
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Advance Praise for 
Behind Closed Doors

			“Ken Khachigian has written the most lucid, most important work about the postwar period. For an inside look at how ugly politics can be—and how noble—you cannot miss this book. I still love Ken after fifty years and you will, too, when you read this jewel of a memoir.”

			— Ben Stein, economist, law professor, multi-Emmy award–winning actor, speech writer for presidents Nixon and Ford, novelist, and screenwriter

			 

			“This is essential reading for anyone wanting to know how Ronald Reagan shaped his crusading message of economic growth through tax cuts and limited government. Khachigian’s is a fascinating account by one who takes you into the rooms where the decisions were made.”

			— Larry Kudlow, host of Fox Business Network’s Kudlow and former director of the National Economic Council

			 

			“To understand Nixon and Reagan, the two crucial presidents and coalition builders of the last third of the twentieth century, the insights of Ken Khachigian, the confidant who advised them both, seem indispensable.”

			— Pat Buchanan, White House aide to presidents Nixon  and Reagan

			 

			“Ken Khachigian is a great conservative and patriot, and his book will give you the inside view of a presidency that will go down in history as one of greatness and strength.”

			— Ed Rollins, Ronald Reagan’s White House Political Director

			 

			“Ken Khachigian offers a riveting account of his thrilling journey through American history at the sides of two monumental Presidents. If you care about where America has been, and where it’s going, this is a must-read!”

			— Monica Crowley, PhD, former Assistant Secretary of the Treasury, news analyst, and bestselling author

			 

			“Ken Khachigian will draw you inside a generation of White House leadership and details how Reagan revived the American economy and lit a prairie fire of patriotism across America.”

			— K. T. McFarland, American political candidate, former government official, and political commentator

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 979-8-88845-272-1

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-88845-273-8

			 

			Behind Closed Doors:

			In the Room with Reagan and Nixon

			© 2024 by Ken Khachigian

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover design by Conroy Accord

			Interior photos courtesy of the Ronald Reagan Library and Foundation and the Richard Nixon Library and Foundation.

			 

			This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: A black tree with text

Description automatically generated]

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The End as the Beginning

			LeaderShip 80 lifted off for Iowa from Los Angeles International Airport, and instead of the captain’s voice, Willie Nelson was wailing “On the Road Again.” The passengers laughed as Ronald Reagan rolled an orange down the aisle while rind and juice splattered on cameramen and film crews. Economic adviser Martin Anderson leaned over with a broad smile and said, “Welcome aboard!”

			September 29, 1980

			Until now, I had given up hope of being other than an observer of the presidential election. Only six years before, I sadly turned in my White House pass as a casualty of Watergate’s melodrama, and now, with only five weeks remaining until election day, I was the newest scriptwriter for Ronald Reagan’s biggest starring role.

			I didn’t begin my adventure on Ronald Reagan’s stage as a walk-on. The audition covered many years, with coaching by the president who resigned. I wouldn’t have had the opportunity or the preparation for entering Reagan’s circle as wordsmith, confidant, and adviser without being tested in the preceding years. My incredible decade at the summit of government and politics arose out of the dust of political collapse.

			August 8, 1974

			There was little to do but wait.

			I told Pat Buchanan about the memo I had written to the Old Man and taken over to Rose Mary Woods. “It’s too late, KK; it’s locked in.” Yet, it wasn’t official, so I went upstairs to see Rose. Was there any way I could help? She was at her typewriter, crying. She tried to be cheerful and told me my memo was good. Then she turned. “I’m sorry; I can’t talk anymore.” She was typing Richard Nixon’s resignation speech.

			Steadily, the White House Police began locking the White House doors, and as I reentered the Executive Office Building (EOB) up to room 128, I saw the president’s attorney, Fred Buzhardt. He was wan, wasted, sunken. Throughout, he had been stellar, wily, and creative with legal maneuvers for naught. He stopped to talk. “It’s all for the best, Ken.”

			I was dubious and angry: “I hope they will leave him alone.”

			Fred looked directly and piercingly at me with words I would never forget: “Don’t worry; that’s part of it. He’s not leaving without those understandings being reached.” He repeated, “Don’t worry about that, Ken.” I remembered them a month later when Gerald Ford issued Nixon’s pardon.

			Buchanan and I sat moping when my secretary reported the Washington Post’s Carl Bernstein calling. “What’s the mood there?” Only a predatory ass would think to call at such a moment. It wasn’t enough that Bernstein would cash in on Nixon for the rest of his life; he was gloating over his political corpse. I thought of only one response: “Why don’t you go watch ‘Deep Throat,’” and slammed down the phone. He called back immediately to complain to my assistant Jo Ellen Walker that I hung up on him.

			She replied, “Yes, he did,” and hung up on him again.

			That night, the president delivered his resignation speech.

			August 9

			The weather was overcast—a metaphor. The East Room, quiet and funereal. We waited for Nixon and his family. Marine aide Major Jack Brennan bellowed their arrival: “The president of the United States and the First Lady!” Tears flowed from fellow speechwriter Ben Stein and, nearby, Chris Albert, the rare female military aide. When Nixon finished, the room was silent, except for the piercing voice of United Press International’s Helen Thomas, shoving and screaming at the Secret Service, “Get out of my way; let me through!”

			The Old Man entered the white-top helicopter for the last time, turned around, and waved. He left, and as the honor guard rolled up the red carpet, we slumped off, wondering what came next. Later, with John and Pat Coyne, my wife Meredith and I fought our way through the drunk and drugged-up mob celebrating in Lafayette Park to ponder our future over drinks at Trader Vic’s.

			Fall, 1967

			I was a second-year Columbia Law student but had loved politics since attending California Boys State in high school. The opportunity was Richard Nixon’s improbable comeback to the presidency. I wrote a letter to Nixon at his 20 Broad Street law office to volunteer on his campaign. The first letter was unanswered, so Meredith walked over another from where she worked on 30 Wall Street.

			Patrick J. Buchanan responded to say he would “be delighted to get together…to see if something cannot be worked out.” Buchanan, an affable, rapid-fire talker, signed on with Nixon in 1965, on leave from an editorial writing job at the St. Louis Globe-Democrat. About my interview, Buchanan always joked that my Columbia student credentials made me a suspect as a “Rockefeller spy.” It began a lasting professional and personal relationship as Pat became boss, mentor, colleague, and lifelong friend.

			Ann Volz supervised me answering correspondence at the cramped 521 Fifth Avenue headquarters that evolved into a full-time summer research position thanks to Martin Anderson. Marty was a brainy economist best known for skewering government overreach in his book, The Federal Bulldozer. Next door to my sixth-floor cubicle when the campaign moved to 450 Park Avenue was Nixon’s foreign and defense policy adviser, Richard V. Allen. Dick was a self-assured, wise-cracking thinker with prolific writing and briefing skills. The eclectic team included Nixon’s law partner and “idea man” Len Garment—a former jazz saxophonist in Woody Herman’s band, along with my domestic policy chief boss, Alan Greenspan, a Woody Herman bandmate of Garment’s and an acolyte of Ayn Rand.

			Among the most important men I met and whose friendship I treasured was Bryce Harlow, whom Nixon knew from their Eisenhower days. Bryce’s fascinating work history included clerking for General George C. Marshall. Harlow designated me his headquarters contact for incoming messages while he traveled with Nixon. When South Dakota senator Karl Mundt unfairly took me to the woodshed for a perceived oversight, Bryce salved my wounds in his quiet Oklahoma drawl, saying that “the only thing a senator can’t stand is an unattended microphone.” His wordsmithing talent made him a favorite of Ike’s, who called him his “meat and potatoes” writer. He was a true mentor who shared his extraordinary wisdom throughout the Nixon years.

			After completing law school and joining the State Bar of California, Meredith and I returned to the East Coast, and I arrived in the EOB eighteen months after Nixon’s victory to join Herbert Klein’s communications team. The former editor of the San Diego Union and one-time Nixon press secretary, Herb now oversaw a substantial operation to support administration policies. My job was to produce sharp-edged prose with punchy and quotable language destined for local, regional, or national news for delivery by White House surrogates in Congress, cabinet members, and national Republican figures.

			It was perfect training for the 1980 campaign years later, where I was expected to produce provocative messaging for daily headlines and sound bites to lead the evening news. My first White House days with Nixon also taught me the art of working under pressure with the focus on writing for limited word counts—the fifty-yard sprint instead of the long-distance run.

			Subsequently, I was assigned to work with Pat Buchanan to research likely 1972 Democrat party opponents, and after the primaries documented the leftist views of South Dakota senator George McGovern. We put the information to use at daily 9:15 a.m. meetings in Chuck Colson’s office for daily messages sent to Republican communicators throughout Washington. Following a postelection White House reorganization, my efforts earned me a position on the presidential speechwriting staff and a modest promotion.

