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For my brothers Harry and Bill, who always ensured a two-to-one vote for Nixon from the Ambrose boys.



CHAPTER ONE


FRANK AND HANNAH
1878–1912

RICHARD NIXON had no famous ancestors, nor any who were rich. There was not a political leader among them. He came from humble folk and was born in the turn-of-the-century California equivalent of a log cabin.

On his father’s side, his progenitors were generally loud, boisterous, emotional, and Methodist. On his mother’s side, they were generally quiet, restrained, unemotional, and Quaker. What they had in common was a penchant for taking risks. They were men and women unafraid to move on west with the frontier.

Nixon’s maternal ancestors were Germans who came to England to fight for Cromwell, and who received as their pay an estate in Timahoe, Ireland. Their name was anglicized from Melhausen to Milhous. In Ireland, the Milhouses became Quaker converts of William Penn, and in 1729 Thomas Milhous and his family migrated to Chester County, Pennsylvania. A century later, his descendants were living in a Quaker colony in Ohio. In 1854, when Richard’s grandfather, Franklin Milhous, was six years old, the family moved west again, to Jennings County, Indiana. The family was abolitionist, and the farm was a way station on the Underground Railroad. In 1879 Franklin Milhous, a widower at age twenty-eight, married Almira Burdg. Together they raised two sons and seven daughters; the daughters included Richard Nixon’s mother, Hannah, born in 1885.

The Milhouses were gentle Quaker folk, living an unpretentious and frugal life. Almira was a schoolteacher; Franklin, a farmer. Ordinary though their occupations were, they shared an urge to migrate. California beckoned, for all its usual reasons—the agreeable climate, the orange groves, the space, the low price of land—and because in 1887, just east of Los Angeles, the Society of Friends had founded a Quaker community, Whittier, named for the famous Quaker poet, John Greenleaf Whittier. The founders chose a site away from the railroad line, a site suitable for the peaceful, conservative Quakers, who wanted to grow their crops and live their lives away from the city and the hurly-burly of modern life. The lure proved irresistible to many Indiana Quakers, including nearly the whole of the large Milhous clan. Whittier soon became the largest Quaker colony in the United States.

In 1897 Franklin, his mother, his wife Almira, and his nine children made the move. They brought with them the doors, window frames, and much of the lumber from the farmhouse in Indiana. Franklin loaded it on a freight car, along with his livestock. On the outskirts of Whittier he planted orange groves and a nursery. A good husbandman, he was successful enough to become a prominent member of the community, well known for his honesty. His children helped him graft the plants; he guaranteed the pedigree and hardiness of each plant, and if it sickened and died, or did not grow true, he would replace it. He also traded actively in real estate. He saved enough money to establish a trust fund at Whittier College for his grandchildren’s education.

While Franklin tended the crops, Almira made their home into a center for social and religious activities, with her dining room as the focus of events. She loved gathering the constantly growing Milhous family around her; in time her family reunions ran to forty and fifty people. They used “thee” and “thou” and other Quaker expressions in their ordinary speech. Religion, work, and family were the center and almost the circumference of their existence. The religion was neither overbearing nor overpowering, rather peaceful and comforting, but it was always there—in speech, in dress, in mannerisms, in daily prayers and Bible readings. It was a religion without doctrines, one that put a great stress on individual conscience and responsibility.1

Franklin was a jovial man, liked by everyone and adored by his family. He took Almira and the children on trips, to San Francisco and Yosemite. “Father loved music,” Hannah later told reporter Bela Kornitzer. “He sang in the church choir and played the organ. Later on, he took up the accordion. Evenings, he used to sing hymns and then read aloud to us. His favorite tale was James Whitcomb Riley’s Bear Story.” Hannah said her mother Almira “was even more appreciative of the pleasures of life. . . .  She loved social contacts and special events, whether in our home, picnics at the park, at the beach, the mountains, or at church. She loved to work in the yard, tending her plants or caring for her chickens.” As parents, Hannah recalled, “Father and Mother were full of love, faith and optimism. I don’t recall ever seeing them in despair. . . . [They] never talked loud—never yelled orders.”2

Richard Nixon had vivid memories of his grandmother Almira. “My grandmother set the standards for the whole family. Honesty, hard work, do your best at all times—humanitarian ideals. She was always taking care of every tramp that came along the road. . . . She had strong feelings about pacifism and very strong feelings on civil liberties. She probably affected me in that respect. At her house no servant ever ate at a separate table. They always ate with the family. There were Negroes, Indians and people from Mexico—she was always taking somebody in.”

Most of all, Almira held the family together. “Every year at Christmas and usually once during the summer we had a family reunion. . . . She was a prolific letter writer. On birthdays she composed rhymes and couplets and sent them to us.” She used the plain speech, “thee” and “thou,” exclusively, but her daughters did not use it with their children.3

Almira was a staunch Republican, as were most Quakers with their abolitionist backgrounds and dedication to hard work and thrift. “She virtually worshipped Lincoln,” Richard Nixon later recalled. “On my thirteenth birthday she gave me, in addition to a very welcome five-dollar bill, a picture of her idol. Underneath, written in her own hand, was the last part of Longfellow’s Psalm of Life. I can remember part of it even now:

Lives of great men oft remind us,

We can make our lives sublime,

And departing, leave behind us,

Footprints on the sands of time.”4

Almira and Franklin Milhous’ emphasis on religion, family, and duty dominated Hannah’s youth, and left her with lifelong values. To an outsider her life may have seemed dull and dispiriting, her boundaries limited by the backwater town where nothing ever happened, but she found Whittier a source of strength and comfort. Her father gave her security; her mother, inspiration and guidance; her sisters and brothers and the entire Quaker community provided playmates aplenty, while church, school, and work were outlets for her energy.

Discipline in the family was done verbally rather than physically, and the words of criticism were spoken softly rather than shouted. “Father never paddled us,” Hannah recalled in her old age. “Mother switched my ankles once with an apple twig.”5 By high-school age, she had a dark, brooding look. Of medium height, she was exceedingly slender, bony in her shoulders and face. She usually did up her long black hair in a knot. Her eyes were dark and deep-set. Her lips were narrow and pursed, her mouth a bit too wide for her narrow face. Her nose was deep and broad at the nostrils, narrow and pinched at the top. The line of the curve looked a bit like a ski jump, a trait her son Richard inherited. All the photographs taken of her during her adolescence show a serious, almost forbidding face, and the testimony of her childhood friends and family agrees that she was indeed a serious young lady.

She was no great beauty, and she had no talent that set her apart from the community, aside from her devotion to her religion, which even in Quaker Whittier went beyond the norm. One of her brothers-in-law thought she was too gentle, too soft-willed, and called her “the angel unaware.” But an acquaintance found her to be “cranky and Puritanical” and a family friend dismissed her as a “colorless little thing.”6 She did not appeal to the boys—one of her sisters said, “Hannah sometimes went out with a group but she never had a single date. . . . ”7

After graduating from Whittier High School, Hannah entered Whittier College, which she attended for two years before dropping out to teach school. On February 15, 1908, at a social gathering at the Friends Church in East Whittier, she met Frank Nixon. Whatever impression she made on the other young men in the community, she swept Frank off his feet. He walked her home that night, and as he later testified, “I immediately stopped going with the five other girls I was dating, and I saw Hannah every night.”8

FRANK NIXON had arrived in California a year earlier, marking the end of a westward migration of Nixons that had begun in the seventeenth century, when Frank’s ancestors had moved over to County Wexford, in Ireland, from Scotland. The name, in Celtic, was variously spelled Nicholl, Nicholson, Nicholas, Nickson, and Nickerson, all meaning, roughly, “he wins” or “he faileth not.” In the 1730s the Nixons became part of that great wave of emigration of Scotch-Irish to America. Later critics of Richard Nixon, referring to him as a “black Irishman,” missed the truth. Whatever the cause of the adult Nixon’s dark moods, introspection, and depression, it was not Irish blood, at least not such as any Catholic citizen of the Irish Republic would recognize.

James Nixon was the first to come to America. He settled in New Castle County, Delaware, within twenty miles of Hannah Milhous’ ancestor Thomas. James became a substantial, if not prominent, citizen; his will, dated May 16, 1773, included a sixty-pound bequest to his wife, Mary, forty-five pounds to his daughters, a hundred-acre farm to his son George, and two slaves to his other son, James, Jr. Both sons fought in the Revolution, George crossing the Delaware with Washington to fight in the Battle of Trenton, and both moved west after independence, following the frontier to Ohio. George Nixon III enlisted with Company B, 73rd Ohio, in 1861, and fought and died in the Battle of Gettysburg. He is buried in the national cemetery. He left behind eight children, including a son, Samuel Brady Nixon.

On April 10, 1873, Samuel, then aged twenty-six, married a twenty-year-old schoolteacher, Sarah Ann Wadsworth. They had five children, three boys and two girls. The second-oldest, Francis Anthony Nixon, was always called Frank. He was born on December 3, 1878, in Vinton County, Ohio; he became Richard Nixon’s father.9

Shortly after Frank’s birth, Sarah contracted tuberculosis, the most dreaded disease of the nineteenth century, thought erroneously to be inherited. Samuel sold his farm, piled the children into a covered wagon, and headed south for Georgia and the Carolinas, where he hoped Sarah might recover in the warmer climate. But her condition worsened, then became acute. In despair Samuel returned to Ohio, where, in January 1886, Sarah died in her father’s home.10

Frank went to live with an uncle, while his father, Samuel, tried to overcome his grief and poverty. Samuel worked in a pottery factory, taught school in Vinton, and carried the mail. He eventually saved enough money to buy a forty-acre farm and bring Frank home. “When we moved there,” Frank’s younger brother, Ernest, remembered, “Dad’s only assets were a five-dollar bill and a hen setting on a nest of eggs. He gave those last dollars to the man who helped us move. Still, we never begged, nor did we let on we were next to destitute. He said: ‘Here we are and it’s root, hog, or die.’ ”11

In 1890, when Frank was eleven years old, Samuel remarried. Frank’s stepmother was harsh, demanding, even cruel. “She was hard and beat Frank,” a relative recalled.12

He had other problems. “Frank and I attended a one-room country school, known as Ebenezer, miles from home,” Ernest later reported. “We were newcomers; poor, strange, and badly dressed. The big boys would follow us home through the woods to pick a fight. Frank was the more aggressive of us, slow to anger but a wild bull if things went too far.”

Frank could not put up with this stepmother, school, or poverty. At fourteen, only past the fourth grade, a consequence of all the disruptions in his life, he quit school and ran away from home. He took a job as a hired hand with a local farmer at $13 per month, plus the right to put a calf he had bought on the pasture. In the fall he sold the fatted calf. He had promised to send his earnings home to his family, but, as Ernest related, instead he used the profit from the sale on his wardrobe. “He seemed to take keen delight in showing his former classmates that he was dressed just a bit better and was more mannerly. He acquired a pride that became the armor of his body and soul.”13

Life as a farmhand, however, had little appeal. “We usually had milk and bread for dinner,” Frank recalled. “Fifty to seventy-five cents a day was just about tops in wages for a farmhand in those days.”14 Restless by nature, skilled with his hands, he was willing to work. “The dignity of labor was . . . my brother’s philosophy,” Ernest declared. “He liked to quote the Scripture: ‘In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread.’ ” He became a jack-of-all-trades, and something of a rolling stone, as he journeyed across Ohio, taking jobs as a glass worker, potter, house painter (“I even painted Pullmans at one time”), potato farmer, telephone linesman, motorman, and carpenter. (Ernest stayed in school, eventually earned a Ph.D., and became a professor at Penn State.)

Frank did not prosper, he did not starve, he did not improve his station in life. He knew a great deal about machines and tools, little about people. He was argumentative, cantankerous, opinionated; he shouted a great deal; he was critical of his bosses; small wonder that every spring found him working at a new job.

Like Hannah Milhous, Frank was deeply religious. Unlike her, he was demonstrative about it. He came from a long line of frontier, fundamentalist, Bible-thumping Methodists, which placed him in a tradition about as different from that of the Quakers as one Protestant sect can be from another. The Methodists were loud, in their sermons, in their hymns, in their greetings, in everything. They had a set of strict rules for folks to live by and were dogmatic about them. These precepts both fit and helped shape Frank’s personality. Hannah’s Quakerism led her to love God; Frank’s Methodist faith led him to fear God.

Neither Hannah nor Frank ever smoked or drank. In Hannah’s case, no one around her did either, but in Frank’s case abstaining was far more difficult. He lived in many a rough environment, working beside roustabouts of all types, men who tempted him with their tobacco, whiskey, and tales of amorous adventures. He never gave in, a mark of both the depth of his religion and the strength of his willpower. Nor did he abstain through avoidance—he led a hectic social life, with many dates and parties.

He was a handsome young devil, of average height but big in the shoulders and hands, as befit a workingman. When dressed for a social event, he wore his dark hair slicked down and precisely parted. He had a fine full face, a strong but not oversized nose and jaw, deep, penetrating eyes, and a firm mouth. He wore stiffly starched high collars, precisely tied bow ties, double-breasted suits, always with a watch chain hanging down the front and a handkerchief hanging out of the breast pocket. In short, he cut quite a figure. His good looks, careful grooming, and animated ways drew people to him, but unfortunately his loud and aggressive personality drove many of them away.

Even in the hard times of 1896, when he was seventeen, Frank worked hard enough and long enough to save some money. (“I never missed a day’s work in my life,” Frank later boasted to an interviewer.) He spent his money on his wardrobe, but still had enough left over for a magnificent four-year-old sorrel horse, plus all kinds of accouterments, such as trimming on the reins, gold cloth for the saddle, and ribbons everywhere.

Along with his Methodist faith, Frank had inherited Democratic politics. Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson, not Lincoln and Grant, were the heroes of his youth. But Frank was a boy with a questioning, not an accepting, mind. Whatever his inheritance in politics, by age seventeen he had lost faith in the Democrats. He blamed President Grover Cleveland for the Depression. In 1952, he explained that he had learned the value of a dollar the hard way, and that he was thus “all for” the Republicans’ sound money policy.

An incident in the 1896 presidential campaign completed Frank’s conversion. William McKinley was coming to town, for a parade and other hoopla; McKinley himself would ride in a carriage at the head of the parade. Frank got his colt brushed, put on all its finest gear, dressed himself to the teeth, and rode out to join the tag end of the parade. The parade marshal came riding along and spotted him. Much impressed, the marshal called out, “Come on, son. Ride up to the front of the line with me.”

Frank galloped to the front and soon was at the side of McKinley’s carriage, in the place of honor. When the parade ended, McKinley got out of the carriage and walked over to Frank. He patted the colt and said, “Mighty fine horse you have there, son. Finest I ever saw.” Turning to leave, he called out, “How are you going to vote, son?” Frank replied loud enough for the surrounding crowd to hear, “Republican, of course!”

“Naturally,” he later explained, “I was elated. I was too young to vote in that election, but in 1900 I voted for McKinley. I’ve been voting Republican ever since.”15

In 1904 Frank decided to give the West a try, and spent eighteen months in Colorado, but he discovered that for all Colorado’s beauty and appeal, it was a tough place to find a good-paying job. He returned to Ohio, where he went to work for the Columbus Railway and Light Company. He became a motorman on the streetcar line. It gave him an opportunity to wear a fancy uniform, with a bandmaster’s headpiece, covered with braid, a double-breasted suit with bright buttons, and a gold watch chain across the coat.

Unfortunately, the working conditions were not so pleasing. He operated the streetcar from an open vestibule, and in the wintertime his feet froze. One particularly cold day, he organized the motormen of Columbus to demand better conditions. Together with another delegate, Frank went to a young lawyer with political ambitions. “If you’ll help us get legislation against the open vestibules,” Frank told the lawyer, “we motormen will help you get elected to the state senate.” The lawyer agreed, got elected, introduced the necessary legislation, and, against the opposition of the company, got it passed.16

It was Frank’s sole excursion into either politics or labor organizing. Rather than use his victory as a base for advancement in Columbus, he indulged his rootless, restless nature and headed west again, this time for California, the land of perpetual summer. He carried with him an enthusiastic letter of recommendation from his employer, an indication that his organizing efforts had not been held against him.17

He arrived in Los Angeles in January 1907, and immediately got a job with the Pacific Electric Railway Company as a motorman, his letter of recommendation stating specifically that he was “an experienced streetcar man.” For eighteen cents per hour he ran old red cars along the narrow streets between Whittier and the sprawling town of Los Angeles. His good start came to a crashing halt when he hit an automobile and forthwith lost his job.

He found work on a ranch east of Whittier—back to being a farmhand again. He also discovered that the Quakers so dominated the area that there was no social life outside the church. He began to attend the meetings and the socials. Day laborer or not, he still cut a fine figure in the evening. He made a good enough impression to be invited to the Milhous home following a Valentine Day’s party at the church. That night he walked with Hannah and lost his heart. He saw her every night thereafter, through the winter and spring.

WHY HANNAH kept seeing him, her sisters could not understand. For one thing, Frank was always free and open with physical embraces, which made them uncomfortable. As Richard Nixon’s cousin the novelist Jessamyn West relates, “There was not much hugging or kissing or daughters sitting on their fathers’ knees in Quaker families.”18 West, with her novelist’s insight, describes Frank as “temperamentally . . . a Democrat and a Methodist” who converted to Republican and Quaker. “He was very unlike my birthright relatives,” she continued, “who were quiet, subdued, inclined to see both sides of every question. Frank saw one side: his; and he was not bashful about letting you know what was wrong with your side.” 19

Not only was Frank boisterous, argumentative, and much too loud to suit the Milhous girls, he was also just a common laborer, far beneath Hannah’s station as the daughter of a leader in the community. Hannah’s youngest sister, Olive, so thoroughly disapproved of Hannah’s continuing to go on dates with Frank that she climbed into a tree, took out her tablet, and wrote, “Hannah is a bad girl.”20 After Hannah married Frank, Jessamyn West recalled, “Every Milhous daughter was convinced that she had married beneath her.”21 Hannah’s younger sister Jane remembers her father taking her aside some years after the wedding and saying that he hoped she would marry a Quaker, “someone who has been raised our way. It is best for people to marry those of like faith.”22

In the face of this opposition, Frank persisted, not surprising considering his bullheadedness and considering how badly he had been smitten by the fair Quaker maid. What is surprising is Hannah’s persistence. Everyone she valued urged her to end the relationship. Frank had no education, no culture, no particular skill, no prospects. Their personalities, traditions, and experiences were at opposite poles. In spite of all, Hannah was drawn to Frank as much as he to her, and she had the strength of character to ignore the gibes of her sisters and friends, the disapproval of her parents, and the differences in temperament between her and Frank. On June 25, 1908, four months after they met, Frank and Hannah were married.

IT WAS a union of opposites that was hugely successful. Hannah’s calm ways, her compassion for others, and her peaceful thoughts were a nice balance to Frank’s excitability, his inability to see someone else’s point of view, and his aggressive nature. He softened under her gentle guidance, made a formal conversion to the Quaker faith, toned down a bit.

