes. He was now master of that issue; it was engraved on his mind. That’s Nixon. That gift enabled him to achieve more than less gifted people could.”

Herb Klein, a San Diego newspaperman who worked with Nixon for more than thirty years, told me: “He could feel a raindrop here and another there, and know there was a flood coming somewhere.” Elliot Richardson, who held three Cabinet positions under Nixon and resigned from the last rather than follow the President’s orders to dismiss a Watergate prosecutor, said: “He had a sense of how everything fitted in…. He had a definite sense of architecture in both foreign and domestic fields.

“He wanted to be the Architect of his Times.”

They were no ordinary times. The United States was at war with itself at the end of 1968. More than two hundred young men were being killed each week in the undeclared war in Vietnam. A new wave of civil rights unrest and reaction was breaking over busing plans to implement court orders requiring immediate desegregation of public schools. As the Nixon men moved into the White House, one of them, John Ehrlichman, was visited by a Stanford Law School classmate, Warren Christopher, deputy attorney general in the outgoing administration of President Lyndon Johnson. “He arrived in my office with a big package of documents and suggested we keep them on hand all the time,” Ehrlichman recalled. “They were proclamations to be filled in. You could fill in the name of the city and the date and the President would sign it and declare martial law.”

The new president knew that whatever else he did—and he had grand secret plans of his own—voters would judge him on whether he brought order to the streets at home. His Inaugural address, lifted stylistically from Kennedy’s 1961 speech, was built on a sign held up by a young girl in Ohio as he campaigned there: “Bring Us Together.” But Nixon could not do that. He saw people as groups, to be united and divided toward political ends. The architecture of his politics, like that of his foreign policy, was always based on manipulating groups and interests, balancing them or setting them against one another, whichever suited his purposes of the moment or his times. He had a tribal and genetic view of peoples everywhere. He gloried in cultural warfare, dividing the nation geographically, generationally, racially, religiously. He believed that was what all politicians did. His “silent majority,” a resentful populist center of working and middle-class Christians, loved him not for himself but for his enemies.

President Nixon saw himself as an idealist, believing that his generation had proved itself capable of larger things because of its suffering in the Great Depression and its service in World War II. He thought he belonged to “The Greatest Generation”—long before the phrase was popularized in the 1990s. Because of that, he could not be categorized as a small-minded conservative. He was narrow-minded in the sense that he had few interests—foreign policy, campaign management, sports, and getting even were what he cared about—and his ideological instincts were right-of-center, but he believed in pragmatic, activist governance, because he was persuaded that Americans preferred action, good or bad, to inaction.

That said, he expected little of the people who elected him. He was more Machiavelli than the Prince, a modern counterpart of the unemployed political strategist who, in 1513, wrote:

A prudent ruler, therefore, cannot, and should not, keep his word when keeping it is to his disadvantage, and when the reasons that made him promise no longer exist. For if all men were good, this precept would not hold, but since they are bad and would not keep their word to you, you do not have to keep yours to them. Nor is there ever a shortage of legitimate reasons to disguise your disregard…. Everyone understands how laudable it is for a prince to keep his word and live with integrity and not cunning. Nonetheless, experience shows that nowadays those princes who have accomplished great things have had little respect for keeping their word and have known how to confuse men’s minds with cunning. In the end they have overcome those who have preferred honesty.

Nixon’s White House of lies was no accident. As I have tried to show in this book, he attempted to govern by surprise, scheming to bypass the checks and balances built into the United States Constitution and the scrutiny of the people, the Congress, and the press. His most important achievements—the remaking of the national and world economy in 1971 and the opening to China in 1972—became public in dramatic television announcements. In a kind of coup against both the Constitution and his own government, President Nixon literally changed the world without any public debate or participation. That kind of surprise, eliminating argument, required extraordinary secrecy, and the secrecy required lie after lie. In the end, only a few people knew what was happening in the house of lies; sometimes Nixon himself lost track of what was true and what was not—which is what ultimately destroyed him. Winston Lord, who served as the principal assistant to National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger, told me: “They deliberately mirrored adversaries which were secretive. In China, only two or three people were involved in decision making…. Bruised egos were a small price to pay in terms of foreign policy.”

Deceived and confused egos, though, eventually undermined the President. So many layers of lies were needed to protect the layers of secrecy that no one inside the White House knew whom or what to believe. There was a chaos of lies at the top. The rings of deception built around the President, Kissinger, Haldeman, and Ehrlichman to protect themselves against “The Establishment” as Nixon imagined it, gradually isolated his Cabinet and much of his staff. Colleagues became distrusted parts of the hated bureaucracy, enemies who must be kept away by bodyguards of lies. In the beginning, the idea was to make the President’s world secure from outsiders; in the end, even the insiders themselves could no longer penetrate to reality. There are many lines in the many lies of Nixon’s Oval Office tapes, but two that weave and twist through the plots are attempts to cover up past lies while trying to unravel them at the same time. The President and Kissinger sometimes seem lost trying to concoct truths to tell Secretary of State William Rogers and Defense Secretary Melvin Laird in order to undo the chaos of past lies, large and small. It comes as no surprise then to learn that all the principals were spying on each other, stealing each other’s papers, tapping each other’s telephones, bugging their own offices. It was hard to keep track of the deceptions, even for the deceivers. The same confusion emerged in the taped byzantine maneuvering of the President, Haldeman, and Ehrlichman as they tried to simultaneously find and cover up the hundreds of horrors that finally became known as Watergate. In the end, no one knew whether anyone was telling the truth, the whole truth, or any truth at all.

There was one more level of deceit that isolated the Oval Office. The President’s men did not always follow his orders. Haldeman, particularly, ignored some of the more obviously foolish or dangerous of Nixon’s verbal mandates, most of them said in anger, many of them about firing people or bombing countries. Harlow always remembered the first thing Haldeman told him when he came to the White House: “You must always do what Nixon tells you to do, but you must use judgment on the way in which you do it.”

Most of it, the orders, the lies, and the truth, ended up on paper or on tape, though some of it may never be found. There was just so much of it, forty-four million pages in the National Archives alone. One of the ways the Nixon presidency was different from all others was in the extent to which it was recorded and preserved. The tapes made in the Oval Office, in the President’s hideaway office in room 175 of the Executive Office Building, in the Lincoln study, and at Camp David are only part of it, a part that will take many more years just to hear, much less transcribe and understand. The first time we talked about this book, Kissinger said to me: “Remember, the story is not in the tapes. The real Richard Nixon can be found on paper.” That could be dismissed as an attempt to diminish the meanness and vulgarity of the taped language, but it is also an important reminder that Nixon was a man who learned and constructed his pictures of the world with books, summaries, and memoranda—and that Bob Haldeman was something of a pre-computer organizational genius.

In Haldeman’s White House, which organizationally it was, the presidency was documented with a compulsion that will probably never be repeated. The tapes were only part of it. Every encounter with the President had to be reported in detail by each staff participant. At times, there were six or seven versions of what happened inside the Oval Office or EOB 175. If the reports were not received within a specified time, a reminder would go out from the staff secretary, and that usually did the trick because the next step was the wrath of Haldeman, a man who believed fear was essential to efficiency. This was a standard reminder, one of thousands from staff secretary David C. Hoopes:

It has been discovered that a Memorandum for the President’s File was not made for this meeting with Former Attorney General John N. Mitchell on Wednesday, April 12, 1972 at 3:29 PM.

Our records show that you were present during this meeting. Since the President desires that this important file be as complete as possible, I would like to ask you to prepare a summary of what transpired, what commitments were made (if any) and what kind of mood or atmosphere prevailed.

Your Memorandum for the President’s File need not be lengthy, but you should keep in mind the historical significance of your report and understand that its significance will increase greatly with time. We hope you will be able to write and return such Memorandum to this office within five (5) days.

In addition to the formal reports, there were extensive notes by Haldeman and Ehrlichman, who would fill dozens of pages each day. Then there were Haldeman’s diaries (parts of which have been published, and parts that appear for the first time in this book), which he wrote, and later dictated, each night. Another running file of the President’s mood and thinking was the daily news summary he received, ten- to fifty-page reports on the news of the day from newspapers, magazines, and the nightly news programs on television. Most days the President marked up the summaries with comments and orders—the orders being passed along to the staff by Haldeman as “action memos.” Sometimes, too, one of the “anecdotalists” was sitting in a corner taking notes. That little corps, which included William Safire, Patrick Buchanan, Raymond Price, and other talented writers, was created because the President was convinced that other note-takers were not getting across his warmth and wit in anecdotes that could be passed along to correspondents and columnists.

In September 1972, as the election approached, Haldeman ordered that the White House files be culled to remove the most important and most sensitive or potentially embarrassing of the papers being produced each day, including all those with the President’s handwriting. Those, designated “White House Special Files,” were all filed separately, ready to be checked and probably removed if Nixon lost the election. He did not lose, of course, but those were the papers—the good stuff—seized by the Federal Bureau of Investigation during Watergate and then turned over to the National Archives for indexing. Many White House papers were destroyed or disappeared during the Watergate investigations, but much more survived for history than Richard Nixon ever intended.

This book is a narrative of what President Richard Nixon did at crucial points in his years in power. What I searched for was what he knew or heard, said, or read. In this account all of what he says, and what is said to him, is taken from tape recordings, documents, journals, notes, and interviews. In the instances where people’s thoughts are mentioned, it is done because they told me what they had been thinking, or told someone else at the time, or because they recorded their thinking in journals or memoranda. In some cases, particularly in tape-recorded meetings and telephone conversations, I have edited out “uhs,” repetitions, and confusing errors of grammar. I have ended the main section of the book on April 30, 1973, when the President realized that he had lost control over the events of Watergate. “When he told me it was over on April thirtieth, he meant his presidency,” said press secretary Ronald Ziegler. “That was the lowest point.”

Nixon knew then that his enemies had prevailed—confirming for him his own dark view of the way the world worked—but he struggled on, spending his time and energy in a lost cause. Reminiscing with the February Group all those years later, Bob Dole said that he once told the President he thought he was destined to be misunderstood because he was too complicated a man to be totally understood. Nixon had responded to that with enthusiasm, saying, “Aha! Now you’re getting somewhere.” He did not want to be understood. If other men thought he was unreadable, then they must think there was a great deal more inside him than just a powerful mind voyaging alone in anger and self-doubt. But he also said something to Dole that was far more simple: “I just get up every morning to confound my enemies.”



PROLOGUE
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Augusts 1974


A MIDNIGHT ON AUGUST 8, 1974, Stephen Bull, the personal assistant to the President of the United States, walked into the President’s office, the Oval Office. It was quiet and dark in the West Wing of the White House. The television cameras were gone. The correspondents and the technicians had folded up their equipment and left after the thirty-seventh president, Richard Milhous Nixon, had announced, two hours before, that he would resign the office at noon on August 9. Bull decided not to turn on the lights. He could see enough in the dim light from the hallway. He went in, picked up Nixon’s briefcase, put it near the doorway, and then began to pack away the things on the desk. The President was flying home to California the next day, and Bull decided to put everything on the desk there, just the way it was here, as if nothing had happened. He began with Nixon’s reading glasses and a photograph of the President’s two daughters, Tricia and Julie. As he picked up the appointment book, he bumped against the silver cigarette case the girls had given the President on the day he was inaugurated. The case was knocked off the desk onto the rug. It opened and the music box inside began to play its tinny tune, “Hail to the Chief.”

Later, the President’s secretary, Rose Mary Woods, who had spent twenty-three years with him in good times and bad, and an assistant named Marge Acker came in and began emptying the drawers into cardboard boxes. There were moving boxes in the hallways everywhere in the building. The place smelled of burnt paper, as some of the most powerful men in the country threw memos and files into their office fireplaces. The office of Nixon’s last chief of staff, General Alexander M. Haig, was filled with giant clear plastic bags that held shredded documents. “Duplicates,” he said. In the Oval Office the women packed up everything in the “Wilson desk,” which Nixon used because he admired Woodrow Wilson. Then they moved on to his other two desks. The one President Dwight D. Eisenhower had used in the Oval Office, when Nixon was vice president, was in room 175 of the Executive Office Building, next to the White House; Nixon often worked alone there. The last one, which was smaller, was the “Lincoln desk” in the President’s sitting room in the living quarters upstairs near his bedroom; Abraham Lincoln had used it in his summer retreat, a farmhouse only a mile away, north of Pennsylvania Avenue.

Miss Woods began with the center drawer of the Wilson desk. In it was a folder marked: “THE UNAUTHORIZED DISCLOSURE OF THE INFORMATION CONTAINED IN THE ATTACHED DOCUMENT(S) COULD BE PREJUDICIAL TO THE DEFENSE INTEREST OF THE UNITED STATES…. Please put in the middle drawer of the President’s desk.” Inside were Nixon’s funeral plans, six rose-colored pages, photographs, and an Avis Rent-a-Car map, with a description of Rose Hills cemetery in Whittier, California, the town where he grew up. “Rose Hills is renowned as Southern California’s most spacious and naturally beautiful Memorial Park.” There was a list of honorary pallbearers, as well as a list of six musical selections, from “God Bless America” to “California, Here I Come.” Next to the California song, the poor boy from Whittier who had become president had written, “Played softly and slowly.”

Into a box it went, along with letters, stacks of newspaper clippings and polling summaries, the plastic belts of dictating machines, even a Halloween mask from a party. Most of what went into the boxes were the President’s memos to himself, hand-written over five years on long yellow legal pads or dictated late at night and transcribed the next day. “To do” lists and “to be” lists—about what he wanted from history, what kind of president he wanted to be, what kind of man he wanted to be. American self-improvement lectures to himself—the most important dialogue in the White House, an introvert’s dialogue with himself.

One of the first of the lists, from the Eisenhower desk, was written late at night on February 6, 1969, Nixon’s seventeenth day as president. He was preparing for an interview with Hugh Sidey, who wrote a column called “The Presidency” for both Time and Life magazines, and he wrote three pages of resolutions to himself:

Compassionate, Bold, New, Courageous…. Zest for the job (not lonely but awesome). Goals—reorganized govt. Idea magnet …

Mrs. RN—glamour, dignity …

Open Channels for Dissent … Progress—Participation, Trustworthy, Open-minded.

Most powerful office. Each day a chance to do something memorable for someone. Need to be good to do good…. The nation must be better in spirit at the end of term. Need for joy, serenity, confidence, inspiration.

One drawer in Ike’s old desk in that hideaway was stuffed with letters Nixon had read and kept for some reason, along with the Dictaphone belts. The letters were the same kind any man kept, the important ones, or those that inspired or just flattered him. The oldest one in the desk turned out to be important. It was from Claude Kirk, the governor of Florida, who wrote on May 31, 1969: “In regard to the replacement of Justice Fortas, I want to bring to your attention a Federal judge in this district who meets what I believe is your criteria for experience, philosophy, and personal character. His name is Judge Harrold Carswell…. To paraphrase the play entitled ‘A Man For All Seasons,’ I can tell you that Justice Carswell is a man for all ’regions.’…” There was flattery from Theodore H. White in June 1969, along with the first copy off the press of his book The Making of the President, 1968. True to form, the author’s prose was rich: “This book whose hero is Richard M. Nixon … My previous reporting of Richard Nixon must I know have hurt. If I feel differently now it is not that there is a new Richard Nixon or a new Teddy White but that slowly truths force their way on all of us….this book tries to describe the campaign of a man of courage and conscience.”

In the first days of January 1970, alone in EOB 175, Nixon gave himself a pep talk, writing:

Add element of lift to each appearance…. Hard work—Imagination—Compassion—Leadership—Understanding of young—Intellectual expansion …

Cool—Strong—Organized—Temperate—Exciting … Excitement—Joy in Life—Sharing. Lift spirit of people—Pithy, memorable phrases.

Some time after that, on an undated page found in the Oval Office, he wrote:

Foreign Policy = strength. 1. War is difficult—But our successes are hidden—and ending war will be denied us. 2. Must emphasize—Courage, Stands alone…. Knows more than anyone else. Towers above advisers. World leader.

Restoration of Dignity. Family man—Not a playboy—respects office too much—but fun.

Extraordinary intelligence—memory—Idealism—Love of country—Concern for old—poor—Refusal to exploit.

Yet must be personal and warm.

On November 15, 1970, he wrote himself two pages of notes that stayed in the desk in EOB 175 until they were packed away by Bull. They began: “2 years less one week or 6 years less one week,” and went on:

I have learned about myself and the Presidency. From this experience I conclude:

The primary contribution a President can make is on Spiritual lift—not material solutions.

1. The staff—particularly K & H*—with my active cooperation have taken too much of my time in purely material decisions which could be left to others—

2. Harlow et al. have dragged me into too many Congressional problems.

3. My speech & idea group is inadequate—but part of the problem is that I have spent too little time with them—

4. The Press, the Intellectual establishment, and the partisan Dems are hopelessly against—Better means must be found to go over them to people.