			The Paris Peace Accords ending the Vietnam War were signed on January 27, 1973, and all was going smoothly…until February 7 when the United States Senate created its Select Committee on Presidential Campaign Practices, and the Watergate special prosecutor was appointed three months later. Attorney General Elliot Richardson made the inexplicable decision to appoint a partisan Democrat, Archibald Cox, to head the Watergate Special Prosecution Force. Cox operated Jack Kennedy’s 1960 presidential campaign brain trust against Nixon and quickly proceeded to bring on many of his Kennedy-era colleagues to his staff of nearly forty lawyers. The fox was in the henhouse.

			On October 20, Cox rejected a White House compromise regarding the verification of White House tape recordings, and that evening, Cox was dismissed by Solicitor General Robert Bork after Nixon fired both Richardson and Deputy Attorney General William Ruckelshaus for refusing to dump Cox. On October 30, the House Judiciary Committee began consideration of possible impeachment procedures, and on February 6, 1974, the House, in a formal resolution, directed the Judiciary Committee to begin the impeachment inquiry.

			10:05 a.m.—August 5, 1974

			“The Old Man’s not going to resign,” Buchanan told me as we sipped coffee upon his return from presidential chief of staff Alexander Haig’s strategy meeting.

			Buchanan and the president’s lead Watergate defense lawyer, Jim St. Clair, did not see Nixon during the previous day’s Camp David sessions, advising only through Haig and press secretary Ron Ziegler as intermediaries, but it appeared the message was to stand ground. However, Pat alluded to the new tape recordings of which we had been told a few days earlier, but cautioned, “We’re not going public just yet.” He confirmed it was specifically the June 23 conversation between Nixon and chief of staff Bob Haldeman.

			Pat didn’t disclose that he had already read that tape transcript, which, at the time, we mistakenly believed involved Nixon directing the CIA to prod the FBI to deflect the investigation. He also withheld that he was already in the resignation camp and said as much to the president and first family. I would have been sickened to hear that Pat had counseled pulling the plug. I strongly believed the president would be better served by actions that were bolder and more aggressive, elements that were lacking in our anti-impeachment efforts. The failure to keep the staff informed in the face of resignation rumors only weakened internal determination and resolve.

			At 4:00 p.m., the June 23 tape was released. The president’s statement was interpreted as acknowledgement that he had asked the CIA to request the FBI to back off for national security reasons. My colleague Geoff Shepard dubbed it the “smoking gun” tape, and the wheels began coming off our defense. Just four days earlier in Al Haig’s office, our anti-impeachment efforts had been decently structured. With a few words, Nixon blew our plans out of the water.
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			The end was set in motion on July 24 when the Supreme Court ruled eight to zero that the president must turn over recordings of sixty-four conversations to the presiding judge of the Watergate cover-up trial, and I ended a working vacation to monitor the House Judiciary Committee’s final deliberations. I wore three battle hats as a lawyer with writing skills and political judgment. To help manage the “war room,” Haig brought on a young West Point graduate and Vietnam veteran, army major George Joulwan—a loyal and committed aide he could trust to get things done. Years later, George earned four stars to become supreme allied commander, Europe.

			July 31

			Joulwan called me into his cubicle office to get my views on organizing for the impending impeachment proceedings. “Everybody I talk to says Khachigian is the key, and everybody wants you working for them.” Joulwan bemoaned that even in the midst of crisis, there was attempted empire building, with separate senior staffers looking to create the strongest teams—conflicts between Ron Ziegler and Ken Clawson, and between Ziegler and Haig. That’s a natural disease in the White House with individuals who rise to the top, and it later seriously infected Ronald Reagan’s staff. When service, vanity, advancement, and public notice are combined, nearly all who pass those portals are driven to excel and gain the president’s favor. However, big motors don’t always propel vessels in the right direction, leading to outcomes that can have especially acute consequences at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

			Ken Clawson, smart, aggressive, and mouthy, was a former Washington Post reporter now serving as director of communications. Joulwan thought Ken was looking for more staff and power to do as he saw fit for high-profile combat, but made it clear, “We’ve got to bring Clawson under control.”

			I was in no position to make staff assignments or demands regarding my role. “Look, George, put me wherever you want, but wherever I go, we have to be more aggressive, less defensive, and willing to take the fight to the public and to the Democrats on the Judiciary Committee.” George Joulwan thanked me and told me to stand by. With our asses on the line, I thought personal aggrandizement shouldn’t be a consideration, and I wondered if the president knew his staff was acting in this fashion as his presidency hung by a thread.

			August 1, 6:45 p.m.

			Al Haig called us in to discuss the full impeachment defense. Colonel Alexander M. Haig began his service as military assistant to Henry Kissinger and rose quickly to earn his fourth star in January of 1973, when Nixon appointed him Army vice chief of staff. Handsome, charming, self-assured, and a chain smoker, he sat at Bob Haldeman’s former seat at the conference table, lit up a cigarette, and called us to order. Jim St. Clair sat adjacent, and on either side were Buchanan and Bill Timmons, the head of congressional relations, along with presidential counselor Dean Burch. Scattered around were Clawson, David Parker, Bill Baroody, Joulwan, David Gergen, Ray Price, John Price, Chuck Wardell, Jerry Jones, and me.

			Al began with the timeline. “The House Judiciary Report is going to the full House on August 9, and we have to go full steam ahead if we’re going to make the fight.” He noted that the House debate would start on August 19, with a Senate trial in late September or early October. He put his papers down, snuffed his cigarette, and peered over half glasses. Haig already knew about the June 23 tape, but only dropped hints: “We’ve been doing a tape review, and we have to make some shifts in argumentation.” He paused, then quietly said: “There are some bad spots.” The room grew silent and Al leaned back, sporting a big grin: “When it’s quiet like that I can hear the assholes tightening up all over the room.”

			We all needed that good laugh. He added: “It’s just another bucket of shit in a huge cauldron of shit.” Assignments were parceled out: to Timmons for the Senate; to Baroody, to deflect support groups away from the sour economy. Joulwan got out the charts breaking down meeting schedules for the “Strategy Group” and the “Work Group.” I got assigned to the Work Group to move to Capitol Hill two days before the House debate and be chief writer in a “situation room” along with spokesman Larry Speakes and attorney Mack Howard. Substantive Task Forces were assigned for Articles I, II and III. Clawson would oversee communications, but not day-to-day stuff.

			Not knowing what the “bucket of shit” looked or smelled like, I walked out of that meeting thinking that at last, we were on a mission to try to rescue the Old Man’s presidency.

			August 2

			Our first Work Group meeting was Friday afternoon. We still weren’t aware what was on the tapes, but Haig and Fred Buzhardt, the president’s other principal lawyer, knew. I asked, “Is the president willing to dump it out now, the good and the bad?” There was general agreement that whatever was on the tapes, we had to get it out and level with the leadership support we had in the House and communicate the president’s commitment to fight. At least I got one assignment coming out of the meeting—to prepare deputy press secretary Jerry Warren a one-pager summarizing the talent arrayed against us. Later that morning Jerry went out to the press briefing room stating for the first time the president “faces an uphill struggle” to avoid impeachment.1

			The president’s weekend wasn’t quiet. Vice president Ford spoke of significant erosion of support for the man who appointed him, and the Senate’s number-two Republican, Robert Griffin from Ford’s home state, called on Nixon to resign.2 At Camp David, Buchanan and other senior staffers, unknown to me, had determined that the June 23 tape would put the Old Man over the side.

			Monday, August 5, 10:30 a.m.

			The Work Group met in the Roosevelt Room—my favorite conference location. With its polished mahogany table and soft leather chairs, the room—named by Nixon in honor of FDR and Teddy—conveys a sense of warmth and dignity. I made it a point to observe the flags arrayed along the back wall, each representing one of the branches of our military and draped with dozens of ribbons signifying the great battles fought by that branch going back to the Revolutionary War. Looking at those flags, or the portrait of TR confidently astride his horse, it was impossible to believe any political adversary could reach us.

			We sent the president three options to review after an internal damage assessment was completed: an Oval Office speech, a press room statement, or a written statement. “There’s no sign of resignation,” said Joulwan. “The idea now is to be totally forthcoming; to get everything out—the good with the bad.” I concluded it was likely to be less good than bad, especially when Joulwan blurted out, “Apparently, there’s one single damaging tape, and that’s what we are going to have to get out.”

			After lunch, Buchanan and I saw the president, wearing his favorite old blue sport coat, returning to the West Wing from his EOB office. He was stoop shouldered, looked tired and avoided us when we went over to try to say hello.

			3:45 p.m.

			Haig began a briefing for our small team. Instead of being mired in boring civilian administration, he could act the role of an Army general again and thrived in this entangled environment. His voice was steady and firm. “The president has been reviewing 64 tape recordings, and most of the review has been completed. With one exception, most of it is consistent with all the previous stuff.” The “exception” was the conversation between Nixon and Bob Haldeman on June 23, 1972. He laid his glasses aside, set down the transcript, and reported a statement would be going out at 4:00 p.m.