As a married man, Frank had to give up dancing. Quaker disapproval was one factor, but the other stemmed from his self-knowledge and his self-discipline. Frank explained his reason to Jessamyn West’s father: “When his arms went around a woman, his amorous propensities were instantly aroused.” He avoided temptation and embarrassment by not dancing, but he did not completely suppress his exuberance and appreciation for the opposite sex. “He never saw my mother, a plain woman,” West wrote, “without exclaiming, ‘Grace, I swear you get prettier every time I see you. How do you do it? I want your recipe. Come here and let me give you a hug.’ ” Grace would always protest afterward that Frank had embarrassed her, but as West commented, “She was also secretly pleased.”23

Frank was even more expansive in his compliments to Hannah. He was aware of the value of her love. In 1952, in his first interview as the father of a famous son, he told Richard Gardner, “I knew I had picked the very best. And I haven’t changed my mind in the forty-four years since then.”24

In the first months of their marriage Frank continued working at the citrus ranch. When Hannah got pregnant, her father invited the couple to live in his house and gave Frank a job as a foreman on his ranch. The first son, Harold, was born in 1909. Within a year Frank pulled up and moved his family to Lindsay, north of Bakersfield, to work at yet another ranch that Frank Milhous had bought on speculation. In 1912 he had saved enough money to return to Southern California and buy—with his father-in-law’s money—a small lemon ranch at a place called Yorba Linda. He had either bad luck or poor judgment—the land he picked had a clay subsoil, did not drain well, and produced inferior lemons. Frank supported his family by doing odd jobs of whatever kind. He found enough time to build a two-story frame house, and build it well enough so that it still stood and was occupied three-quarters of a century later.

His commitment to his religion deepened, and he began to teach Sunday school for the Quakers of Yorba Linda. He used the opportunity to let out a bit of his frontier Methodist upbringing, even among the staid Quakers, and as Jessamyn West remembered, he was popular with his pupils. “I doubt that Frank Nixon could do anything halfheartedly,” she wrote, “and this trait is appealing to young people. . . . Frank was certainly ardent in his Sunday-school teaching. His cheeks flamed, and his voice trembled.”

Frank would express his strong political convictions in his teaching; he was, West declared, “the first person to make me understand that there was a great lack of practicing Christianity in civic affairs.” He may have voted Republican, but “what Frank had to say about probity in politics pointed . . . straight to Norman Thomas,” at least so far as West was concerned. “All of us who had been in Frank’s class had been convinced that Christians should be political, and that politics, if not Christian, should at least be ethical.”25

Hannah was pregnant again while Frank was building the new home. She cared for her son, Harold, and worked endless hours in the lemon grove, planting, irrigating, pruning. Although she had her family only ten miles away in Whittier, and her church activities, essentially she led the lonely life of a farmer’s wife before the age of telephone, television, and the automobile.

WHEN CECIL PICKERING moved to Yorba Linda on August 1, 1910, his was the third white family to arrive. Frank Nixon’s family was fifth or sixth. Pickering described the place: “It wasn’t a town. It was turkey mullein, cactus, rattlesnakes, tumbleweeds and tracks.” Yorba Linda was on the edge of the desert. There were terrible dust winds, with no trees to offer protection. But overall the climate was ideal, and if the soil was good and if you could get water to it, the land grew marvelous citrus crops. Frank’s venture was only one of many—between 1910 and 1913 the entire area was planted to citrus orchards, and Yorba Linda began to turn into a town. Frank helped build it—he worked on the first warehouse in town, plus most of the new homes. The water, source of Yorba Linda’s life, came from the Anaheim Union Water Company canal that ran through the town, smack in front of Frank’s house.26

The people coming into Yorba Linda were mainly young couples, and nearly all Quaker. They imposed a Puritan streak on the town; there were no liquor stores, no bars, no dance halls, no theaters, nothing at all to do—except church activities. Soon an elementary school went up. Mary Skidmore, who taught in the first grade, said that the teachers were informed by the school board that they were forbidden to dance, or talk to men on the streets. The teachers felt spied upon and knew for a fact that they were gossiped about.27

In short, for all its idyllic location, its booming economy, and its Quaker domination, Yorba Linda was like every small town “back east,” a place where everyone knew everyone else and talked about each other’s activities without embarrassment or hesitation. It did not urge, but rather insisted upon, conformity; it also insisted that the church have a monopoly on leisure time and entertainment activity. That suited Frank and Hannah. Frank livened things up by arguing politics, but people tolerated his harsh manner because he gave so much of himself to the church.

They were known as people who paid their bills on time, which was good for their reputation but harmful to Frank’s fortunes. He would not go into debt, not even to improve his land. Friends told him he could sweeten up that clay soil of his with loads of manure, but Frank always replied, “I won’t buy fertilizer until I raise enough lemons to pay for it.” But he couldn’t raise the lemons.28

So through the first years of their marriage, as their sons were born and began to grow, Frank and Hannah lived on the edge of poverty. “Many days I had nothing to serve but corn meal,” Hannah confessed years later. “I’d bring it to the table and exclaim, ‘See what we have tonight—wonderful corn meal!’ ”29 Frank could not afford to indulge his sartorial proclivities—one shirt and one pair of pants had to do, along with a suit for church.

He always found work, and in 1912 earned enough to hire help of his own in the lemon grove. But as soon as Frank was able to buy a tractor he dispensed with the hired help. He hated to spend money. “Uncle Frank wouldn’t spend a nickel for a firecracker,” his niece said. “He was . . . too tight with money. He didn’t have to be as tight as he was.”30 Hannah too dressed plainly, and didn’t indulge herself in any extravagance. “She was a great saver,” a relative said.31 Although the Nixons lived on a farm, and in due course had a family of growing boys, they never had a dog or cat or any other pet. They did not take vacations. They worked.



CHAPTER TWO


YORBA LINDA
1913–1922

ON JANUARY 9, 1913, Hannah Nixon was ready to deliver her second child. There had been a record-breaking cold snap the previous two days, and although it had moderated a bit, Frank had brought an extra wood stove into the house and kept both stoves going full blast through the day and night. When contractions began, he feared that the doctor from Whittier would not arrive in time, so he went down the road to the neighbors to ask for help. Ella Furnas, a young widow with two small children of her own, accompanied the increasingly nervous Frank back to his house, where she did what she could for Hannah. Although she had borne two children, “I didn’t know anything about delivery” and she was frightened. The doctor, with nurse Henrietta Shockney, arrived just in time for the birth, which came at 9:35 P.M. The baby boy weighed eleven pounds, was dark-haired and brown-eyed, and—nurse Shockney recalled—had a “powerful ringing voice.”1

Hannah named him Richard, after Richard the Lion-Hearted, with Milhous for a middle name. The next morning, a neighbor reported, Frank “threw his hands in the air and danced around the yard,” shouting “I’ve got another boy.” Hannah’s recovery was long and difficult, as had been the case after Harold’s birth. When Richard was nine months old, she went to the hospital for a mastoid operation. After leaving the hospital, she went to Whittier to live with her parents while she recuperated.

At that time, the infant Richard became his grandmother Almira’s favorite. Hannah was breast-feeding, and when the baby was full, Almira would walk, cuddle, and burp him. Almira was impressed by the strength of his voice: “Seems like when Richard cries he makes such a loud noise,” she said. But although others in the family complained about “such a squall and noise,” Almira was pleased with that good set of lungs. Her mother had been a Quaker preacher, and she announced that with his voice, her grandson Richard would make a good preacher or a good teacher.2

Hannah recovered, and soon was back in Yorba Linda, caring for Frank and her children, working in the lemon grove, and nursing a second child. Her sister Elizabeth Harrison had a son six months younger than Richard, but was too ill to nurse the baby. So Hannah took him to her breast, along with her own son.3

By the time of his first birthday, Richard had quieted down considerably. When he was almost two years old, Hannah had another son, Donald. With three boys to support, Frank worked harder than ever. He had a hired hand, Ollie Burdge, to help him. Burdge ate at the family table. He remembered Hannah as “the quietest woman.” She “would hardly ever sit down and eat with us,” and was “generally cooking and bringing stuff to the table . . . and then she’d feed herself.” Richard, Burdge said, “got along with his dad; he always sat with his dad at the table, and his dad always fed him.”4

Frank sometimes would take the boy along with him when he went to work. By the time he was three years old, Richard was riding around with the groceryman, making deliveries in his buggy. Richard liked seeing new things, new places, new people. He had a lively imagination. Ollie Burdge brought his fiancée to the house, he recalled, and she sat Richard on her lap. “He was quite a talker. He was telling her about how, when he got big, he was going to kill wild animals, and elephants, and lions and tigers.”5

He also liked to be read to. In 1918, when Hannah was pregnant again, Frank got a hired girl to help her around the house. The girl, Elizabeth Guptill Rez, later recorded that at night she would tuck in the boys in a little back bedroom. Then she would read poetry to them. Richard especially liked James W. Riley’s poems, and asked to have them read over and over. Then there were prayers: “He’d clasp his little hands and close his eyes, and you could just feel it,” Elizabeth recalled. “He was really praying instead of just saying his prayers.”6

Richard was fearless, in a little boy’s way. He would not sit down in a wagon, for example, no matter how hard Hannah tried to force him to do so. One day in 1916, Hannah asked an eleven-year-old neighbor girl, Elizabeth Eidson, to ride with her to a friend’s house in order to watch Richard while she held Donald in her lap and drove the horse. But Richard refused to sit, the horse went around a short corner, the boy toppled over, and a wheel ran over his head, cutting his scalp badly. Elizabeth ran to pick him up: “His scalp was hanging down . . . I held the scalp edges together while walking him back to the buggy . . . it was awful.” Hannah drove to Dr. Marshburn’s, where the wound was stitched together.7

The Anaheim canal ran across the front of the Nixon homestead. Its slippery dirt banks made it dangerous for small boys, but its two or three feet of flowing water on a hot day made it irresistible. Frank forbade his children to play near the ditch, or to swim in it, but Harold was an irrepressible youth, eager for fun and adventure, and he swam often. Once Frank caught him, Merle West (Jessamyn’s brother) related: “I still remember Uncle Frank pulling Harold out by the scruff of the neck [and] beating him so hard his hollering could be heard all up and down the ditch.” Another time Jessamyn saw Frank haul Richard and Harold out of the ditch, then fling them back in again, shouting, “Do you like water? Have some more of it!” An aunt who was with Jessamyn began screaming, “You’ll kill them, Frank! You’ll kill them!”8 Frank’s reaction and punishment may have seemed extreme to the witnesses, but small children had drowned in the ditch and Frank could never break his children from swimming in it no matter what the punishment.

In 1918, when Richard was five, Hannah was pregnant again. Twelve years later, in a college essay, Richard described the birth of his third brother from his own point of view, in the process revealing some keen powers of perception: “Mother was away on a visit. [Father] came over to where we boys were quarreling over some toys and told us that there was a little doll over at the hospital for us, a real, live doll! Naturally we then began to quarrel over whose doll it would be, although each of us wished to have it merely to keep one of the others from getting it.” But Frank assured his sons that they would all have equal rights to the doll.

A few days later, Grandmother Almira “scrubbed us all up, especially gouging into the depths of our ears, and helped us to dress, for we were going to see our ‘doll,’ which we had learned by this time was a baby. At least, that was what brother Harold, who had reached the all-knowing age of nine, had said it was. He had told us secretly that it wasn’t a doll but a baby. He warned us, though, not to let on he’d told us so.”

Richard was disappointed when the baby came home—his mother named him Arthur, after yet another English king—because, as he wrote when he was seventeen years old, “a tiny baby is not as pretty as a doll.” Busy growing up himself, Richard paid little attention to Arthur, but he was observant enough to note “how his eyes changed from their original baby-blue to an almost black shade; how his hair, blond at first, became dark brown; how his mouth, toothless for five months, was filled with tiny, white teeth . . . how he learned to roll over, then to crawl, and finally to walk.”9

THAT SAME YEAR, 1918, there was another addition to the household. Frank made a trip to Ohio for the funeral of a brother-in-law. He brought the widow and her two sons home with him. The Wildermuths moved in and stayed for a year, until the widow found a place over in Fullerton. Her son Floyd was just the age of his cousin Harold.

Six-year-old Richard looked up to his ten-year-old brother and cousin, and was always trying to hang around them when they wished to be left alone. They took advantage of his eagerness to please them by sending him off on errands. In the process, they also took advantage of a characteristic he was beginning to show, competitiveness. So, Floyd relates, “We would bet him that he couldn’t get up to the house and bring those cookies or a bottle of milk or something and get back to us before we could count to a hundred. He’d take off on the run, we’d sit there and visit until we saw him coming. Then we’d pick up the count somewhere in the nineties . . . and we’d just get him under the wire at about ninety-seven. He’d get there all puffing, but he’d always win.”10

In an outburst of anger Frank would apply physical punishment, using a strap on his boys. It was quick and soon forgotten. Hannah’s methods were different. In 1968, Richard recalled, “My mother used to say later on that she never gave us a spanking. I’m not so sure. She might have. But I do know that we dreaded far more than my father’s hand, her tongue. It was never sharp, but she would just sit you down and she would talk very quietly and then when you got through you had been through an emotional experience.” So, Nixon declared, “In our family, we would always prefer spanking.” He recalled that when five-year-old Arthur was caught smoking a cigarette, he had pleaded, “Tell her to give me a spanking. Don’t let her talk to me. I just can’t stand it, to have her talk to me.”11

When Richard was five or six, he came home with his hands and mouth full of grapes. Hannah asked where he got them. He said he had picked them from the neighbor’s large grape arbor.

“You go right in the house and get the pennies you’ve been saving,” Hannah ordered. “Then you go back where you got the grapes and pay the lady for them.” Richard objected—pennies were hard to come by. Hannah insisted, Richard did as told, and the neighbor lady was embarrassed and sad, but Richard made her take the pennies.12

Hannah was serious about life. Innumerable oral reminiscences about her stress her dedication, her physical energy and capacity for hard work, her calmness, the depth of her religious convictions, and her service to others. Long before her son called her a saint, in his last speech as President, people around Yorba Linda and Whittier had habitually used the word “saint” to characterize her. None mentioned much joy in her life, there are no funny stories, no memory of pranks or laughter. She allowed no extravagances, nor any frivolous pursuits; it stung and embarrassed the boys, for example, that their parents would not give them even a quarter for some firecrackers on the Fourth of July. The family never ate at a restaurant, nor took even the briefest of vacations.

Hannah’s tightfistedness had a purpose. If she was not ambitious for herself, or even for Frank, she was for the boys. She insisted that they have a college education; she achieved her goal. One relative recalled, “She instilled in the family this seriousness about growing up and being somebody.”13

Frank too encouraged his boys to think big. “There was a drive to succeed,” Nixon told columnist Stewart Alsop. “My mother and father instilled in us the desire to get going to be good not just at one single thing but at everything.”14

Frank argued with everyone, including his small sons. At the dinner table he and they would get so carried away that Hannah would cry out, “Now hush, all of you.” Frank would snap back, “You make them hush, and I’ll hush.” 15

Merle West ate many an evening meal with the Nixons. He recalled, “Don would try to outshout Frank. He would just stand up and bellow at him right back, like two bulls. . . . Sometimes, just to get a word in edgewise you had to holler to do it.” West said there were “tempestuous arguments” between Frank and his sons Don and Harold, when “their shouting could be heard all through the neighborhood.”16

How Hannah put up with all that shouting, none of her friends and relatives could ever understand. She was, one friend said of her, “born to endure.” 17

Hannah dealt with Frank’s big mouth and terrible temper by keeping quiet and never crossing him when he was angry. Her son Richard, already showing signs of being an acute observer, deliberately followed her example. “I used to tell my brothers not to argue with him,” Nixon recalled. “I learned early that the only way to deal with him was to abide by the rules he laid down. Otherwise, I would probably have felt the touch of a ruler or the strap as my brothers did.”18

So there was a lot of noise and violence in the Nixon home, with Richard and his mother trying to keep the peace between Frank and his other two sons, and seldom succeeding. In his memoirs, written after his Presidency, Nixon provided a psychological self-analysis of the effect on him of the daily dinnertime confrontations around the table: “Perhaps my own aversion to personal confrontations dates back to these early recollections.”19

The easiest way to avoid the tension was to avoid his father. “When he was a small boy he wanted his mother to do things for him,” Hannah’s youngest sister, Mrs. Olive Marshburn, remembered. “He asked her rather than his father.” Other forms of escape included daydreaming and reading. “I can still see him lying on the lawn, sky-viewing and daydreaming,” Mrs. Marshburn said.20 Floyd Wildermuth added, “I can recall that when we’d want Dick to do something, we could never find him. He was always gone. Dick would hide out. We got so we’d hunt him.” Once Floyd and Harold found him in the pump house, reading. Hannah had taught him to read when he was five years old. Floyd noted that he read avidly, “everything he could get his hands on. He would disappear with a book. We were always wondering where he was and trying to get him in on his share of the work.”21

The daydreaming and reading allowed him to escape not only Frank and his shouting matches but the dullness and routine of Yorba Linda life. At night, lying in his bed, Donald and Arthur and Harold sleeping beside him, he would listen to the train whistle. Hearing it, he wrote in his memoirs, “I dreamed of the far-off places I wanted to visit someday.”22

It is a moment worth pausing over. The seven- or eight-year-old boy, crowded into one small bedroom with three brothers, out there on the last frontier, in a clapboard house built by his father that was the California equivalent of a log cabin, listening to the train whistle in the night and dreaming of the wonderful places he was going to and the great things he would do. The romance of that whistle, its promise of opportunity and adventure, had appealed to American boys since before the Civil War. Richard’s response to the sound of the whistle was similar to that of large numbers of Americans. It was, he said as an adult, “the sweetest music I ever heard.”23

But in his case, the direction the sound moved in was reversed. Instead of imagining himself hurtling westward on the train, he had to imagine himself hurtling east. Back to the city, back to civilization, not away from it.

As a child, he hardly traveled at all. The short hop to Whittier to see his grandparents and join the numerous family reunions was about all. He never went up to the mountains that he saw around him, and only once or twice to the ocean. He had no hobbies, not even those two most common forms of recreation for rural boys, hunting and fishing. Instead, he traveled in his mind. From his grandmother, from Aunt Olive, and from other relatives he borrowed books and magazines. The Marshburns subscribed to the National Geographic. “Nearly every time I visited them I borrowed a copy,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs. “It was my favorite magazine.”24

His ambition was to be a railroad engineer, a job with prestige that would allow him to travel. The one toy the boys possessed was a small electric train set; whenever they played with it, Richard insisted on being the engineer. His hero was a Santa Fe Railroad engineer who lived in Yorba Linda.25

WHEN HE BEGAN grade school, in 1918, he participated actively in the school-yard baseball and football games, but his coordination was poor, he was slow of foot and below average in size, so in no way did he stand out. His talent was for music. “He had a natural ear,” Hannah recalled. “Before he was seven years old, he could play the piano without discord. At seven, he started piano and violin lessons with my brother Griffith.”26 The music lessons continued, and Richard stuck to them without complaining, although he was never wildly enthusiastic.