5. I must find a way to finesse the Cabinet, staff, Congress, political types—who take time, but could do their job sans my participation. Symbolic meetings should be the answer.

Primarily—I must recognize responsibility to use power up to the hilt in areas where no one else could be effective—

Then he made a list of new resolutions:

1. Stop recreation except purely for exercise …

2. Need for more reading …

3. Need for more small social events …

4. Need for spiritual lift—each Sunday …

5. Need for optimistic up-beat psychology …

6. Need for more stimulating people to talk to—

So little time, so much that could be done. Alone by one of his White House desks or at Camp David, the presidential retreat in Maryland, or in the California and Florida homes he bought for himself and then called “the Western White House” and “the Southern White House,” he gnawed at the same themes: the unfriendly press, his disobedient staff and inadequate speechwriters, people who did not appreciate how hard he worked or did not emphasize his courtesy, his warmth, his thoughtfulness when they talked of him to outsiders. There was pain, too, in his serial self-analysis. He could be happy, but he could find no joy.

In the last days of 1970, alone in the Lincoln sitting room, Nixon wrote:

Every day is the last. Make it count. Is there anything I failed to do today—I will wish I could do when I no longer have the power to do it?

That was piled in with a note from his brother, Don, a man who always seemed to have a business deal almost done, and who had been helped this time by Thomas A. Brady, an attaché in the United States embassy in Madrid. “A characteristic of the Spaniard is that he never forgets a favor or a friendly act,” Brady wrote to the President’s brother, saying that people over there always appreciated Richard Nixon’s pursuit of Alger Hiss as a communist, because Hiss, then a State Department official, had successfully opposed the admission of Spain to the United Nations in 1945. On the bottom of Brady’s note, President Nixon scrawled: “H—Let’s see that Brady gets a promotion.”

•   •   •

IN MARCH 1971, Nixon’s approval rating dropped from 56 percent to 51 percent in the Gallup poll—his desk drawers contained sheets of advance numbers supplied privately by both George Gallup and Louis Harris, the country’s biggest names in public opinion survey research, and by his own pollsters, paid from the many bank accounts and stashes of political cash maintained for him. Trying to figure why, he wrote:

People crave a leader…. Our major failure is an obsession with programs. Competent, grey men. We lack color…. Maintain Mystery. RN is not going to be exhibitionist—his acts … his strength must be played up.

Not long after, Nixon tucked away a letter dated April 5, 1971, from a man with a gift for flattery, his old adversary Dean Acheson, secretary of state under President Harry S Truman. As a rising Republican star in California, Nixon had attacked the Democratic president as “a graduate of Dean Acheson’s Cowardly College of Communist Containment.” Acheson, who was in fact every bit as tough on communism as Nixon was, had reached out to Nixon, giving him support on Vietnam. Nixon reciprocated by sending him The Turning Point, a book about the early days of the Republic. Acheson thanked him, writing: “Jefferson to me is a baffling figure…. He had enormous talents—a real 18th Century man, even more gifted than Franklin. But he always seemed to be as much interested in words as in the reality behind them. The more solid, less glittering talents of George Washington is what it took to get the country started.”

Nixon underlined “less glittering talents.” Perhaps the President saved the letter because he read “Kennedy” and “Nixon” for “Jefferson” and “Washington”; that was almost certainly the way Acheson meant it to be read. Nixon wrote one word on the letter: “True.”

Later that month he also annotated and kept a letter dated April 28, 1971, from a film publicist named David Brown, who wrote: “You have achieved in your own way what General De Gaulle achieved for France….” The President underlined that and added in his own hand, “A good theme.”

The President’s notes to himself from the next year, the election year of 1972, dwelled on even greater frustration about his public image—usually at great length. Once again, at night, he was trying to define himself. On October 10, 1972, flying from his Florida home in Key Biscayne back to Washington, he worried, not for the first time, about how he would be remembered after all his elections were over, writing:

“Presidents noted for—F.D.R.—Charm. Truman—Gutsy. Ike—Smile, prestige. Kennedy—Charm. LBJ—Vitality. RN—?”

One of his ideas was: “The national conscience.”

Then, after reminding himself to send a gift of cigars to Marshal Tito of Yugoslavia, President Nixon wrote out this question for “K”:

Have we misjudged V.C.* from beginning—1. “Running to wire—exhausted.” 2. “Stop U.S. dissent and they’ll talk.” 3. “Give them a jolt and they’ll talk.”

Then two weeks later, alone at 1 A.M. on October 23, 1972, in the Lincoln sitting room, he wrote this to himself:

I have decided my major role is moral leadership. I cannot exercise this adequately unless I speak out more often and more eloquently. The problem is time to prepare I must take the time to prepare and leave technical matters to others.

On his sixtieth birthday, January 9, 1973, he wrote:

Age—Not as much time. Don’t spin your wheels. Blessed with good health…. Older Men—De Gaulle, Ike, Yoshida, Adenauer, Churchill, Chou En Lai, Hoover … No one is finished…until he quits.

*The names and initials in President Nixon’s private writings include: “H” for H. R. Haldeman, “K” for Henry Kissinger, and “Z” for Ron Ziegler. Last names only are used for Secretary of State William Rogers, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird, Secretary of Labor George Shultz, and Elliot Richardson, who held posts in four departments: State; Health, Education, and Welfare; Defense; and Justice. “Harlow” is for Bryce Harlow, Nixon’s congressional liaison. EOB refers to the old Executive Office Building, sometimes called OEOB.

*The VC were the Vietcong guerrillas in South Vietnam.
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January 21, 1969


RICHARD M. NIXON arrived at the White House just before 2 P.M. on January 20, 1969, a couple of hours after taking the oath as the thirty-seventh president of the United States. His first question, to his chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, was: “Is the dog there?”

The dog, an Irish setter, was a gift from the staff. It was a big, photogenic, presidential dog to go with the Nixons’ French poodle, Vickie, and a Yorkshire terrier named Pasha. All three were included in a Nixon-directed campaign to project himself as a warm man. The new president put it this way in a memo to Haldeman: “I would like for you to give me a full report on how adequately the records are being kept on the various meetings in which I participate. I am referring now not to the formal record requiring and noting decisions, but the account of conversations, background, color, etc.”

“He was like a little kid,” Haldeman recorded in his diary that night. Of the Inaugural itself, he recorded: “Expression on his face was unforgettable, this was the time! He had arrived, he was in full command, someone said he felt he saw rays coming from his eyes.”

On his first full day as President, Nixon came down to his office at 7:30 in the morning after four hours of sleep. The schedule for the day was in a brown leather loose-leaf folder placed in the center of the great oak Wilson desk. The first formal appointment was written in for 7:50, a meeting with his national security adviser, Henry Kissinger.

The timing of their first conversation that day was symbolic of the new framework of foreign policy decision making the two men had, crafted in the eleven weeks since the election. The key was National Security Decision Memo 2, issued during the inaugural parade the day before, eliminating a State Department-dominated committee called the Senior Interdepartmental Group. The function of SIG had been to review foreign policy options presented to the National Security Council—and thus to the President—and to act as the “executive agent” for national security decisions. Under NSDM 2 the NSC would prepare options and also execute decisions, the plain signal that the new president intended to centralize power in his office. So from day one there was a new architecture of decision; Nixon intended to use the former Harvard professor as his agent in foreign and security policy. The power of final decision had shifted to an odd couple, both of them secretive and suspicious by nature, both of them ready and anxious to isolate the old foreign policy establishment, symbolized by the cautious men and rituals of the State Department.

Nixon told Kissinger about the desk and said he admired Woodrow Wilson as a man of both thought and action, which was also the way he saw himself. Nixon had used the desk when he was vice president, from 1953 to 1961. Since then it had traveled to Texas. Nixon’s predecessor, Lyndon B. Johnson, had taken it away to his LBJ Ranch office. Now it was back and it was almost bare, with an in-box in one corner and a four-button telephone more than six feet away on another.

The place was simpler than it had been during the LBJ years; Nixon had told his men to get rid of Johnson’s forty-two-button phone, the three television monitors, the wires that had led to the system Johnson used to tape-record both telephone calls and conversations, and the speakers Johnson had used to listen to the daily briefing and questioning of his press secretary. Nixon was not much interested in listening to what reporters had on their minds.

“Where’s the news summary?” he asked Haldeman that first morning.

There was none. During the campaign and the transition, a small staff headed by the President’s political valet, Patrick Buchanan, a thirty-year-old former editorial writer for the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, had prepared a daily digest of the news in six newspapers and the three television networks. The first White House news summary, in a gold-imprinted blue leather loose-leaf book, was on the big desk the next morning. Only five other copies were made—two filed away for the record, one for Haldeman, one for Ehrlichman, and one for Kissinger. The top item that first day was a local story: crime in the President’s new neighborhood. The Washington Daily News, in a front-page editorial, said fear was stalking the streets of the capital city.The New York Times that day said: “President Nixon awoke this morning in a city where during the last week an 81-year-old District of Columbia ‘mother of the year’ was mugged and thrown down a flight of stairs in a pocketbook snatching; Mrs. Gwen Cafritz, a well known society matron, was the victim of a $250,000 armed robbery….”

The President scrawled his reactions across the pages, beginning with: “John Mitchell & John Ehrlichman. Let’s get going with announcement in 48 hours of some action…. We are going to make a major effort to reduce crime in nation—starting with D.C.!! RN.”

The next item was a Washington Star editorial denouncing demonstrators who threw curses and beer cans at the Nixons’ car during the Inaugural parade; it ended: “Despite the presence of police, National Guardsmen and paratroopers, the hoodlums shouted obscenities and made obscene gestures towards the President and Mrs. Nixon. At that point, it appears, there were no arrests….”

Nixon wrote: “Why not? I think an opportunity was missed—when people would have supported strong action … give me a report how it got screwed up.” He also preserved his record as an obsessive minder of details, all the while complaining that he had no time to think. On that first day he dictated word-for-word texts for letters to be sent to people involved in the Inaugural parade and celebrations:

One of our difficulties in the past is that our thank-you notes have been bogged down because of lack of staff and go out two or three weeks, if not a month later. We will be held to a different standard now, and I want these to get out in 48 hours since we have enough staff to do it. I am going to give a little guidance with regards to the form in the dictation now. To the Ministers: something like this:… Dear :_____: I want to express my deep appreciation to you for participating in the _____ (whatever the morning prayer thing was). The problems facing the United States and the world are so serious that we shall all need Divine Guidance if we are adequately to meet the challenge….

He also dictated a memo to his wife:

TO: Mrs. Nixon

FROM: The President

… With regard to RN’s room, what would be most desirable is an end table like the one on the right side of the bed which will accommodate TWO dictaphones as well as a telephone…. In addition, he needs a bigger table on which he can work at night. The table which is presently in the room does not allow enough room for him to get his knees under it.

At 6 P.M. the first day, Nixon and Haldeman crossed the small alley between the White House and the old Executive Office Building to look for a hideaway office in that ornate, hulking gray building built as War Department headquarters in 1888. The President chose EOB 175 for what he called “brainwork”—time alone with his thoughts and his yellow pads. “I must build a wall around me,” he told his most important assistant, the forty-two-year-old advertising executive he and everyone else called Bob. Haldeman’s job was to be the face and voice and muscle of Richard Nixon inside the White House. The President wanted to be alone—and being with Haldeman was, in effect, being alone. The chief of staff’s most important job was taking notes during presidential dialogues and monologues, then dictating Nixon’s thoughts and orders as “action memos” that ricocheted around the building, then around the government.

Nixon liked to be alone—an odd preference for an American politician. But his role model as a national leader was not an American, it was President Charles de Gaulle of France. For years, in political exile, Nixon had compared his fate and his destiny to de Gaulle’s after the general stepped down as president of France in 1946. Reading de Gaulle’s memoir The Edge of the Sword, Nixon had underlined this sentence: “Great men of action have without exception possessed in a very high degree the faculty of withdrawing into themselves.”

He was obsessed with solitude, with the use of his own time, writing, “Time is a person’s most important possession. How he makes use of it will determine whether he will fail or succeed in whatever he is undertaking.” The night was good to Nixon. Sleep was an enemy, or a drug that lesser men used to avoid facing crises. Or so he told his men during periodic monologues on the subject, which often turned into action memos, like this one to a speechwriter, William Safire, with Nixon referring to himself in the third person, just before his Inaugural: “It has been suggested to me that we capitalize upon the work habits of the President-elect: long hours of work, delayed dinners, eighteen-hour days, late reading, no naps, perfunctory and very short lunch and breakfast times (frequently five or ten minutes).”

Only the part about quick meals was true. His men, particularly Haldeman—who had been with Nixon on and off for eight years, beginning as an advance man in his first campaign for the presidency—knew that fatigue was Nixon’s real enemy; he could not focus for more than three or four hours at a time. He took naps and came back to work for a couple of hours more. But the naps were a secret, usually marked “staff time” on his daily schedules. Part of Haldeman’s job, as he saw it, was to protect Nixon from himself. When the President got too tired, he could not sleep; he might take pills or a drink or two—he had trouble with liquor, sometimes slurring his words after only a single drink—and then be unable to concentrate the next day. But Nixon would never admit that, even to himself. He was a man of will, who sometimes persuaded himself that normal human limits were symbols of weakness. Sleep, and vacations, too, he considered a waste of time—or so he said. In fact, he needed EOB 175 for naps as well as brainwork. The hideaway office was a two-room suite without a reception area. He rarely saw anyone there, except for Haldeman; John Ehrlichman, who was a domestic counselor; and Henry Kissinger. The blinds were drawn. Usually the President sat in an old brown velvet easy chair he had brought from the study of the Fifth Avenue apartment he owned from 1963 to 1968, his years as a New York lawyer.

Most of the time, Nixon curled in the chair with his feet up on the settee. No one ever saw him there with his jacket off. Only a select few, Stephen Bull among them, ever saw him with his reading glasses on, or smoking one of his pipes, or sitting with a drink—a martini. One of his assistants, Alexander Butterfield, who spent a great deal of time running presidential errands, told other staffers who rarely saw Nixon that not only had he never seen the jacket off, he had never seen the boss there with the jacket unbuttoned.

On January 23, the White House news summary which included fifteen pages summarizing network television reports from the night before, was prepared by Buchanan and an assistant named Tom Charles Huston, who had been president of a conservative group, Young Americans for Freedom. It began with a report on a U.S. Navy court of inquiry into the seizure of the USS Pueblo, a spy ship that had been intercepting radio signals off the coast of North Korea. “Bucher comes off a decent and honorable officer,” Buchanan and Huston wrote of the ship’s captain. “All three networks reflected sympathetically on Bucher and adversely on the Navy.” Nixon underlined those words, then scrawled: “To Laird. RN agrees—Don’t let Navy make a fool of itself.”*

That was the first “action memo.” The President wanted his marginalia translated into Haldeman memos to the rest of the staff, usually ordering them to have an answer or explanation within twenty-four hours. The second action memo was written beside an account of French students occupying offices at the Sorbonne in Paris and of youthful demonstrators in the streets of several cities around the world—including Tokyo, Cologne, Nairobi, and Dacca—at the same time American students were demonstrating or running wild at dozens of campuses, including San Francisco State, the University of Massachusetts, Penn State, Rice, and Howard. The President wrote: “K—I want to hear a C.I.A. analysis in depth of worldwide common factors of youth disturbances.”

At nine o’clock most mornings Nixon buzzed for Haldeman, and a half hour after that for Kissinger, and those conversations, with Haldeman taking notes on yellow legal pads, would produce a second flurry of notes from on high. Within only a couple of days, members of the staff and the Cabinet began to suspect that “the Boss,” as some called Nixon, intended to meet alone with very few of them, maybe only four: Haldeman and Ehrlichman with their yellow pads, Kissinger with his thick, overwritten briefing books, and Rose Mary Woods.

They were right. The Boss had already told Haldeman that his job was to keep other people away from his two offices. Haldeman memos were the President’s preferred medium of communication. The chief of staff was to do the things Nixon disliked: confronting, criticizing, and disciplining. Haldeman would do the firing and the insulting—and if anyone wanted to actually see the President he had to see Haldeman first. “RN,” as Nixon called himself on paper and often in conversation, sketched out a schedule that might include only a single large meeting in his “public hours,” generally from 10 A.M. to 5 P.M., with a couple of hours set aside for his five-minute lunch, almost always alone, almost always cottage cheese—flown in every week from Knudsen’s Dairy in Los Angeles—and a canned pineapple ring. Then came brainwork or a nap in the solitude of EOB 175.