			Leaning forward, Haig forcefully began: “What the country needs is a group of dedicated public officials. The past week has been difficult for the president, but he has put everything out with the bark off. It’s time to exercise discipline and loyalty—to the country, if not to the president—until we get through this difficult time.” He pleaded, “Please don’t talk to reporters.” Ha! A couple of those in the room were already continually leaking to favored journalists.

			At 7:30 p.m., Joulwan gathered the Work Group to ask each of us to give an assessment. Senator James Eastland’s former aide Larry Speakes started. “We have to roll out a defense by tomorrow, or it’s too late.”

			Georgian Powell Moore from Senator Richard Russell’s office drawled, “We’ll go down badly in the House, and as of now will be convicted in the Senate.”

			Dave Parker, the quiet representative from scheduling, thought senators Goldwater and Stennis would call for resignation within days and that defense attorney, Jim St. Clair, would leave.

			Jerry Jones from presidential personnel spoke dejectedly. “We haven’t got anything left, and we’ve got to get out.”

			“He should get out with a public speech,” said Mack Howard of St. Clair’s legal staff. “Nixon’s got to be apologetic and repentant. St. Clair’s heart’s not in it. He may not last a week.” Outside the room, Howard took me aside. “Jim was blowing his stack. ‘The bastard lied to me! The son of a bitch lied to me!’” It appeared Jim St. Clair was trying to play it both ways. Buchanan told me that in the privacy of the past weekend’s Camp David meetings, Jim was the hardliner counseling against resignation.

			The Old Man’s forces were folding tents at the first whiffs of gunpowder.

			It was David Gergen’s turn. He was a moderate without much stomach for protracted combat. He sounded staged and pious: “The only honorable course is to resign and do so in a couple of weeks. He should move rapidly and directly.”

			I replied, “This is no time to pack it in, and we can’t bail on the Boss now without at least taking the case to the public. This is just one tape, and we should make every congressman take a stand and not let any of them off the hook.” I was flailing against conventional wisdom, but I wanted something to hang on to and not reflexively head for the high country. My colleagues were understandably exhausted from the day-to-day fight and playing nonstop defense. The so-called “smoking gun” allowed them to put an end to the agony and return to a normal life.

			I admired Joulwan. He heard everyone’s views, but in the military tradition he had a mission, so he dispassionately proposed a different posture. “We can portray the president as an underdog and a fighter. We should emphasize his overwhelming strength as a peacemaker and argue that he’s the best one to govern at this moment.” He reported there would be a cabinet meeting at 10:00 a.m. tomorrow and a quadriad meeting to follow, and, pointing to me, “Khachigian’s been assigned to write the president’s talking points.”

			Haig walked in and sat down next to me and left me no maneuvering room. “Here’s what we want him to say,” he said, and I rapidly took notes as he spoke. He suggested the president stake his position by saying: “Stand me up to the Constitution.” Haig continued dictating more points: “Why he took this action—what he expects to do. ‘I want to talk about all this [impeachment] and then we’ll go to Ken Rush [deputy secretary of state].’” Al paused to make sure I was writing it all down, and then added: “Be very careful—don’t portray a kamikaze attitude. Don’t be stubborn, that we’re going to the end.” Al knew I could string together arguments that the president was being screwed by a pack of Nixon haters employing a double standard not applied to other presidents. But he didn’t want me putting in front of the Old Man any other course than resignation. That was the unmistakable course Al was pushing.

			I continued writing plain vanilla, and that’s what is recorded in my contemporaneous notes: “Pursuing constitutional course. What’s good for the Nation.—Assassinated President—One forced out of office.—Grave mistake to do it. Best interest of America is to pursue constitutional course. No fanaticism—No bunker complex—no public be damned attitude. Tough times. There will be diversions, but let’s proceed with our work.”

			As I reviewed Haig’s instructions while writing this book, it’s clear that they verify the many assertions that Haig lubricated RN’s resignation—at the very least to hasten Nixon’s exit from office.

			I wandered into Ron Ziegler’s office, where he was barking out instructions to his assistant, Diane Sawyer, a brainy, hard-working Wellesley College graduate who arrived from a Louisville television station. Diane quickly gained Ziegler’s trust and had worked for weeks to help collect and prepare the White House tape recordings transcripts for release. When I transcribed a recording for a white paper debunking the accusation that Nixon was on the take from the dairy industry, Sawyer and I compared frustrations with the trying process of deciphering the tapes.
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			Diane Sawyer shown with me and Nixon presidential assistant Ray Price when we prepared briefing books for the Frost/Nixon interviews.

			Ron was punchy from fatigue and from bearing much of the brunt of the stress from the Oval Office. Despite knowing the likely outcome, Ron must have decided to feed my determination: “Right now, Ken, I want you and Pat to begin advising me for the fight. You two are the best at it, and you need to start preparing.”

			I actually believed him and left his office thinking my talking points might make a difference. Though I was originally scheduled to attend the next morning’s cabinet meeting, I received word no staff would be allowed other than Haig and Ziegler.

			Tuesday, August 6

			I arrived that morning to see Buchanan grinning with a positive report, “The St. Clair boy gave a helluva stirring stemwinder speech at senior staff supporting the Old Man. Jim was also the hardliner in the privacy of Camp David over the weekend, but when you get him in the public, he softens.” That confirmed Mack Howard’s comment; with his aides and privately, St. Clair was critical of the president’s course and in favor of resignation. Impeachment was never going to be a dignified legal engagement like those in which St. Clair excelled in paneled courtrooms with gentlemen adversaries, and the charming and urbane attorney was naïve about the manner of the fight. The impeachment defense would be conducted in a short alley on a dark night with long knives. If he was ambivalent, he should have quietly resigned long ago, but I think the allure of national attention was too much to pass up.

			10:35 a.m.

			The Work Group gathered, mainly to go through the motions. Bill Timmons was tasked with measuring congressional sentiment, but we already knew that from the New York Times, Washington Post and three television networks. Buchanan suggested an assignment for me: that I document past presidential abuses of power and blend it together with a speech that he recently delivered supporting the president. And my notes from that day read: “Go ahead and plan for House debate. Let’s start cranking it out again.” That was a fool’s errand, but Pat was looking to keep me busy.

			In 1974, a Japanese army lieutenant, Hiroo Onoda, emerged from the Philippine jungles after twenty-nine years of refusing to believe that Imperial Japan had surrendered. He remained loyal to a cause that was lost and hopeless and agreed to give up his sword only when ordered by his former commander. Buchanan took up that storyline and dubbed me “Onoda”—a title he reserved for me over the decades of our friendship.

			3:30 p.m.

			We learned that GOP Minority Leader John Rhodes was going out at 4:00 p.m. to announce that while he would not support resignation, he would vote for Article I of Impeachment. Still, the Work Group continued to strategize in a fog of unreality. “The cabinet meeting was good,” Joulwan reported. But what will we do about the accelerated impeachment procedures, someone asked? Dave Gergen, who was leaking our meetings to his friend, Bob Woodward, oddly suggested: “Let’s put Jim St. Clair out with a legal defense.” We shuffled out after the air of unreality was underscored by a very bizarre question: “Would it be a good idea for the president to address the farmers coming in tomorrow?”

			With useless meetings, personal tensions were also high. Mort Allin was a very close friend who prepared the president’s daily news summary. With Buchanan and me, Mort rounded out a loyalist troika fighting RN’s battles. Mort had robust passion along with a booming voice. He marched across the hall into our suite: “Goddammit, the Old Man has blown it, sold us out, and we have nothing left to stand on.” We were unnecessary adversaries, but were now shouting at each other, the result of an atmosphere thickened with inflexibility, anger, and helplessness.

			Wednesday, August 7

			There were no meetings or assignments. The president’s family was in town—like the gathering when Grandma’s on life support. The president’s sons-in-law, Ed Cox, and David Eisenhower, came over to meet with Buchanan. I watched and listened. Nixon should go to the Senate, they argued, but not fight tooth and nail; only let “nature take its course.” It was a time to grasp at anything that might avert resignation.

			Around 11:00 a.m., I poked my head back into Pat’s office: “We’re not doing any good here or learning anything; let’s go to the West Wing.” We crossed West Executive Avenue and over to the left, crowds pressed against the fencing on Pennsylvania Avenue, craning for a view: The death watch. We walked into Ziegler’s office where—alluding to my new moniker “Onoda”—he teased me about committing hara-kiri. That was a rare departure from the tension that gripped Ron throughout the week—with his abrupt interruptions and nervous requests that I not take notes. Pulling on his cigarette, he said the Old Man was making decisions and “knew all the options,” as if the senseless made sense.

			I left to see Rose Woods at 11:45 a.m. Rose Mary Woods had been with Nixon since coming to the capital in 1951 from a small town in Ohio, never wavering through triumph and tragedy. She was furious at Haig, fully convinced that he was disloyal to the president. She had been through the nightmare of publicity, interrogations, and grand jury appearances regarding allegations that her accidental erasure of a tape recording may have been intentional. She feared her phones were tapped. Rose was nursing a terrible cold to multiply her emotional misery but said we still owed it to the Boss to fight on. She pulled out a telegram from the Washington Redskins’ coach, George Allen, urging the president not to resign.