He was not a boy who enjoyed pranks and mischief. “He was very mature even when he was five or six years old,” his mother said. “He was interested in things way beyond the usual grasp of a boy his age. He was thoughtful and serious. ‘He always carried such a weight.’ That’s an expression we Quakers use for a person who doesn’t take his responsibilities lightly.”27

“He wasn’t a little boy that you wanted to pick up and hug,” Jessamyn West said. “It didn’t strike me that he wanted to be hugged. He had a fastidiousness about him.” It was a trait that intensified; as a high-school student, one of his cousins remembered, “He once said he didn’t like to ride the school bus because the other children didn’t smell good.” He went to great pains to brush his teeth. He would ask his mother to smell his breath to make sure he would not offend anyone on the bus. He insisted on a clean, starched shirt each morning.28

But it was his seriousness and his mental ability that most impressed his contemporaries. Virginia Shaw, a neighbor child who was in the third grade in 1918 when Richard began school, was astonished when his teacher brought him in to recite a long poem. “I remember all of us were very, very envious that this little five-year-old could come in and recite this long poem.”29

California-style, he came to school barefoot, as did his classmates. Mary Skidmore, his teacher in first grade, said that he came to school every day in “a freshly starched white shirt with a big black bow tie and knee pants. He always looked like his mother had scrubbed him from head to toe. The funny thing is, I can never remember him ever getting dirty.” Skidmore also recalled that Hannah came to her in the first week of school to insist that he be called Richard, not Dick.

He sat at the back of the room in class, because he gave his teacher no trouble and did not have to be watched. “He absorbed knowledge of every kind like a blotter,” she said. “In that year I think he read no less than thirty or forty books, maybe more, besides doing all of his other work.” On Mary’s recommendation, he skipped second grade altogether and moved into third grade in 1919.30

He liked books, he enjoyed reciting and was good at it, and he responded to an audience, speaking with confidence and talent. Virginia Shaw recalled a contest held at the Quaker church. The children stood on a small platform and recited poems. “So we all learned poems. Harold learned one, and I learned one, and my brother Gerald learned one, and Richard was in on it. So was Mildred Dorsey and her older sister. We got up on the platform and said these pieces. Of course, Harold and I were confident we were going to win. But Richard won it and we were so jealous. We just really thought it was because he was so little and had such a long piece. We were really quite disappointed that he won.”31

His excellent memory helped him to store up grievances. Don Nixon related: “He wouldn’t argue much with me . . . but once, when he had had just about as much of me as he could take, he cut loose and kept at it for a half to three quarters of an hour. He went back a year or two listing things I had done. He didn’t leave out a thing. I was only eight, and he was ten, but I’ve had a lot of respect ever since for the way he can keep things in his mind.”32

The most influential teacher in Richard’s life was his father. Frank taught Sunday school; at the age of five Richard began attending regularly. Jessamyn West described Frank as “ardent” in his teaching. His theme was contemporary politics, and the need for practicing Christianity in civic affairs.33 Richard, at six or seven years old, participated actively. “He took serious part in the discussions,” a classmate recalled. “He expressed opinions. He had a remarkable memory for things that he had learned.”34

Frank’s politics were more intense than consistent. He had chided Hannah for voting for Wilson in 1916, and boasted that he was a lifelong Republican, but by the early twenties he had become disenchanted with the Republicans and in 1924 voted for Bob La Follette’s Progressives. In 1928 he returned to the Republican Party, voting for Hoover, but in 1936 he voted for Roosevelt.35 But whoever his candidate, Frank was ardent about him, and politics in general. The other boys were not much interested, but Richard was fascinated. By age six he was reading the newspapers, the front page, not the comics, and discussing public events with his father. At age seven, Jessamyn West next remembered, Richard explained to his classmates on the way to school “the merits of some upcoming candidate and the issues he represented.”

Merle West, who was present, later told Jessamyn, “I didn’t understand a word he said.”

“Where did a boy of seven pick up such ideas?” she asked.

“Frank, of course.”36

When the Teapot Dome scandal broke in 1924, Frank denounced the corrupt politicians and the high-priced lawyers who defended them. Richard read the newspapers for more details. “When I get big,” the eleven-year-old boy told his mother one day after reading the paper, “I’ll be a lawyer they can’t bribe.”37

In 1919, there was an oil boom in Yorba Linda and Frank made a major financial error. A speculator offered him $45,000 for his property. Frank turned it down. “If there’s oil on it, I’ll hang on to it,” he said. It turned out to be no better for oil than it was for lemons, and when Frank did sell, he got less than 10 percent of what had been offered. Worse luck followed. On the next move he chose Whittier, rejecting his wife’s advocacy for a place in Santa Fe Springs. Two years later a big gusher came in on the Santa Fe property.38

In later family legend the story blurred and the two events ran together, so that in 1960 Hannah told a reporter, “After we moved [from Yorba Linda], oil was found under the lemon grove—oil that would have made us millionaires if we had remained—but while we were there the lemon grove only kept us poor.” Richard Nixon repeated the we-might-have-been-millionaires story in his farewell address to his Cabinet and staff on his last morning as President.39 But in fact oil was never found on the Yorba Linda property.

By 1922, Frank was having more trouble with his lemon grove. The trees were mature, but not producing. He decided to seek security for his family, so he sold the Yorba Linda place and moved to Whittier, where an oil boom had started. There he built a house and found work in the oil fields. Richard was nine years old when his family left Yorba Linda. It was not exactly leaving the farm for the city—Yorba Linda had become a small town, and Whittier was hardly Los Angeles—but, nevertheless, for a boy Richard’s age, it was a move that meant expanding horizons.

RICHARD WAS a boy who attacked with words, rather than his fists. His talents were mental, not physical. He could never beat Harold, or his cousin Floyd, or almost anyone else in sports competition, but he beat them all as a speaker and as a student. People were amazed by his ability to memorize, by the interest he took in national politics, and by his knowledge about and understanding of public issues. Nearly everyone who knew him remarked on his serious nature, his competitiveness, and his ambition.

He grew up in an atmosphere of security, surrounded by love. He turned instinctively to his mother; he liked to have her sit with him while he read, and otherwise be with her. His father frightened him sometimes, and appalled him at others, but he never had cause to doubt Frank’s love or protection. No one in Yorba Linda ever would have dared to touch one of Frank Nixon’s boys.

He worked hard, not only in his studies but in the lemon grove as well. He had to hoe weeds for his father, and help with the irrigation. Although small for his age, he developed a strong set of shoulders and a tough physique. His hair was dark, long, and obviously home-cut, a great swath of it falling down nearly to his eyes, but neatly parted. He had a full share of baby fat in his cheeks, with dimples when he smiled. Dark, deep-set eyes and dark eyebrows, a nose that was thin at the top and wide at the base, and a hard-set, determined mouth were the features that stood out on his face. His movements were generally awkward, except at the piano.

He was an intimate part of a larger family, the huge Milhous clan spread all across the landscape. The get-togethers at his grandmother’s house gave him a sense of belonging. Beyond the family, however, his circle of acquaintances was small, limited to the few dozen neighbors and fellow students at the small schoolhouse. He did meet Mexican-American children at school, but for the most part his contacts were exclusively with people like his parents, hardworking, deeply religious, strongly conservative Quakers.

Religion, family, and school were the center of his life. There were daily prayers, and church services of one kind or another four times every Sunday. There he learned tolerance, and the Quaker distaste for showing emotion or expressing feelings physically. He learned to love poetry, and to recite it before an audience. He learned modesty in all things. Most of all, he learned that God helps those who help themselves, and that it was by the sweat of his brow that man earned his bread.

Shyness and reserve with an individual or in a small group, complete confidence when speaking to a large audience—these were characteristics that Richard Nixon displayed throughout his life. In part, they were simply natural to him. That was just the way he was. But some of it came from his culture and his heritage. Many Quakers are shy and reserved in their personal relations but confident and successful in dealing with large affairs. Perhaps the style of Quaker meetings, the kind Richard Nixon attended, contributed to this blending of private reserve and public confidence. Sitting silently together, trusting to an Inward Light to lead him to his own experience of God, without intermediary rites, church, creed, or priesthood, was a personal and powerful experience. Everything was directed inward; there was no release of emotion through prayers recited together, or hymns sung together. The system could give to some who went through it a great inner strength, but it could also lead to a suppression not only of an outburst of religious feeling but of personal emotions generally. Coupled with the Quakers’ traditional customs of plainness in dress and aversion to touching, the result could be extreme shyness.

The other side of Quaker meetings could be an equally powerful experience. The boy Nixon was encouraged to stand up and speak out, or pray, before the congregation. It was an individual decision, done only when the spirit moved him. What he said was usually more or less devoid of emotion, often more rational than religious. It was more a public speech than it was a personal disclosure.

All this is not meant to claim that the Quaker experience was the elusive key to Richard Nixon’s character. That would be much too pat in so complex a case. It is meant to suggest that the impact of his Quaker heritage on his personality has been underestimated. Nixon spent his adult life giving public speeches; he learned how to do it as a small boy, in a plain Quaker meeting, expressing his convictions on nonpersonal matters to an audience of his elders. Throughout his adult life, he bottled up his emotions, in direct contrast to his father, who loudly expressed his personal feelings on every possible occasion, but in direct conformity to his mother’s ways.

Many of his attitudes came from Frank’s dual role as father and Sunday-school teacher. What Frank preached was a simple doctrine; as his son later summed it up, it was “that in America, with hard work and determination a man can achieve anything.”40 At the time he moved to Whittier, in 1922, most of Frank’s life seemed to prove the opposite. Few men worked harder, or were more determined, than Frank, but he had achieved little. Still he had faith, which, it turned out, was not misplaced.

And anyway he was not doing all that badly. He always had a job and an income. His family ate well, all four boys had suits for church, he was a solid and respected member of the community (“It was considered quite a loss to this little town when he moved,” a Yorba Linda neighbor recalled).

As an adult, Richard Nixon remembered it differently. “We were poor,” he declared in a 1968 campaign film. “We had very little. We all used hand-me-down clothes. I wore my brother’s shoes and my brother below me wore mine and other clothes of that sort. . . . ”41 “We never had any vacations. . . . We never ate out—never. We certainly had to learn the value of money.” But he was able to put it all into perspective: “We had a pretty good time, with it all.”42 “I think [of] that wonderful statement that General Eisenhower made. . . . He was talking about his early days in Abilene and he said, ‘I suppose that we were poor, but the glory of it was that we never knew it.’ And that was what we were then.”43

Jessamyn West echoed that remark. She said that as a candidate Nixon may have found it politically expedient “to put on . . . log cabin clothes,” and that his contests with Jack Kennedy and Nelson Rockefeller may have made him feel that he had an underprivileged youth. “I only know that I, living in the same neighborhood, in the same kind of house, with more or less the same money or lack of it, wearing hand-me-downs, working every summer, did not then feel poor—and now feel that those years were a Midas-time in my life.” She was certain that no one in Yorba Linda ever thought of the Nixon family as poor.44

What the townspeople did think of Richard was more admiring. Although “he wasn’t a boy that you wanted to hug,” he was one people enjoyed listening to as he recited poetry. They were impressed by his powers of memory, and by his intelligent and active interest in politics at an astonishingly young age. But no one outside his family was close to him. He was not the sort who made deep, lifelong relationships as a boy. Except for his mother, Harold, and Don, there was no one he confided in.

The inability to trust anyone is one of the principal personality traits of Nixon as an adult, a theme he returned to again and again in interviews, private conversations, and his writings about himself. He insisted that “in my job [he was then Vice-President] you can’t enjoy the luxury of intimate personal friendships. You can’t confide absolutely in anyone.”45 What was the source of this trait? Nixon claimed that it went with the territory, that all professional politicians felt as he did, but that simply was not true. But then there is nothing in his inheritance or in his environment to explain his inability to trust. As a youth, he was surrounded by trusting people whom he had every reason to trust completely. In this regard, his childhood was so normal as to be dull. No one abused him; there were no traumas, no betrayals, only love and trust.

There is another mystery. Although he was shy and reserved by nature, embarrassed by his father’s slap-on-the-back approach to people, and although he feared ridicule, he was at his best when he stood before a group, the center of attention, reciting a poem, or playing the piano or violin. All his life he was sensitive to criticism, yet all his life he put himself into positions and places in which criticism was inevitable. He had to force himself to so expose himself. In the process he developed a tremendous willpower, an ability to make himself do things, no matter how distasteful or frightening.



CHAPTER THREE


WHITTIER
1922–1930

WHITTIER, IN 1922, was an integral part of the great Southern California boom, but in its own special way. Like other towns in the area, Whittier almost doubled in population during those boom years, as did the level of business activity. But unlike most boom-towns—nearby Los Angeles, for example—Whittier had no bars or saloons, no brothels or speakeasies, no gambling dens, nothing that was raucous. For purposes of social life or entertainment, it was little more than a larger version of Yorba Linda.

Business was good, however, and kept getting better. Whittier offered unlimited opportunity, not for big business—Whittier had no factories and served as headquarters for no great corporations—but for the small entrepreneur. With a minimum monetary investment and a maximum of hard work, combined with a little imagination, a man could make himself into a substantial small businessman and a respected citizen, as an auto dealer, a drugstore owner, a service-station operator, a clothing or grocery-store owner, real-estate agent, or almost anything else. Richard Nixon lived there through his formative years, from nine to twenty-one, and the atmosphere that he absorbed from daily life in Whittier became as much a part of him as his education, his religion, and his physical growth. It was an atmosphere of success, with the rewards going to those who worked the hardest and were the smartest.

He saw it all around him, and most of all he saw it at home, literally, because his home was also his father’s grocery store and the center of the family’s life. To that store Frank Nixon, a quintessential small-business man, devoted his life; from it he drew his livelihood; with it he became, finally, a success.

“My father had a deep belief in the ‘little man’ in America,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs. “He opposed the vested interests and the political machines that exercised so much control over American life at the beginning of the century.” Frank regarded Standard Oil as a blight and chose to be supplied by the less well-known Richfield Oil company when he opened his service station. Later, as the Nixon Market grew, he became “a vociferous opponent of chain stores,” which he feared would crush the independent operator.1 To stave them off, Frank worked that much harder, and his business prospered. In the process, he proved to himself, to his son, to his neighbors, that America really was a country in which hard work and determination would be rewarded with success.

WHEN FRANK MOVED to Whittier, there was frantic oil drilling going on in the area. After building a frame clapboard house on South Painter Street, Frank went to work in the oil fields. After two years as a roustabout, he decided the only way to get ahead was to own his own business. With some savings and some borrowed money, he bought a place in East Whittier and opened a gasoline station between La Habra and Whittier, the only one on the boulevard. Business was good—by 1925 he was selling $5,000 worth of tires alone in a month. He expanded, adding small boxes of fruits and vegetables. When the Friends built a new church, he bought the old one, had it moved to his lot, and opened it as a general store. Eventually he leased the gasoline station to a neighbor and concentrated on the store.

Frank and Hannah spent virtually all their waking hours in the store, except on Sunday—and Frank managed to keep it open then, as well as attend church. And when their sons were not in school or church, they were in the store. “He worked us kids to death,” Don Nixon said of his father, but Don also noted that because they worked together, they had “more of a real family life than anyone in the country.”2

One of the features of the Nixon Market was Hannah’s homemade pies. She sold them for thirty-five cents each, “and they were the most delicious pies you ever ate in your life,” one customer declared. To produce them, Hannah got up at three or four in the morning to bake the day’s pies. Then she worked in the store all day. “I’ve sometimes wondered how she survived,” a friend said.3

Everyone in the family worked so hard that they seldom had time to eat their evening meal together. Hannah would put on a pot of stew, and Frank and the boys would help themselves when they could snatch a few minutes away from the store. Or they would take a steak from the meat counter and throw it in a frying pan.

Frank continued to bluster his way through life. He had a “nasty, loud way,” a niece who worked part-time in the store remembered. “I was always frightened of Uncle Frank.”4 When something went wrong, “you could hear him bellowing clear uptown.” He would yell at Hannah too, “but he loved her dearly.” He could not stand it when she was gone five minutes out of his sight. “Hannah up there?” he would holler out when she was in the kitchen, out of the store.5 And he would yell at the customers. Don Nixon recalled that his father “would argue politics with anybody who came in . . . and he couldn’t stand Democrats. . . . My mother used to cringe during some of these arguments.”6 All the boys would conspire with their mother to keep Frank away from the customers; eventually Frank began spending his time exclusively preparing the meat, leaving waiting on the customers to his wife and children.

Many of the customers were Mexicans, from the nearby Leffingwell Ranch. Frank carried them on credit, not so much out of kindness as out of necessity. When the Depression began in 1930, and tramps started showing up in Whittier, Hannah would feed them. “She never turned a tramp away from the door,” her son Richard remembered. Frank would object. “My father thought they ought to be made to work before helping them out. But Mother ran the house like a charitable operation. . . . Looking back, I think we had more people who did less, working for us, than any other house.”7

HAROLD WAS an outgoing, easygoing, good-looking boy, popular with the other children, always on the lookout for a game or a bit of fun. Donald too was irrepressible, the only one of the boys who could give back to his father as good as he got. Arthur was spoiled—his parents, Frank especially, had wanted a girl, and until he was old enough to protest effectively, Arthur was dressed in girl’s clothes and wore a girl’s hairdo.I But Dick, as he was now called by everyone save his mother, was nicknamed “Gloomy Gus.” His nose, it seemed, was always stuck in a book. Frank “could holler all he wanted,” Floyd Wildermuth recalled, “but Dick would have a book and be out reading in the corner or behind the shed or anywhere he could go where Frank couldn’t find him.”8

One of Dick’s favorite books was Tom Sawyer. He liked the episode where Tom tricks Ben Rogers into whitewashing his fence so much that he learned it all by heart. Nearly fifty years later, when one of Mark Twain’s relatives, Cyril Clemens, visited him in the White House, Nixon recited the episode without a mistake. He told Clemens he had first recited the piece in a grammar-school Tom Sawyer play.9

Dick had a vivid imagination, and an impressive ability as a writer. In November 1923, when he was ten years old, he wrote a “letter” that read:

MY DEAR MASTER:

The two boys that you left me with are very bad to me. Their dog, Jim, is very old and he will never talk or play with me.

One Saturday the boys went hunting. Jim and myself went with them. While going through the woods one of the boys triped and fell on me. I lost my temper and bit him. He kicked me in the side and we started on. While we were walking I saw a black round thing in a tree. I hit it with my paw. A swarm of black thing came out of it. I felt a pain all over. I started to run and as both of my eyes were swelled shut I fell into a pond. When I got home I was very sore. I wish you would come home right now.