The meeting of the day on January 23 was the first coming together of the Urban Affairs Council, which the President created as a vague domestic shadow of the National Security Council. The official record of the meeting began with the President signing an executive order creating the new entity and included this: “There was a very exciting atmosphere as the President … spoke of the need for innovation and for exercising judgment ‘I’d like to see more decisions made by the responsible men. John Quincy Adams and Grover Cleveland read every bill and almost killed themselves. You won’t build big men down the line unless you give them responsibility.’” Then Nixon introduced the director of the council, a stranger, Daniel Patrick Moynihan—a New Yorker, a Catholic, a Kennedy Democrat, and a Harvard professor. Moynihan, who was forty-one years old, was set up as a rival to Arthur F. Burns, a sixty-four-year-old Columbia University economist and old friend, who had run a domestic policy task force during the transition and expected to run domestic policy. The meeting minutes indicated that Burns had tried to put Moynihan on the spot and failed: “Dr. Burns and the Vice President asked if Dr. Moynihan could prepare some outline of a national urban policy, and the President agreed. Dr. Moynihan said that ‘I would be glad to undertake such a task, on the condition that—and I realize that one does not ordinarily impose conditions on the President of the United States—on the condition that no one take it seriously.’ Everyone roared, including the President, who first blinked, and then joined in the laughter.”

The next day, January 24, it was the first meeting of a new Cabinet Committee on Economic Policy, a meeting held up for almost a half hour while John Ehrlichman calmly wrote out an executive order creating the thing as Nixon paced restlessly back and forth. The President was ready to get on with it, but in his White House procedure was by the book. Haldeman’s book. The Urban Affairs Council had an executive order, so the economic group would have one, too. The new chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers was Paul McCracken, plucked from the conservative School of Economics at the University of Chicago. He was getting ready for his first testimony before the Joint Economic Committee of the Congress, and the President quickly suggested that he work with Safire, a forty-year-old New York public relations man, an old Nixon hand on the speechwriting staff. Safire took the President’s suggestion as a signal that he was to make sure McCracken did not spend much time on praise of economic growth under two Democratic presidents, John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson—particularly given Nixon’s campaign criticism of the Kennedy-Johnson economic record.

McCracken said that the economy was currently growing at a healthy 3.5 percent, and would probably go up to 4.5 percent.

“Why?” asked Nixon.

“The bulge in the birthrate after World War II now going into the labor force means a big demand for capital,” the economist answered. “The plateau of 1.5 million housing starts has been par for the course for years. This year it should be 1.7 million, and more by 1970. And housing takes a lot of money…. The Nixon years ought to be years of extremely rapid economic growth. And if we manage it right, they will be.”

The new secretary of agriculture, Clifford M. Hardin, started to say something about hunger in America: “Millions of Americans—” The President cut him off, saying, “It is not constructive to say that people here are starving—our friends on the other side of the Curtain would eat that up.” A trivial matter, but the answer revealed an important indicator: Nixon had limited interest in domestic affairs—“building outhouses in Peoria,” he once called them—giving them his attention only if the press was focusing on matters at home or when such matters became foreign policy problems, as civil rights demonstrations had when film footage and still photographs were seen around the world during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations.

On January 25, his fifth day in office, the President dictated a series of memos to John Ehrlichman that he wanted converted into a political framework for the administration. The first step, he said, was never to mention politics—at least on paper. His thoughts, referring to himself in the third person, included these:

The letter to the Cabinet with regard to third level employees should be changed to strike out any references to politics…. you must always assume that this kind of a memorandum will eventually get into the press…. The tendency of the Cabinet officer will be to take the course of least resistance and go along with a competent career man who is identified with the policies of the past. This is a grave mistake…. The Cabinet officers should fill at least 90 percent of all the available positions with new people regardless of the competence of the old people who are not frozen in by Civil Service Regulations…. This is exactly what Kennedy did when he came in and that is one of the reasons why he was able to present a picture of a new fresh Administration…. That is why I constantly get back to the Inaugural—the necessity to follow it up in every possible way so that the people eventually will look back upon it as a far more significant statement than it may have even been. Take a hard look at what they did with the Kennedy Inaugural Address….

Nixon spoke of the Kennedys every day. He modeled his Inaugural address on Kennedy’s 1961 speech, but Kennedy’s words were a Cold War call to battle and Nixon was calling for peace and order. His lines did not ring. The best of them had to do with ending the noise: “The simple things are the ones most needed today if we are to surmount what divides us, and cement what unites us. To lower our voices would be a simple thing. In these difficult years, America has suffered from a fever of words: from inflated rhetoric that promises more than it can deliver; from angry rhetoric that fans discontents into hatreds; from bombastic rhetoric that postures instead of persuading…. We cannot learn from one another until we stop shouting at one another.”

The new president held his first press conference on the morning of the seventh day, January 27. The second question, from Helen Thomas of United Press International, one of 456 correspondents and technicians facing the President, got right to the point of the campaign that made Nixon President: “Mr. President, now that you are President, what is your peace plan for Vietnam?”

He had no plan. He simply repeated a list of proposals that had been widely discussed during the last Johnson years: “The restoration of the demilitarized zone as set forth in the Geneva Conference of 1954; mutual withdrawal; guaranteed withdrawal by both sides; the exchange of prisoners. All of these are matters that we think can be precisely considered and on which progress can be made.” A bit later, in answer to another question, he expanded the answer, saying, “I think at this point this administration believes that the better approach is … mutual withdrawal on a guaranteed basis by both sides.”

Asked about his campaign pledge to maintain “clear-cut military superiority over the Soviet Union,” he said that perhaps “superiority” was the wrong word. “I think,” he said, “‘sufficiency’ is a better term, actually….”

Nixon’s answers were cool. On inflation, which was running at almost 5 percent, he answered: “I do not believe that policy should be made by off-the-cuff responses in press conferences or any other kind of conferences…. We are going to have some fine-tuning of our fiscal and monetary affairs in order to control inflation….” Then he specifically ruled out government wage or price guidelines under any circumstances. In private, meeting with his party’s congressional leaders, he repeated Republican doctrine on inflation, saying, “The culprit is government.” He broke up the meeting to go out to the Rose Garden, where photographers congregated to take the first pictures of the new White House dog, King Timahoe, the Irish setter named for the town in Ireland where Quaker ancestors of Nixon’s mother had once lived.

The President’s first strictly political meeting was on his tenth day in office, January 30, with Haldeman and two young assistants, Fred LaRue and John Sears. First, the President told them he wanted to set up a campaign committee for his reelection outside the Republican National Committee—with separate financing. Then he agreed to their recommendation of continuous year-round polling.

EVEN UP CLOSE, Nixon was rarely direct—a tough man to figure. After a week in office, he wanted to go to Florida for the weekend. He went through a psycho-ballet with Haldeman, who said to Ehrlichman: “He immediately starts trying to think up excuses and covers. He’s constitutionally unable to say he’s taking time off, has to appear he’s working…. Then he starts worrying about whether Ziegler has gotten out the story of how hard he’s been working….”

Watching him in public, though, Haldeman realized that Nixon loved pomp and ceremony. On January 31, at a reception in the East Room for foreign diplomats—a white-tie affair heavy on flags and trumpets—Haldeman thought his boss looked like a wooden soldier with his arms stiff at his sides, trying to hide the fact that he was as happy as a little kid. Unfortunately, this little kid had a dog that did not like him. That day, like the days before, King Timahoe refused to come near the President’s desk, even when assistants laid a trail of dog biscuits leading to Nixon.

By the first week of February, the dog was beginning to follow the biscuits, getting closer and closer to his master. He got too close during the first meeting between Nixon and his science adviser, Lee DuBridge, pulling down one of the big flags behind the President’s desk. And then there was the little nick on the antique grandfather clock in the Oval Office. Trying to entice Timahoe, a couple of Nixon’s merry men, led by Haldeman, ended up throwing biscuits at each other, hitting the clock instead. Luckily, the boss was in his swimming pool, determined to get some exercise, wearing a bathing cap because the White House barber had told him the chlorine in the pool was not good for his hair.

The White House seemed to be settling into an orderly routine, with Ehrlichman and Haldeman presiding over morning meetings: the first one at 7:30, when a dozen or so staffers would report in to Ehrlichman in the Roosevelt Room, and then a smaller one at 8:15 in Haldeman’s office, where Ehrlichman; Kissinger; Bryce Harlow, the congressional liaison; and one or two others would brief the chief of staff for his first meeting of the day with “the Leader of the Free World,” as Haldeman liked to call the President—half in jest, half in awe.

The chief of staff was the keeper of the body and of the image, taking notes for hours each day, then diffusing or distributing the President’s momentary passions, threats, and tantrums into cool gusts of formal action memos over his own name. Nixon was angry many days and repetitive most days, saying the same things, usually about firing bureaucrats and cutting off reporters. Most of the staff knew none of that. Haldeman protected the President and the staff from each other. Sometimes he just forgot about the ramblings and foul language of the Leader of the Free World. Some of the President’s orders became inside jokes, one of them a presidential outburst after a bad landing on one of his first flights in Air Force One: “That’s it! No more landing at airports!”

“I want everyone fired, I mean it this time,” was a staple. Nixon said it on February 5 when he read that the Office of Economic Opportunity was refusing to release records from the Johnson years to a congressional committee. The next day he was mad at Herbert Klein, his communications director—they had met when Klein was a local reporter covering his first congressional campaign in Southern California back in 1946—for telling a columnist of Nixon’s intention to do regular polling.

“No polls. Not concerned by Press, TV. or personal style.” Nixon wrote that at the top of a page of notes, as he prepared for an interview that day with Hugh Sidey of Life. Nixon went on, writing out the points he wanted to make, beginning with “Zest for job” and continuing: “Strong in-charge President. Aggressive. Anti-crime measures … On the ball. Honest.” After writing that the job was awesome and not lonely, he added that it also brought him “best friends—I’ve never met.”

“Remarkable ease and sense of pleasure,” Sidey wrote after the interview, calling Nixon “the power center.” The President liked what he read that day, but still had a gripe in a scrawled note to Ehrlichman: “E—have we done adequate job on RN at work? (Begins in office at 7:45. Non-stop to 6:30 or 7 etc.)” Later he had more editorial thoughts in another memo to Ehrlichman: “I think one point which could be emphasized is to rebut the theme which I see running in several columns that RN has done pretty well and the sailing is smooth, but that he cracks in a crunch. A graceful, firm reminder that in a crunch—Caracas, Khrushchev, the heart attack—and when the tough decisions had to be made in the campaign the coolest man in the room was RN….” That same day, he annotated his news summary, which he usually read before Haldeman came in after the 8:15 meeting, with one word, “Bravo!” next to a report that the Chicago Tribune had announced it would no longer publish news of student antiwar demonstrators.

The President met the press again on February 6, only ten days after his debut conference. He was somewhat more direct when asked about United States troop withdrawals in Vietnam: “I do not want an American boy to be in Vietnam for one day longer than is necessary for our national interest. As our commanders in the field determine that the South Vietnamese are able to assume a greater portion of responsibility for the defense of their own territory, troops will come back. However, at this time I have no announcements to make with regard to the return of troops.”

This time there were questions about school desegregation and the attitude of blacks toward his administration. On January 29, the new secretary of health, education, and welfare, Robert H. Finch, had ordered a sixty-day extension of deadlines for termination of federal aid to five segregated southern school districts that had not produced court-ordered desegregation plans.

“I support the law of the land,” Nixon said, but then added that he preferred local solutions to court orders. “Before we use the ultimate weapon of denying funds and closing a school, let’s exhaust every other possibility to see that local school districts do comply with the law.” It was a carefully considered and deliberately vague answer. Nixon told his interrogators that he was aware of black distrust but he hoped his actions as president would show him to be the president of all Americans.

The news summary the next morning began: “All networks lead with the President’s press conference…. Reviews of the session ranged from ‘great’ to ‘tremendous.’ On ABC News, Frank Reynolds said that there is one quality that the American people want in their President and that is a man in charge: ‘The President is such a man…. Self-confidence with no arrogance crackled in the East Room today. There was no band to play “Hail to the Chief” as he came in, but they should have played it as he walked out.’”

Nixon’s response, written over that item in the news summary, was, “How about some non-obvious letters to editors …?”

He was obsessed with generating letters—real or fabricated—to newspapers and magazines and the television networks. The idea was for the Republican National Committee and state and local committees to build up lists of loyalists who could be called on to spread the party line by mail or whose names could be used on letters dictated from the White House. Later, he needled Ehrlichman in a memo that touched on another obsession, the Kennedys:

I still have not had any progress report on what procedure has been set up to continue on some kind of basis the letters to the editor project and the calls to TV stations…. it gives us what Kennedy had in abundance—a constant representation in letters to the editor columns and a very proper influence on the television commentators…. Individuals can express their own enthusiasm for the RN crime program in Washington, the RN press conference technique. Later on, letters can be written taking on various columnists and editorialists when they jump on us unfairly. I do not want a blunderbuss memorandum to go out to hundreds of people on this project, but a discreet and nevertheless effective Nixon Network set up.

The President was excited and exhausted after the press conference. He usually was after a day or two of solitary preparation for the sessions, reading stacks of staff and Cabinet memos on possible questions and suggested answers. By the time he said “Good evening,” he had edited or rewritten and then memorized dozens of answers. He left the White House after this one, taking his first weekend trip—to Key Biscayne, where he had been going for twenty years, staying at the house of a friend, a businessman named Bebe Rebozo. Nixon was always a restless man, rarely sleeping under the same roof for more than a week at a time. He was in Florida this time for three days. The White House physician, Dr. Walter Tkach, was along, and he and his patient got into a long conversation when the doctor said he had read medical reports, which he did not believe, indicating that there were people who did not need sleep. The President was fascinated, saying he had always thought that most people used sleep to avoid facing problems and making decisions. He said it was better to be “up” than relaxed. He also told the physician that he had never had a headache. He seemed to think headaches were imaginary—excuses for weak men. Tkach nodded, but later he told Haldeman that he had never known or heard of anyone who did not get headaches.

DURING THE FEBRUARY 6 PRESS CONFERENCE, Nixon had answered a question about proposals for an international conference to resolve disputes between Israel and Arab nations in an evenhanded way, talking of “bilateral” consultation and “four-power talks,” rather than signaling automatic support for Israel. That led to a February 13 visit to the White House by a bipartisan group of six House members, four of them from New York, carrying a three-page declaration that said they believed they represented the opinion of the majority of both the House and the Senate. “There is concern,” the congressmen wrote, “that Middle East interests may be sacrificed as part of bargaining in global settlements…. It would not be in the best interests of the United States that Israel be requested to withdraw from territory she occupies”—referring to the West Bank and Sinai, occupied by Israel since the 1967 Arab-Israeli War.

The little delegation was surprised when they were greeted not by the President but by Henry Kissinger alone. They were surprised again by what the national security adviser said to them: “The President feels the U.S. has an interest in a settlement. What we are trying to do is to ‘position’ the issue so that the American people can understand it. In Vietnam we have put ourselves in a position where our involvement is explained in terms of issues which the American people do not support. In the Middle East, if it ever comes to involvement, we cannot be in a position of justifying intervention to preserve Israel’s conquests. We want to be in a position to explain our policy in terms of preserving world peace….”

The congressmen were among the first to see that foreign policy was going to be run from the White House. A couple of days later, Haldeman was dispatched to inform Secretary of State William P. Rogers that the department’s services would not be needed when the President met with representatives of the Soviet Union. Nixon and Rogers were old friends—and that may have been part of the problem. They were once close enough that Vice President Nixon actually moved into Rogers’s house during the crisis months of 1955 after President Eisenhower’s first serious heart attack. When Nixon moved to New York after his humiliating defeat in the 1962 gubernatorial race in California, Rogers was one of the few important New York lawyers to welcome him. But there was also the usual resentment: Rogers was handsome, charming, and seemingly secure. Nixon was Nixon, wondering whether Rogers secretly looked down on him.

Nixon thought, too, that Rogers was shallow and a little lazy, and that he did not know all that much about foreign affairs. Rogers was Nixon’s third choice; the job had been offered to Robert Murphy, who had retired as a diplomat to become chairman of Corning Glass, and to William Scranton, the patrician former governor of Pennsylvania. “I don’t accept the chessboard theory that we gain countries or lose them,” Rogers said on taking over State. “What I favor for the U.S. is a more natural role, befitting our character and capacities.”

Nixon, however, was determined to make American foreign policy bend to his own character and capability. And chess was Kissinger’s passion. State was being maneuvered out of the Cold War loop. The Defense Department, too, would be reduced to an advisory role, with the commanders and other pawns available to execute global strategy. In fact, the President did not bother to inform his secretary of state that Kissinger and Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin had already met in secret—and worked out a back-channel (or East Wing-door) arrangement for the ambassador to come, secretly, to the White House every week for meetings with the national security adviser.