			I kept busy by writing a memorandum to Nixon, futilely pleading that he reject resignation. His adversaries had argued for over a year that the country could survive impeachment, so I argued back that the country could therefore also “survive the complete unfolding of that process,” and that whatever agony America had been suffering was “preeminently fostered and encouraged” by his opponents. “Resignation is not in your character,” I argued, and his instinct “surely must be to fight.” I closed, hoping that he could grasp the will expressed in “If”—Kipling’s lovely poem—to “Hold on!” I left the memo with Rose. Like George Allen’s telegram, I knew he would never see it.

			It was like the last day of school, with no homework and no schedule, so I wandered around the West Wing “campus.” Bill Gulley, the loud, wisecracking military liaison, saw me and called out: “Ken, meet Pat Nugent.” Holy shit; it was LBJ’s son-in-law. They were back; now I knew it was over! The barber was in the West Basement, so one way to make the hours pass was to get a haircut. The secretary of interior, Rogers Morton, passed by as I walked out. “Hello, Mr. Secretary,” I said, and then blurted awkwardly, “How are things going?”

			With a big sigh, he said, “All right, I guess.”

			I wonder what he told his family that night about the inane, clueless White House staffer asking such a weird question.
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			There was little to do after Nixon resigned. President Ford settled in with new staff members in key positions. Anything other than routine speech assignments was going to Ford’s people. In daily phone calls from San Clemente, Diane Sawyer, and Nixon’s personal assistant, Steve Bull, painted glum portraits of life at the old Western White House. Soon, Ron Ziegler invited me out for a few days. The president needed assistance from a loyalist who was discreet and familiar with the issues. I was pleased to be asked and in forty-eight hours joined Ziegler, Sawyer, Bull, and Jack Brennan in California. Few of my other colleagues would have been interested in that assignment; they were too busy salvaging their jobs with Ford.

			The San Clemente office complex was composed of two buildings on the site of the Coast Guard’s Long Range Navigation station. I passed through the security gate and down the quarter-mile drive to the compound and shocked to see two Coast Guardsmen desultorily volleying a tennis ball across a net strung across the helipad. On previous trips, all I ever saw on that helipad was the gleaming presidential helicopter. It was an apt metaphor for Nixon’s fall.

			In four and a half years in the White House, I never had an official, one-on-one meeting with the president. Suddenly, I was thrust into visits on critical personal decisions. In the rush of the resignation, there wasn’t time to establish a budget for his post presidency, or to determine the available resources for his support. His personal finances were a mess; the California and New York bars continued to pursue disbarment and discipline; and alongside real legal problems, he remained the target of crackpot subpoenas. Resignation had not stunted the chase.

			I worked to resolve the issue of his post presidential papers, the status of the Nixon Foundation, a review of the disposition of his Florida properties, and, importantly, to protect his financial viability. He had to pay back taxes due to previous bad advice, and now the government wanted repayment for certain property improvements he reasonably assumed were tied into security arrangements.

			While working on very serious issues to bring structure to his shattered life, I was also overwhelmed by a singular impression: In every conversation, Nixon was already looking forward. Each included some form of detailed instruction to extricate himself from the past and move ahead. On August 24, he abruptly looked up from one of our working meetings to say, “Ken, I want you to think about doing extensive work on writing my memoirs.”

			At the end of the month, the president’s DC attorney, Herbert J. “Jack” Miller began spending time with Nixon. Jack headed the Criminal Division in Robert Kennedy’s Justice Department but gave strong and zealous representation to Nixon. I worked closely with him and his associate, Stan Mortenson, on several legal matters over the years and Jack, especially, provided a jovial, fun-loving after-hours presence.

			As I made plans to end my temporary assignment, I noticed a Washington emissary was meeting with the president, Ziegler, and Miller. Benton Becker had shuffled in and out of Nixon’s office more than once. On Labor Day weekend, I departed for home from Marine Corps Air Station El Toro aboard a Lockheed JetStar, one of the military’s courtesy shuttle flights to accommodate guests and confidential documents to San Clemente. Becker was seated across from me, and after wheels up, he leaned over and asked, “Do you know why I was out here and what we were doing?” When I responded I was unaware, he nodded and turned back to his open briefcase and a stack of reading materials.

			Eight days later, I learned with the rest of America. Becker had been negotiating Gerald Ford’s pardon of Richard Nixon. Naturally, I thought back to what Fred Buzhardt had confided to me on August 8 in the EOB, and wondered if that was what Fred had in mind when he said RN wasn’t resigning “without those understandings being reached.”

			Soon after my return, I was summoned down the hall where Paul Theis, a longtime Republican Hill staffer, had set up shop as director of President Ford’s speechwriting office and my new boss. Paul was mild-mannered, and I knew he did not enjoy the order handed him by his hard-edged supervisor, Bob Hartmann. My service on President Nixon’s Watergate defense was reason enough to put me over the side, but my tour of duty in San Clemente sealed the deal. Paul knew I had a young family and said that he and Ford’s personnel team would help with efforts to place me elsewhere in the government. But I needed to be out as soon as that could be arranged.

			In mid-November I settled in as speechwriting assistant to the secretary of agriculture, Earl Butz. I missed the White House mess, the barbershop, and workout room, but all in all, things weren’t so bad. I no longer worked on Saturdays, had more time at home, and I got a little pay raise. Working with Earl Butz, Purdue University’s former dean of agriculture, was a treat. He was one of the truly great old-school orators and dictated the heart of his speeches, requiring only a little fact-checking and cleaning up on our part.

			Butz had a wonderful sense of humor, often reflected in biting wit. In January, 1975, I accompanied him to a meeting in my hometown, Visalia. We then drove on to Fresno, thirty-five miles north. Winter skies in the San Joaquin Valley are plagued with blankets of “Tule Fog.” On our drive to Fresno, the fog had lifted on the ground, but not above. When they can be seen in the winter months without the fog or overcast, the great Sierra Mountains on the east side of the valley are eye-catching and majestic. So, seated with Butz on the drive up Highway 99, I gestured to the right and said, “Mr. Secretary, the Sierras are over there. Normally, on a clear day, we’d be able to see them snow-capped and beautiful.”

			Butz didn’t miss a beat and leaned over: “Ken, there isn’t much to see in Indiana, but you don’t need a clear day to see it.”

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Return of the Native

			Richard Nixon’s post-resignation years in San Clemente deserve a separate book. His repair and recovery over five and a half years and his respite at La Casa Pacifica provided solitude for the writing and planning that prepared him for his eventual return to the “fast track” of the East Coast. It was my opportunity to pack up with Meredith, Merissa (five), Kristy (four), and our dog Daffy to return home to California, family, and more congenial climes. It also opened the door for a close-in education at the side of a political and historical giant of my generation.

			June 2, 1975

			I reported for work, and Nixon had already started on the book deal he signed with Grosset & Dunlap. Within weeks, Nixon had inked another contract with British celebrity David Frost for a series of ninety-minute television interviews. Telling his story was important, but restoring his financial health was also critical. Each of these deals fulfilled his goals.

			Nixon quickly formed his Nixon’s post presidential “administration” with Jack Brennan as chief of staff, and an aide from Nixon’s Senate days, Loie Gaunt, handling administration. Nixon asked Frank Gannon, a former White House Fellow who worked with Don Rumsfeld and Ron Ziegler to lead his research and writing team with Diane Sawyer and me serving as principal researchers/writers. Judy Johnson came from Ziegler’s press office to help with research, and the staff included Bob Dunn, Carl Howell, Nora Kelly, Marnie Pavlick, and Cathy Price. Ray Price arrived later to help with the book and David Frost interviews. When the book’s manuscript had a typing crunch, Rose Woods and Marje Acker came to the rescue.

			While I enjoyed digging into his 1950 Senate race or his Supreme Court appointments and dozens of other archival records, the gold stars of my San Clemente days were the hundreds of hours of digressions with RN into updates on national politics, personalities, and insider gossip—all of which were central to my portfolio. He had a voracious appetite for current events, and I was his source. Our conversations were enriched by three decades of his vast insight, knowledge, and background into the American and international world of politics and government.

			He digressed on other issues with Gannon and Sawyer, and when we added up the hours of these in-office conversations along with managing his new life and his growing interest in golf, I often wondered if we didn’t add a few months to the book’s publishing date. Nevertheless, these departures from the grind of writing were critical to putting his resignation in the rearview mirror and offering intellectual and mental engagement outside the confines of San Clemente.

			I continued as liaison with Nixon’s attorneys as we dealt with the nonstop demands for documents, along with intermittent new charges, appeals from cases that were unresolved, and a stream of judgments from cases flowing from actions of former staff members. From time to time, I also juggled press inquiries, not as an official spokesman, but more as an “information-collector.”
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			Working on RN’s memoirs and discussing the ’76 presidential campaign at the former Western White House in San Clemente.