He signed off “Your good dog, Richard.”

Whether this strange document was a school assignment or a flight of fancy, or what, is not known. Nixon’s numerous psycho-biographers have assumed that it was a genuine letter to his mother, and consequently go to great lengths to analyze its hidden meanings, but all that is positively known about the document is that it exists, and that when Hannah gave it to Bela Kornitzer, who was interviewing her for a biography of her son, she presented it as “just another sign of her son’s intelligence.”10

Shortly after his eleventh birthday, Dick wrote another document, a job application. It was perfectly lined up on both sides, with small, neat penmanship, free of crossed-out words, and it showed not only his promise as a writer but also his eagerness to get out of the grocery store and away from Frank’s voice. The document responded to an ad in the Los Angeles Times.

DEAR SIR:

Please consider me for the position of office boy mentioned in the Times paper. I am eleven years of age and I am in the Sixth grade of the East Whittier grammar school.

    I am very willing to work and would like the money for a vacation trip. I am willing to come to your office at any time and I will accept any pay offered. My address is Whittier boulavard and Leffingwell road. The phone number is 5274. For reference you can see, Miss Flowers Principal of the East Whittier School. Hoping that you will accept me for service, I am

Yours truly,

RICHARD M. NIXON11

Despite the businesslike presentation, he did not get the job.

He was conscientious about his schoolwork. Classmate Raymond Burbank remembered that even on Saturday afternoons, “Dick very seldom came out and played. He was usually studying, and there were remarks and cracks made about it.” As a consequence of his bookworm habits, the long hours he spent at work, and his shyness and sense of unease when with a friend or a small group, he was not popular. “He was a little different from the rest of us,” another classmate recalled. “He was a kid you respected. He knew everyone, he was very good in class, and when you talked to him you always had his full attention. He was friendly, but not a guy you’d put on a backpack and go fishing with.”12

One characteristic that bothered his classmates was his love of argument. Like Frank, he enjoyed it for its own sake, although he was more inclined to use logic and reason than the strength of his voice to make his points. “He liked to argue about anything,” a classmate said. “No matter what was discussed, he would take the opposite side just for the sake of argument.” She recalled the day they returned from a picnic and Dick started an argument over which would be more useful to take with you into the wilds, a goat or a mule. First Dick argued for the goat, then the mule.13 Another time he was walking with Merle West and posed the question, “Would you think it would be wiser to marry a pretty girl or a smart girl?”

West thought to himself, “Oh, of all things,” and walked away.14

Dick’s lack of popularity bothered him; he compensated with aggressiveness. “Oh, he used to dislike us girls so!” Harriet Palmer Hudspeth declared. “He would make horrible faces at us. As a debater, his main theme in grammar school . . . was why he hated girls. One thing was strange, though. He said he didn’t like us, but he didn’t seem to mind arguing with us.”

He was terribly stuffy. Harriet recalled going on a seventh-grade outing to an amusement park at Long Beach with Dick. “My mother made me promise not to go on the roller-coaster. All the others went but . . . Dick made me stay on the ground. True to form, he wouldn’t let me disobey my mother. Then, when the others came back, he went for a ride alone.”15

Clearly, he needed all the help he could get from Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, which he would read aloud at night with his family, discussing passages together.16 It did not help much, at least initially—he just was not lovable, not like his brothers.

That he knew it, that he resented it, he made clear a half century later, when shortly after his retirement he told an aide, Kenneth Clawson, “What starts the process, really, are laughs and slights and snubs when you are a kid.” But, he added, “if you are reasonably intelligent and if your anger is deep enough and strong enough, you learn that you can change those attitudes by excellence, personal gut performance while those who have everything are sitting on their fat butts.”17

He did earn his classmates’ respect, if not their love. He brought home As, mostly, to Frank’s delight. He was the valedictorian for his grammar school. And, to no one’s surprise, he was the champion debater.

His first debate, in seventh grade, put him on the affirmative on the proposition “It is more economical to rent a house than to own one.” He came to his father for help. Frank believed the opposite of the proposition, but he drilled his son in the arguments against owning. Dick won the debate. Later that year, Dick was a member of a two-boy team opposing a girls’ team on the subject “Resolved, that insects are more beneficial than harmful.” Dick spent several days in the library, gathering facts, and he consulted his uncle Ernest, a horticulturist, who provided him with additional arguments in favor of bugs. He won that debate too.

DICK’S RECREATION was playing the piano, at which he showed some talent. At Christmas 1924, at Grandmother Almira’s house, he played for the family. His aunt Jane Milhous Beeson had studied music back East and was an accomplished performer and teacher. She suggested that Dick could develop his skills by coming to Lindsay, a Quaker enclave in central California, to live with her and take lessons. Hannah agreed, so Dick spent the first half of his twelfth year with Aunt Jane, Uncle Harold, and his cousins Alden and Sheldon in Lindsay.

He took daily piano lessons, and violin lessons from another teacher. His cousin Sheldon Beeson was also taking lessons. “I tried to encourage them to have a little competition,” Jane Beeson remembered. “I told them that the one who would get in the most practice would get a prize. Of course, Richard got it. Any kind of a game, why, he would just go all out to win. He was just that nature.”18

Memorizing came easily to him. Nor did he lose what he memorized. Fifty years later, he could still sit down and play through “Rustle of Spring,” which he learned from Aunt Jane. Whether he had a great talent or not cannot be known, because he did not pursue a musical career. Mrs. Beeson thought he did. At his 1969 inaugural, she sat in the President’s box with him during a concert. André Watts was playing. She leaned over and whispered to the President, “Now, Richard. If thee had practiced more on the piano, thee could have been down there instead of up here!”19

He loved music all his life. In his memoirs he said he had two great unfulfilled ambitions, to direct a symphony orchestra and to play an organ in a cathedral.20 But much as he loved music, it did not provide the challenge he was looking for.

Aunt Jane told Dick, “You can do anything you want to do if you want to do it badly enough. The reason people don’t accomplish their ideals is because they just don’t have the try and the tenacity and the ambition to see it through.” The principles sounded good to him; the thing was that he wanted to put them to use in a wider field than piano practice. Sunday school, for example, where he not only played the piano but participated actively in discussions. Aunt Jane recalled that “he was encouraged to get up on his feet, speak, and witness and give his testimony and lead meetings and that sort of thing.”21

The six months in Lindsay included a semester of school. Dick was in the second half of seventh grade. He had his first course in American history; his teacher, Aunt Jane said, was “inspired. Dick became fascinated with the Constitution and the lives of the people who helped to formulate it.” Dick read biographies of Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and others, children’s biographies designed to teach and inspire, and he did learn, and he was inspired. He continued to read the newspapers avidly, and once repeated to Aunt Jane a remark he had made earlier to his mother: “When I grow up, I’m going to be an honest lawyer so things like that [the Teapot Dome scandal] can’t happen.”

One day he was helping his cousins cut corn for Uncle Harold. The boys started throwing the corn at each other instead of into the wagon. Mr. Beeson gave his two sons a solid whacking. Dick walked over to him. “Uncle Harold,” he said, “I was throwing the corn too. I’m just as guilty as they are, so you must also punish me.” Mr. Beeson grumbled that he should not do it again and stomped off.22

IN JUNE 1925, Dick returned to Whittier, the store, and his own family. Arthur greeted him with a solemn kiss on the cheek; Dick later learned that he had asked their mother if it would be proper to greet Dick with a kiss, since he had been away so long.

Most people did not much like Arthur—one neighbor said he was “terribly spoiled” and that no one wanted to be around him—but Dick did. In an English composition he wrote when he was a freshman in college, Dick related fond anecdotes about Arthur, including the time Arthur got caught at age five showing “the world that he was a man by getting some cigarettes out of our store and secretly smoking them back of the house.” A gossipy neighbor saw him and told Hannah. Dick commented, “I have disliked that neighbor from that time.”23

In his freshman composition about Arthur, Dick wrote that in the summer of 1925 “Arthur . . . became slightly ill; just a case of indigestion, we thought. But a week went by and his condition became worse instead of better. He began to become sleepy; he did not want to eat; he wanted to rest and sleep.” Doctors were summoned; they shook their heads. One took a spinal tap; Dick recalled his father coming downstairs after the test. It was the first time he had seen his father cry. “The doctors are afraid that the little darling is going to die,” Frank said.

The parents sent Dick and Don to live with an aunt, so that they could give full-time care to Arthur. A few days later, on August 11, the aunt woke them at midnight and drove them home. Arthur was dead. The doctor listed the cause as “encephalitis or tubercular meningitis.”24

Dick took it hard. “He sank into a deep, impenetrable silence,” his mother said. In his memoirs, Nixon wrote, “For weeks after Arthur’s funeral there was not a day that I did not think about him and cry.”25

Frank too was hard hit. He half believed that the tragedy was a judgment from God, and thereafter refused to open his market or service station on Sundays. He became, one member of his church thought, “extremely religious, almost to the point of being fanatic.” Another recalled that he would get up to testify in church and shout, “We must have a reawakening! We’ve got to have a revival! We have got to get the people back to God!”26 He began driving his family to Los Angeles to revival meetings, where they heard such evangelists as Paul Rader and Aimee Semple McPherson. At one of the Paul Rader revivals, Nixon told Billy Graham in 1962, “We joined hundreds of others . . . in making our personal commitments to Christ and to Christian service.”27

Frank’s reaction to Arthur’s death was typically flamboyant; Dick’s was deeper and lasted longer. It made him determined to do even better, to make up the loss to his parents. Five years after the funeral, Dick wrote, “And so when I am tired and worried, and am almost ready to quit trying to live as I should, I look up and see the picture of a little boy with sparkling eyes, and curly hair.”28 The image was enough to make him work harder, try harder.

The effect of Arthur’s death on Richard Nixon has been speculated on by Nixon’s psychobiographers in greater detail than any other incident of his childhood. The assumption is that the event had to have had a major impact on Nixon’s developing character, because the death of a sibling always has a great impact on young children—guilt feelings leading to various kinds of neurotic behavior being the most common. But this is an assertion that is not proved. There is no evidence whatsoever that Nixon’s reaction to his brother’s death was in any way pathological. Death is always difficult for young children to deal with, but deal with it they must. Incurable child illnesses brought childhood death to many American households in the first half of this century. Tens of thousands of American children went through the experience of losing a sibling. Just because it was common, however, does not necessarily mean that Nixon was unaffected by it; it does remind us that he had seen other children die and could not have felt that God had singled out the Nixon family for special punishment. Whatever factors and experiences made Richard Nixon the man that he became, the death of Arthur was not one of the major ones.

Except in this sense, that he used Arthur’s death as a spur to work harder and to try harder. Frank interpreted the tragedy as God’s wrath, and reacted to it by promising God that he would rest and praise God on Sundays. Richard rejected his father’s interpretation. He turned the tragedy around and made it work for him, as yet another reason to strive for more.

ONE DAY months after Arthur’s funeral, Dick saw a customer shoplifting. She was a regular, with a large family, respected, and—in Hannah’s words—“one of our best accounts.” After Dick’s report, Hannah watched the woman the next time she came in, and sure enough the customer slipped a roast beef under her coat. It happened three days in a row. Hannah went to the police; the officer in charge said he would arrest the woman next time.

“Well,” Hannah said, “you wouldn’t have to publish anything in the papers if she were arrested, would you?” The policeman said he had no control over the papers.

Hannah talked the problem over with the family. Frank wanted an immediate arrest. But the woman’s sons were Dick’s classmates, and he disagreed. “Let’s drop the whole thing,” he suggested. “You can’t let them arrest her. You know what it will do to those boys to learn that their mother is a thief. Work it out some other way.”

The next day, Hannah followed the woman out to her car. “Is there something bothering you?” Hannah asked. No, the customer replied, nothing.

“Look under your coat,” Hannah said, before blushing, then turning and running back into the store.

The following morning the shoplifter came to Hannah. Tearfully, she confessed, then offered to pay a little each month until she had made up for what she had stolen. She begged Hannah not to let her husband know. Hannah agreed. “My husband thought the woman would never pay us back,” Hannah recalled, “but Richard was sure that I had done the right thing. It took months and months, but eventually she paid us every cent. Richard was right.”29

The store was a family operation. Everyone had specific responsibilities. When Dick was old enough to drive, his parents put him in charge of the vegetable counter. Over the next six years, he would get up each morning at 4 A.M. to drive the pickup truck to Los Angeles, where he would select produce from the farmer’s market, then return to Whittier, where he set up the vegetables for the day. Merle West noted how well he did the job: “Boy, I mean, old Dick could peel those grimed-up leaves off the lettuce and tomatoes and make them look like new again. He would set them up and fluff them and get the good ones on top.”30 Years later, Nixon told an interviewer, “Never again will I go by a vegetable stand without feeling sorry for the guy who has to pick the rotten apples out of it.”31

Despite his artistry with the lettuce, despite his skill on the piano and with the violin, and despite the long hours he spent in that old truck, Dick had no mechanical ability whatsoever. Gadgets that required any manual dexterity at all simply baffled him. One day he ran out of gas. He walked to the nearest station, bought a gallon, went back, and poured it into the tank. But the truck would not start. Dick ground away until the battery was exhausted. The problem was that the truck had a vacuum tank. There was no gas pump, and the gasoline had to be sucked into the carburetor through the vacuum tank.

Giving up, Dick hitched a ride back to Whittier. Harold filled a small can with gasoline, then drove Dick back to the truck in his Model T Ford. At the truck, Harold took the plug out of the vacuum, filled the vacuum tank, gave the truck a push, and it started.

Cleaning up, Harold turned to his brother. “Dick,” he said, “in your studies, you’ve studied about a vacuum tank, haven’t you?”

“Sure.”

“What’s the principle of the vacuum tank?”

Dick explained the principle, concisely and accurately.

“That’s the trouble,” Harold snorted. “You know it all, but you’re not practical. You don’t know how to use it.”32

For his part, Harold was a marvel with gadgets. He was especially good with electronics. He set up a radio in the store, with a microphone back in the house connected to it, so that when a radio station was switched on he could broadcast directly through it. Dick was best at putting on fake programs. He would introduce a song, then play it over the radio. When a salesman came into the store, Dick would do an “advertisement” about the man’s product, then say it was featured that day in the Nixon Market. He found he liked pretending, and was good at it—the radio gag was never discovered by any of the awestruck salesmen.33

IN THE FALL of 1926, Dick entered high school. Living in East Whittier, he was about halfway between Whittier High and Fullerton High, but the bus service went only to Fullerton, so he chose it. For Dick, coming from the small East Whittier grammar school, Fullerton High must have seemed monstrous. It had a thousand or so students and a representative cross section of Southern California population—rich kids, poor kids, middle-class kids, Quakers, Catholics, Mexicans, others. Alma Chapman, who made the move to Fullerton with Dick, felt “apart” from the other students, a hick. So did Dick, which reinforced his natural shyness and reserve.

The competition of high-school sports appealed to him, even though he was a boy who did not enjoy fighting. Don once recalled that “Dick used his tongue more than his fists.” Whenever tempers flared, Dick would talk his antagonist out of a fight. “I remember we used to have plenty of fights,” Don said, “but they were mostly verbal—and I think I lost them all.”34

Sports were ways for Dick to be one of the boys, something he had always found difficult. Furthermore, organized violent activity—football especially—was pure fun for him. The greatest of fun, in fact, the one thing in his life he could throw himself completely into purely for its own sake. In all other things, winning, not enjoyment, was his goal. But in football he could hurl all of his 140 pounds at his opponent knowing that he was going to lose the contest and not mind a bit.

He had a reputation not only for doggedness but also for fair play. In his arguments and debates, according to one of his classmates, he would often twist the truth, and otherwise act unfairly in order to win. But not in football. There was a motto stuck up in the locker room that quoted Teddy Roosevelt: “Don’t flinch, don’t foul, but hit the line hard!” Dick adopted it as his own, and his teammates and coach agreed that it fit.35

In grade school, he had played on the soccer team. In high school, at his father’s urging, he went out for football, basketball, and track. There were long hours of practice involved, much hard work, and much frustration. “Dick just didn’t seem to have the feel for it,” a teammate said of his athletic abilities, but he would appear faithfully for practice every day. Frank encouraged him by coming to watch the practice sessions, and although Dick never made the starting team, he stuck it out.36

That he did so was little short of amazing, considering his lack of success and considering his overcrowded schedule. Between sports, schoolwork, study, the store, and church, he hardly had time to sleep. In fact, he slept far less than normal. A classmate said, “I often worried about his health, because on my way home from my dates, I’d see him at his dining-room table, poring over the books at one-thirty in the morning. Then he would get up at four and go to Los Angeles and get the vegetables.” Dick kept to that brutal schedule through his high-school years and on into college.37

In class, he took the usual courses, English, history, math, science, and his favorite, public speaking. In it he learned the techniques of gestures, speech, enunciation, and vocabulary. He continued his debating activities.

In the fall of 1928, regular school-bus service to Whittier High began, and Dick transferred. Many teen-agers find a transfer midway in their high-school careers to be disconcerting, but not Dick. He already knew a number of the students, and anyway, as his Whittier principal, O. C. Albertson, put it, “He was a self-starter. He wasn’t shy at Whittier.” But, Albertson added, “He was just interested in being left alone enough to do the work he felt was important. He was too busy to be the center of any clique.” A friend put it a bit differently: Tom Bewley said that “his mind was always much too busy for him to keep his attention on small talk.”38

His inability to participate in casual conversation, a handicap that he never overcame, was also noted by his family. His aunt Olive said that “in his teens he would . . . grow weary of the small talk which went on in gatherings, and he would go away by himself to a secluded place, to read or just to be by himself. I always felt that he had a longing to be in educated company, where he could learn.”39

At Whittier High he signed up for prelaw, telling classmate Richard Heffern that he thought he would study law, then go into politics.40 Knowing that successful politicians are joiners of clubs, he signed up for as many as he could—the Latin Club, the debate team, the school newspaper, the school orchestra, and the athletic teams.