The first official meeting between President Nixon and Ambassador Dobrynin was on February 17. Rogers was not there, but to placate the Secretary of State, Malcolm Toon, the department’s director of Soviet affairs, sat in—for a while. Soon enough, Nixon dismissed Toon and told Dobrynin again that Kissinger was the one. The ambassador gave Nixon a seven-page letter from Moscow that essentially agreed with Nixon’s proposals, delivered through Kissinger three days before, that the two great nuclear adversaries would attempt to go forward simultaneously on a range of superpower concerns that began with arms control and included Berlin, Vietnam, and the Middle East. “Linkage” was the word Nixon used to describe the informal agreement. The Russian hinted at Soviet willingness to talk about a summit meeting—an offer American presidents rarely refused. Nixon, in turn, hinted that if things did not go well in United States-Soviet relations, he could explore openings to “others,” which Dobrynin understood meant China, the other communist giant.

“Henry, how did I do? What do you think?” the President asked Kissinger in four calls after Dobrynin left. Within hours, sometimes minutes, the adviser’s assistants, friends, and chosen journalists were hearing of the President’s insecurity—and the adviser’s calming advice.

WHILE THE PRESIDENT was meeting with Dobrynin, Haldeman was handling a domestic matter: passing along instructions from Nixon to set up a secret political fund for the 1970 and 1972 campaigns. In a memo to Ehrlichman mentioning the President’s friend Bebe Rebozo and the richest of oilmen, J. Paul Getty, Haldeman wrote: “Bebe Rebozo has been asked by the President to contact J. Paul Getty in London regarding major contributions…. The funds should go to some entity other than the National Committee so that we retain full control of their use….”

That same day the President saw a memo from one of his speechwriters, James Keogh, a former editor of Time, who was passing along a comment from Leonard Garment, a former law partner of the President’s, suggesting that he display as much art as possible in the White House as a way to reach out to creative communities around the country. Nixon wrote: “E and H. A small cost—let’s do it—(But NO modern art in the White House!)”

Keogh also wrote: “Media treatment of the President is almost uniformly excellent…. The usual media characterizations are ‘efficient’ ‘cool’ ‘confident’ ‘orderly.’”

Nixon, in the twenty-seventh day of his presidency, answered that with: “You don’t understand, they are waiting to destroy us.”

*The USS Pueblo, a 906-ton electronic surveillance ship with a crew of eighty-three—armed with only two 50-caliber machine guns—was boarded and seized off the coast of North Korea on January 23, 1968. Commander Lloyd M. Bucher and his men were held in North Korea for a year and were released on December 23, 1968, after signing confessions of spying.



CHAPTER 2 [image: image]
February 23, 1969


ONE MORNING in the last days of February, Bob Halderman came into the Oval Office with some papers ready for signing. The President was surrounded by briefing books and papers, as usual. But what he was reading was a plumbing catalog, open to a page of shower head pictures and specifications. Nixon, it seemed, could not figure out how to work the complicated power shower put in the President’s bathroom for President Johnson. The thing was like a fire hose; it almost knocked him down the first time he turned it on.

Time to redecorate. The President who swore he wanted to be involved in only the biggest decisions was talking about carpets and hardware. There were meetings every few hours for days, until the new President was persuaded to use the same furniture, lamps, and such made for Williamsburg, the re-created old colonial capitol of Virginia. “Great idea,” Nixon said, “authentic reproductions.”

Among the action memos he sent out that week were such orders as:

Would you check to see whether Miss Burum, my 5th grade teacher, and Mrs. Dargatz, the daughter of the doctor who took care of me when I fell out of the buggy as a child, received answers to their letters…. The silver Parker Pen that was given to me on Election Day, November 5, 1968, is such a good one that I would like to get one other exactly like it as a spare…. When the Oval Room is re-done I would like to have the coffee table in front of the fireplace replaced by one that does not block the view of the fireplace from the desk…. We need as a basic research document the names of all artists and orchestra leaders, etc. who supported us in the campaign.

Nixon wanted to use music to top one of the cultural events of the Kennedy years, the 1961 White House party in which the Spanish cellist Pablo Casals played before an American audience for the first time in almost thirty years. But Nixon wanted an American night and nothing that highbrow. He loved a suggestion that it be for a black American, for the seventieth birthday of Duke Ellington. “That’s it,” the President said, standing up in excitement. “We’ll bring in all the jazz greats, like Guy Lombardo….”

On February 22, 1969, he sent a memo to Secretary of State Rogers and Henry Kissinger on a subject he knew better, the Middle East:

I have noted in reading the papers prepared by the State Department and by the Security Council Review Board on the Mideast, references from time to time on “domestic political considerations.” The purpose of this memorandum is twofold: (1) Under no circumstances will domestic political considerations have any bearing on the decisions I make with regard to the Mideast. (2) The only consideration which will affect my decisions on this policy will be the security interests of the United States…. In the future, I want no reference to domestic political considerations to be included in any papers….

On one level the order was about Israel, and thus about the strong support of Israel by American Jews. Richard Nixon did not like “our Jewish friends” or “New York Jews” or “the fucking Jews”—phrases he regularly used in private, projecting a rhetorical anti-Semitism not uncommon to Republicans of his time, though in his case more vulgar. He sometimes called Kissinger “Jew-boy” or “my Jew-boy,” usually when his associate in foreign policy was not in the room, but occasionally when he was. He had already told his national security adviser that the one area of the world where Rogers would have primary authority would be the Middle East. Nixon was determined to improve relations with the Arab countries equally determined to destroy Israel—Arab countries becoming more dependent on aid and weapons from the Soviet Union—and he thought there was little chance Arab leaders would welcome a Jewish emissary from the United States. Also, Kissinger had never been in an Arab country. Besides, as the President would tell anyone who would listen, “The Jews voted 95 percent against me.”

That Soviet influence, as always, was key to another level of Nixon’s thinking. He hoped to create a new power balance in the Middle East, not only between Israel and Arab countries but between the United States and the Soviet Union. “The difference between our goal and the Soviet goal in the Mideast is very simple but fundamental,” he said to Rogers. “We want peace. They want the Middle East.”

In a dictated memo to Kissinger, discussing Prime Minister Golda Meir and her country’s ambassador to the United States, Yitzhak Rabin, the President, referring to himself in the third person, laid out his own position and feelings about Israel:

They must recognize that our interests are basically pro-freedom and not just pro-Israel because of the Jewish vote…. What all this adds up to is that Mrs. Meir, Rabin, et al., must trust RN completely…. He will see to it that Israel always has “an edge.” …. But he must carry with him the 60 percent of the American people who are in what is called the silent majority, and who must be depended upon in the event that we have to take a strong hand against Soviet expansion in the Mideast…. We are going to stand up in Vietnam and in NATO and in the Mideast, but it is a question of all or none. It is time our friends in Israel understood this. This is going to be the policy of this country. Unless they understand it and act as if they understood it right now, they are down the tubes.

There was one other current flowing through the President’s little note of February 23. He did not want domestic politics driving foreign policy. Quite the opposite. As he had told Theodore H. White in 1967, “I’ve always thought the country could run itself domestically without a president…. You need a president for foreign policy.” His principal concern at home was order above all, because he believed dissent and unrest, particularly among students, reduced presidential power and influence around the world.

On the same day he told Kissinger and Rogers to ignore domestic politics, he sent a memo to his chief speechwriter, Ray Price, who was preparing a public letter to Father Theodore M. Hesburgh, the president of Notre Dame, to praise Hesburgh for ordering on-the-spot instant expulsion for demonstrating students after two warnings. In a memo to the President, Price mentioned a column by Tom Wicker that had appeared the day before in The New York Times; the subject was lowered voices and dialogue between power and students. Forget Wicker, Nixon said, and went on: “I would strongly question his brushing off some of the outrageous actions which have taken place with the idea that ‘they are trying to tell us something’ and ‘listen to them and treat them as adults.’ As you well know from the campaign, the extremists do not want to be listened to and do not want to discuss their problems rationally. Some simply want to disrupt and others want nothing less than complete capitulation to demands that would destroy the higher education system.”

The White House had announced at the beginning of February that Nixon would be making his first foreign trip as president after only a month in office, going to Europe to meet the leaders of Great Britain, France, West Germany, and Italy. But before leaving, he sent his first message to Congress, surprising many members by greatly toning down his campaign rhetoric about eliminating antipoverty programs, beginning with the Job Corps, which he had called a “failure” only four months before. The fact was that the President was willing to give liberals much of what they wanted so that they could preserve the welfare state built by Democrats from Franklin D. Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson—as a price for support or at least quieter opposition on foreign policy. But inside the White House, some smiled at such weighty explanations. “The Boss is in love again,” said Bill Safire, then quickly added that Nixon’s crushes were more affairs of the head than of the heart.

The object of Nixon’s affections at the moment was Moynihan, the former Kennedy man. Nixon loved ideas and self-confident men, strong men. There always seemed to be one new face around, an intellectual backboard, someone who impressed him and whom he wanted to impress. Rogers had once upon a time been a “new flame”—Safire’s phrase—a young congressional staffer when Senator Nixon asked him to travel with him during the 1952 vice presidential campaign. It was something like that when Nixon met John Mitchell at Nixon, Mudge, Rose, Guthrie, and Alexander, the Manhattan law firm he joined after being defeated in the 1962 California gubernatorial election.

Nixon had read some of Moynihan’s work, particularly his disappointed analyses of Kennedy-Johnson antipoverty programs and a 1966 article in The Public Interest, a journal Moynihan helped create, in which he wrote, “The Republicans are ready to govern….” The Nixon old guard, led by Arthur Burns, were inclined to try to destroy the newcomer, but the New Yorker was an old White House hand and, not incidentally, an even more accomplished academic flatterer than Kissinger. Moynihan’s advice to his own staff of nine bright Ivy Leaguers on dealing with the press was, “Say one thing, say it again and again and say nothing else.” He had given Nixon something the President dearly wanted: a rooted self-image, an intellectual niche. The President, despite the populist anti-intellectual drive that made him successful in politics—and made his crusades against men like Alger Hiss and Dean Acheson as personal as they were political—craved the respect of the stars he hated. He wanted to show off Moynihan and his bright young men as he did Kissinger and his bright crew. He got the idea one day that the press would take notice if National Security Council staffers were issued blue blazers with insignia on the breast pockets. Kissinger managed to divert that one.

Nixon had begun his conversations with Moynihan after the election by asserting that he was not really the kind of conservative people thought he was. He had grown up in the Great Depression, a poor boy with genuine sympathy for the down-and-out. His chief conviction in domestic affairs, he had told Moynihan, was that modern government was not working, and he was determined to make it work. He saw his own election as the end of the New Deal and the overpowering influence of Franklin D. Roosevelt on American opinion. Moynihan did not disagree, but he pushed back, saying that to dismantle the underperforming programs of the New Deal and of President Johnson’s Great Society would create unbearable tension within American society—and Nixon would fail as president.

“Don’t do it, Mr. President,” said the professor, pacing—dancing, really—before his new patron. “All the Great Society activist constituencies are out there lying in wait, poised to get you if you try to come after them: the professional welfarists, the urban planners…. I’m terrified of the thought of cutting back too fast. The urban ghettoes will go up in flames….”

Instead, Moynihan offered Nixon a compelling option: become the conservative reformer. Benjamin Disraeli was the model. Moynihan gave the President a copy of Robert Blake’s biography of the mid-nineteenth-century British prime minister, the founder of the modern Conservative Party, who pushed forward great reforms in public health and welfare—reforms initiated by his Liberal predecessor, William Gladstone. History deemed that progress and honored both men.

In the Nixon White House’s first Haldeman-rigid organization charts only three men had direct access to the Oval Office: Haldeman, Kissinger, and Moynihan. The President favored the New Yorker with his ultimate compliments, taken from sports: “He’s a heavyweight…. He’s a cleanup hitter.”

The President had met with Moynihan’s new Urban Affairs Council for an hour and ten minutes on February 17, before his first Dobrynin meeting. “I’m keeping the Soviet ambassador waiting,” he said. A high compliment. “But I don’t mind keeping him waiting for a little while.” Watching Moynihan in action, Nixon was impressed; the breadth of the voluble New Yorker’s intellect was fun, even if the man sometimes seemed to have more answers than there were questions. But substantively, what Moynihan was saying made sense to Nixon: liberal thinking and goals depended on more and more conservative means and values. Moynihan and Nixon also shared a desire to drive social welfare decision-making power down from Washington to the states, to municipalities, to individuals. Even if Nixon thought the country could run itself—leaving him to toss other countries around in long sessions with Kissinger—the President did have a passion for diminishing the power of the Washington bureaucrats he had always despised.

On February 19, four days before he was scheduled to leave for his first foreign trip, to the capitals of Europe, the President held his first joint meeting with Republican and Democratic leaders of Congress. He began with a fifteen-minute soliloquy, saying that as a matter of form he wanted to make his first round of foreign meetings with allies, rather than with adversaries. Then Everett Dirksen, the Republican Senate leader, asked how Nixon intended to deal with President de Gaulle. What would he say if the French leader publicly urged him to go to Paris peace talks on Vietnam? What if de Gaulle asked him how the Americans could criticize the Soviets for sending weapons into the Middle East when the United States was sending Phantom jets to Israel after the French had refused to sell them their Mirage fighters?

Nixon hesitated. The room was quiet. Finally, according to Buchanan’s official meeting notes:

The President said he would impress upon the French leader his views to the effect that … the threat of war in the Mideast does not come from a potential preemptive strike by Israel; war would not be in their interest; rather it comes from a potential attack by Arab countries inspired by revenge. To deter such an attack, to preserve peace, the President felt the balance of power in the Mideast should be in Israel’s favor. And the President hoped that De Gaulle would be satisfied with that response.

On the second question, the President said he would decline an invitation to attend the Paris talks. A head of government should not go into such talks until he knows what is going to come out of them. The Presidency was an office that had prestige capital and we ought not to waste it now on a fruitless venture….

The President ended the meeting by repeating his hopes for quiet Soviet-American cooperation, and he added a warning: “All that should be kept within this room.” Then Dirksen got in a last word, saying that on June 14, Flag Day, all Americans should be urged to wear small American flags in their lapels to show the world that once again the nation was united. The Democratic chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, J. William Fulbright, broke that spell, saying: “We are divided over issues, like misguided policy in Vietnam. The President would do more to unite the country if he eliminated this cause of division.”



CHAPTER 3 [image: image]
March 17, 1969


AIR FORCE ONE took off from Andrews Air Force Base, twelve miles from Washington, at 7:58 A.M. on February 23 carrying the vanguard of the three hundred men and women attending the President in his eight days of European travel. The first stop would be Brussels—then on to London, Paris, Berlin, and Rome.

For all but a few minutes of the seven-hour flight, Nixon, wearing a maroon smoking jacket, sat alone reading and editing the trip papers, beginning with a folder marked “Statements: Brussels.” He took only one break, calling Kissinger forward to discuss Vietnam, specifically to talk about North Vietnamese sanctuaries and supply lines in Cambodia, a few miles from that small kingdom’s border with South Vietnam. Only a week after taking office, Nixon had received a report from General Creighton Abrams, the United States commander in Vietnam, that forty thousand North Vietnamese troops were near that border. Abrams wanted B-52 strikes. The military said there were no Cambodians living in that area—which was not so. The President had hesitated then, but now he told Kissinger to work out a bombing plan.

Alone again, the President had big things in mind, having to do not with democratic allies in Europe but with the realignment of relations between the United States and its communist adversaries in the Soviet Union and China. Even the hardest foes of “monolithic communism” had to notice that on the day Nixon left Washington a commentary in the daily newspaper published by the Soviet defense ministry compared the Chinese leader Mao Tse-tung with Adolf Hitler.

The President knew there might be a great opportunity coming, and his mind was racing. But he saw his first job as repairing the West’s united front—or once-united front—anchored by NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. The military-political alliance had been forced to move its headquarters from Paris to Brussels in 1966 because President de Gaulle wanted to develop French nuclear weapons rather than depend on American will and weapons. The world leader Nixon most admired simply did not believe Americans would use NATO’s nuclear weaponry to defend Western Europe—or, as some said, trade Chicago for Lyon or Hamburg in a nuclear exchange with the Soviets.

When the jet landed in Belgium and King Baudouin stepped forward, the President, without notes, began speaking the words of the statement written by Safire—but it was the departure statement. Safire paled, sweat suddenly bursting from him in the cold, afraid Nixon would end with thank you and good-bye. But it turned out the President just did not like the prepared arrival speech and he had decided to ad lib, using material from the departure text. Haldeman was proudly watching his boss, again noticing how much Nixon loved ceremony. The President was obviously thrilled by the long red carpet at the airport and the red-and-black-cloaked horse soldiers who flanked the motorcade all the way into the city. The chief of staff had plenty of time to think about such things, because Nixon stayed up past 3 A.M., working on schedules and statements in his pajamas, regularly knocking on Haldeman’s door with small questions.

Nixon was duly deferential as he began his speech the next morning to the fifteen European ambassadors to NATO this way: “I have come for work, not for ceremony; to inquire, not to insist; to consult, not to convince; to listen and learn and to begin what I hope will be a continuing interchange of ideas and insight….”