			January 2, 1976

			Nixon buzzed to pick my brain on the unfolding presidential campaign calendar. I sat down in front of his beat-up brown chair and ottoman that was placed so the Pacific Ocean was viewed through the bay window past his shoulder. The blue water glistened while he opined as he puffed slowly on his pipe. “Ken, if Reagan loses New Hampshire and Florida, he’s finished.” With that prediction regarding the ’76 campaign, Nixon kicked off what would become nearly twenty years of our discussing presidential politics in meetings, phone calls, letters, and memos.

			Nixon would have been an exceptional campaign manager. Candidates are terrible at managing their own campaigns because of their emotional involvement. But when RN’s own outcome wasn’t at stake, his analysis was detached and coldly dispassionate—shrewder and more strategic. Nixon’s insights into personalities, their strengths and weaknesses, and their flaws and skills allowed for subtle measurement of candidates and the direction of their campaigns. He could spot a phony in an instant and was especially adept at judging politicians’ grasps of issues—notably in foreign policy.

			My dialogues with Nixon in San Clemente would prove indispensable to the success of my relationship with Ronald Reagan. The breadth of experience he offered gave me the credentials I brought to the Reagan campaign in 1979 and 1980 and, even more importantly, to his presidency. It was through Nixon’s lens that I more fully appreciated Reagan’s genius as a communicator and why Dick Nixon hovered as an unseen éminence grise to Reagan in the ’80 campaign.

			He liked Reagan, but he also spoke in candor. The portrait that emerged of Reagan through those casual conversations with Nixon opened a window into Reagan’s political persona that proved invaluable to my ability to complement Reagan’s innate talents for leading and communicating. He had professional respect for Reagan’s enormous talents at connecting with people and observed to me more than once, if Reagan combined sophisticated policies with those talents, the results at the ballot box would be explosive.

			His deference to Reagan’s political skills arose during Reagan’s eleventh-hour pursuit of the nomination in 1968; he saw how the California governor captivated the heart of GOP delegates. But Reagan also didn’t fit Nixon’s classic candidate mold, and he was therefore surprised at the Gipper’s rise in New Hampshire. He lectured me more than once, “Reagan’s a philosophical stemwinder, Ken, but contrary to opinion, he’s not a fighter. He’s not a sledgehammer.” Those were virtues Nixon admired in former Democrat Texas governor John Connally, who switched parties and served as Nixon’s treasury secretary. The Old Man admired candidates who could preach heaven or hell in equal doses.
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			I knew I could get a rise out of Nixon by telling him candidates were making their medical records public. “Especially demeaning,” I told him, was Frank Church’s. He looked up to listen as I told him that the Idaho senator reported having a cancerous testicle removed as a young man.

			Nixon practically came out of his chair. “What the hell are we coming to? My God, putting something out like that!” Then, shaking his head, and without appreciating his own humor, said, “How can a candidate run for president on one ball?”

			I stifled laughter. It was generational moment. Nixon couldn’t imagine presidential candidates baring their medical records and surely not broadcasting the deletion of one’s testicle.

			Nixon’s interests in Reagan’s fortunes became more intense when he won his first primary against Ford on March 23. “I couldn’t care less who wins one way or the other. But I’d like to see the press and pollsters who predicted Ford would win easily proved wrong after Reagan wins this damned thing.” He loved a competitive race to keep the nation’s interest, and he was not unhappy to see Ford’s fortunes take a hit. Ford and his staff had been treating Nixon poorly for several weeks, and there was some feeling among those of us on the receiving end they were getting what they politically deserved.

			I began to more fully appreciate Reagan’s ability to deliver a message after his March 31 televised address in advance of the Wisconsin primary. I knew Nixon would want my views, so I tuned in and was even more impressed because of the strength he showed overcoming poor production quality. Billy Graham called Nixon the next day and offered his own high praise that Reagan’s speech was very good.

			Our captivating political dialogue continued through the primaries, and one day in May, Nixon read to me his recommended road map for the various strategies Ford and Reagan should be using for the remainder of the primary season.

			I knew what he wanted to do, and I said, “Mr. President, as much as you’d like, you can’t pick up the phone and call in your advice. It would leak out and come back to bite you.” It was a sad moment in his San Clemente exile.

			He paused and conceded, “You’re right, Ken, we can’t be in a position of recommending anything to either Ford or Reagan. Reagan’s a good listener, and he would pay attention. But we can’t get involved with that.”

			While Nixon wanted to get his book done, he was far more interested in what was going on with the primaries. Ford won the May 18 Maryland and Michigan primaries, and Nixon asked me to come in late that night. “Reagan has got to win in Kentucky and Tennessee, and he has to win four out of the next six states in order to stay alive. This week is a big one; it will determine whether Reagan wins in California.”

			I witnessed what every political reporter would have salivated for—eavesdropping on Nixon’s game plan for Reagan to win. “He can’t make any foolish comments about privatizing the Tennessee Valley Authority. He should kick the environmentalists; that won’t be popular in Oregon, but it will in Tennessee and Kentucky.” Laughing, he said, “Kick ’em in the ass.”

			When Reagan lost Tennessee and Kentucky, Nixon changed his mind. “The margin is not much. I don’t think losing both states finishes Reagan off.” With the boredom of the book and golf, the only thing that kept his mind fresh and alive was politics. He loved watching the sport, the struggle, and the clash—spirits to open each day. He marveled at how well Reagan was doing against an incumbent president. “Good God, he’s running even with an incumbent. He’s got to do well; it’s a question of keeping the party from going to the Left, Ken.”

			May 25

			Nixon read that Reagan would be sixty-six on his next birthday, and for the first time raised the subject, “He’s the youngest looking sixty-five I’ve ever seen. He looks very good for that age.” As the primary season closed, Nixon couldn’t see where Reagan’s delegates were, and reviewed each state in detail with multiple variables. He also noted that Ford was doing poorly in precisely the states he would need to win in November. “Jerry won’t have a whore’s prayer to win in New York, Pennsylvania, or Massachusetts.”

			June 2

			We walked through all the different analyses, and Nixon paused and sighed: “Gosh darn; isn’t it frustrating not to be able to help out in the election?” He looked away and his voice trailed off, “Damned silly Watergate.”

			After Reagan delivered a July television address, Nixon tutored me again on Reagan’s communicating ability to move the political needle. “He was effective and persuasive, Ken, and it’s this type of thing that shows Reagan could wage the better campaign than Ford. If they’re both behind in the polls, Reagan’s use of TV could bring him up. I don’t care how far behind he is; when someone can use TV that effectively, he can catch up; maybe not to win, but he’ll pull up.”

			Nixon’s insights about the strategies and techniques of campaigns were intuitive and penetrating, and I made sure to take careful note. Four years later, I put Nixon’s counsel to very good use.

			July 26

			Nixon had less admiration for the Gipper’s political instincts. Returning an early morning phone call from Marty Anderson, I instead reached David Keene, another pal from his days as Spiro Agnew’s aide. Keene reported that Reagan preannounced his vice presidential running mate: Senator Richard Schweiker of Pennsylvania. I was incredulous. Keene tried to pass off this Hail Mary move to sway convention delegates as a “Nixonian bold move.” I ran in to tell Nixon, but Pat Buchanan had already called to inform him, and he was baffled and agitated.

			“How does he sell it to the South? How the hell could Reagan say that the vice president has to be compatible with the presidential candidate? He said he [Reagan] couldn’t be compatible with Ford; how the hell can he be with Schweiker?”

			Nixon fumed: “Schweiker voted with every bug-out proposal that came down. The Cooper-Church Amendment, ABM, against our Supreme Court nominees. He always voted with the liberals. It’s cynicism. It’s all lost now. Reagan doesn’t have a chance. It will just be interpreted as opportunism. It reflects more on Reagan than it does on Schweiker. It was lost anyway; maybe this was his only chance to get the nomination.” The following morning, Nixon summarized the Schweiker decision with one of his famed political aphorisms: “I’ve dealt with the Right, and they won’t accept this. Liberals can be ideological, too, but they want power. Conservatives just want to be right.”

			That campaign gimmick upended a year of RN’s strategic thinking for Reagan. “They are boys playing a man’s game.” Shaking his head and complaining with remorse tinged with bitterness, he said, “Goddammit, I regret not being able to have direct communications with Reagan—that I couldn’t pick up the phone and talk to him about something like this. I think I could have talked him out of it in two minutes. Or maybe five minutes. I’ve always worried about him being a bit thin. That’s always been his basic problem: that he’s a bit thin.”

			That was a frustrated outburst by Nixon, and he didn’t mean “thin,” in the sense of being vapid. What he should have said, and what I later discovered, is that Reagan could be too trusting. Reagan was lured by his staff to go against his instincts, and it not only wasn’t enough to overcome Ford’s delegate strength, it had the opposite result of infuriating his conservative base. He fell more than one hundred votes shy of the nomination.