Like many teen-age boys, he was greatly concerned about his appearance, but as in athletics, he somehow could never get it quite right. Heffern recalled that “Dick either had pants too long, or they were too short.” He usually wore a necktie, and still insisted on having a clean, starched shirt every morning. “Give me anything to iron but Richard’s shirts,” one of the girls who helped Hannah declared. “He’s too fussy.”41

Although most of his fellow students thought of him as a grind, a goody-goody, and an overachiever, he was not above having a bit of fun. He and his cousin Merle pooled their resources and, for $300, bought a Model A Ford. On one of their first outings they drove into Los Angeles to attend a burlesque show, something quite daring for two Quaker boys to do. They double-dated together. “He wasn’t all that serious,” Merle commented years later; in the privacy of the backseat of the car with his girl, Merle said, “he was very normal!”42

He was no movie star for looks, but he did his best with what he had. His eyebrows were getting darker and more pronounced, his ears stuck out, and the incline on his ski-jump nose was increasing. He was losing the baby fat from his cheeks, but it was settling into his jowls, which were rapidly becoming his most prominent feature. He had dark, curly hair, cut precisely at the line of the top of his ears, but grown to considerable length. Heffern, who played violin from a position directly behind Dick in the orchestra, enjoyed “running my fiddle bow through his hair, thus throwing his hair down in front of his face.” When a piece was completed, Dick would warn through clenched teeth, “Don’t do that again,” but as soon as they began another number, “Down would go my bow again, and muss his hair.”43

DEBATE WAS the activity into which Dick threw himself totally. Before a debate, he would get so tense he could not eat. When he was not studying for the next contest, he would drive over to Fullerton or Los Angeles to hear other debate teams.44 His coach, Mrs. Clifford Vincent, said, “He was so good it kind of disturbed me. He had this ability to kind of slide round an argument instead of meeting it head on, and he could take any side of a debate.”45

In the spring of 1929, Dick entered an area-wide oratorical contest sponsored by the Kiwanis Club. The subject was the Constitution. Some fifty students at Whittier entered. The favorite was Merton Wray. “But lo and behold,” Wray recalled, “a young boy by the name of Richard Nixon transferred in from Fullerton and entered the contest.”

Wray spoke first. He took the position that the principles of the Constitution should be extended around the world, that there should be a worldwide Bill of Rights and a world government to guarantee it. Nixon came next, and his theme was far more welcome to the Kiwanis Club judges. As Wray said, “He had a tremendous empathy with his audience. He had a way of reaching out and getting hold of them.”46

Nixon called his speech “Our Privileges Under the Constitution.” Wray’s theme had been to extend those privileges; Dick’s was to limit them to those Americans who were responsible citizens and thus entitled to them.

After a brief reference to mankind’s centuries-long struggle for freedom, with a passing glance at the Magna Charta, Dick asserted that “the chief desire of man is that his life and personal liberty may be well protected.” He then praised the Constitution for its protection of the citizen from arbitrary arrest, and on that right he placed no qualification whatsoever. Other rights did not fare so well.

On freedom of worship, Dick said that Americans were “truly fortunate to have this privilege,” but he immediately warned against the danger that “persons may indulge in religious practices which are debasing to mind and character.” Who such persons were, he did not say, but he insisted that “their practices are in direct contrast to the spirit of the Constitution.”

With regard to freedom of speech and freedom of the press, Dick again saw dangers that others seemed to ignore. “There are,” he said, “some who use these privileges as a cloak for covering libelous, indecent and injurious statements. . . . There are those who, under the pretense of freedom of speech . . . have incited riots, assailed our patriotism, and denounced the Constitution.”

One struggles to imagine who “some” and “those” were. The year was 1929, conservative Republicanism was at its zenith, and there certainly were no labor agitators in Whittier, much less people going around denouncing the Constitution. Yet he delivered the lines with an intensity and sincerity that impressed the judges, who in any event heartily agreed with him. So did they approve of Dick’s praise for “laws . . . for punishing those who abuse their Constitutional privileges,” and of his statement, “We must obey the laws for they have been passed for our own welfare.”

The greatest of the constitutional privileges, Dick continued, was the sovereignty of the people, expressed in every citizen’s right to vote and in his right to hold office. He chastised those who failed to exercise the suffrage with a stirring passage: “To use the ballot is the citizen’s duty to himself, to his fellowmen, and to his country. It is his debt to those innumerable patriots whose sacrifices have made possbile his present day privileges.”

He went on to discuss the responsibility that devolved on those citizens who became officeholders, stressing their duty to give service willingly, to perform to the best of their abilities, and “to defend, maintain, and uphold the Constitution.” Then another good point, also well made: “By these two political privileges, of suffrage and of holding office, the American citizen is a ruler more powerful than any king.”

Dick’s peroration was appropriately grand and sweeping, as befit the subject: “The rule of the Constitution has been built upon the very rock of freedom. . . . It is our duty to protect this previous document, to obey its laws, to hold sacred its mighty principles, that our descendants may have those priceless heritages—Our Privileges under the Constitution.”47

It was a bravura performance, beginning to end, especially coming from a high-school junior. He won the contest. With the same speech, Dick went on to win at the district level. Wray, the idealist who was more concerned with extending human rights, was bitter, not only at this loss but also others he suffered in debates with Dick. In Wray’s view, “Since high school Nixon has had an uncommon ability to take advantage of a situation. . . . His success is due to knowing what to do and when to do it, perfect timing in everything.”48

The following year the contest was extemporaneous. Dick memorized his speech, which he called “America’s Progress—Its Dependence Upon the Constitution.” In it he used all his debating tricks. After a description of the growth of the United States since 1776, he posed his question: “What have been the causes for such stupendous progress, the forces which have made possible our present day world-wide power?” Then he offered what he called the three main theories commonly used to explain America’s progress: race (“the people who settled in this country were of a superior type”); luck (“the tremendous natural resources of the land were especially fitted for the development of a nation”); and political acumen (“this nation owes its present position to . . . the Constitution”).

According to Dick, there was force to each theory, but he pointed out that “surely we cannot say that the people who have settled in the southern countries are of an inferior type, for the Latin race once ruled the known world.” As to natural resources, everyone knew that those of South America “are inestimable in extent,” yet the continent was poverty-stricken.

This brought him to the heart of the question—what was unique to the United States? He then asserted as fact a proposition he had not proved, that “without question the Constitution has been the underlying force in America’s progress.”

If the logic was weak, the sentiment was strong. Once again, Dick saw enemies to the Constitution lurking about: “At the present time, a great wave of indifference to the Constitution’s authority, disrespect of its law, and opposition to its basic principles threatens its very foundations.” The source of these dangers he did not name, but he warned that “this wave of indifference to the laws of the Constitution must cease.” He won again, this time receiving a $10 prize from the school and a $20 award from the Los Angeles Times. In the district competition at Monrovia High School, he placed second—almost his only loss as a debater or orator.49

HIS POPULARITY with the small-business men who served as judges for the Kiwanis Club did not extend to the student body. In his senior year he ran for student-body president. He lost to a candidate whom he described disparagingly as an “athlete and personality boy.” As consolation he was appointed general manager of the student government.50

He was a consistent A or B-plus student, serious about his work, eager to learn. The marks did not come easily. He seldom relaxed, or engaged in comradery, or told small jokes. When a classmate commented, “You are lucky, Dick, to get such good grades so easily,” he did not respond with a quip, or a shrug, or any other casual retort. Instead, he replied solemnly, “It isn’t luck. You’ve got to dig for them.”51

AT THE END of Dick’s senior year, the Latin Club held its annual Roman banquet. The students wore togas, ate with their hands, and generally did their best to simulate a Roman atmosphere. After the meal, the seniors put on a three-act play in Latin, based on Vergil’s Aeneid. Dick played Aeneas and Ola Florence Welsh played Dido. It was his first venture as an actor, and he was not very good at it (the nature of the play hardly helped; Vergil did not have American teen-agers in mind when he wrote it). Dick was stiff and wooden, especially in the romantic scenes. When he threw himself on Queen Dido’s bier at the climax, there was—he later confessed—an embarrassing outburst of “catcalls, whistles, and laughter.” At the play’s end, the audience managed a round of polite applause. Determined to please, Dick rushed over to the teacher, June Steck, and volunteered to play the piano. “I’ll do anything to make the party a success,” he told her.52

Despite the relative failure of the play, he found that he enjoyed pretending to be someone else and felt that, given a decent role, he could be good at it. That he even tried acting came as a surprise to his classmates. It was a side of himself he had not shown, perhaps did not even know himself was there. Helen Letts remarked that “I couldn’t imagine him going into acting. With him, everything was factual, all cut and dried.”53 But Alma Chapman saw the link that her friend Helen missed. Dick, she said, was “strong as a debater” because debating was “partly acting. He could get worked up on a point in debating and sometimes give the appearance of anger, but it was all showmanship.” She said she never knew him to be genuinely angry; she felt he had complete control of his emotions and that his apparent outbursts of anger were just acting for effect.54

After the play, Dick and Ola Florence began dating, but it was an uneasy courtship. One of her friends commented that Dick “did not know how to be personable or sexy with girls. He didn’t seem to have a sense of fun.” Ola Florence probed a bit deeper: “He was smart and set apart,” she said of Dick, but she added, “I think he felt unsure of himself deep down.”55

Most high-school seniors are unsure of themselves, usually with good reason, certainly better reason than Dick Nixon had. He was a champion debater, had the lead role in the Latin play, was an honor student, and—upon graduation—was given the Harvard Club award as “best all-around student.” With the award came a scholarship to Harvard. There was also the possibility of a tuition scholarship to Yale. But although Dick had “dreamed of going to college in the East,” he had to turn down the offers, because the traveling and living expenses involved were too great. Instead, he settled on Whittier College. There he could live at home, and tuition was paid by his grandfather Milhous’ scholarship fund. “I was not disappointed,” Dick claimed in his memoirs, “because the idea of college was so exciting that nothing could have dimmed it for me.”56

THE REASON the family did not have the money to take advantage of such an unmatchable opportunity as Harvard or Yale was Harold’s long bout with tuberculosis. For the Nixon family, the tragedy of Harold’s illness hit harder than anything they had ever gone through, including Arthur’s death. Harold’s struggle with tuberculosis was expensive, it created tension and anxiety in the family, and it brought out the best in each of them, as they all made genuine sacrifices for Harold’s sake. Most of all, it brought them together.

Harold contracted tuberculosis in 1927. It was a disease already all too well known to members of both the Milhous and Nixon families. More than a half dozen had died as a result of TB over the past hundred years. Nor was the current generation spared: Jessamyn West contracted TB shortly after Harold did.

There were public facilities available for treatment, but Frank’s pride stood in the way. “My father refused to let him go to the county tuberculosis hospital, one of the best in the country,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs, “on the ground that going there would be taking charity.”57

Instead, one Sunday morning Frank went over to his neighbor’s house. “Harry,” he said to Mr. Schuyler, “I want you to come across the street with me.” Schuyler followed, and Frank pointed to the land behind his store. “Harry, I own this lot. I want you to buy it and pay me $85 per month so that I can put Harold in an institution in Arizona.” Schuyler agreed, and Harold went to an expensive private sanatorium, then to another in the Antelope Valley in California.58

Harold improved enough to come home in 1928, but then he began to slip again. He was not a good patient. His therapy was absolute rest, but Harold loved life too much to spend his waking hours flat on his back. Merle West was helping at the service station at the time and recalled that “the poor guy would come from the house, a hundred feet away, to sit and talk. He would come up that little incline and it would take him ten minutes to come that fifty or sixty feet up. He would just go a little bit, just gasping for breath and sit there. He had a bad case.”

Hannah hired a nurse to keep him on his back. “But old Harold did everything he shouldn’t do. I mean he never slowed down. He couldn’t stay down like he was supposed to. Now, Jessamyn, she practically died and this is what started her writing. She was on her back so long, flat on her back, couldn’t do anything so she started writing lying in bed.”59

Frank and Hannah drove to Prescott, Arizona, to find a place for Harold, but the treatment facilities were too expensive. Frank had no more lots to sell and could not raise the money for another private sanatorium. But Hannah insisted that Harold had to live in the high, dry Arizona mountains, widely believed to be the proper climate for TB cases, and that she be with him. She insisted that she alone could keep him quiet. She rented a cabin, at $25 per month, and took in three other tubercular patients to manage the expenses. The patients all slept on a screened porch, even in winter—a part of the recommended treatment. Hannah did everything for them, the cooking, cleaning, changing sheets, collecting and disposing of their sputum cups, scrubbing their bedpans.

Back in Whittier, Dick was in high school. Frank had to run the store alone during the day, when the boys were at school. They ate when they could, whatever was available. Occasionally Frank would drive the eight-hundred-mile round trip through the desert to Prescott for a weekend. “In our old car it took us fifteen or sixteen hours to get there,” Dick said. “It was no joyride.” Except for those few weekends, Frank, Dick, and Don were on their own.

In a 1968 campaign film, Nixon assessed the results of the separation: “It was a rather difficult time actually from the standpoint of the family being pulled apart. But looking back I don’t think that we were any the worse off for it. You shared the adversity and you grew stronger and took care of yourself. Not having your mother to lean on we all grew up rather fast in those years.”60

But, he also admitted later, “it was, from a financial standpoint, a disaster.” During the five years of Harold’s illness, he said, “my mother never bought a new dress.”61

IN THE SUMMERS of 1928 and 1929, Dick lived in Prescott. He stayed in the lunger cabin with his mother and the four TB patients, who were coughing blood. But he did little more than sleep there, because he was working every possible hour. He did stoop labor in the fields for twenty-five cents an hour; he got a job as a janitor in the local country club; he hustled various jobs at the Slippery Gulch carnival during the weeklong Frontier Days’ festival; he plucked and dressed chickens for a butcher shop. The job he liked best, and made the most money at, was as a barker at the carnival. In 1929, Dick’s Wheel of Fortune made the most money of any of the concessions.62

In 1930 a most improbable event brought Hannah home to Whittier. A doctor said that Hannah, then aged forty-five, was pregnant. Frank was thunderstruck. “The doctor doesn’t know what he is talking about,” he shouted. But the doctor was right.

It was unthinkable that Hannah continue to nurse TB patients, much less have her baby, in a lunger cabin. She came home, while Harold stayed in Arizona. The baby, a boy, Edward, was born in May 1930 in the Whittier Hospital.

A month later, Richard Nixon graduated from high school. That summer he worked in the store, and did a lot of reading to get ready for college.

SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD Richard Nixon was a mass of contradictions. He was sympathetic and solicitous to the woman who was stealing from the family store, but outraged and eager to punish those who spoke against the Constitution. He knew everyone in Whittier High, but had no real friends. He was a student leader, often in the spotlight, whether in plays or at debates, but shy around people and nearly petrified around girls, with whom he managed to be simultaneously awkward and aggressive. We may assume that he suffered from an inferiority complex, the price everyone has to pay for the glorious experience of being seventeen years old, but he managed to hide his self-doubts and appear confident and contented.

His ability to deny what others regarded as obvious became his way of dealing with things beyond his control. He denied, at seventeen and later in his life as well, that having to go to Whittier rather than Harvard disappointed him. He insisted that Whittier was plenty good enough. But could it possibly have been true? Could a young man as bright as he was, and as ambitious, really not care whether he went to Harvard or Whittier? Still, denial that it hurt was much the most effective way to deal with the hurt. It could not be helped; the reality was that he could not go to Harvard, so it was realistic on Nixon’s part to deny that he felt discriminated against or disappointed. Once again, he turned a negative into a positive.



I. The same indignity was visited upon Milton Eisenhower, Ike’s youngest brother, for the same reason.



CHAPTER FOUR


WHITTIER COLLEGE
1930–1934

IN SEPTEMBER 1930, Nixon entered college. He was seventeen years old, a year younger than his classmates. Harold had just come home from Arizona—he refused to stay there without his mother, and anyway insisted that he was well enough to work and carry his share of the load. For his part, Richard got up at 4 A.M., drove to Los Angeles, haggled over his purchases, drove back to the store, set up the vegetables, and then began his day. Afternoons and weekends he kept up the books for the store. He usually studied until past midnight.

At the end of his freshman year, he had one A (French), seven Bs, and one C (journalism). The 1931 college yearbook, the Acropolis, recorded some of his other freshman-year accomplishments—president of his class, member of the Joint Council of Control, president of the newly formed men’s club, member of the debate team, featured performer in two plays, reporter for the campus newspaper, and sweater winner on the freshman football team.

As will be seen, he was just getting started.

Henry Adams once described Teddy Roosevelt as “pure act.” The characterization fit Nixon’s college career perfectly. Whittier College provided him with an ideal setting for learning, for exercising and expanding his talents, for growing. It was small enough that he could be the unquestioned BMOC; it was good enough that he had no easy time reaching that position.

WHITTIER COLLEGE had about four hundred students. It began in 1887 as a Quaker Academy, and although by 1930 it was nonsectarian, it was “devoted to higher education with a constant overtone of Quaker responsibility in the social order” with the chief purpose being “to educate for Christian Democracy.”1 Most students came from the immediate area, about half from Whittier High. The majority of graduates went into teaching, the church, social work, or the YMCA, usually in Southern California. Of the eighty-five graduates of Nixon’s class of 1934, only twelve settled out of state, and twenty-two lived their lives within walking distance of the college.2 When Nixon entered the school, it could boast that the First Lady, Mrs. Herbert Hoover, was a graduate and a member of the board; President Hoover often sent the library a large consignment of books.3

The college needed the free books, because like so many small liberal arts schools, it was constantly on the brink of bankruptcy. Ola Florence Welsh worked in the office of the college treasurer while she was a student. “My instructions were first thing in the morning to open the mail and deposit any money right away. It was that close!” Faculty were often paid with real estate instead of cash, and the administration would take groceries in lieu of tuition. The football coach recalled hitching a ride to school in a truck filled with manure. The driver said he was delivering it to the school gardener as part payment of his son’s $125 per semester tuition. “Said he was just trading one type of B.S. for another type of B.S.”4

The school nestled in the shade of the tall eucalyptus trees on the side of College Hill, back away from busy Whittier Boulevard. Chapel was mandatory three times a week; smoking on campus was taboo. Everyone knew everyone else. Classes were small, students pitched horseshoes with the faculty, and social events involved the entire community. The faculty was young, idealistic, dedicated, and more concerned with teaching the students than researching and writing scholarly monographs. They had good degrees from good schools—Dr. Paul Smith, Nixon’s history teacher, was a recent Ph.D. from Wisconsin, where he had studied in the great Progressive tradition of Frederick Jackson Turner. Maxwell Anderson had taught at Whittier. Most members of the faculty were Quakers, but as Professor Smith pointed out, they were “far more liberal” than most Quakers.

The faculty encouraged the students to think for themselves, to question the received wisdom, to be independent. Dogma was anathema. Not even pacifism, that bedrock of Quaker belief, was sacrosanct. Smith noted that students “walked through the foyer of the administration building and saw two service flags hanging in that hall recording the names of those students and grads who served in World War I. Alongside was another flag with the names of those who were conscientious objectors. The flags hung there side by side.”5

Nixon characterized his English teacher, Dr. Albert Upton, as “an iconoclast. Nothing was sacred to him, and he stimulated us by his outspoken unorthodoxy.” At the end of Nixon’s junior year, Dr. Upton told him that his education would not be complete until he read the great Russian novelists. Nixon spent his reading time that summer poring through Tolstoy. He reacted with schoolboy enthusiasm and intensity to Tolstoy’s program for peaceful revolution, his passionate opposition to war, and his emphasis on the spiritual elements in life, to the point that he wrote in his memoirs, “At that time in my life I became a Tolstoyan.”6

THROUGH THE FIRST two and one-half years of Nixon’s college career, Harold’s condition worsened. In the family’s view, the reason was that he just would not rest.7 He insisted on working, and took a job fumigating the citrus groves. “Very dangerous work,” a friend said. “People died.” Harold hung around the local airport, ignoring the exhaust fumes and his father’s wrath when Frank found out he had gone flying. But “flying airplanes was his passion,” and the next week he would indulge himself again.