As Nixon spoke, Kissinger and his principal military deputy, an Army colonel named Alexander Haig, and Haldeman went back into Air Force One to finish off the plan for bombing Cambodia. It was called Operation Menu. The plane was the only place they were confident they could not be overheard electronically.

The next stop was in London, and there Nixon had two personal triumphs, both of them in private, or at least in rooms closed to the press. The first was a small stag dinner organized at 10 Downing Street by Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson. A man of the left more comfortable with the politics of Lyndon Johnson than with those of Nixon, Wilson did not know that the White House had wired a guest list to the United States ambassador, David K. E. Bruce. Such decisions were now the province of former campaign advance men, Haldeman and his old crew, who behind their backs were called “the balloon droppers.” The ambassador had cabled back: “Surely the absurdity of telling the British Prime Minister whom he can invite to his own home for dinner requires no explanation.”

The balloon droppers had a purpose: they wanted to keep out John Freeman, Great Britain’s new ambassador to Washington, appointed by Wilson months before in anticipation of a second Johnson term. Freeman had edited the socialist New Statesman and was celebrated in England for ten years of regular and usually savage attacks on Nixon. He had characterized Nixon’s defeat in the California gubernatorial election as a victory for decency in public office and, for good measure, had added: “The record suggests a man of no principle whatsoever except a willingness to sacrifice everything in the cause of Dick Nixon.”

Safire, whose wife was British, kept up on such things. He wrote Nixon a small wordplay joke to use at the dinner, but the President used it straight: “They say there’s a new Nixon. And they wonder if there’s a new Freeman. Let me set aside all possibility of embarrassment because our roles have changed. He’s the new diplomat and I’m the ‘new statesman.’” The British thumped the tables in approval and, a few moments later, Wilson wrote a note on his menu and passed it to Nixon: “That was one of the kindest and most generous acts I have known in a quarter-century in politics. Just proves my point. You can’t guarantee being born a Lord. It’s possible—you’ve shown it—to be born a gentleman…. H.”

Then the President met privately with a mixed group of nineteen prominent British citizens and student leaders, who were told they could ask any questions in the man-in-the-arena format Nixon had used during the 1968 campaign. All off the record this time. The questions were good. Nixon greatly enjoyed himself, and he laid out a good deal of his view of America and the world. He began by saying that he expected to see a less adventurous Soviet Union in the next few years, because of tensions with China and pressure from its own consumers, then he turned toward home, saying:

In the U.S. today, there’s a growing isolationism, a trend toward protectionism coming out of our experience in the Vietnam war. Tied into the trauma of our race problem, this has tended to make some people lash out. But it would be a mistake to assess the U.S. today only by the scenes of violence you may see on television…. As I look at the “student revolution” in the U.S.—back in the Thirties, the student rebel had a cause, a belief, a religion. Today, the revolt doesn’t have that form—it’s more negative against the Establishment…. When a nation is at war, you fight to stay alive; in a depression you fight to make a living. But in a time of peace, we have to provide a way to help young people make the world a better place….

The answer said something about the contradictory nature of the man. Richard Nixon, naval officer, graduate of Duke Law School, member of Congress, Wall Street lawyer, vice president then president of the United States, did not see himself as a member of the establishment. He had grown up poor and resentful and he still seemed to hate the privileged life, real or imagined, of men who had been educated in the best schools of New England and New York—a smoldering anger he often focused on institutions like Harvard, the State Department, and The New York Times. He also had no particular use for American youth, except for soldiers and the shiny-faced young Republicans who provided atmosphere at political events and photo opportunities. One of his fundamental misunderstandings was that most American young men, threatened with being drafted and taken to Vietnam, did not see themselves growing up in “a time of peace.”

His news summary of February 27, which he received by telex in the next country on the tour, West Germany, included mention of a column by William F. Buckley Jr., the founder of the conservative magazine National Review. Buckley cited an idea by economist Milton Friedman on the subject of quieting down American students: “Called for a cut-off date after which the president would send no more draftees to Vietnam, and fight the war with volunteers. This, Friedman thinks, could take the wind out of much of the anti-war rhetoric.” On the margin Nixon wrote: “Get Laird’s comment on this intriguing idea.”

In West Germany, during arrival ceremonies, a German honor guard clicked and whirled to perfection and Haldeman whispered to Safire: “How long do you think it will take me to get the White House staff shaped up like that?” Then Nixon went to West Berlin for a ritual visit to the Wall, the high concrete barrier separating the communist east side of the city from the west side, which was democratically governed but still occupied by American, British, and French troops. The streets were lined with cheering Berliners, many of them waving American flags, but Nixon came and went within a couple of hours. In his mind, it was Kennedy’s city. Nixon did not want to invite comparisons with the triumphant welcome President Kennedy received there in 1963 when hundreds of thousands cheered his declaration: “Ich bin ein Berliner!”

Flying from Berlin to Rome, for another quick stop and more or less ceremonial sessions with Italian leaders, Nixon was talkative but angry. The presidential humor was not helped when Safire reminisced about the first time he had been in Europe with Nixon, in 1958. The speechwriter described Queen Elizabeth II and then vice president Nixon in St. Paul’s Church with the choir slowly singing the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.”

Nixon cut off the conversation, telling Safire and Kissinger not to mention that detail in any statement, sort of growling in his deepest baritone, “That’s a Kennedy song.” Then he began to complain about American diplomats appearing at airports and giving him photographs of himself, which he was to present as gifts to foreign leaders. “I want that knocked off,” he told Rose Mary Woods. His voice got lower, growly again, as he talked about the pictures. “I don’t care if they stamp their feet. The next State Department type who hands me a picture of myself to give to someone … I’ll—I’ll wrap it around his neck.”

Nixon turned away, looking out the window into the gray European sky. Safire watched him and, a few moments later, saw Nixon lift an imaginary frame and smash it down, presumably over an imaginary head.

“Here we go—Vive la France!” Nixon said as he walked to the door to meet President de Gaulle at the bottom of the plane’s steps. He saw that his host was wearing no coat in bitter cold and stripped his own overcoat off before he stepped out the door. He was nervous about meeting the man alone he admired so greatly, but he also had an agenda. He believed that the aloof and imperious French president was in a unique position to help the Americans find “peace with honor”—a phrase coined by Disraeli—in Vietnam, once the center of the Southeast Asian countries called French Indochina.

There was balloon-dropper nonsense in Paris, too, as Haldeman’s travel agents tried to persuade the American ambassador there, Sargent Shriver, to put away all photographs of his late brother-in-law, President Kennedy. But the old advance men around Nixon also had their view of how the world worked confirmed later that night when Ehrlichman was folding himself into the backseat of a car on the Quai d’Orsay, outside the French Foreign Ministry. He felt something sharp prick his thigh. Bouncing up, he found a hat pin attached inside the lining of his trench coat. “What the hell is this?” he asked a Secret Service agent back at the U.S. embassy. “Looks like a remote microphone,” the man said, telling Ehrlichman later that he and Haldeman should assume that the French were listening in on every conversation.

Nixon, the diligent student of the French leader’s style, asked de Gaulle for his personal evaluation of the situation in Europe, then leaned forward for forty-five minutes as de Gaulle swept back and forth through history, description, and prediction. Nixon was the questioner, the listener, for two days, focusing on four subjects—the Soviet Union, China, European military strategy, and then Vietnam—taking notes himself. De Gaulle’s words as recorded by Nixon were:

The Russians are thinking in terms of a possible clash with China, and they know they can’t fight the West at the same time. Thus I believe that they may end up opting for a policy of rapprochement with the West….

On China, I have no illusions about their ideology, but I do not feel we should leave them isolated in their rage. The West should try to get to know China, to have contacts, and to penetrate it…. It would be better for you to recognize China before you are obliged to do so by the growth of China….

We believe that the Russians know that the United States could not allow them to conquer Europe. But we also believe that if the Russians marched, you would not use nuclear weapons right away, since it would imply a total effort to kill everyone on the other side. If both the Russians and the United States were to use tactical nuclear weapons, Europe would be destroyed. Western Europe and the United Kingdom would be destroyed by Soviet tactical weapons, and East Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary would be destroyed by American tactical weapons. Meanwhile the United States and the Soviet Union would not be harmed….

I do not believe that you should depart from Vietnam with undue haste…. I recognize that France had some part in this as she did not give the Vietnamese freedom early enough and thus enabled the Communists to pose as the champions of national independence, first against us and then against you. But you Americans can make this kind of settlement because your power and wealth are so great you can do it with dignity.

It was one of the great experiences of Nixon’s life. He had the power to do the things that de Gaulle was envisioning. Expanding on his Vietnam answer, de Gaulle added, with Nixon nodding, that the Americans had the capacity to negotiate political and military issues at the same time, while establishing a timetable for the withdrawal of American troops.

There was also some disappointment for Nixon and Kissinger in Paris. Back in Washington, the State Department was resisting the idea of bombing Cambodia, saying that they would be unable to explain or defend it. On the first day of March, Nixon gave in, canceling the B-52 raids. Kissinger sulked through the day. He was also disappointed that de Gaulle did not approve of assistants sitting in on meetings between heads of state, so Kissinger was in only one of three Nixon-de Gaulle sessions. At one point at a dinner, though, the French leader did call on the American assistant to answer one question: “Why don’t you get out of Vietnam?”

“Because a sudden withdrawal might give us a credibility problem.”

“Where?” de Gaulle said.

“The Middle East,” Kissinger answered.

“How very odd. It is precisely in the Middle East that I thought your enemies had the credibility problem.”

AIR FORCE ONE headed for home late on the night of March 2. “The press has been good back in the States,” said Ehrlichman, who had been reading a telexed copy of the news summary.

“All first presidential trips get good press,” said a tired Nixon. “These trips aren’t important for the rhetoric, they’re important for what follows a year from now.” The President talked himself down with five of his men—Haldeman and Ehrlichman, Kissinger, Safire, and press secretary Ron Ziegler—and got angry for a bit, complaining about national-security types back in Washington, saying they were liars and leakers. Someone said that Robert Finch, the secretary of health, education, and welfare, was taking a trip to Israel. Nixon grunted and said: “I ain’t going to Israel. Ireland, maybe. Not Israel. I’ve been there, twice. They’re a great people, doing a hell of a job, but a visit there is pure domestic politics and I’ve got all the votes I’m ever going to get from there.”

Back in Washington, the President was on a high, energized by the eight-day trip, briefing the congressional leaders of both parties at 8:30 on the morning of March 4 after only two or three hours of sleep. As he talked and took questions for almost two hours, the subject on his mind most of the time was relations between the Soviet Union and China. In England, he said, Prime Minister Wilson told him he had never heard insults more horrible than what Soviet premier Aleksey Kosygin had said to him privately about dealing with his Chinese allies.

The President also related some points that André Malraux, the French minister of cultural affairs, had made in a conversation. Malraux had first met Mao Tse-tung in 1930 and had visited the Chinese leader as recently as the previous year. “The United States can never destroy us,” Mao had told him—but it had never occurred to Mao, Malraux said, that the United States did not want to destroy him. As for the Soviets and the Americans, according to Mao, there was only one difference: “The Russians ‘are barbarians who come by land’ to invade us and the Americans ‘are barbarians who come by sea.’”

“Perhaps we should make some economic overtures to the mainland Chinese,” said Senator George D. Aiken, the seventy-six-year-old Republican from Vermont, the ranking minority member of the Foreign Relations Committee. “This is not the time,” Nixon said. He said that it was too early to recognize the Chinese communists or to trade with them or bring them into the United Nations. “How about siding with the Soviets against the Chinese?” the President asked himself, then answered, “No. That might be good for short-range policy, but it would be suicidal long-range policy.”

He knew, though, that the time was coming, times were changing. Two headlines on the front page of The New York Times on the day Nixon returned home pointed in new directions, too:

SOVIETS AND CHINESE CLASH ON BORDER; EACH LISTS DEATHS IN SIBERIAN ENCOUNTER

SOVIETS MAKING INROADS IN ARABIA, WHERE WEST WAS ONCE STRONG

That night the President held a televised press conference, a good one for him, allowing only foreign affairs questions. There were more than thirty over a full hour and Nixon was at his best, not making news as much as explaining it and the presidency itself. Asked about public opinion and Vietnam, he answered:

Our objective is to get this war over as soon as we can on a basis that will not leave the seeds of another war there to plague us in the future…. It will not be easy. The American people, I can say from having campaigned the country, are terribly frustrated about this war. They would welcome any initiative…. On the other hand, it is the responsibility of a President to examine all of the options that we have, and then if he finds that the course he has to take is one that is not popular, he has to explain it to the American people and gain their support….

The next question was: “Do you see this possibility of expectation of a stage-by-stage withdrawal as a practicality?” He answered:

There are no plans to withdraw any troops at this time or in the near future…. To the extent that South Vietnamese forces are able to take over a greater burden of the fighting and to the extent, too, that the level of the fighting may decrease, it may be possible to withdraw….

“The press conference was a masterpiece,” reported his news summary the next morning. “With perhaps fifty million television viewers as a captive audience, the President ‘used’ the national press corps as a foil to his strongest suits: knowledge, coolness, competence and depth. The major accomplishment was not in news. It was in etching the President more deeply into the American mind….”

The press seemed to think more of the President than he thought of them. Editorial page headlines over the next couple of days included “Good Work, Mr. President” (the New York Daily News); “A National Good Deed” (The Miami Herald); “Nixon’s European Success” (The New York Times); “Brings Home Sober View of Europe” (The Charlotte Observer); “Mission Accomplished” (The Philadelphia Inquirer); and “President Nixon’s Successful Tour” (The Christian Science Monitor). The New Republic’s ever critical Richard Strout, writing as TRB, said: “Dazzling … death-defying tightrope act…. He talked swiftly, deftly…. It was a brilliant performance.”

Sidey was downright lyrical in Life: “Over the last decade the Presidency has been encased in such manipulation and mystique that those routine practices which go on every day in thousands of PTA meetings, business conventions and Elks luncheons across the country are hailed as genius when they are applied in the White House…. Washington seems to have rediscovered through Nixon that knowing what you are talking about is a pretty good idea even in the Oval Office…. The hunger in and around the capital for a return to normalcy has seized on his quiet approach and built it into the image of a man about to conquer all.”

What Nixon could not conquer was himself. He was down again within forty-eight hours—waiting, impatient for them to turn on him again. It was a pattern Haldeman knew well. The chief of staff’s bearing and tone after his first morning meeting with the President sent silent signals through the White House: the man in the Oval Office was up, or he was down, usually nasty down. On some days, the mood alerts changed from hour to hour as the President was thrown off or turned on by events great and small. It was an edgy place when the President tried to focus on domestic affairs and politics. He had great powers of concentration; the problem was what he concentrated on, indiscriminately pondering events and ideas great and tiny—and ignoring everything else. The chief of staff had already realized that Nixon was turning back internal reports and recommendations on continuing programs like Head Start or the Job Corps without even reading them. But at the same time, Nixon could spot a sentence in a briefing paper speculating on increased violence in colleges and high schools and scrawl, “Good! (Predict it?).” He wanted action—letters to NBC—protesting a line on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour on March 9. The President wrote to Ehrlichman: “They had one sequence in which one said to the other that he found it difficult to find anything to laugh about—Vietnam, the cities, etc., but ‘Richard Nixon’s solving those problems … that’s really funny.’”

Reading news summaries, Nixon barred the use of the old word “mansion” for the living quarters of the White House, ordering staff to call it “the residence.” He killed the appointment of a State Department professional, Philip Trezise, as ambassador to Canada, because in 1967 he had once seen an anti-Nixon cartoon in the man’s home when Trezise was serving in Argentina. He noticed that an Ohio congressman, Paul Findlay, intended to enter into the Congressional Record the names of the more than thirty-three thousand Americans killed in Vietnam—a number greater than American deaths in the Korean War—then scrawled, “Harlow—Don’t ask him to see me again.” On an ABC News report that the President was considering air strikes in North Vietnam if there was no progress in the ongoing peace talks in Paris, his comment was, “Good … RN is for this.” Items like that, accurate or not, fit in with what the President called his “madman theory.” He believed there was advantage in persuading adversaries, foreign and domestic, that there was something irrational about him, that he was a dangerous man capable of any retaliation, up to and including the use of nuclear weapons.

Other patterns were developing. Above all, the President wanted order in the White House. Kissinger was providing that in foreign policy. Moynihan and Burns were not; they were fighting for control of domestic policy. “These two wild men are beating up on me,” he told Haldeman. He wanted a domestic czar, a bookend to Kissinger—and Moynihan was not the right man for that kind of command work. Haldeman pushed Ehrlichman, and first Burns and then Moynihan had to go to Ehrlichman or Haldeman or get around them to get into the Oval Office. By the forty-fourth day of the presidency, Haldeman and Ehrlichman, the keepers of order, had begun the neutralization of Burns and Moynihan. Nixon was bored with Burns’s lecturing and wanted him kept away. Burns was reduced to pleading with Ehrlichman, saying he had to make the President understand that Moynihan’s grand welfare reform plans—basically the idea that poor people should be given money rather than social services—were not consistent with Nixon’s conservative philosophy. Ehrlichman laughed. “Don’t you realize the President doesn’t have a philosophy?” he said.