			Even before Reagan and I became close, I saw problematic relationships with his staff and how he placed too much faith and trust in them and less in his own judgment. The Schweiker debacle was another event in Nixon’s “postgraduate” school that proved to be an invaluable laboratory in preparation for the years ahead. Later, I would try to help Reagan work around staff who pressed him into philosophical positions that didn’t fit him.
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			Ford extended a gracious gesture by inviting Reagan to address the GOP convention following his own acceptance speech. Reagan’s impromptu remarks kept the hushed crowed spellbound, and Nixon ended the semester of Reagan 101 with two more takeaways. He directed my attention to Reagan’s use of the anecdote about riding down the Pacific Coast Highway with the Blue Pacific on one side and the Santa Ynez Mountains on the other. “People will remember the ‘blue Pacific and Santa Ynez Mountains.’”

			Then he initiated my focus on Nancy Reagan. Gesturing with his pipe, he reiterated praise of Reagan’s talk, “Classy. Really classy.” He quickly added, “His wife’s classy, too, the way Nancy’s been conducting herself.” Nixon was drawing my attention to Nancy Reagan as playing far more than a supporting role in the drama of her husband’s career—his second reference to her in this election season.

			Weeks earlier, I asked RN what he thought of Nancy. “She is very frank and very intolerant of Ron’s opponents. She has more ambition than he does, even while she’s just happy playing the role of housewife. She’s the toughest of the bunch.”

			In case I missed the point, a year and a half later, Nixon told me of Ronald Reagan’s phone call to him the day after Hubert Humphrey’s funeral. Nancy yanked the phone away to say she was incredulous that Ford didn’t ask Nixon to share the military plane provided to take him back to Washington to the funeral. “After all,” she snapped, “he got where he was by one vote—yours.”

			We continued to have brief visits as the fall campaign unfolded. Despite ongoing cool treatments accorded him by Ford’s staff, he saw how inept, weak, and unprepared Jimmy Carter was and always concluded by saying, “For the good of the country, Jerry must win.”

			Reagan was politically adroit by doing campaign spots for Ford, and I studied them carefully because Nixon would ask my opinion of the commercials as well as an ongoing education in stuffing political persuasion into thirty seconds. Reagan called Nixon the Friday before Election Day, chafing that the president’s operatives wanted him to readjust his entire schedule to campaign alongside Ford in California. Nixon added another perceptive observation about Reagan: “He doesn’t show his anger by talking harshly, but I could tell he was very upset.” Nixon and I both knew if that had been done to Nixon, he would have expressed his anger very harshly.

			Bryce Harlow called on election eve with an update. He reported the tightness of the election with exquisitely descriptive words: “The margin will be thin as restaurant soup.”

			And it was. Nixon consoled: “Actually Ford did pretty well, Ken, considering all things. You can’t lose the whole South, New York, and Pennsylvania and win the presidency.”

			December 10, 1976

			I walked in as Nixon set down a newspaper that reported a “summit meeting in the Oval Office of Republican elder statesmen”—excluding him. RN couldn’t resist assessing the field that included Reagan, Nelson Rockefeller, and John Connally. “Look at it, Ken. Take Rockefeller. He’s finished in the party. He couldn’t draw flies. There’s nothing he can do. Reagan—I think he wants to run again in 1980, but I don’t think he can. He’ll be sixty-nine years old. Connally—the trouble with Connally is the party. It’s getting the party leadership to accept him. He’s getting older, too.”

			People have never understood—especially based on the “Nixon tapes”—that the Old Man thought out loud, and his political musings in casual conversation were usually on target. But that morning, he was off the mark in the case of Reagan. That’s because when it came to Reagan’s age, RN’s thinking was framed by his own career—winning a Senate seat at age thirty-seven, swearing in as vice president at forty, nearly winning the presidency at forty-seven, and succeeding at fifty-five. By those standards, Reagan at sixty-nine would seem very old for the office.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Frost–Nixon Interviews

			Nixon made it clear he wanted to influence the direction of the David Frost interviews, but he faced two major obstacles to achieving that objective: his own staff and Frost’s.

			Eight weeks before taping the David Frost interviews, Nixon asked me to split off from the book to take overall responsibility for assisting him to prepare. Diane Sawyer was already immersed in the memoirs’ Watergate minutiae, so she was assigned that area of the briefings. We knew Frost wasn’t going to play the patsy, so as the interviews neared, we probed harder in each practice session.

			[image: ]

			David Frost’s preliminary visit with Nixon after signing a contract for the Frost/Nixon television series, with Jack Brennan, Nixon’s San Clemente chief of staff.

			I raised what I believed would be a central issue for Frost: whether a crime was committed.

			Nixon replied, “Well if I’m asked, I’ll have to say that I didn’t. I don’t think I can answer that. You have to have intended to commit a crime, and I didn’t.” Nixon’s view was clear: If he admitted to committing a crime, “it would dominate everything, and nothing else would emerge. There is a very fine line to be drawn, Ken. We must avoid a defensive, mea culpa, weak attitude. We’ve got to be strong. The people aren’t going to want to see weakness.”

			Frost was building his own team. The key deputies were Robert Zelnick and James Reston Jr. Young Reston, as Zelnick called him, was the namesake of the iconic New York Times columnist. Behind his pleasant demeanor, he had a lustful animus for Nixon. Zelnick was an attorney and former NPR national radio reporter. While not sharing confidences, Bob Zelnick and I began communicating to make sure we understood the dialogue’s direction. He was the smartest and best prepared of the team and a tough adversary. We had mutual respect and grew fond of each other as intellectual combatants and would become close personal friends afterward. We engaged in dueling banter, and I enjoyed Bob’s deep-throated laughter at the jokes I made at Frost’s expense—and muffled mine when he jabbed at Nixon.

			The jabs hid his real concerns. As Frost later recounted in his 1978 book about the Nixon interviews, I Gave Them a Sword, Zelnick delivered a worried—and respect-filled—lecture regarding Nixon’s skills:

			“Don’t you know what you’re up against? This man is not only one of America’s cagiest politicians, he’s been a member of the bar for almost forty years. He’s tried cases at trial, presided over committee hearings, argued before the Supreme Court of the United States…. You’re in against a master, man, a master. Everything he wanted these interviews to accomplish for him will be on the line…. And he’s a fighter.3

			Frost’s side also had no knowledge of the growing dissonance in our house with just over three weeks left to prepare. Diane Sawyer had been researching Watergate for almost two years. Just as she later displayed in her storied broadcast journalism career, Diane poured energy, brainpower, stamina, and determination into her work—and a toughness hidden under the looks of a young Lauren Bacall. She felt she was losing her ability to convince Nixon of certain facts and he would try to avoid the subject of his Watergate involvement—or just stonewall.
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			Nixon contemplated several goals with the British television personality’s interviews. To move forward, Watergate had to be addressed in a conspicuously public forum—something written words could never achieve. He could also lift mounting financial pressures off his growing legal expenses. Frost was charming, urbane, witty, and pleasant company, all of which Nixon liked in place of those “dull anchormen.” In addition, “Frost will be better, Ken, because he won’t be so obsessed with Washington. Better yet, you stick it to the networks.” Nixon was especially pleased that Frost was willing to go into broader subjects, including his views on heads of state, both living and dead.

			I prepared briefing books on various domestic issues, the Vietnam War, and coordinated with Ray Price on foreign policy Qs and As. Sawyer submitted her Watergate briefing books but continued to be concerned about Nixon’s responses. She shared offices with Frank Gannon, who was editorial director for the memoirs and whom Nixon did not want distracted from book preparation. Nevertheless, Diane shared her concerns with Frank and brought him into a meeting with me.

			She spoke to me with words that carried wounds as well as demands: “Ken, the president has to confess to lying to the American public and breaking his binds of trust with the nation, and you need to go with Frank and me to convince him of that.” I agreed that the goal of the interviews would fall short without acknowledging more than expressions of regret and remorse, but also that Nixon misled. “Look,” I responded, “I know Frost will press him to say he lied. He will corner him to admit as much, and how he responds is crucial to where we end up. But the Old Man’s been through hell, under bitter partisan attack, and, on the big issues, doesn’t believe he knowingly lied. And whatever else you think Frost, or we, will get him to say, he will never admit to committing an impeachable offense.”

			Sawyer and Gannon wanted me to join them in a meeting with Nixon to help them press their views of confession. RN sat in his corner chair, serenely puffing on his pipe. Diane asked Gannon to take the lead. Nervously, Frank filibustered, but finally got around to telling Nixon he had to concede two essential points: (1) his breaking a mythical bind of trust, and (2) lying. The Old Man was silent, stoic. He nodded his head. Then Diane spoke, and I followed.

			Nixon responded quietly and firmly. “By admitting guilt like you want me to do, I will lose what small support I have without gaining anyone. Let’s not deceive ourselves about this. We’re not going to win any friends by our candor.” Diane and Frank disagreed, but on the point where I thought RN was absolutely right, I believed there was a middle ground between denial and a groveling confession. Nixon remained unflappable throughout an uncomfortable session that lasted over two hours. The result clearly showed that he would resist Frost just as he resisted us.