He became sicker. In 1932 his mother took him back to Prescott, where she once again took in other patients to pay the bills. He improved, and they came home again, Harold promising to be a good patient.

Instead, he threw himself into his last chance at enjoying life. Jessamyn West described one part of it: “Harold got himself engaged to a girl. He told Merle that if he was going to die he might as well have a fling.” “He was headstrong; devil-may-care,” a friend said of Harold. “At every turn [he] did the opposite of what his doctor and parents told him to do.”8

Richard, Don, Frank and Hannah, the doctors, everyone tried to talk Harold into going back to Prescott. Floyd Wildermuth remembered, “I tried my best to get him to go back to Arizona. He told me that he wouldn’t go back. He knew that he was going to die, but he would not go. I can remember begging him to go.”9

The pain was intense for all those involved. There was not a person who knew Harold who did not like him, and he was wasting away, almost visibly, with every cup of sputum he coughed up.

Richard loved his older brother. He looked up to him, competed with him as younger brothers will do, learned from him, admired him. Their differences in character were great, but they were bonded together as brothers in a happy family, sharing not only a heritage and a bloodline but innumerable experiences, a love for their parents, and a love for each other.

In February 1933, the second semester of Nixon’s junior year, Harold told his father he would like to see the desert. Frank dropped everything to make the trip, but three days after they left, they returned—Harold had had a hemorrhage. Harold told Richard that even so, he was glad he went. “I can still remember his voice,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs, “when he described the beauty of the wild flowers in the foothills and the striking sight of snow in the mountains.”

On March 6, Harold asked Richard to drive him downtown. They went to a hardware store, where Harold bought an electric mixer as a birthday present for Hannah. Richard had to support him on the walk from the car to the store. Back home, they hid the present.

The next morning, Harold said he needed to rest and that he would give his mother the mixer that evening. At noon Nixon was studying in the college library. He got a message to come home. When he arrived, there was a hearse parked in front of the house. Hannah told Dick that when he left for school, Harold had asked her to hug him close, then looked at her and said, “This is the last time I will see you, until we meet in heaven.” One hour later he was dead. That evening, Richard got out the cake mixer and explained to Hannah that it was Harold’s birthday present to her.10

Nixon was twenty years old at the time. Hannah said that when Harold died “he sank into a deep, impenetrable silence.” But she also noted that his already fierce determination was intensified. “From that time on, it seemed that Richard was trying to be three sons in one, striving even harder than before to make up to his father and me for our loss. . . . Unconsciously, too, I think that Richard may have felt a kind of guilt that Harold and Arthur were dead and that he was alive.” 11

IN HIS senior year, Nixon took “The Philosophy of Christian Reconstruction” from Dr. J. Herschel Coffin. The students called the course “What Can I Believe?” At the beginning of the course, on October 9, 1933, Nixon wrote an essay on his personal religious beliefs, always a subject of immense importance to college students and especially so to Nixon, because he had had such a strict Quaker upbringing and because he had lost two brothers to death in the past few years.

Nixon’s Quakerism had been shaken in this Quaker school. In his essay, Nixon sketched out his personal reconciliation of the Bible and modern science. The writing and the theme were not original, but for a college senior struggling with that most difficult and important of questions—What do I believe?—it was excellent. He wrote with feeling and verve, logic and confidence.

He was a birthright Quaker, he began, raised to accept the “infallibility and literal correctness of the Bible.” He had been warned by his parents “not to be misled by college professors. . . . ” Warned or not, he could no longer accept a literal interpretation of the Bible.

But, he added, “I still believe that God is the creator.” As to Jesus Christ, Nixon could not accept that He was the Son of God in any physical sense; rather, he argued, Jesus “reached the highest conception of God. . . . His life was so perfect that he ‘mingled’ his soul with God’s.” He could not accept the resurrection story, and criticized “orthodox teachers” for insisting that the physical resurrection of Jesus was the cornerstone of Christian religion. “I believe that the modern world will find a real resurrection in the life and teachings of Jesus.”12

From that point on, religion was no longer important to him. He continued his church activities, playing the piano and teaching Sunday school, but the church was not the center of his life. Hannah asked him about this time whether he would like to be a minister—he was such a powerful speaker, it seemed to her the perfect calling—but he dismissed the question casually, and never gave the ministry any serious thought. He had found a balance between what he had learned in his church and what he learned in school that satisfied him. Thereafter, there was nothing approaching a crisis of conscience or belief for Richard Nixon.

AS A STUDENT, even in his junior year when Harold died, Nixon was close to ideal. He was extremely intelligent, quick to learn, polite, a hard worker who did his homework and then some, with an impressive ability to absorb and remember facts. If he had a shortcoming, it was a lack of originality in his thinking, but he could follow the most intricate arguments or difficult texts, and he was excellent at summarizing what others had written or thought. He was not interested in originality, rather he wanted good grades. “I realized that, if I were to go on to law school, I would probably have to have a scholarship,” he later remarked. So “there was an urge to get the best possible marks . . . at Whittier.”

The teacher whom Nixon called “the greatest intellectual inspiration of my early years” was Dr. Paul Smith, from whom he took four courses. Smith eventually became president of Whittier College after a distinguished career as a teacher there. In his American history course, he played a record, obtained at great expense and quite rare—it was William Jennings Bryan delivering the Cross of Gold speech at the 1896 Democratic Convention. “A magnificent speech!” Smith declared. “Talk about a thrill in the spine, that’s it.”13 His text was the classic Morison and Commager Growth of the American Republic, Progressive in tone, magisterial in its judgments, sometimes critical, but at its heart a celebration of the American achievement.

Merton Wray remembered what a shock Professor Smith was to some of the more conservative Quakers. “The first thing this fellow did to these poor students was to introduce them to Beard’s economic interpretation of the Constitution.” 14 Smith was a Republican Progressive whose heroes included Lincoln, and he had Nixon read through the ten-volume Nicolay and Hay biography of Lincoln. As a result, Lincoln became one of Nixon’s heroes; others, more contemporary, included Woodrow Wilson and Bob La Follette.

A student who took classes with Smith said that the professor “tried desperately to get people to think of entering a public office. Paul Smith wanted leadership in government, and this was all you heard. I can remember one time seeing inspiration come over Richard Nixon in Paul Smith’s class. You just could almost feel him dreaming.” 15

Nixon’s examination papers, Smith said, “nettled me because they were always so terribly brief. He had an analytical mind rather than a philosophical mind. He had no addenda at all on the sidelines of the paper. He went to the heart of the thing. So far as the question, nothing was left out. He gave all of what was asked but he didn’t vouchsafe much beyond that.” Smith gave him straight As. He did almost as well in his other courses. He continued, in his own words, to “plug away.”16

AS NOTED, Nixon not only kept up with his schoolwork, and work for the store, but in addition he carried an enormous load of extracurricular activities. He began practically the first day he walked on campus; within a month he had been elected president of his class and had organized a new men’s society on the campus.

The idea of a new society was not original with Nixon, but he was the one who implemented it. Shortly after the semester began, and after Nixon’s victory in the class presidency race, a sophomore named Dean Triggs approached him. Triggs said that there was only one men’s society on the campus (fraternities were forbidden), called the Franklins. “They seem to be pretty powerful and kind of snobbish,” Triggs said. “I think they need a little competition.”

The idea appealed to Nixon partly because he was always looking for something else to do, partly because he resented the Franklins, who were alleged to be blue-blooded, wealthy young men who wore tuxedoes at their social functions. Nixon later denied that there were any class distinctions involved, although he did admit that his society was composed of men who “had to work their way through college.”17 But Paul Smith believed that there were sharp class differences on the Whittier campus, noted by everyone. “Dick could see this and he had to be part of it. His family wasn’t looked down upon, but the Frank Nixon family was in no way regarded at the social level of the Milhouses in Whittier.”18

In any event, the new organization was composed primarily of athletes, who were Nixon’s friends because he played on the freshman football team. Nixon put together a charter, gave the society a name (Orthogonians), a symbol (the square, standing for the well-rounded life of “beans, brawn, brain and bowels”), an insignia (a boar’s head), and a motto (Écrasons l’infâme, translated as “stamp out evil”). Nixon also wrote the Orthogonian song:19

All hail the mighty boar

Our patron beast is he

Our aims forevermore

In all our deeds must be

To emulate his might

His bravery and his fight

Brothers together we’ll travel on and on

Worthy of the name of Orthogonian

Naturally, he became the first president. The charter presented the society as a service club whose aim was to “develop campus spirit,” but its real function was as a social club. Once a month the Orthogonians held a ritual feast—spaghetti and beans—and sponsored dances and other events. They deliberately set out to be as different from the Franklins as possible, having their pictures taken for the Acropolis, for example, in open-necked shirts instead of the tuxedoes the Franklins wore. For their part, the Franklins called the Orthogonians “the big pigs.”

Nixon asked Dr. Upton, the English professor known as the Owl because of his thick glasses, to be the faculty sponsor. Upton agreed. If the Orthogonians wanted to be square, Upton said, that was all right by him—he was a sports fan and liked the players. But he warned them that they had to set the right tone. The Orthogonians, Upton later said, “recognized Nixon as a person they needed to compete with the Franklins. He was very trustworthy and he could outtalk any of them.”

Nixon’s first project in the late fall was to have the Orthogonians sponsor a dance in Wardman Gym. President Walter Dexter granted permission, although it was highly unusual to hold a dance on campus. “I don’t think he got an hour’s sleep that night,” a student said of Dexter, “for Quakers waking him up saying he was leading the students down the road to Hell.” Nixon attended the affair with Ola Florence, even though he hated dancing, because he was hopelessly awkward at it, but he took Ola anyway, for the principle of the thing.20

EVEN WITH the Orthogonians, his classes, football, and work, Nixon found time for a multitude of additional activities. He was a human dynamo in student government, the man everyone counted on. “If Dick Nixon took on a job,” one student said, “you could depend on it, it would get done.” Another said that “his interest and enthusiasm was just almost contagious.” He continued, “Dick did a lot of the menial tasks. He completed them and you’d say, ‘Who did that?’ And the reply would be, ‘Dick did it.’ ”21

He was a great booster of Whittier College, and quite in demand. He spoke before such groups as the First Methodist Church of Redondo or the Women’s Civic Club of Los Angeles so often that in his senior year the Quaker Campus reported that “Dick spends half his life speaking to various organizations on behalf of the school; let’s give him a hand. (He needs one. Has he shown you the four blisters, two bruises and one cut he received while helping to make the new path?)”22 In October 1933, the Quaker Campus announced a picnic in Woodland Park and informed the students, “Free transportation is being provided by Dick Nixon.”23 If he was not a thinker, he was certainly a doer, the type without whom student governments could not exist. Nixon’s big outlet, Ed Wunder remembered, was in “the fun of being in things, planning things.”24

In his sophomore year, Nixon was elected to the honorary Society of Knights, a newly formed service group of campus leaders. He ran for vice-president of the student government on a platform that promised, “My policy will be one of impartial cooperation with the president and executive committee in solving student problems.” He came in first in the primary, then won the final election over Norma Allen, 267 to 73.25 A classmate recalled Nixon’s elation and commented, “He wanted to win all the time; no matter what he was doing, he wanted to be a winner.”26

To do so, and to meet all his other obligations, he practically had to stay in perpetual motion. Charles Kendle remarked, “He could be here one minute and the next minute he would be in the library.” “He was always in a hurry to get to the next whatever-it-was,” Professor Smith said.27

Already he had developed that politician’s habit of being late. “There was only one thing wrong with Dick as a debater,” his debating manager said. “I had a lot of trouble getting him to be on time. He was never very good at punctuality. . . . But, once on the speaker’s platform, he displayed a sense of timing that was amazing.”28

At the beginning of his junior year, Nixon was the subject of a new Quaker Campus feature called “Impressions.” The text listed his many accomplishments and was accompanied by the first of what would eventually become tens of thousands of cartoons of Nixon. Done by student Richard Harris, it captured the qualities of Nixon’s face that Herblock, among others, relied upon—the dark, bushy hair, the heavy, straight-line eyebrows, the jutting ears, the bulging jowls, and of course the nose line.29 Nixon organized six dances that year, although they had to be held off campus, at the Whittier Women’s Club. He joined the History Society, and remained active in student government, football, debate, and was the lead in the junior-class play.30

In May 1933, he announced his candidacy for student-body president. His opponent was Dick Thomson of the Franklins. “Heavy campaigning is being carried on,” the Quaker Campus reported. Nixon’s platform was simple: “If elected president, I shall work for strict economy on the executive committee, student body dances on the campus, a more systematic use of the facilities within the student body for publicity in high schools and junior colleges, and better relations between alumni and the student body.”31

The issue he concentrated on was to allow dancing on campus. Thomson’s pledge was to work for a new student union building. Nixon won the election. Thomson analyzed the contest: “His issue had student appeal and I guess mine was a little too practical. I knew damn well I didn’t have a Chinaman’s chance. It was the silver-tongued orator up against a babbling idiot. Even if he didn’t say anything it sounded good.”32

Merton Wray, who had been opposing Nixon since high school and who supported Thomson, later said that the campaign “showed the tremendous ability that Nixon had to see a situation and take advantage of it.”

His campaign manager, Bill Hornaday, was impressed by Nixon’s abilities, not only as a politician but also as a student. “Nixon always knew what he was doing and was a planner with special goals. If he had certain things to do, they were well organized and he planned ahead what time would be given to them.” Hornaday admitted that he had to cram, but Nixon never did. “I’d stay up all night writing a thesis at the end, while his was always in ahead of time.”33

As president in his senior year, Nixon delivered on each one of his campaign pledges. At the beginning of the semester, he organized a reception for the entering freshmen, gave the welcoming address, and arranged for the entertainment.34 Then he took charge of homecoming weekend—“President Nixon has literally worked his head off lately,” the Quaker Campus reported.35 He turned to Professor Upton for help in fulfilling his pledge to improve relations with the alumni and townspeople; Upton suggested an “all-college weekend,” and Nixon eagerly took the idea and made it a reality. He brought in dance bands, arranged picnics, helped stage one-act comedies, planned games, made it possible for parents and alumni to spend a night in the dormitory, and gave a speech.36

During his year as president, he not only spoke to various clubs and civic groups on the virtues of Whittier College but also to numerous high-school classes on the joy of playing football for Whittier. His standard speech began, “You know the reason I play football for Whittier College is so I can make this speech.” According to one observer, “It just laid the kids in the aisle. Then he went on with a good pep talk for Whittier.”37

His high visibility engendered some resentment and hostility. “He was not generally liked by the girls whom I knew best,” a coed reported, “one of whom detested his admitted cockiness.” Another recalled that she “thought Dick Nixon was too stuck-up.” A classmate, Helen S. Larson, said of Nixon, “He had an almost ruthless cocksureness, which perhaps was the reason some students disliked him.”38

But more liked and admired him. A coed who took four classes with Nixon said he was a “brilliant student. His high scholarship ratings put him in a class by himself. So much higher, in my particular case, that I became one of hundreds who secretly admired and envied him more than he realized.”39 After Nixon returned to campus following a week-long trip with the Men’s Glee Club, the Quaker Campus gossip columnist wrote: “Nixon, Nicky to those who know him best and the idol of those who would like to know him better, silent for an interim in his otherwise voluble life. Glad you’re back, Nicky. Executive meetings weren’t the same without you.”40

The “Nicky” nickname, incidentally, never stuck. Although it seemingly was a natural, he hated it, and froze up whenever anyone called him Nicky. “Nothing is funnier than to call Richard Nixon ‘Nicky’ and watch him bristle,” the gossip columnist wrote. “I did it once and he was too surprised to speak, if you can imagine Nixon inarticulate.”41

His go-go spirit, his enthusiasm for everything, seemed to some of his classmates to be a put-on. One claimed that other students “would think of him as false. They just couldn’t believe that a human being could be that sincere and feel that strong about things, because most people would have to act to do this.”42 Another classmate said of Nixon’s enthusiasm, “I used to wonder if it was wholly genuine . . . how much was simulated for the benefit of all present.”43

One reason for the feeling of falseness was the well-known fact that Nixon hated dancing, but had run for the presidency as an advocate of on-campus dances and then, once in office, went all out to fulfill the pledge. He appealed to President Dexter, unsuccessfully—Dexter had been burned badly enough when he allowed the Orthogonians to have a dance on campus three years earlier. Nixon next went to the trustees. He pointed out that, like it or not, the students were going to dance. He argued that it would be better for them to dance on campus, under supervision, than to frequent the smoke-filled dives of Los Angeles. The trustees relented, and through Nixon’s senior year monthly dances were held in the gym, with bands brought in from Los Angeles.

“It was almost as if he had once upon a time taken a vow always to do his utmost,” a classmate said of Nixon as president. He fulfilled all his campaign promises, and then some. In the spring of 1934, as he prepared for his own final exams, he devised a plan to bring in the newly elected student-body officers and train them in their jobs before the end of the school year, instead of letting them come in green, as he had.44

No wonder that the 1934 Acropolis featured Nixon in the front of the yearbook. The story concluded, “After one of the most successful years the college has ever witnessed we stop to reminisce, and come to the realization that much of the success was due to the efforts of this very gentleman. Always progressive, and with a liberal attitude, he has led us through the year with flying colors.”45

HIS ONLY physical passion, and almost his only recreation, was football. To it he devoted huge chunks of his time and energy, from it he drew great pleasure.

“He loved to win,” a teammate recalled, but in football he never did. The highest he rose was to third-string guard on a thirty-three-man team. And yet, the teammate continued, “I think that he got more out of the game than we did.”46

When he entered college he had no plans to try to play football—after his experiences at Whittier High he had no illusions about his abilities. But only eleven men went out for the freshman football team in September 1930, so the coach came to Nixon and asked him to please come out so there would be one substitute available for the games. Nixon did his duty, and got to participate in every game. The next year he went out for the varsity, not out of a sense of duty, but because he liked hanging around with the athletes, enjoyed the prestige of being on the team, and most of all because he loved playing the game.

Every weekday at 3 P.M., all through the fall semester, he would put on the pads and go out to the practice field. The coach often kept them on the field until after dark, turning on the lights and using a white ball. On Saturdays, when Whittier was playing at home, Nixon would suit up for the games (he did not get to make the road trips). He seldom got into the games—nevertheless he got so nervous before they began that he could not eat. A teammate said he always tried to grab the seat next to Nixon at the training table “so I could eat my steak and his too.”47 When the coach did put him into the game, only in the last minutes after it was already won or lost, he was overeager. A classmate who was a linesman said, “When Dick went in, I always got out the five-yard penalty marker. . . . I knew he’d be offside just about every play.”48

In scrimmages during practice sessions, when the first team would ride roughshod over the third team, Nixon amazed his teammates with his tenacity and spirit. “Let’s get fired up,” he would yell before digging in for the next play. Again, he would get run over.