“If this is true,” Burns told Bryce Harlow, “our country is in serious trouble.” The two men, Nixon loyalists for almost twenty years, were greatly disturbed; each of them had come to the conclusion that Ehrlichman and Haldeman were bullies and liars who cared only for the way things looked. Harlow had already decided that he would leave the White House the first chance he got, probably after a year. But he thought Burns would stay in the administration—Nixon had promised him the chairmanship of the Federal Reserve Board after a year—and that his heart was going to be broken.

On the forty-eighth day of the presidency, Sunday, March 9, Nixon was in Key Biscayne, Florida. He had paid $252,800 for houses at 500 and 516 Bay Lane right after the election. Kissinger was calling in high dudgeon, complaining that Rogers must not be allowed to see Dobrynin, telling Haldeman that he would have to quit if the President did not exercise control over Rogers. What the Secretary of State had told the Soviet ambassador was that the United States was open to both political and military talks, held simultaneously and immediately, with the North Vietnamese. To Kissinger, that was not White House policy at all; he wanted parallel negotiations and the President wanted no negotiations without an end to North Vietnamese shelling of Saigon—military action he considered a calculated communist test of his own resolve. The tension between Kissinger and Rogers continued in internal debates over whether to begin Operation Menu, the secret bombing of Cambodia postponed by Nixon in Berlin. Kissinger favored the attacks and Rogers opposed them, with Nixon changing his mind more than once as he was pressured separately by both for two weeks. On March 15, the President decided to go ahead, calling Kissinger at 3:35 that afternoon with the order, calling back minutes later to say, “State is to be notified only after the point of no return.”

The President had sided with Kissinger, the internal tough guy. Then, the next afternoon, he called Rogers and Laird—the Defense Secretary favored the bombing but opposed secrecy—into the Oval Office for what amounted to a debate. “Gentlemen,” he said, “we have reached the point where a decision is required: to bomb or not to bomb.”

He told neither that the command, initiating the first phase of Operation Menu—a cable to Anderson Air Force Base in Guam saying “Execute Operation Breakfast”—was being transmitted as they talked and a system of phony records was being put in place to disguise the bombing of a neutral country. The idea was not only to give Cambodia’s ruler, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, no reason to protest publicly the violation of his country’s neutrality—he was not happy with North Vietnamese troops operating within his country—but also to try to prevent protest and demonstration in the United States. The secrecy and the lying bought time—that is why people lie.

Sixty B-52 bombers took off for Vietnam on March 17, the first sorties to try to destroy weapons, men, and headquarters at the end of the North Vietnamese supply road called the Ho Chi Minh Trail through Laos and Cambodia.* The next day, Kissinger rushed in, saying, “Very productive!” and waving intelligence cables. At the next Cabinet meeting, two days later, the President flatly stated that the war would be over by the following year but said the public line had to be that the outlook was very tough; that was a way to retain public support for the war during secret negotiations.

Not for the first time, the North Vietnamese, the Cambodians, and, presumably, the Soviets and the Chinese knew a great deal more about what the United States was doing in the war than did either the American people or the body with the constitutional responsibility to declare war, the Congress. On domestic matters, Nixon was willing to pander to Congress. On foreign policy, he tried to deal with both the people and the people’s elected representatives on a “need to know” basis. He did not trust them with the truth. He had more respect for old adversaries like Dean Acheson, whom he invited in early in March to talk about exploiting differences between the Soviet Union and China. The former secretary of state was against negotiating with either of the great communist powers, but he and Nixon did find agreement on the evolution of the war in Vietnam. Acheson said he thought President Johnson had made a mistake sending in large numbers of troops in 1965. Nixon agreed, saying he had supported Johnson, but he now saw he was wrong, it was a mistake.

The President did call in congressional leaders from both parties, not to consult but to inform. He told them he had decided to support a modified version of Sentinel, the $80 billion antiballistic missile system proposed in 1967 by President Johnson to try to protect as many as twenty American cities against Soviet or Chinese missile attacks. “Safeguard” was Nixon’s name to describe much cheaper research and development of a more limited antimissile system, which he said was designed to protect the silos of American strategic ballistic missiles and bomber bases at only two sites, in North Dakota and Montana. Over time, Safeguard would be deployed near ten more missile fields in the United States.

Senator Fulbright interrupted to ask about using submarine-fired missiles instead. “Couldn’t we just double that Polaris fleet? We know it works and what it costs precisely. Wouldn’t more of these missiles insure the credibility of the United States deterrent force?”

“No,” the President answered. “Construction of more Polaris missiles might indicate we are thinking about a first strike. This ABM has no first strike capability. No first strike implications.” Besides, he added, land-based missiles were cheaper.

The Republican leader in the Senate, Everett Dirksen of Illinois, pushed at the other end, asking why Nixon was abandoning the idea of ABM sites protecting cities rather than silos.

“If they had shown me a complete defense for our cities, I would have approved it,” Nixon said. “At the current ‘state of the art,’ what we are talking about is a reduction of casualties in the first strike from 60 to 80 million to the neighborhood of 20 to 40 million; that’s the best we could do with city-defense ABM…. This system is not a system with the seeds of growth. We have a limited objective—the protection of our Minuteman sites, the protection of our deterrent.”

It sounded logical enough. The President argued persuasively that the United States had to respond to advances in Soviet missilery. “I do not believe a President of the United States can run the risk of leaving us naked to a Soviet missile strike…. This is not 1962 when we had a five-to-one advantage over the Soviets in missiles. We are strong today; but the situation has changed; not because of anything we did, but because of what the Soviets did; they determined to close the strategic gap in 1962; they have come very far along that road; they have widened their lead over us in conventional arms; they have developed and deployed the world’s only ABM system; we have none; they have increased their submarine force in quantity and quality…. and as for the Chinese, all of our estimates of the Chinese forces have been understated.”

A good performance, but the President did not tell them the whole truth by any means. Safeguard was a shield in more ways than being able to stop incoming missiles—if it was even possible to create an umbrella defense over cities or missile fields. What it was, in Nixon’s mind, was a bargaining chip, never to be built, but to be traded off one day for Soviet arms concessions. From the beginning of the nuclear confrontation with the Soviets, the real protection of the United States missiles and bombers, in national security jargon, was MAD—mutual assured destruction. Minuteman missiles protected themselves because they could be fired as soon as attacking enemy missiles were spotted by U.S. satellites. Hundreds of B-52 bombers were in the air or ready on runways at all times. The Soviets could not attack the United States without being destroyed themselves. That, at least, was the theory. The real purpose of Safeguard, kept from the Congress and the American public, was to convince the Soviets that the United States was about to add a new level of nuclear weaponry that they had to match, if they could—or negotiate away in return for scaling back their own substantial upgrading of land and submarine missilery. It was a bluff, but the Soviets could not gamble on that, or so Nixon reckoned. The Soviet Union, burned and impressed by American technology for more than thirty years, could not ignore the possibility that the Americans might be able to do it one more time. Odds were, Nixon calculated, the Soviets would be willing to give up a great deal to stop any American ABM program.

Fulbright was not persuaded. He thought an ABM system was a provocation, unless the Soviets believed it could never work. One neophyte in these high-stake games of three-dimensional chess, Bill Safire, the meeting’s note-taker, came out of that meeting and asked Kissinger an obvious question about the contradictions of new weapons systems and test bans: “Will ABMs work? How can you know if we cannot test it?”

“The Russians will never know either,” said Kissinger. “It could have talcum powder inside, but if they don’t know that, it will be a deterrent.”

On March 18, the President met alone with the Republican leaders of the Senate to talk politics, asking them at one point about the potential for more violence at colleges and universities back home. Gordon Allot of Colorado began, saying, “The patterns are not too dissimilar from the Hitler patterns of the 1930’s.” Margaret Chase Smith of Maine thought that was an exaggeration, saying the problem was not the students so much as the weakness of faculty, trustees, and administration. Nixon nodded, saying that both Father Theodore Hesburgh of Notre Dame and S. I. Hayakawa, the president of San Francisco State University, told him the real troublemakers were junior faculty. “Fascist conduct,” said the assistant Senate leader, Hugh Scott of Pennsylvania.

Kissinger, who had been part of a real faculty and had lived under real fascists in Hitler’s Germany, was angry but less alarmed, telling Nixon many times that the problem in the United States was indulgent parents and spoiled children. After a similar meeting between the President and young House Republicans—the talk was of noisy demonstrations and vandalism on campuses across the country—Kissinger returned to his own office grumbling, “These fools think it’s the first days of the French Revolution.”

A week later, on March 24, the President hosted his first state dinner, for Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau of Canada. He complained to Haldeman about it the next morning: “We’ve got to speed up these dinners. They take forever. So why don’t we just leave out the soup course?”

“Well …,” Haldeman began.

Nixon cut him off: “Men don’t really like soup.”

On a hunch, the chief of staff called the President’s valet, Manolo Sanchez, and asked: “Was there anything wrong with the President’s suit after that dinner last night?”

“Yes. He spilled soup down the vest.”

The action memo went out: No more soup, ever.

On March 27, as a short meeting with officials of the National Association of Manufacturers was breaking up just after noon, Nixon suddenly called back the businessmen and said that he had gone to Walter Reed Army Hospital the night before and seen former president Eisenhower, who was heavily sedated, but who opened his eyes and exclaimed: “Oh, Dick, how are you? Good to see you! How’s the Administration going?”

“We’re going to do all right,” was Nixon’s stunned answer.

“You bet!” Eisenhower said and then dropped back into unconsciousness.

The President spent the better part of the next morning talking with Haldeman and others about obscenity and pornography—on the stage, in movies, in books and magazines. There seemed to be a morality item or two every day in the President’s news summary, usually inserted by Buchanan. The young speechwriter had added his own comment that day: “The pollution of young minds … an extremely popular issue; one on which he can probably get a tremendous majority of Americans.” One day it was a Swedish movie called I Am Curious (Yellow), the next a “Rally for Decency” in Miami, where thirty-five thousand people turned out to hear comedian Jackie Gleason and a popular singer, Anita Bryant, call for tamer entertainment. Newsweek said: “Sheer numbers tell the tale—there are more explicitly erotic films, more blunt-spoken novels, more nudity on the stage…. More than ever we need direction from mature leaders….” (In case anyone missed the point, the magazine’s cover was a photograph of a nude couple embracing.)

Nixon was ready to be that leader. “Prepare,” he wrote on another Buchanan memo. Another day he wrote, “Pornography and filth are gut issues with millions of decent people.” The President told Haldeman he had an idea: he wanted to go to New York to see the play Hair, which had a nude scene a flashbulb long—and dramatically walk out of the theater.

After that he went to a National Security Council meeting, where the subject was new Soviet-Chinese artillery exchanges along the Manchurian border. Just after noon he walked back to the Oval Office with Defense Secretary Laird. A moment later Haldeman walked in with Dr. Tkach. “Mr. President,” the doctor said, “President Eisenhower just died.”

Nixon began to talk about funeral arrangements, not making much sense, then he walked to the window, looked out into the gardens, and began to cry. He was sobbing and walked toward his bathroom. He came back and said, “He was such a strong man.” The others watched nervously, not knowing what to do.

*Menu continued until May 1970, with 3,875 B-52 sorties dropping 108,823 tons of bombs on Cambodia. The designations “Breakfast,” “Lunch,” “Dinner,” and “Brunch” represented geographical areas inside Cambodia.
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April 15, 1969


ON THE EVENING of the day Dwight Eisenhower died, President Nixon went to Camp David to write a eulogy for the great war hero who had changed his life in 1952. The presidential retreat seventy-five miles north of Washington, on Catoctin Mountain in Maryland, had been one of Eisenhower’s favorite places. Franklin D. Roosevelt had loved it, too, calling it Shangri-La, after the setting of a popular book and movie about a magic land hidden in the Himalayas. It really was a camp then, two hundred rustic acres owned by the U.S. Navy on the nineteen-hundred-foot peak, with a few cabins heated by fireplaces. Eisenhower renamed it for his grandson, David, who was now Nixon’s son-in-law. On the day the Nixon family moved into the White House, David had pulled back a rug in the living quarters looking for a slip of paper he had hidden there on his grandfather’s last day in office, when he was eleven years old. “I will return,” it said.

Ray Price, the most serious of Nixon’s speechwriters, was there to help. He said that he thought Eisenhower had been the most loved man in the entire world. “Yes,” Nixon said in reply. “Everybody loved Ike. But the reverse of that was that Ike loved everybody…. Ike didn’t hate anybody. He was puzzled by that sort of thing. He didn’t think of people who disagreed with him as being the ‘enemy.’ He just thought: ‘They don’t agree with me.’”

Then Nixon told Price, “In politics the normal reactions are to have strong hatreds…” Or so he thought. Whatever Richard Nixon said in the sadness of his benefactor’s death, he was a hater. And he thought most everybody else was like him. His view of the world was a bad mirror image of himself, of his own darkness. He did not like people because, more often than not, he distorted their motivations to match his own.

Ike’s funeral on March 30, 1969, drew seventy-five world leaders to Washington. Beginning with Charles de Gaulle, at 10 A.M. on March 31 in the Oval Room of the living quarters—the room above the Oval Office—the President met with one after another until 6:30 the next evening. It was Nixon at his best, listening and engaging, at least intellectually. If de Gaulle was long-winded, Nixon was patient; he clearly wanted, once again, to seek out the old man’s wisdom. The conversation focused on two topics: dealing with the Russians and getting out of Vietnam.

The President began by saying that he had never met the current rulers of the Soviet Union and would appreciate de Gaulle’s impression of them. The Frenchmen said they seemed to be forthright and frank—and sincere, though that could be a pose.

“Should I meet with them?” Nixon asked.

“Most assuredly so,” said de Gaulle. “The whole world is waiting….”

On Vietnam, the official notes of the talk reported: “General de Gaulle said that the real key to this situation was what the President did, what the United States did. The U.S. was the master of the situation…. He felt that the sooner it was clear the U.S. was leaving, the greater would be the willingness of the Thieu regime and the NLF to get together and work out some sort of a solution. Conversely, the longer they believed the U.S. would remain, the less likely they were to arrive at some solution…. He repeated that the essential thing was for the U.S. to end the war. If we did so, the power and prestige of the United States would be vastly increased and confidence in it throughout the world would be renewed.”*

The President nodded more than once, finally saying that by the end of the year there would be progress in reducing the American commitment, but that he would not specify any time limits or dates. After de Gaulle, a parade began: Süleyman Demirel, the prime minister of Turkey; foreign minister Josef Luns of the Netherlands; former prime minister Nobusuke Kishi of Japan; President Habib Bourguiba of Tunisia; Prime Minister Chung II Kwon of South Korea.

Nixon already knew many of the leaders he saw over those two days. He had met Bourguiba in 1953, several years before his election as Tunisia’s first president. Now the Tunisian leader was sixty-five, and he made a rather touching request. He said the current leaders of Arab countries were “little men”—leading their countries to humiliation and defeat, capable of mortgaging their futures to the Soviet Union. He asked Nixon to do all he could to preserve Tunisia after he was gone. “You can count on it,” said the President as the two of them walked outside to the old man’s waiting car.

Nixon’s conversation with Chung was the most specific. The Korean leader talked tough, as recorded in official notes: “The surest way to bring the North Vietnamese to a peaceful settlement was to apply the pressure of force. If the resumption of bombing in the north is not desired, the port of Haiphong should be blockaded and mined, thus cutting off the preponderance of supplies from the Soviet Union…. Consideration should also be given to sending forces across the DMZ into North Vietnam. If the Chinese Communists threatened to intervene, the President should write a letter to Mao Tse-tung saying that if they did he would use the nuclear bomb against them.”

Nixon said politely that he would think about it. Then, tired but a happy man, the President went back to the residence for a family dinner with his brother Don and his daughter. While the President was getting advice and ideas from world leaders, Haldeman and Ehrlichman had been negotiating with Don Nixon and Donald Kendall, the president of Pepsico, who had volunteered to give a job to Don, a hustler who sullenly lived off the family name. In his diary that night, Haldeman wrote: “E came in at 7 P.M. to report on problems with Don Nixon. Don Kendall had spent half the day on this. Don Nixon still holding out for more dough, plus extracurricular earnings and fees. A real jerk—and a real burden for the P.”