			Nixon saw what he had achieved by giving in—resignation of the office he had fought so hard to gain. So, we had to try looking at this through his eyes. What would concession gain him now, that he had not already lost? Until the day he had resigned, America had witnessed a tough, uncompromising, and thick-skinned veteran of political wars. But what I saw in San Clemente was a man wounded and brittle from the pounding of events that exploded out of control, followed by months and months of ongoing and savage personal attacks with damned little sympathy outside the walls of our compound. In that context maybe the harder line was best

			February 28, 1977, 9:53 a.m.

			Nixon asked me to come in. “I want to discuss the strategy you, Frank, and Diane came up with yesterday.” He had to resolve in his own mind how to render judgment on himself. “Ken, let’s not be under any illusions. Frank and Diane aren’t being realistic. They are naïve to believe that the public is going to come around to my side if I say the things they want. I know one thing; I’m never going to say I committed an impeachable offense. I’m not going to say I committed a crime. I won’t do that.”

			His voice turned quiet. “The family can’t accept my saying that I lied…not without taking in the broad leap of things.” By the “broad leap of things” he meant the degree to which he, too, had been misled and by the distortions heaped upon him over two years.

			I tried being the devil’s advocate, floating that by making admissions he could dispose of the worst charges and then argue everything else from a stronger position.

			He shook his head. “That’s a bunch of bullshit. If I say that I was a criminal, then Frost is just going to start listing things and saying, ‘Was that a crime?’ or ‘Was this a crime?’ Also, I’m going to address the question of whether or not there was an impeachable offense, and on that, I am sure as hell going to say ‘no.’”

			In subsequent meetings, Sawyer continued to argue that RN should say he lied and was sorry for putting the country through agony, but not in a mea culpa or breast-beating tone. She hadn’t convinced him—or me—how to achieve one without the other. Still, Diane was a formidable advocate, and like Frost, she was buried under thousands of pages of Watergate records convincing her we had the losing side. So, on March 10, I argued Sawyer’s position to Nixon with a different tack—that Frost wanted to box him into a corner, with a television camera doing a close-up on his face and embarrass him to answer whether he lied.

			“Sir, that could be more uncomfortable than just saying it out front. At least I think that’s what Diane has in mind.”

			Then, RN confronted me: “Do you agree with Diane, Ken?” I fumbled. I was now facing off against the man who stared down Khrushchev, Mao, and de Gaulle. It might be easy after a couple of Scotches at the office Christmas party to brag about “what I told the president.” This wasn’t the office Christmas party. “Well, perhaps you could say, ‘When I made this or that statement, it’s clear that what I said had the effect of misleading the investigators.’ Or ‘When I said thus and so, it was not the truth.’” To these, RN nodded his head. He was prepared to acknowledge how he had misled, but not to directly say, “I lied.”

			But trifling screwed us in the White House and would be destructive with Frost. Behind the charm, Frost was a coldly ambitious bastard looking for approbation from his friends on the Left and the entertainment industry, and Zelnick and Reston had signed on for red meat. In the end, Frost would resort to highly savage questioning with a litany of contradictory public statements and tape excerpts leaving Nixon no escape routes. It was uncomfortable, and I didn’t approach it with Sawyer’s alacrity.

			I said: “Mr. President, the only way we can deal with Frost’s attacks is to preempt them. However you decide to do it, David must come away hearing you’ve admitted to not telling the truth at critical points. I believe that’s what Diane means when she formulates her draft answers in such a cold, direct fashion.”

			He looked away and puffed on his pipe. “Maybe that’s true. Well, we’ll just have to work on that and consider how to do it.” Thankfully, the line buzzed; he was interrupted by an incoming call, and I left hoping I said the right thing, and glad to get the hell out of the room.

			He continued to sound me out as he wrestled with answers. For over two hours on March 12, he reviewed Sawyer’s briefing materials, complaining again that she had gone overboard. I tried again to mediate: “Mr. President, Frost’s goal after the broadcast is to permit people to say you’ve answered all the questions on Watergate.” The Old Man shrugged, repeating what I heard him say so many times: “We’ll never know the complete story for sure; I don’t know it now. There will always be questions remaining. Ken, [John] Mitchell still denies everything. I’ve asked him questions point blank, and he still denies. What can I do?”

			Then, he referred to perjury and the frequency it was mentioned in the Watergate tape transcripts—to which he was always sensitive given his role in the Alger Hiss case. I repeated what was doctrinal in Nixonland: “Hiss would have gotten off scot-free if he hadn’t lied about it.”

			RN answered quickly: “So would we, if we had handled it right.”
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			With the first interview six days out, RN girded for battle. “I can’t be contrite, weak or pusillanimous. I am going to be bloody but unbowed. I have to be myself. Diane wants me to be weak. Oh, not necessarily weak. She just wants me to do it differently, and I won’t.” After we returned from our dress rehearsal to test the set-up and sound with Frost, RN was self-confident and pleased. To ensure I wasn’t missing his point, he turned back to me as he left the office that evening: “It’s naïve on Diane’s part to think my critics are going to change their minds. Well, you’ve done everything you can. Now it’s up to me.”

			Ray Price and I arrived to settle down next to Frost’s producer John Birt at the Monarch Bay home and filming location of Harold and Martha Smith. Frost opened surprisingly, and stupidly, by asking why RN didn’t burn the White House tapes. So, RN filibustered for twenty minutes and threw Frost’s timing off before moving on to further questioning.

			Back at the office, RN mused over Frost’s questions, especially one with shades of Reston’s effort to psychoanalyze—whether his mother was the stronger of his two parents. Reston had a bizarre dream of turning the interviews into psychoanalysis. As Frost described it in his book, Reston held “theories about Nixon’s penchant for self-destruction, his view of death as an ally, ‘survivor guilt’ growing from the boyhood death of his brothers, the authoritarian mentality that came from stern paternal upbringing….”4

			The next tapings moved into foreign policy, leading with the war in Vietnam. Nixon hit Congress hard, blaming it for cutting funds to the government of South Vietnam in 1975, causing It to be overrun by the Communist North. “Someone had to say it. It’s the truth, and Ford should have said it. It was the Congress. I couldn’t make Ford look sappy; I had to get him off the hook.” As with most of the tapings, our post mortems provided the best insight as he unloaded to Price, Brennan, and me. They also allowed Nixon to decompress, let off steam, and stake his ground.

			After the interview covering the Marxist Chilean Salvador Allende, Frost covered the complex relationship with Kissinger, trying to goad Nixon to unload on his former aide. Nixon handled it deftly and was kinder than he later shared with us privately back in his San Clemente office. There, he described with incredulity how Frank had counseled him: “Gannon’s suggested responses on the Kissinger thing included a recommendation that I say of Henry: ‘But one thing about Dr. Kissinger, he was never mean or cruel.’ My God! Henry was always mean and cruel. He was mean and cruel to Bill Rogers. He was mean and cruel to Al Haig and his staff. Not mean and cruel! That wouldn’t be the truth. It would be the opposite of the truth.”
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			I wasn’t surprised that Bob Zelnick had concluded with outrage that Nixon had gotten the best of David in the pre-Watergate interviews. He took David to the woodshed. “Don’t kid yourself. [Nixon’s] set up perfectly for kicking your tail from one end of Monarch Bay to the other.”5 With John Birt adding, “Yes, you can’t back down with Richard Nixon, because he takes it as a sign of weakness.”6 Stung, Frost saw his reputation slipping away, so looked to do to the Old Man what no one in Congress, the judiciary, or media had accomplished.

			Thus, a prosecutorial Frost put Nixon on the defensive most of the first Watergate session, hammering away from the records and tapes excerpts. They slogged it out on the June 23, 1972 conversation, with Frost charging that Nixon instructed Haldeman to press the CIA to order the FBI to thwart the investigation. David convincingly laid out all the appearances of an obstruction of justice.

			Nixon had barely returned to his office when Jack Brennan slipped in before anyone else to tell RN bluntly: the interview was a disaster. My heart couldn’t deceive my eyes and ears; I reluctantly agreed, and so did Sawyer. When I met privately with Nixon, he began: “Brennan says it wasn’t any good—that I appeared cornered and on the defensive. Well, there are a lot of corners, and we can’t avoid them. Watergate is all corners. Don’t get down, Ken. We got in our best shots, doing the best we can. Look, we started behind the goal line on Watergate, and it is all we can do just to get the ball up to the goal line. We’ll just keep trying.”

			April 15, 1977, was far more memorable than the typical income tax day. It concluded with Nixon’s historic personal resolution of his Watergate role and an expression to the nation of remorse and hoped-for reconciliation. From someone who was there at Nixon’s side throughout, here for the first time is an account of the deliberations behind his dramatic and emotional statement of anguish aired on national television.

			8:50 a.m., RN called for me, and instead of studying and making notes in preparation, he was puffing on his pipe—fatigued, dejected, and concerned. “Sit down, Ken. Let me tell you something.” He then recounted how, at 11:00 p.m. the previous night, Frank Gannon had caught up with him walking home, to say he read the transcript from the first Watergate taping. Gannon accused him of being “defensive and niggling” and had to change strategies.