“He wasn’t cut out to play the sport,” Clint Harris declared. Clint played tackle, across the line from Nixon. “He weighed 155 pounds and was 5 feet 11 and just 17 when he entered school. I was 20, 6 feet 4 and 211 pounds.” Gail Jobe, also on the third team, recalled, “Nixon and I were cannon fodder. We used to get back there and make up our minds we’d smash some of them and we did. Guts. I’ll say that for Nixon. He had guts.”

Coach Wallace Newman agreed. “We used Nixon as a punching bag. If he’d had the physical ability he’d have been a terror.” Harris remembered the time Newman kept the first team running the same play over and over again, to get it right. Nixon was the point of attack. Harris liked Nixon, but he knew that Newman was watching him and he dare not let up. “I remember now the sound of the impact of leather, canvas, and muscle; the heavy breathing of the players,” Harris said. “I remember thinking, ‘Dick Nixon, I don’t know why you do this, but I admire your red-blooded intestinal fortitude. . . . ’ ”49

“When a player got hurt,” teammate Charles Kendle recalled, “the first guy that talked to him would be Dick. Dick would be over giving him a pep talk: ‘You won’t be out long, you’ll be back in a couple of weeks.’ ” Kendle also sat on the bench; he remembered Nixon as a keen student of the game. As the game proceeded, “Dick would analyze and tell you what the tackle was doing or what the guard was doing.” At halftime Nixon would go around the locker room telling each player what a great job he was doing. On a number of occasions, the coach would ask him to give the pep talk before sending the team out on the field.50

Nixon admired Coach Newman “more . . . than . . . any man I have ever known aside from my father.”51 Newman, called “Chief” by everyone because of his Indian blood, was a former All-American from USC and longtime Whittier coach. Invariably, observers compared him as a coach to Vince Lombardi. “With him ‘good enough’ wasn’t good enough,” Kendle said. “Show me a good loser,” Newman told his players, “and I’ll show you a loser.” He said it was all a question of “being willing to pay the price.” After a loss, he would say, “Now look here. I don’t believe in this business about being a good loser. You’ve got to hate to lose, and that means that once you lose, then you fight back.”

In his memoirs, Nixon flatly declared, “There is no way I can adequately describe Chief Newman’s influence on me.” He credited Newman with drilling into him “a competitive spirit and the determination to come back after you have been knocked down or after you lose.”52

“HE TRIED [football] and it made him unanimously popular on and off the campus,” one student wrote of Nixon. “I shall never forget the tremendous roar which went up from the rooting section when Dick got into the line-up.”53 But he was a long way from being an athletic hero, and he had no girls hanging on him as he went about campus.

In fact, he had a hard time with the girls in general. “Let’s face it,” one coed said, “he was stuffy!” He was also shy and not much interested besides. “All of us would have to needle Dick a little bit to be sure that he came up with a date,” one Orthogonian said. “I don’t believe that girls were as important to Dick as they were to some of the rest of us.”54

Nevertheless, he was the steady beau of the most popular girl on campus, Ola Florence Welsh. Their high-school romance continued through the full four college years, although not without some problems along the way. “He’d go out with other girls but would not tell me,” Ola said, “and I’d find out about it. I’d go out, but he always knew” and always complained.55

Ola was a small girl, with brown hair, a pert nose, a ready smile, and a trim figure. She was nearly as active as Nixon, in student government, in plays, and in her women’s society. Their classmates considered them an odd couple nevertheless, because Ola had such a good sense of humor, and Nixon had none, and because Ola moved easily in any company and was much sought after as a date—thirty years later men were still boasting that they had once dated Ola Florence—while Nixon had no social graces at all, and was popular only as a leader, not as a person. “Why do you go out with him?” Ola’s girl friends would ask her.

“I just thought he was the smartest man that ever was,” she once gave as her answer. “We’d have marvelous arguments and talks. We used to argue politics constantly. He was a Republican. I thought Roosevelt was wonderful and he detested him.”56 At another time, she remarked, “I don’t know why in retrospect I found Richard Nixon so fascinating. I am not counting out sex appeal, which as a subject, believe me, we didn’t discuss in those days. . . . I considered myself provincial and him worldly.” She told one Nixon psychobiographer that she considered him “a shy boy friend,” and told Fawn Brodie, “We were very puritanical. There was no hanky-panky.”57

He sometimes treated her shabbily. Gail Jobe said, “I remember the night of one of the dances. He came in 10 yards ahead of her and didn’t act like she was with him.” Jobe saw his chance and moved in on Ola, much to Nixon’s displeasure. But at the next prom, Nixon got mad at Ola and drove off alone. She had to call her mother for a ride home.

Mrs. Welsh did not approve of Nixon anyway, and she detested his habit of honking his horn at the curb instead of coming to the door to meet her daughter. Ola enjoyed parties and gatherings, but she said of Nixon, “He didn’t know how to mix. He would never double date. He had no real boy friends. And he didn’t like my girl friends. He would stalk out of the room where they were, his head high.”58

He just did not have time for an intimate relationship, nor did he have any idea how to go about it. He was “nervous on dates,” Kenn Ball remembered. “He was no lady’s man. I think he went on dates because he thought it was the thing to do.”59 And Ola Florence herself said, “He seemed lonely, and so solemn at school. . . . Sometimes I think I never really knew him, and I was as close to him as anyone. I still feel some of that—he was a mystery.”60

The relationship grew weaker rather than stronger. At first it was only an occasional tiff: “He’d be harsh and I’d cry,” Ola said. “Then we’d make up.”61 By their senior year, the fights—really, the temperamental differences—grew worse. Ola wanted to be “free and swinging.” Nixon was hardly the beau for that. In addition, “For the first time I began to feel that I wasn’t good enough for him.”62 One night they disagreed, over the telephone, on plans for the weekend. Nixon got furious and slammed down the phone, saying, “When I see you again, it’ll be too soon.”63 People had assumed that they would get married after graduation, but by the time it came, the relationship between them was barely alive.

IF HE COULD NOT shine in personal relations, he could in public, most of all in his own favorite extracurricular activity, debate. It was in his debate experience, more than the classroom or the student government, that he got his real education. The debaters had to be prepared to argue either side of difficult questions, such as repayment of the war loans, or free trade, or the powers of the President, and other current issues. They studied hard—one room in the library was set aside for them, its contents changed for the various topics. Thanks to debate, in other words, Nixon was rapidly becoming an expert on the subject that fascinated him above all others, contemporary politics. As he noted in his memoirs, debate was “a healthy antidote to certainty, and a good lesson in seeing the other person’s point of view.”64

On most issues, he remained neutral so far as his personal beliefs were concerned, although he became a convinced free trader from his debates. On the question of whether a free economy was more efficient than a managed economy, he also had strong views, warning that “absolute control would destroy the benefits of the individualistic system, such as individual initiative, moral responsibility, and competition.”65

He was on the four-man varsity debating team all four years. Together the students drove around the West, tens of thousands of miles, debating some of the top teams in the country. They won more than they lost, and one year beat the national champions from Redlands University.

The team manager, Kenn Ball, said that Nixon was a successful debater because he was never afraid of a challenge. “Another big attribute was his ability to get his opponent off-balance. He would so fluster the other speaker with his steady attack of irrefutable facts, that his opposition would become emotional and stop thinking clearly.” A team member, William Hornaday, recalled Nixon as a debater: “He was very astute and serious, no humor, it was all to the point. . . . He would always have a surprise, but he never left himself unguarded.”66

Nixon was an active analyst of his own emotions, and like an actor knew how to use them effectively. He was free with his advice too. “To be a good debater,” he told his teammates, “you’ve got to be able to get mad on your feet without losing your head.”67 “Pour it on at this point’ he would tell them, or “Save your ammunition,” or “Play to the judges: they’re the ones who decide.”

Nixon once almost lost his temper, Ball reported, after losing a debate. “Both of us became upset. We thought we should have won. His first inclination was just to walk out. But then he controlled himself and turned around to talk to the judge and see what he did wrong. The judge said we had not clearly defined the issue. The next time we did it right.”68

The story illustrates how well Nixon had learned to control his temper, indeed to use his anger as a spur, transforming it into an internal challenge to do better next time. He had a way of turning negative emotions into positive assets. He may have been Chief Newman’s worst football player, but he was the coach’s best student. “You must get angry,” Newman told him, “terribly angry about losing. But the mark of a good loser is that he takes his anger out on himself and not on his victorious opponents or on his teammates.”69

Nixon’s powers of memorization were a great help to him in preparing for the debates. How good those powers were he demonstrated when he entered the Reader’s Digest Southern California Extemporaneous Speaking Contest. The contestants were required to read each article in the Digest stretching back some months. When they appeared for the contest, they were told to speak extemporaneously on a randomly selected article. Nixon was given “Youth of 1933,” and he won hands down.70

NIXON ENJOYED acting on the stage almost as much as he did debating from behind the podium. The students put on a major production each year, and Nixon was an actor in every play put on during his college career. Twice he was the lead—in Bird in Hand and in The Price of Coal. Bird in Hand came in his junior year. The Quaker Campus critic pronounced it “the finest dramatic performance yet witnessed at Whittier College.” Nixon, the critic continued, “gave an outstanding performance as Thomas Greenleaf, a middle class English inn keeper. He carried his part with exceptional skill. His interpretation of a difficult character was accomplished with a finesse seldom displayed by amateurs.”71

Professor Upton was the drama coach. “Dick loved the stage . . .” Upton said of his pupil. “He was one of our first successful actors. . . . I wouldn’t have been surprised if, after college, he had gone on to New York or Hollywood looking for a job as an actor.” In Bird in Hand, Nixon played the part of an old man whose daughter, played by Ola Florence, eloped with a scoundrel. “My first problem was to teach him to walk across the stage as if he were at least forty years older,” Upton said. “He had to express profound grief over the elopement. . . . ”

In rehearsal Nixon got the walk down pretty good, but he could not summon real tears. Upton feared he would never make it. “Now, there are tricks to this,” he told Nixon. “If you just concentrate real hard on getting a big lump in your throat, I think you can cry real tears.” Then, to Upton’s delight, “on the night of the performance, Dick sat in his chair as a man of sixty-five, and the tears rolled down and dropped off his nose as he told the pitiful story of losing his daughter. Buckets of tears. I was amazed at his perfection.”72

Forty-five years later, Nixon told interviewer David Frost that he never cried except in public before an audience. When, in 1952, Eisenhower kept him on the ticket after the Checkers speech, Nixon put his head on Senator William Knowland’s shoulder and wept. Upton, watching on television, exclaimed, “That’s my boy! That’s my actor!”73

IN JUNE 1934, Nixon graduated from Whittier College. He was on the honor society for the fourth straight year, and was second in his class. That spring he had seen a notice on the bulletin board announcing scholarships at a newly created law school at Duke University, in North Carolina, and had applied. He asked Professors Smith and Upton to write letters of recommendation.

Smith wrote: “I do not wish to badger professional schools on behalf of our students and it is only when I feel that we have an unusually well qualified one that I feel free to write to you as I do.”

Upton wrote: “During the four years in which I have observed his rather prominent career at Whittier College he has displayed human understanding, personal eloquence and a marked ability to lead. He is intellectually honest, modest and youthfully enthusiastic. If he has any handicap, it is his lack of sophistication.”74

In late May 1934, Nixon got the good news—he had won a scholarship to Duke’s Law School. “The night he found out,” Ola remembered, “oh, we had fun that night. He was not only fun, he was joyous, abandoned—the only time I remember him that way. He said it was the best thing that ever happened to him. We rode around in his car and just celebrated.”75

If Nixon had spent more such evenings with Ola, he could have won and held her love. But if he had spent more such evenings, he might well have failed to win his scholarship. The choice was his, he made it, and he never regretted it, although he did regret losing Ola. But it could not be helped—she had to be sacrificed to his ambitions. Wooing and winning Ola would have involved the strong possibility of marriage, and children, with Nixon remaining in his father’s grocery store to support his family. Much as he liked Ola, he did not love her enough to give up his ambitions, which extended far beyond the confines of the grocery.

“His ambition was a little engine that never quit.” Billy Herndon said that of Abraham Lincoln. The statement fit Nixon as well. “We just always assumed he was going to law school,” Ola said. This was in sharp contrast to his fellow graduates, nearly every one of whom went to work immediately in that Depression year.76 None, however, were surprised at Nixon’s decision. In bull sessions with the Orthogonians, he had often said that he was going to study law and then go into politics.

That he had a talent for it was obvious to all his classmates. One of them said of Nixon, “Whatever he became involved in, he had to be the leader. When he sees a need for something, he not only tries to do it himself, he tries to get everybody else involved in helping to do this and getting it going the way he thinks it should go.”77

Nixon’s various triumphs at Whittier College almost demanded prophecy, and his fellow students were ready to make their own. Ola Florence thought he would go on to the Supreme Court. The Orthogonians thought he would go even farther. “If this fellow keeps it up the way he is going,” they said to each other, “someday he will be President.”78

ALMOST THREE DECADES later, after he had lost the 1960 presidential election, Nixon described what he called “the Great American Legend as to how presidential candidates are born and made.” The legend, he said, had a mother taking her child on her knee, looking into his eyes, sensing that there was something truly extraordinary about the baby, and saying to herself, “You, son, are going to be President some day.” From that time on, Nixon continued, “he is tapped for greatness. He talks before he walks. He reads a thousand words a minute. He is bored by school because he is so much smarter than his teachers. He prepares himself for leadership by taking courses in public speaking and political science. He drives ever upward, calculating every step of the way until he reaches his and—less importantly—the nation’s destiny by becoming President. . . . ”79

Nixon denied that his legend had anything to do with him, but by that stage of his career, denial of what seemed obvious to everyone else had become second nature to him.

NIXON GAVE MUCH to Whittier College, and got a great deal in return, but one thing he never found there was friendship. He had a close student-teacher relationship with Chief Newman, and a good social relationship with the Orthogonians. He was widely admired and respected and had few enemies. But he had no real friends either. Bill Hornaday was his campaign manager, sat with him in class and beside him on the football bench, was a fellow Orthogonian and a fellow debater. They were together for many hours on almost every day for four years. Yet Hornaday felt he did not know Nixon. “I wouldn’t say he was highly loved,” Hornaday said, “because there was always this barrier. Always. You didn’t feel like going and putting your arm around him.”80

Nixon placed this barrier between his classmates and himself. He was a mystery to his steady girl friend. He was always lonely, even though his frenetic life-style meant that he was almost never alone. Harold’s death played an important role in his loneliness, because Harold was his best chance at establishing an open, trusting, honest, loving, adult relationship with another human being. Harold could have thrown an arm around him, given him a hug, penetrated his mysteries, told him to stop being such a stuffed shirt, taught him to laugh and see the funny side of life, in general made him loosen up and enjoy himself. Harold was the kind of boy people did want to hug, or go backpacking with, and he might have brought out such qualities in his younger brother had he been healthy and had he lived. But Harold was not well enough to do these things for Dick before he died, and no one else could take his place.

Hannah thought that Dick might have felt guilty about surviving Arthur’s and Harold’s deaths. It seems just as likely that he felt cheated, deprived, abandoned, that he was sorry for himself, not for Harold. It also appears that his reaction was to never again give his love and admiration, as he had to Harold, for fear of the pain of separation.

In any event, as a college student Nixon was not trying to be loved. He was trying to get ahead, and he was successful. His recommendations to Duke were glowing. Along with those from Smith and Upton, there was one from Whittier’s president, Walter Dexter, who wrote the Duke Law School dean, “I cannot recommend him too highly because I believe that Nixon will become one of America’s important, if not great leaders.”81



CHAPTER FIVE


DUKE LAW SCHOOL
1934–1937

DUKE’S LAW SCHOOL in 1934 was brand-new, but it had almost unlimited financial resources, a magnificent campus, and a determination to become the best law school in the South. The money came from James Buchanan Duke, who had made a fortune in tobacco and left a huge endowment to Trinity College in Durham, North Carolina. The austere little Methodist college took the money, and its benefactor’s name, and almost overnight became a modern, comprehensive university. To attract gifted students to the Law School, in 1934 Duke offered twenty-five scholarships to an incoming class of forty-four. There were twelve professors; Duke kept the student-teacher ratio low to raise the school’s reputation.

Nixon’s letter from Dean Justin Miller, informing him that he had won a scholarship (a $250 full-tuition grant), also warned him that to retain the award in his second and third years he would have to maintain a B average or better.1 When the letter arrived, Hannah said in 1960, it was “the proudest day of my life—yes, even prouder than the day Richard became Vice President. I was in the kitchen, baking pies. . . . The door swung open. Richard had an open letter in his hand. He waved it excitedly. ‘Mother, guess what!’ he exclaimed. ‘I have a scholarship for Duke!’ ”2

He arrived in Durham in September, and was almost immediately beset by a crisis of confidence. For all its virtues, Whittier College was a small, backwater place. Going there from Whittier High was not a big step up—in fact, Nixon did little more than cross the street. Many of his college classmates had also attended Whittier High, and the remainder came from nearby high schools that were also competent but hardly outstanding. The competition had not changed, and Nixon’s impressive success at the college had come with relative ease.

All that changed at Duke. Whittier College could have fit into one small corner of the Duke campus. There were beautiful gardens, lovely walks, spires and towers and stained glass everywhere. To Nixon, “Duke was like a medieval cathedral town.”3 He was three thousand miles from home, clear across the North American continent, the first time he had ever been east of the Rocky Mountains. He was meeting more new people in a day than he met in a year at Whittier, and from all over—the forty-four students in his class came from thirty-seven states. And he was challenged as Whittier could never challenge him. On his first day, he learned that his fellow students called the scholarship program “the meat grinder,” because of the twenty-five awarded scholarships in 1934 only twelve would be renewed in 1935. A B average, it turned out, would not be enough by itself to stay on scholarship.

The competition was intense, far more so than at Whittier. One night in October, studying in the library, Nixon began to doubt that he could ever make it at Duke. He was homesick, overwhelmed by the material thrown at him in the seven courses he was taking, and worried that if he failed to hold his scholarship he would never be able to finish law school. He was so clearly upset that William Adelson, an upperclassman who happened by, asked him, “What’s wrong?”

“I’m scared,” Nixon replied. “I counted thirty-two Phi Beta Kappa keys in my class. I don’t believe I can stay up top in that group.”

“Listen, Nixon,” Adelson rejoined, “you needn’t worry. The fact that you are studying so late yourself shows you don’t mind hard work. You’ve got an iron butt, and that’s the secret of becoming a lawyer.”4

Adelson was right on the mark. Duke used the case-study method—students were required to commit innumerable cases to memory, were expected to be able to give the details and the judgments in litigation of all types. The secrets to success were a strong memory and a willingness to sit in the library for endless hours. Nixon had both.