The period of mourning for Eisenhower over, the President went to the ball game. Rearing back to throw out the first ball of the American League season—the Washington Senators playing the New York Yankees—Nixon dropped the ball. Newspaper photographs immortalized the scene as he knelt down to pick it up while the Senators’ manager, the great hitter Ted Williams, watched. The great seal in front of the Presidential box spelled the key word “PRESIDNT.”

The next day, Nixon met with King Hussein of Jordan, who came with messages from Gamal Abdel Nasser of the United Arab Republic (Egypt). The thirty-three-year-old king said that he and the Egyptian ruler had been polar opposites in the Arab world but had been drawn together by crushing defeat in the 1967 war with Israel and by the internal dangers and pressures of increasing Arab extremism in their countries since that defeat. He said he had been authorized by Nasser to tell Nixon that the United Arab Republic would like to reestablish diplomatic relations with the United States and that all Arabs were willing to negotiate a “just and honorable” settlement document with Israel—anything short of a formal peace treaty. “The Arabs have learned,” said Hussein, whose country was home to more Palestinian refugees than Jordanian citizens since the 1967 war, “that Israel’s right to exist is now unchallenged.”

The President was interested. He said the United States wanted a settlement and asked Hussein to prepare informal proposals on borders in the area, with emphasis on what to do about Jerusalem, which had been divided between Israeli and Jordanian control before 1967, but now, along with all the territories of the West Bank of the Jordan River, was occupied by Israel. Nixon was greatly impressed with Hussein. As he waved good-bye outside the White House—when he liked the leaders of other nations he would walk with them right up to their cars in the driveway—he turned to a State Department official and said: “We’ve got to help the King. We cannot let the American Jews dictate policy.”

That same day, a former New York police detective named Jack Caulfield was shown to his new office in the Executive Office Building by Ehrlichman. They had met during the campaign, when Caulfield was assigned as a security liaison to the Nixon entourage, and the two of them got along. Ehrlichman had approached Caulfield after the February 17 meeting at which the President said he wanted private political funds and intelligence. On March 26, the President approved an Ehrlichman plan for around-the-clock surveillance of Senator Edward M. Kennedy. Ehrlichman then went back to Caulfield and hired him to run political intelligence errands for the White House, working outside the view or knowledge of the FBI, the CIA, and the Republican National Committee. The idea was to pay the detective with unused 1968 campaign funds, but he insisted on a White House job—and he got it.

On April 15, the President’s day began at 7:20 A.M. with a call from Kissinger telling him of unconfirmed reports that a slow-flying Navy reconnaissance aircraft had been shot down off the coast of North Korea. “We’re being tested,” Nixon and Kissinger repeated to each other. Nixon’s thoughts tumbled out: “Meet force with force…. Murder … honor.”

There was a certain political symmetry involved. A year before, the North Koreans had captured the USS Pueblo and candidate Nixon had attacked President Johnson for not retaliating, saying then, “When … a fourth-rate military power like Korea will seize an American naval vessel on the high seas, it’s time for new leadership to restore respect for the United States.”

But now there was a difference. In 1968, electronic intelligence intercepts seemed to indicate that the action was deliberate, authorized by the North Korean government. This time, National Security Agency radio intercepts—for the President’s ears only—indicated that the shooting down might have been a mistake, that only one North Korean jet was involved and that the pilot may have fired because of communications errors between him and his immediate commanders.

The President kept to his morning schedule. He was presiding over a budget meeting with more than a dozen Cabinet members and other officials going over domestic funding requests, when Kissinger bustled into the room, ready to whisper to him. Nixon cut him off: “You can tell them what we know, Henry.”

“At 1 A.M. this morning we lost a reconnaissance plane,” Kissinger began. Buchanan was taking notes and recorded: “It was flying ‘identical patterns’ of planes in the past near North Korea. It was attacked ninety nautical miles at sea by two MIGs. First question we asked was about radar surveillance. The plane was under direct radar control at all times. A half hour before the attack occurred, we received information that two MIGs had scrambled on a North Korean field. A rescue plane is in the area with a fighter escort…. Two ships steaming toward the area; they are now believed to be Soviet. We are now making a study in the State Department as to what North Korean assets exist outside North Korea. No U.S. Navy ships in the area. This mission was approved by a board consisting of the intelligence community and the Attorney General—”

The President interrupted: “It was a sitting duck, it has no combat capability, it was flying an elliptical pattern.” The plane was an EC-121, the military designation for a four-engine Lockheed Constellation—an old propeller-driven airliner—an electronic spy plane with six tons of listening equipment to monitor North Korean radio traffic. Thirty-one crewmen were aboard.

Nixon and Kissinger left the room as budget director Robert Mayo took over the briefing. The national security adviser was pushing for the bombing, baiting Nixon, “Weakling … they will think you are a weakling.” Bombing was what Nixon wanted to do, but both Rogers and Laird, who initially did not know of the NSA intelligence, were opposed from the beginning; the two secretaries and their aides ridiculed Kissinger’s notion of a “surgical strike.” When the President said the United States could not appear to be weak, Rogers said that was what President Johnson had said about Vietnam and now we could not get out. Without telling the President, Laird suspended spy flights near the Korean peninsula. The Undersecretary of State, U. Alexis Johnson, said the North Koreans might take bombing as the beginning of war and attack South Korea again. The ambassador to South Korea, William Porter, cabled that if the United States bombed there was a chance the South Koreans would take it as a signal to invade the North.

Even Haldeman and Ehrlichman lined up against retaliation, or at least against Kissinger. They saw the fuming national security adviser, in crisis for the first time, as a man out of control in their very cool White House. At one point, Kissinger asked Ehrlichman about domestic reaction to retaliation.

“What retaliation?” Ehrlichman asked.

“Knocking out the base where the planes came from,” Kissinger answered.

“Okay, but what if they knock out something of ours?”

“Then it could escalate.”

“How far?”

“Well, it could go nuclear,” said Kissinger.

The President considered one idea after another, including capturing or sinking a North Korean asset—a ship on the high seas—but no ship was found. Finally, after three days, the President himself decided against direct retaliation. Instead he sent two aircraft carriers to show the flag in the Sea of Japan, cruising across the horizon off North Korea, and he announced fighter escorts for spy flights in the area—without knowing there were no flights to escort because Laird had cancelled them.

So nothing happened, at least militarily. But in fact Nixon was deciding he could not rely on Rogers or Laird to implement his orders. He was in a rage that night when he called Kissinger, slurring his words a bit, saying he was going to get rid of the two secretaries. His anger soared again when Rogers, appearing before the American Society of Newspaper Editors, answered a question about the incident by saying, “The weak can be rash. The powerful must be more restrained.”

It was a critical moment—and a clear demonstration of the limits of presidential power. Whatever Nixon decided, the United States did not have ready force available. Even an air strike would have required five days of planning. “They got away with it this time, but they’ll never get away with it again,” he told Kissinger, who was telling him the world would see this incident as proof of moral decay in America.

That was the mood of the Oval Office. The news summary a couple of days before the EC-121 incident had included a summary of a report by the British Institute for Strategic Studies that read: “The U.S. has lost ‘the desire and the ability’ to be the dominant power in the world. In the past year Russia has become the ‘full equal’ of the United States in military and political terms and is likely to overtake America in Inter-Continental Ballistic Missiles by mid-1969…. ‘Recent experience at home and abroad has exhausted their confident sense of purpose and ability.’”

“H.K.—Very important & accurate,” Nixon scrawled.

He was an angry and frustrated man. He could not even seem to find a way to get attention in Hanoi. He was still convinced that the road to North Vietnamese leaders led through Moscow and Beijing. He initialed a secret one-page memo for delivery to the North Vietnamese almost pleading for secret talks: “Peace is achievable…. The president is willing to explore avenues other than the existing negotiating framework.” Kissinger delivered the paper to Soviet ambassador Dobrynin, who said he could guarantee that it would be in Hanoi within forty-eight hours—but he could guarantee nothing else. And nothing was what was happening.

“The maddening diplomatic style of the North Vietnamese,” Kissinger called it. “Insolent.” But what was most maddening was that the North Vietnamese were saying nothing, or saying the same things in private as they were in public: Yankees, go home. Hanoi wanted unconditional unilateral American withdrawal and the abolition of the South Vietnamese government.

Though he knew better, Nixon seemed to be reverting to the old anticommunism, acting as if all communism and geography were the same thing. In an April 18 press conference, three different times he said “South Korea” when he meant to say “South Vietnam,” as his first crisis was fading away with no real action. The best he could do in retaliation for the EC-121 incident was secret and absurdly indirect, making little sense to anyone but himself. On April 19, he ordered more and heavier Menu bombings of suspected North Vietnamese positions inside Cambodia. This time the action was called Operation Lunch—still a secret protected by deliberately false Air Force record keeping.

With the bombs away, Nixon went to Camp David for the rest of the weekend—watching the film Dr. Zhivago with Attorney General John N. Mitchell and his wife, Martha—and then came back Monday, April 21, to the routine of being president. Some of it was a learning experience, even for a man who had spent almost all of his adult life in the game of politics. On the morning of April 22, he met with Representative Mendel Rivers of South Carolina, the very conservative Democrat who was chairman of the House Armed Services Committee. Nixon hoped to persuade him to allow his ABM proposal, Safeguard, out of committee before the Senate considered it. Rivers immediately said he had no intention of doing that because it would be embarrassing to have the Senate ignore House action. But …

Rivers paused and then offered to do it, if the President supported appropriating $3.8 billion for Navy modernization, if the President terminated federal employees identified as having worked on military systems analysis during Robert S. McNamara’s tenure as secretary of defense, and if the President gave him advance notice of military and construction contracts in his district as well as any anticipated changes in desegregation guidelines relating to schools in South Carolina. Nixon said no, but only after Rivers had left.

The President got more satisfaction that day from “a Historic First!”—one of his favorite expressions—inviting the wives of Cabinet members to sit in on a meeting. Sitting between his wife and Mrs. Melvin Laird, the President called in photographers to record the event, saying, “It’s only coincidental that we were discussing pollution when the press came into the room.”

On that same day, his briefing paper for a meeting with Postmaster General Winton “Red” Blount read: “Purpose: Therapeutic—To give Red exposure … you rarely see him.” Haldeman also told Nixon that both Vice President Spiro T. Agnew and Transportation Secretary John A. Volpe were asking for regular meetings. The Vice President—“He’s driving me nuts,” Nixon said—had a habit of telephoning the President at dinner time with “Urgent!” calls, like one with the name of a friend he wanted named to a space council. Then there was his secretary of housing and urban development, George Romney, the former president and chairman of American Motors and governor of Michigan, a man used to being listened to, who casually interrupted the President at meetings. Nixon instructed Haldeman about all three: “Just keep them away from me.”

That was Haldeman’s job. And he preferred to do it with cold precision. Arthur Burns, the domestic counselor who had known Nixon for twenty years, was in with the President that Wednesday. Leaving the Oval Office, he suddenly remembered that Blount had asked him to tell the President something about postal reform, so he turned to walk back in. Haldeman blocked his way, saying, “Your appointment is over, Dr. Burns.” The economist moved forward a little and Haldeman blocked him again, saying, “Send a memo.”

“Even John Mitchell has to come through me now,” Haldeman said to an Ehrlichman assistant. “Put it in a memo and John or I can decide if it’s important enough to take up the President’s time…. The President’s time is valuable. This is the system. It is the way the President wants it, and that’s the way it’s going to be.”

•   •   •

THE PRESIDENT had brought order to the White House. But there was disorder outside. Tens of thousands of students and thousands of professors at hundreds of universities and colleges were chanting of revolution. A Fortune magazine poll reported that precisely 12.8 percent of the country’s university students held political views that were “revolutionary” or “radically dissident.” The president of Georgetown University, Father Edwin Quain, said, “The freshmen are much more radical than the seniors, and I’m told the high school students coming up are even more so.” At Mills College in Oakland, California, twenty-year-old Stephanie Mills gave a valedictory speech entitled “The Future Is a Cruel Hoax,” and she pledged never to bear children. Softer words, quoted in both Time and Life, came from the class speaker at Wellesley College in Massachusetts. “For too long, those who lead us have viewed politics as the art of the possible,” said Hillary Rodham, who was headed for Yale Law School. “The challenge that faces them—and us—now is to practice politics as the art of making possible what appears to be impossible.” In a commencement address at the University of Pennsylvania, the British economics writer Barbara Ward exhorted: “Please stay angry. I implore you to determine that you are going to give public officials no peace. I say, go out, bite them!”

In The Wall Street Journal, Max Ascoli, the editor of The Reporter, commented: “Even after Ho enters Saigon and every single GI is back from Vietnam, Lincoln should be kept constantly in mind. He took extreme liberties with the Nation’s laws, but he saved the Union. President Nixon faces an even harder task, for he must save the Union not from a civil but a guerilla war.” On the day’s news summary, the President wrote next the Ascoli piece: “Mitchell, Finch, Ehrlichman—RN shares this view. We may have to face up to more than ‘dialogue.’”

Indeed. Police had been called onto the campuses of both Columbia and Harvard universities during building seizures and violent student strikes in the previous two weeks. There were fires at several schools, including New York’s City College. In fact, The New York Times instituted a front-page box called “Student Unrest in Brief,” listing demonstrations and damages each day. Time led its coverage of that rowdy April week at universities by saying: “Little by little, U.S. campus protest comes closer to resembling the compulsive mania of the recent Chinese ‘Cultural Revolution.’” At Cornell University, which had recently given its airplane to black students to fly to New York City to find a bongo drum to celebrate the birthday of Malcolm X, half the 250 blacks among a student body of thirteen thousand seized Willard Straight Hall one morning at six, chasing guests who were there for Parents Weekend into a chilly dawn by shouting, “Fire! Fire!” Demanding a black-run Afro-American College at the university, they held the building for two days before marching out holding rifles and shotguns, wearing bandoliers of ammunition across their chests.

After conversations at the White House, James Reston of The New York Times, noting that the voters of both black neighborhoods and university communities opposed Nixon, wrote on April 27: “The picture of the Negroes at Cornell … sent a shudder through this country, and the concessions by the faculties and administrators at Cornell and Harvard to the use of force by the campus militants have convinced officials here that justice is too serious a business to be left to university teachers and officials…. The students and faculty on the left, paradoxically, are encouraging precisely the thing they fear the most…. They are encouraging the political authorities they oppose to use the political power and police power they hate.”

Reston, the most important columnist in Washington, concluded, “Some authority must oppose anarchy.” That was the way Nixon saw it: a question of order versus anarchy. Ironically, the next day, one of the great champions of order, Nixon’s hero Charles de Gaulle, resigned as president of France, keeping a pledge he had made to quit if French voters did not support a national referendum on a relatively routine question of the balance of power between the country’s central and regional governments. In addition to official statements of regret, Nixon sent de Gaulle a personal note: “History will record that your resignation was a great loss to France and to the cause of freedom and decency in the world.” De Gaulle’s response after reading the note was: “He is a true comrade.”

That same day the President had Haldeman send around a speech he had just read, with a cover note: “The most significant and I think perceptive analysis of what is wrong with our approach to higher education was made by Professor S. A. Tonsor of the University of Michigan in a speech in Washington on April 1. I am sure that ‘the establishment reaction’ to this speech will be ‘Tut, tut, this is old hat.’ However, this happens to be my view.”

The speech began by comparing Mark Rudd, a leader of student demonstrations at Columbia, with George Wallace, the segregationist governor of Alabama: “Both … stand in the schoolroom door, and seen from the vantage point of the academy they both hold the same low view of reasoned discourse. They believe that force ought to be substituted for sweet reason, that power ought to replace persuasion and that only ‘socially approved’ voices and views should be heard. They believe that toleration is a weakness rather than a strength in intellectual enquiry and they are in the deepest sense of the word anti-intellectual. They aim at nothing less than the destruction of the life of reason. The university and the parent society have no alternative to repression.”

The United States Information Agency reported to the White House that the Cornell photographs were republished around the world. In London, the New Statesman said: “The U.S. is on the brink of racial revolution.” On BBC, Alistair Cooke commented that the pictures looked as if they came from the Congo a few years before and the words reminded him of the cries of German students whose agitation paved the way for Hitler. On the other side of the Cold War divide, the line in Beijing was: “The U.S. ruling clique … is scared out of its wits and is plotting still more frenzied suppression of the students.”

The Chinese, on April 29, also added a description of Nixon as “a hypocrite priest, a gangster holding a blood-dripping butcher’s knife.” Nixon sent Kissinger that item, adding, “K—pretty colorful!” He was enjoying the day—and that night, Dick Nixon outdid Jack Kennedy. The party for Duke Ellington’s seventieth birthday was the biggest Negro event in the history of the White House, a house where Ellington’s father had been a part-time butler. Guy Lombardo had not been invited, but the array of musical stars included Dizzy Gillespie, Billy Eckstine, Cab Calloway, Richard Rodgers, Dave Brubeck, and Mahalia Jackson. The place rocked, Nixon beamed, Ellington kissed every man in the room on both cheeks. The party did not break up until 2 A.M., and maybe that was a Nixon record, too.