But it took more than one casual remark, indeed even more than outstanding grades in his first semester, for him to realize that he was capable of competing with the best on a national level. He wrote regularly to Ola Florence. They were “sad letters,” she recalled. “He sounded like he was close to quitting two or three times.”5

His financial situation added greatly to his anxiety. His scholarship was precarious, and he knew that his parents could not pay his tuition. Frank was loaning him $35 per month for his living expenses, and he made another $30 or so per month working in the library—the money came from the National Youth Administration, a New Deal agency. As will be seen, he lived as close to the bone as he possibly could, which was much closer than other poor students, indeed as close as most monks get. In fact, he could have lived more comfortably, had he wished, but he was saving money for a special purpose.

Money just did not matter to him. Had he wanted to make money, he could have stayed in Whittier and expanded the family business. Nor did he care very much about what money could buy—he would just as soon have a five-cent candy bar for breakfast as a fifteen-cent platter of eggs, he was indifferent as to his clothes, could not have cared less about his living accommodations, and could get along very well without the relaxation of an expensive date. He wanted only one thing out of Duke, a good law degree, and he got it.

AS A LAW STUDENT, Nixon’s chief characteristic was his willingness to work. A classmate recorded, “Some of us might fudge on the hours we worked at the library. Nixon never would. He was a copybook kind of guy without being obnoxious about it.” Bill Perdue, who roomed with Nixon from January 1935 until they graduated, said, “Nixon had a quality of intensity in him, worked hard, pretty intense guy—he had a sense of privacy and not terribly strong on humor.” Professor Lon Fuller said Nixon was competent, “though not terribly imaginative or profound. And he was what today we’d call uptight—there was the suggestion of an intellectual inferiority complex.”6 Whatever the cause, a classmate put it bluntly when he called Nixon “the hardest-working man I ever met.”7

Anxiety and pessimism drove him to work ever harder, but sometimes, nevertheless, he was close to despair. “I’ll never learn the law,” he complained. “There is too much of it.”8 The challenge seemed too great. “I had never been faced with such an overwhelming mass of material.” He complained enough, and looked sufficiently downcast, to earn the nickname “Gloomy Gus.”

The name had another meaning, classmate Lyman Brownfield recalled. “There was a comic strip character by that name who was always puncturing people’s fanciful balloons, bringing them down to earth. That was Nixon.”9 Another student remembered Nixon as “a very studious individual—almost fearfully so. I can see him sitting in the law library hunched over a book, seldom even looking up. He never smiled. . . . Even on Saturday nights, he was in the library, studying.10

“He never smiled.” What an extraordinary thing for a young man who actually had a very nice smile and a great deal to smile about. When he allowed himself to smile, he could light up a room. He had good, straight, gleaming white teeth, with nice crinkles around his eyes. In repose, his heavy jowls sagged and added years to his appearance, but when he smiled, the jowls lifted up, dimples appeared, and what had been a slightly sinister appearance became a glowing one. But so seldom did he allow himself to feel good about himself that “he never smiled,” and his classmates at Duke, like those back in Whittier, nicknamed him “Gloomy Gus.” The art of studying is the art of applying the seat of the pants to the seat of a chair, and Nixon had not traveled across the continent to indulge himself in feeling good or counting his blessings. He stayed in his chair, his head down, eyes riveted on the printed page. He did not have time to look up and flash a grin of acknowledgment at a fellow student passing by.

The work paid off. At the Christmas break in 1934, he was maintaining an A average and stood near the top of the class. For the holiday, he joined his younger brother Don—who was attending Guilford Preparatory School in North Carolina—to drive to New York, their first visit to the city. They had saved money for the vacation, which was primarily a shopping expedition. As Hannah told the story, “The two boys . . . pooled their money, and they bought something for which they had also saved a long time—a fur piece for me. It was my first.”11

Nixon had not only saved, he had sacrificed for that gift. For living quarters, he had moved into an abandoned toolshed in the woods near campus. A maintenance man found him there, studying, in an eight-by-twelve-foot shed, lined with corrugated cardboard. There was a bed but no stove. Amazed, the maintenance man asked, “You mean you’re going to school and can’t afford a room? You’ll freeze to death.”

“I’ll manage all right if you don’t run me out,” Nixon replied. Thinking to himself, “This boy must want an education real bad,” the maintenance man decided not to report him.12

To Nixon, there was no sacrifice involved in this Spartan style of life. He was indifferent to creature comforts. He really did not care what he ate, so long as it would sustain life, nor where he slept, so long as he could get enough sleep to be alert in class and the library, nor what he wore, so long as it did not excite comment. He did not regard student poverty as either romantic or crushing; he did not particularly like it, but he did not particularly mind it either.

Following Christmas vacation, Nixon took a room at $5 per month, which he shared with Bill Perdue. He got up each day at 5 A.M., studied until classes began, worked afternoons in the library at menial jobs paying thirty-five cents an hour, and studied again in the evening until midnight or later.

Classmate Brownfield had a 1926 Packard, into which Nixon and eight other students would pile each day for a drive to a boardinghouse where they could eat all they could hold for twenty-five cents. That little trip provided the students with a major outlet for their physical energy. “Every time we collected in the car,” Brownfield remembered, “the group climbed on someone’s back and didn’t let up until we reached the boardinghouse. Sometimes it was Nixon, sometimes it was someone else. . . . Nixon was thoroughly at home in the horseplay and joined in both as subject and tormentor. . . . ”13 He also tried to get in an hour of handball each afternoon, which provided him with an opportunity to take a shower in the locker room.14 Another major form of release from tension came at the Duke football games, where Nixon cheered so loudly he came away hoarse.

NIXON’S CONSISTENT high marks brought attention to him, as did his willingness and ability to speak up in class. For all his private doubts and “Gloomy Gus” fears, he still had that old confidence he had felt as a debater for Whittier when he rose before a group.

One of his professors, Douglas B. Maggs, would deliberately press the students when he called on them to recite. Believing that a lawyer should be able to think under stress, he would raise his voice, pound his desk, ask questions bluntly or even insultingly, and generally try to create tension. Standing up to Maggs was “not easy,” Brownfield remembered. “For the first couple of months I think all who did so felt a little like Christian martyrs facing the lions. Maggs would reduce you to a shambles in class. He’d make you look like an idiot.”

But for Nixon, Maggs’s classroom confrontations were mother’s milk. He would be nervous before the bell rang, Brownfield said, but once he got on his feet to make a point, “I never saw him back down. I remember Nixon standing Maggs off in our freshman torts class.”15 Another student reported that “Dick was obviously just as nervous as anyone else, but, from the first time he recited in any class, I never saw him back down. . . . ”16

IN THE SUMMER of 1935, Nixon and Don drove back across the continent to California to spend the summer working in their father’s store. Nixon also tried to rekindle the romance with Ola, but was as inept as always. Although they had exchanged correspondence through the year, she had been dating Gail Jobe regularly (and would marry him shortly thereafter), and by no means considered herself to be Nixon’s betrothed. But he thought of her as his girl, and even assumed that they would someday get married. He was not, however, willing to go to parties with her friends, or otherwise be the kind of person who appealed to her.

“He came home one time,” she later said of that summer, “and was talking about torts. I said that’s something you cook, and he said, ‘You’re going to have to learn something about the law terms now.’ ”17 Instead of learning law, Ola got rid of Nixon.

Ola’s rejection was Nixon’s only contact with women during his years in law school. He never had a single date at Duke. “There were a few girls I liked and would have enjoyed dating,” he later said, “but I didn’t have the money.” Time was another problem, as was an absence of social graces. A classmate said that Nixon was “stiff and stilted when talking to girls, informal and relaxed with male students.” He seldom joined in the occasional social gatherings. Ethel Farley Hunter found him “dour and aloof, not given to fellowship.” In addition, she said she “found his value system unattractive. . . . He was not unmoral, just amoral. He had no particular ethical system, no strong convictions.” But she also recognized that “he was there to learn skills and advance himself personally.”18

To those ends he continued to devote himself with his monklike dedication through his second year. Beyond the football games and his handball workouts, the only diversion he allowed himself was politics. In the spring of 1936, he ran for president of the Duke Student Bar Association. His opponent was Hale McCown, a popular campus figure who went on to become a member of the Supreme Court of Nebraska. Nixon won easily, according to his classmates because his scholastic ability was superior to McCown’s.

Nixon also found time to serve on the law review, Law and Contemporary Problems, for which he wrote articles including “Changing Rules of Liability in Automobile Accident Litigation.” He continued his job for the NYA in the library. His boss, a Miss Covington, was “a woman with set notions” and no student wanted to work for her—but Nixon had to. Brownfield recalled that “Dick was . . . subjected to a lot of ribbing because of his boss, but during my three years with him I never heard him complain about her. I am always reminded of his school job when I see his self-control and reserve in the face of severe abuses in politics.”19

The work in the library, the research and writing for the Law and Contemporary Problems, and the time taken to campaign for office, all took a toll in Nixon’s second year. His average began to slip. At the end of his first year, he stood third in the class, behind Perdue and Brownfield. But toward the end of his second year, he felt he was in real trouble with his class standing.

Late that spring of 1936, Nixon, Perdue, and Frederick Albrink were walking past the dean’s office. The grades and class standings were due to be posted, but for some reason there had been a delay. Restless and anxious, the students decided on action. There was a narrow transom above the dean’s door, and although the door was locked, the transom was open. Nixon was the thinnest of the three, so Perdue and Albrink gave him a boost. Once inside, he opened the door; together the students found the key to the dean’s desk drawer and located the records. Nixon learned that he had fallen below third place, that his average was B-plus. They replaced everything and left.

The incident remained unknown until Nixon told it to Bela Kornitzer in 1959.20 In the mid-seventies, after Watergate, it was revived and re-examined—“Nixon’s first breaking and entering”—and a great fuss was made over it. Fawn Brodie, who was full of moral indignation, interviewed Albrink and Perdue about it, but both denied that it had any special significance. “We found the files . . . and looked at them,” Albrink related matter-of-factly. “Didn’t take any . . . didn’t change any. This was night; there was nobody in the building. What the heck!”21

THAT SUMMER, Nixon took the train back to Whittier, where he again worked in the store. In the fall, he moved into a shack in the woods with Albrink, Brownfield, and Perdue. They gave the cabin a fanciful name, Whippoorwill Manor. They had a single room, no electricity, no plumbing, only a sheet-metal stove and an outhouse. There was also a water pump outside. There were two double beds; Albrink and Brownfield shared one, Perdue and Nixon the other. “The first guy up would usually light the paper we kept in the stove,” Albrink recalled. “We’d have heat for about five minutes and then the stove would be too hot to touch for an hour. You had to get dressed and out fast.”

Nixon was up first, often rising an hour before the others so that he could get in the extra study time. “He was always thoughtful,” Brownfield said. “When he’d get up early he’d dress in the cold, so we could use the stove when we got up.” Nixon kept his shaving gear tucked behind some books in the stacks of the law-school library. He shaved in the men’s room. His showers were in the gym, after handball. The roommates bought secondhand textbooks and shared them.22

Nixon’s roommates were southerners who shared their region’s prejudices and outlook. Back at Whittier, Nixon had been responsible for bringing William Brock into the Orthogonians—Brock was a star halfback and the only Negro on campus.23 Segregation in the South, in the years before World War II, was total, unquestioned, observed by all, and none of Nixon’s roommates could understand how on earth he could ever sit down at the same table with a Negro. When he said he had done it often, in his home as well as with the Orthogonians, they were doubly shocked.

For his part, Nixon began to learn, and to some extent to appreciate, the southern point of view, not only on race relations but also on the Civil War. When he came to Duke, Nixon said years later, “I was utterly convinced that Ulysses S. Grant was the best general produced on either side in the Civil War.” But after rooming with Perdue for two years, “I was almost convinced by [his] constant hammering on it that Ulysses S. Grant would be lucky to be about fourth behind Robert E. Lee, Joseph Johnson, and Stonewall Jackson.” He learned from Perdue to call the conflict the War Between the States.24 Nixon also said that although he could not agree with his southern friends on the question of race relations, “I learned in these years to understand and respect them for their patriotism, their pride, and their enormous interest in national issues.”25

He remained adamant on the race question. “He was shocked and disturbed at the prevalent North Carolina treatment of the Negro population as an inferior group,” one classmate recalled. Another remembered his “very strong moral convictions.” Nixon “never let many opportunities go by to express himself on those convictions with a great deal of feeling and finality.” Specifically, he objected to the mistreatment of Negroes. “He looked upon the issue . . . as a moral issue and condemned it very strongly as such, but did not realize the problems that confronted the people of the South in regard to the negro.”26

ALTHOUGH NIXON was president of the Student Bar Association, his position was more honorary than demanding. His responsibilities were to preside over the monthly meeting, which consisted of little more than introducing the speaker. He joined the Iredell fraternity, and did extracurricular work in the local legal clinic, primarily legwork on cases coming up for the district prosecuting attorney. That work was for free, but he added to his income by doing some research for Dean Horack under the auspices of the NYA. Horack and his wife took such a liking to Nixon that they frequently had him over for dinner, usually spaghetti, his favorite meal.27

A free meal was an event worthy of note, as Nixon continued to deny himself all but the bare essentials. Five weeks before graduation he wrote his folks, “The budget for the remainder of the year says that I will need $25. That, I am happy to say will be the last check I’ll be asking for—for good—I hope’28

NIXON’S MATERNAL grandmother, Almira Milhous, helped out from time to time, with a $5 or $10 bill, or a package of food. She sent her grandson a pair of badly needed glasses. In return, he wrote her in early December of 1936 a letter that would melt the heart of any grandmother anywhere.

“At this Christmas season,” he began, “I should like to be sending you a gift which would really express my love for you—but it will probably be several years before I reach such a high financial level—if ever.” So, he explained, he was sending “this Christmas note” in lieu of a present. “You will never know how much I’ve appreciated your rememberances,” he continued. Even more, however, he said he appreciated being a part of her extended family. “Sometimes—in our spare moments, some of us indulge in reminiscing sessions here at school—and the boys are amazed at the remarkable person I describe as my Quaker Grandmother. I myself share their respect.” He signed off, “Your Loving Grandson, Richard Milhous Nixon.”29

FOR CHRISTMAS vacation, Nixon used his savings for a trip to New York City. Bill Perdue went along, as did Harlan Leathers. They were job hunting, and they made the rounds of all the top law firms in the city. Wild Bill Donovan, who later commanded the OSS, was head of one; Herbert Brownell, Jr., who became Eisenhower’s Attorney General, was a member of another; Thomas Dewey was associated with a third. Nixon was most impressed by Sullivan and Cromwell, of which John Foster Dulles was senior partner.

Perdue and Leathers, ranking first and second, got good jobs, but Nixon—ranking third in a small class from an unproved law school—did not. In 1959 Nixon declared, “If they had given me a job I’m sure I would have been there today, a corporation lawyer instead of Vice-President.”30

That is where most of his classmates thought he would end up. “It just never entered our minds,” Albrink said, “that he would make a career in politics.” Another classmate said he thought of Nixon “as the man least likely to succeed in politics.”31 Basil Whitener, who later became a congressman from North Carolina, declared, “Nixon was not outward, but seemed shy. He was friendly in a quiet way. He was no smiler then; quite the contrary. Like most others, I figured he would wind up doing a wonderful job in a big law firm, handling securities or other matters that need the attention of a scholar, not a politician.”32

It was a mark of how completely Nixon had suppressed himself that his classmates could not envision a political future for him. But in truth his ambition to be a leader was stronger than ever; to it he sacrificed his chances with Ola, his own physical comfort, and his recreation and entertainment for three years. He was interested in prestige, power, a leadership role, not the big money a top law firm could give him.

He was so uninterested, in fact, that he almost did not make the job-hunting trip, and only agreed to go at the last minute. Nor did he find New York attractive. To save money, they stayed at the YMCA. Perdue recalled that “in our naïveté we went into a saloon and ordered a sandwich. We waited interminably and found out later they had to send out for the sandwiches.” Small wonder that, in Perdue’s words, “Nixon was not charmed by New York . . . he had a West Coast prejudice.”33

About a month after they returned to Durham, Nixon got a letter from Donovan, Leisure, Newton and Lombard asking if he would return to New York for another interview. “By that time,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs, “I was no longer so keen on the idea of starting out in that cold and expensive city.”34

Instead, he went to his professors for advice. Lon Fuller recalled, “He said he thought he might go back to Whittier and practice law. I sort of said ho-hum about that. I thought he could do better than that.” Nixon said he had also been thinking of the FBI. “I said I thought he was too good a man for that, too.”35

The FBI was recruiting at Duke, and as Nixon later remarked, “The FBI looked very good to a young lawyer wanting work that year.” He submitted an application and had an interview. He also had Dean Horack write the director, J. Edgar Hoover. Horack went all out. Nixon, he wrote, is “one of the finest young men, both in character and ability, that I have ever had the opportunity of having in my classes. He is a superior student, alert, aggressive, a fine speaker and one who can do an exceptionally good piece of research when called upon to do so.”36

Like Professor Fuller, however, Horack thought Nixon was rather too good for the FBI. But he knew Nixon better than Fuller did, had spent time with him discussing his future, and had a better sense of where Nixon was going, and how to get there. When no job offer from the FBI came through,I Horack called the discouraged Nixon into his office.

“Dick,” he said, “if you’re going to go into politics, go back to your hometown and establish yourself in a law firm.” Nixon decided to do just that.

GRADUATION WAS glorious. Nixon was third in his class and therefore a member of the Order of the Coif, an honorary society. At the Senior Beer Bust, an outdoor party in which the senior class played the faculty at Softball, Nixon astonished his classmates when he caught a Softball in one hand while holding his beer in the other.

He was not accustomed to drinking—he had never touched alcohol at Whittier and had been to only a couple of beer parties at Duke. After three or four beers, he mounted a picnic table and delivered a speech that convulsed his audience, in the process showing a side of himself he had completely suppressed throughout his years at Duke—his acting ability and, of all things, a genuine talent as a humorist.

Brownfield had a vivid memory of the speech. He recalled, “With a completely serious expression, [Nixon] titled his talk ‘Insecurity,’ and he managed to get everything about Social Security so tangled up and backwards that he sounded like Red Skelton.”

Throughout graduation week, Brownfield continued, “every time a group of students found him near a convenient table, they tried to get him to make a funny speech. But . . . he seldom responded.”37 His mother, father, little brother Edward, and Grandmother Milhous—then eighty-eight years old—drove across the country to attend the ceremonies, and he concentrated on showing them around campus, not entertaining. “I’m fundamentally relatively shy,” he explained in 1959 to Stewart Alsop. “It doesn’t come natural to me to be a buddy-buddy boy.” He added, “I can’t really let my hair down with anyone.”
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