May 6, 1969, was Nixon’s one hundred and seventh day as President. That night CBS News broadcast an hour-long special called “The Correspondents Report: The First Hundred Days of Richard Nixon.” Like most of the print and television reports at the same time, it was generally favorable. The moderator, Walter Cronkite, turned most often to the network’s White House correspondent Dan Rather, who said: “The manner is measured and deliberate, cool, calculated, calm, at least on the surface. An image of thought instead of motion. Candor and direction instead of wordiness and evasion. Great vigor in international affairs…. There’s comparatively less vigor in domestic affairs. The President doing less, not more. A belief in the theory of constructive nonaccomplishment…. Surprising and refreshing.”

The greater surprise came three days later in Key Biscayne on May 9. The secret bombings in Cambodia were no secret anymore.

“RAIDS IN CAMBODIA BY U.S. UNPROTESTED” was the front-page headline over a New York Times story by the paper’s Pentagon correspondent William Beecher. The headline referred to the fact that Prince Norodom Sihanouk was saying nothing about Menu, which had been raining bombs on his country for two months. The story began: “American B-52 bombers have raided several Viet Cong and North Vietnamese supply dumps in Cambodia….”

Henry Kissinger was beside himself at breakfast, shouting and jumping up, pacing at the pool of the Key Biscayne Hotel as Haldeman and Ehrlichman watched. They had seen him angry before, but this time he was almost apoplectic. “Outrageous! Outrageous!” he shouted, telling Haldeman he had to see the President immediately.

“We must do something!” Kissinger told Nixon, whose house was a few blocks away. “We must crush these people! We must destroy them.”

He did not say it directly, but Kissinger really wanted to destroy Rogers and Laird, who he believed had leaked the story to discredit him. He had already called the Secretary of Defense off the Burning Tree Country Club golf course near Washington, opening with: “You son of a bitch.” Laird hung up on him. Nixon was angry, too, but he said, “You should look at your own people.”

“They’re bad news,” said Nixon, not for the first time, of the Ivy Leaguers who served Kissinger. The one the President most distrusted was Morton Halperin, who had taught with Kissinger at Harvard and was in Key Biscayne to help with the Vietnam speech the President planned to give in five days. By lunchtime Kissinger had talked to the FBI at least three times, using the President’s name. The conversations were about wiretaps. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover took down Kissinger’s words: “National security … extraordinarily damaging … dangerous … destroy whoever did this.”

After lunch, Kissinger asked Halperin to walk with him on the beach. He told him of Nixon’s suspicions and said he had an idea. He wanted to deny Halperin access to classified material, so that when there was another leak, he would be able to prove it was not Halperin. By the time Halperin called his wife back in Bethesda that evening, an FBI agent was listening and recording the call. The tap had been activated as he walked with Kissinger.

The next day, back in Washington, Kissinger’s military assistant Alexander Haig went to the FBI with the names of three more men. “Just for a few days,” Haig told a Hoover deputy, warning that there should be no written records of the taps. The new targets were Kissinger’s assistants, Helmut Sonnenfeldt and Daniel Davidson, and Laird’s military assistant, Colonel Robert Pursley. At the same time, Jack Caulfield got one of his first assignments, arranging the tapping of a private citizen, Joseph Kraft, a syndicated columnist with good foreign policy contacts who had been reporting that Nixon’s Vietnam peace efforts were not going well in Paris. This time it was strictly illegal; there was no attempt to work through the courts, the FBI, or law enforcement of any kind. Caulfield called the fifty-five-year-old director of security at the Republican National Committee, John Ragan, who shinnied up the telephone pole outside Kraft’s house in Georgetown. “The top guy wants this,” Caulfield told Ragan, who had retired as the FBI’s best wire-man to sweep telephone lines for bugs wherever candidate Nixon stayed during the 1968 campaign.*

The presidential party returned to Washington on Sunday, May 11, on the Air Force’s Airborne Command Post, the top-secret jet on constant standby for use by the President if Washington were threatened in a nuclear emergency. At first, Nixon seemed distracted as officers explained the in-air refueling that would allow the plane to stay aloft indefinitely and began a test exercise in command control, for use if the United States was under missile attack. But then he clicked in and asked one question after another about nuclear capabilities, throw weights, and kill rates, falling silent as the numbers were recited: ten million, twenty million, fifty million, seventy million deaths. “Pretty scary,” Haldeman reported. “The exercise proved to P that when the Russians appear to be launching an attack our options are pretty limited and our retaliatory strike power is pretty weak.”

The White House was preoccupied with the Vietnam speech for the next three days. “The peace plan speech”—this was it. On Monday afternoon, after several sessions with the President, Kissinger called the two principal writers, Price and Safire, to his little basement office.

“The President feels you can be warm and human, Ray,” reported Kissinger. “And Safire, you’re tough and cynical. That’s what we need for the lead….”

“A warm, tough, human, cynical opening,” Safire said—humor Kissinger did not appreciate.

“The President wants all the casualty figures to make the point that we have suffered in past wars, but we have always treated our enemies generously.”

“We beat the Germans, we didn’t beat the North Vietnamese,” Safire interrupted.

“You have a point.” Kissinger nodded. “We’ve been generous with the people we’ve defeated; now you’ve got no idea how generous we can be with people who defeated us.”

On Tuesday, May 13, the President sat down for final discussions on draft reform. An administration bill was scheduled to be introduced in the coming week. The idea that had been proposed to Nixon early on by Milton Friedman as a way to defuse student activism (President Johnson and Senator Edward M. Kennedy also had proposed it as early as 1967) was refined and pushed by Defense Secretary Laird. The key provisions would essentially reduce young men’s Selective Service eligibility from seven years to one. That one year would be a man’s nineteenth (rather than his being eligible from age nineteen to age twenty-six) or his first year after graduating from or dropping out of college. The order of calling those nineteen-year-olds would be determined by an annual lottery, with 365 numbers keyed to birth dates from January 1 to December 31. Whatever date was pulled first, men with that birth date would be selected first, and so on. Men with high lottery numbers—say, 250 to 365—would almost certainly not be called. Luck of the draw.

The Urban Affairs Council was next on the President’s schedule. A group led by the Reverend Ralph Abernathy, the successor to Martin Luther King Jr. as head of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, waited in the Roosevelt Room. The preacher read a nine-page statement crafted to echo the cadences of King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. “I am concerned,” he said at the beginning of each paragraph: concerned about Vietnam, about the ABM, about military spending, about jobs, about hunger, about school desegregation, about Title I school funds, about equal employment opportunities….

Abernathy ended by quoting a Nixon appointee who said, “This administration owes nothing to blacks,” and asserting that any administration owes justice to all Americans.

“You’re right,” Nixon responded, noting that the remark about owing nothing was only political commentary on the fact that more than 90 percent of black voters had voted against him. Then he went on: “You want peace. I want peace. We’re going to get it. We’re making progress. But I have to take responsibility for the kind of peace it is. I have to think of the next man who sits in this chair. I have to think about peace for the balance of this century.”

He said he wanted Abernathy to know that although his men, the white men running the country, were wearing expensive suits and had impressive titles now, many had grown up poor. “What I am trying to say,” he continued, “is that you have here a group of men who are really trying to find answers. Most of us haven’t known the kind of poverty you have seen. We don’t want other Americans to know it. We haven’t known the prejudices you have seen. We don’t want others to know it.”

“You are our President, and you will have our support,” Abernathy said. “We want to help you lead.” He talked for ten minutes more—he was a hard man to stop—saying his people wanted individual meetings with Cabinet members.

“You have an hour, so have at ’em,” said the President, gesturing at Secretaries and staff members on the other side of the big table. He got up and left.

The meeting went on for another three hours, with Pat Moynihan reporting the details to the President. It was quite a show. An Indian woman from Oklahoma said the government was planning to exterminate the last of her people. A black woman said: “Mr. Nixon leaves to avoid hearing our comments…. Mr. Nixon says we should go back to Africa.” Then she added that stories of men going to the moon were all lies: “If you come up there God gonna destroy you. If God don’t destroy you, we gonna destroy you. I better stop now before I say too much.”

After the meeting, John Volpe and George Romney took Abernathy to the Indian Treaty Room to meet the press. When the television lights went on, the civil rights leader said: “It was the most disappointing and the most fruitless of all the meetings we have held in Washington.”

The meeting’s note-taker, Ray Price, concluded: “A pompous, tiresome charlatan. The poor deserve better.” Moynihan went to the Oval Office to apologize to the President, saying: “He goes into the press room and pisses on the President of the United States. It was unconscionable and I promise you it will never happen again.”

“The strongest dressing down of any President on his own doorstep in the memory of veteran White House correspondents,” Walter Cronkite reported that night. Next to that line on the next morning’s news summary, Nixon wrote: “E-H. This shows that my judgment about not seeing such people is right. No more of this!”

The President told Moynihan, too, that he was not surprised by what Abernathy had done, because black people simply thought he did not care about them. And he didn’t. He had little political use for most blacks—a fact that came out again and again in White House meetings, including an economic meeting the next day.

The President opened the session of the Cabinet Committee on Economic Policy by proposing that inflation might be checked by cutting back on federal aid and loans for housing construction. “Sure, I know the need for more housing, but if we can get a gig in this price thing now, we would all be better off. We cannot cool it next year—politically, it’s impossible. It has to be now…. Let’s take the bad news now, don’t wait. But we want a very good response next spring…. Get those nails pounding in July of next year”—an election year.

The President and two of his economists, Burns and Secretary of Labor George P. Shultz, went back and forth on the impact of trying to slow down home building, but the argument was turned and won by Vice President Agnew, who demonstrated why he had succeeded as a new kind of suburban politician. He said: “Any further stringent actions to cut down on this field would mean that you are thrusting against the young, white, middle-class factor, and you don’t just affect them today, you affect them their whole lives. Politically, it’s a very delicate thing to squeeze housing any more.”

Nixon’s response was telling. Economics bored him. Politics did not. Talking of recessions past and the congressional elections of even-numbered years, he had already told the men in the Cabinet Room: “I remember 1958. We cooled off the economy and cooled off fifteen senators and sixty congressmen at the same time.”

So, this time, he was persuaded by the Agnew argument. “Okay,” he said. “I see my hunch was wrong. I can see that if you go below 1.5 million housing starts, you are in trouble.”

The subject shifted then to international trade and antitrust law at home.

“We recommend the repeal of the Fair Trade Acts,” said Assistant Attorney General Richard McLaren. “Repeal would be a step in the war against inflation. Retail prices in fair trade tend to be 15 percent higher.”

Nixon interrupted him. “The fair trade laws keep some businessmen going that would otherwise go under.”

“Little retailers?” McLaren said.

“Yes,” Nixon said. He did not say his father had been one and had failed. “Does it mean that Mom and Pop stores are on the way out—and supermarkets are all we’ll have? There is a sociological problem here. We may be helping consumers, but we don’t help the character of our people. This is an old-fashioned attitude, Dick, I know—but I would rather deal with an entrepreneur than a pipsqueak manager of a big store.”

This he cared about. He went on: “The deeper question is—What should be the social policy? Unfortunately, through the years, the policies have reflected the selfish interests of the top people. Look at it from a Wall Street lawyer’s viewpoint. I see the immense profits going to those who pull off these conglomerates. We represented Continental Banking and Stone & Webster. We were for conglomerates when it was our client taking over, and we were against conglomerates when someone was taking over our client…. I don’t like leaving it to the lawyers in Antitrust. Every one of these decisions made at the lower level reflects one man’s view of what kind of society he wants…. Supermarkets may be able to sell Wheaties at a cent less, but I just don’t think we want a nation of supermarkets.”

Treasury Secretary David M. Kennedy picked up the drift and said: “I hear the same people are there in Antitrust who were there before.”

McLaren, stung, interjected: “But I am making the decisions.”

“You go over them with Mitchell?” Nixon asked.

“He signs all the orders.”

“Does he read them?” the President said. “I have signed things I didn’t read.”

AT 10 P.M. on May 14 Nixon gave his first Vietnam address from the White House. He had worked and reworked the speech by himself all day in the Lincoln sitting room of the residence, as Kissinger spent the day briefing columnists and commentators on what to expect and what it meant. When the television lights went on, the President talked tough, laying down his official line:

Reports from Hanoi indicate that the enemy has given up hope for a military victory in South Vietnam, but is counting on a collapse of will in the United States. There could be no greater error in judgment…. Our fighting men are not going to be worn down; our mediators are not going to be talked down; and our allies are not going to be let down.

The time has come for new initiatives.

He ticked off eight points, most significantly, “simultaneous withdrawal of foreign troops from South Vietnam.”

There was no immediate reaction from the other side. The North Vietnamese did not consider themselves foreigners. The United States seemed to be on the verge of unilateral withdrawal, a retreat under fire. The President hinted as much that night: “The time is approaching when the South Vietnamese will be able to take over some of the fighting fronts now being manned by Americans.”

Nixon was in a good mood the next morning, which began with a joint meeting of the Cabinet and the National Security Council. The men assembled applauded as he walked in to take his seat. He motioned to the director of central intelligence, Richard Helms, to cover reaction in North Vietnam. Helms began by saying, “The most important point is that we won’t chicken out…. their theory is that domestic dissent will force the United States to pull out…. Pham Van Dong …”

Nixon interrupted him, giving away the showcase nature of the session. “When you use names like that, you ought to give some identification so everyone knows who you are talking about.”

Right. “Pham Van Dong is Prime Minister of North Vietnam,” Helms said. “You might say he’s the young Ho Chi Minh of the North Vietnam government….”

“Oh, you mean he’s their Finch,” Nixon said. The laughter all around included Robert Finch, the secretary of health, education, and welfare, the former lieutenant governor of California, who had probably known Nixon longer than anyone in the room.

Helms also noted that a North Vietnamese spokesman had, as usual, called the South Vietnamese “puppets and lackeys” and Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, who was also in the room, an “odious neocolonialist.”

“Well, Cabot,” Nixon interjected, “you may be a neocolonialist but you are not odious.”

Then he got serious, laying out his own view, more directly than he had the night before, of what was at stake in Vietnam:

What is on the line is more than South Vietnam. It’s a question of what happens to the balance of Asia and to the rest of the world. If we fail to end the war in a way that will not be an American defeat, and in a way that will deny the aggressor his goal, the hawks in Communist nations will push for even more and broader aggression…. If a great power fails to meet its aims, it ceases to be a great power. When a great power looks inward, when it fails to live up to its commitment, then the greatness fades away. The road to peace will be difficult, but we aim to get there.

His men stood and applauded again.

*The NLF—the National Liberation Front—was the formal name of the Vietcong, who were South Vietnamese communist insurgents. The North Vietnamese, officially, were in the war as supporters of the NLF.

*The Kraft tap produced nothing but the conversations of maids because the columnist and his wife, Polly, were in Paris. At Nixon’s request, French authorities tapped the Krafts’ hotel room.
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AT THE END of the joint meeting of the Cabinet and the National Security Council on May 15, the President confirmed what a few of the men in the room already knew. Supreme Court Justice Abe Fortas, the man President Johnson had wanted to be chief justice, was resigning. Under fire. A year earlier, Fortas had withdrawn from a confirmation fight for the appointment as chief after questions were raised about his personal finances. Now a new charge had been turned up by the press and seized on by Republicans: it seemed he had been receiving twenty thousand dollars a year from a foundation run by a convicted stock swindler named Louis Wolfson. Nixon suddenly had the opportunity of a presidential lifetime: with Chief Justice Earl Warren scheduled to retire at the end of the Court’s spring term, the new President could nominate two justices, one of them a new chief justice.

The President had followed Fortas’s troubles closely for months for a couple of reasons more personal than political. The structure of foundations interested him greatly. He considered himself an accomplished tax lawyer—a specialist in minimizing clients’ taxes—and had thought of creating a foundation to pay for and hold the title to a house he was negotiating to buy on the Pacific Ocean at San Clemente, California.

The politics of appointments to a federal judiciary still dominated by appointees of Roosevelt and Truman was laid out in a seven-page memo Nixon had kept in his desk since receiving it on March 25. The author was Tom Charles Huston, who wrote: “Through his judicial appointments, a President has the opportunity to influence the course of national affairs for a quarter of a century after he leaves office…. The growing popular disillusionment with the courts can most likely be traced to recent Supreme Court rulings on crime and segregation. The man in the street believes the courts are ‘soft’ on criminals and blacks. To the more thoughtful critic of the courts, however, the problem is more fundamental: the courts have opted for active combat in the political arena.”

The memo stated that Presidents rarely involved themselves in lower federal court appointments—a process traditionally controlled by individual senators—and argued that Nixon should find a way to take back that power. Two days after it was written, the President wrote across the cover page: “RMN agrees. Have this analysis in mind in making judicial nominations.”
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