			“He says I should come out in the next session and just say that I lied to the American people and that I obstructed justice, even if I thought I had not violated the law. He even suggested that I plead an ‘indisposition’ and not do today’s taping and delay it over to next week to allow time to prepare.”

			Gannon had written in his midnight memo to RN, “You must be prepared to talk about lying and to use that word,” and furthermore to say, “I did, in fact, obstruct justice.”

			Nixon’s face and voice revealed a mixture of disgust and defensiveness. “Ken, when I left last night, I was bone-tired and wanted to get to bed, and then he hits me with this. What the hell do they want me to do? Should I just say I lied? Is that what I should do?”

			I had seen him feel sorry for himself, but not quite this deservedly. Frank’s obtuse and inconsiderate approach near midnight, while the Old Man was exhausted and at his lowest, was the least sensible way to achieve a positive result—plus intermeddled in my area of responsibility.

			I hadn’t earned the nickname “Onoda” lightly and told Nixon he should stick with our earlier formulation. Yes, some of his White House statements turned out to be untrue and had the effect of misleading people, but if Frost was looking for the weighted words, “lying” and “obstructing justice,” he wasn’t going to get them. RN had had already decided that, not only for his own sense of self-worth, but for Mrs. Nixon’s and Tricia’s and Julie’s sakes, he was going to refuse to give Frost a National Enquirer headline. I agreed with standing ground.

			Nixon continued bitterly, “I don’t want Frank reading any more damn transcripts and bringing me stuff at the last minute like this.” He clearly hadn’t slept and paced the room, slipping in and out of his kitchen as he gulped coffee. Soon, he left for Monarch Bay, and I was fearful he would enter this final interview wracked with fatigue and distracted by the previous night’s tension.
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			RN asked me to come to his makeup room for final points and wondered aloud: “Ken, do you think I should say I lied and take the Gannon line? Oh, hell, they do it out of their hearts. They think they’re doing me a favor; they’re just so emotionally involved in this whole thing.” As upset as he was, he also respected Sawyer and Gannon for their intellect, insight, wit, and brainpower. But in this fight, they were off the mark regarding RN’s character. Neither had been with him in the middle of political battles nor felt any special sting at the raw partisan animus that motivated so much of the opposition to Nixon throughout his career and presidency. For each, the cut and thrust of politics was distasteful and alien.

			A few minutes into the taping, there was a loud retort, like a pistol shot. David’s face turned ashen. A set light had popped, and with Frost still shaken, I viewed the break with good fortune and asked Brennan to move RN to his room. We needed additional prep on the June 23 conversation, and I grabbed Diane to accompany me. Frost would be pressing the point that Nixon ordered the CIA to get the FBI off the case rather than just suggesting it. In the previous taping, RN made it sound like it was permissive, not an order, and I told Diane he couldn’t leave that impression.

			I also recalled a memo by CIA director Richard Helms telling his deputy, Vernon Walters, to warn the FBI not to run afoul of CIA operations, and that may have attached credence to RN’s view that the CIA would have relevant concerns. While it wouldn’t disprove the effort to stall the investigation, it could at least raise the potential that the CIA had “hopes” of finding some legitimate way to turn the FBI off. Nixon thought this was a good point, and in frustration snapped at Diane: “That’s right. Walters told me about that memo, and I had forgotten it. Why the hell didn’t you put it in my briefings, Diane? Why the hell did you leave it out?” It was pure oversight, and Sawyer was crestfallen. She was the last person who wanted to let the Old Man down with her research. He immediately softened. “Oh, don’t worry; it’s not your fault. But dammit; it should have been in there.”

			I tried to divert him and reminded him he had to master the new information in the little time we had. But Diane was very upset and near tears.

			Nixon was unable to use his “preemptive answer,” and during another break, said, “I haven’t found a way to work it in, yet.” When Frost led him to a point where he could actually work into our planned statement, David interrupted, so RN never gained a head of steam. Finally, Frost took a break to change reels and suggested lunch, but Nixon opted to keep going and went back to his room during the pause.

			Brennan took Frost aside, and when I tried to approach, Jack motioned me away while mumbling something about talking to Frost alone. Jack didn’t bear my substantive responsibility, so I didn’t want him making representations for which I would take the heat. I knew Frost was looking for some kind of confession, and it was Jack’s belief that by admitting the worst, RN could get everything behind him and move on with his life. But I didn’t want to be surprised, and I knew Nixon didn’t either.

			I walked back to see Nixon and complained that Frost wasn’t allowing him to get his points across. “Mr. President, we’re at the eleventh hour, and I think you still have to make clearer your own understanding, at least, of how close you came to the boundaries of the law during the March–April period of 1973, because after the break, David is going to come after you with everything he’s got on whether you entered the cover-up. You simply have to acknowledge that you went to the edge of the law, and you can see how it could have been misinterpreted.”

			He nodded and returned to his displeasure with what happened the night before. “You know what Gannon said? He said that I should do this because the honest liberals would give me credit. Oh, hell, Ken, there is no such thing as an honest liberal. You know that. Do you agree?” I responded that “honest liberal” was a contradiction in terms. But right now, being pissed off at liberals was not serving him.

			As RN continued pacing, Brennan burst in: “I’ve cut a deal with Frost. He won’t use the material from yesterday’s taping if you’ll admit to certain things.” Taken aback, Nixon naturally asked how that was defined. “If you say you broke faith with the American people,” said Jack, “and say you’re sorry and admit that you put them through unnecessary anguish—that kind of thing.”

			Nixon shot back: “Does he want me to say I broke the law?”

			“His staff is pushing that; he’s fighting them,” replied Jack. “There were tears in Frost’s eyes, and if you’d only give him that, I think he’ll be satisfied.”

			Nixon scowled: “For Chrissakes, of course I would have said those things anyway. Does he think I’m stupid? I was planning that.” It was clear that through the turmoil, he was working on his own framework for the conversation to come. If there was to be a confession, he would shape it, not us. I was witnessing the kind of decision-making that had taken place multiple times at critical points in Nixon’s political and personal life.

			Jack walked out, and RN asked my view of “the deal” and what Brennan meant. Still pacing, he vented once more: “Ken, I don’t want anybody talking to Frost. Do you think Frank and Diane have been talking to him? I don’t want that. Hell, if anybody can’t listen to me around here, they can resign. If they don’t like it, they can leave. Now, Ken, I don’t want anyone else dealing with Frost; you understand?”

			Brennan returned to report that Frost would, in effect, agree on the points we discussed and would not push RN to say he committed a crime or obstructed justice—although David would continue to believe that.
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			The taping resumed, and Frost wasted no time:

			“Would you do what the American people yearn to hear? Not because they yearn to hear it, but just to tell it all, to level and so on. Would you go further than the ‘mistakes’? …there was wrongdoing. Whether it was a crime or not—yes, it may have been a crime, too…and I’m saying this without questioning the motives, right—I did abuse the power I had as president, or not fulfill the totality, the oath of office…And I put the American people through two years of agony, and I apologize for that.”

			If ever there was to be a moment of expiation for the chaos left behind on the South Lawn, it was now.

			“I would say that the statements that I made afterwards were, on the big issues, true: that I was not involved…in the break-in, that I did not engage in and participate in or approve the payment or the authorization of clemency, which, of course, were the essential elements of the cover-up.” Then he described the massive battles we had been conducting in the White House in a poisoned atmosphere with a partisan special prosecutor and Senate committee and hostile press. “Now under all these circumstances, my reactions in some of the statements and press conferences and so forth after that, I want to say here and now, I said things that were not true. Most of them were fundamentally true on the big issues, but without going as far as I should have gone…. And for all those things, I have a very deep regret.”

			For Frost, Sawyer, Gannon, Brennan and all the rest of us, Nixon put the stake in the heart of the word “lying.”

			He continued: “I’m simply saying to you that as far as I’m concerned, I not only regret it, I indicated my own beliefs in this matter when I resigned. People didn’t think it was enough to admit mistakes. Fine. If they want me to get down and grovel on the floor, no. Never. Because I don’t believe I should.” Then, in the form of a self-inflicted penalty, he finally gave Frost and his PR people the headline they were looking for. “I gave them a sword. And they stuck it in. And they twisted it with relish. And, I guess, if I’d been in their position, I’d have done the same.”

			Still, it didn’t seem enough for Frost, who wanted him to concede to “some covering up. That there were a series of times…that in fact you were, to put it at its most simple, a part of a cover-up at times?”

			RN responded that “I did not, in the first place, commit a—the crime of obstruction of justice. Because I did not have the motive required for the commission of that crime.”

			Frost retorted, “We disagree on that.”

			But RN continued: “The lawyers can argue that. I did not commit, in my view, an impeachable offense…. I impeached myself. That speaks for itself. By resigning. That was a voluntary impeachment.” Nixon continued with regard to purported actions by Bob Haldeman, John Ehrlichman and John Mitchell: “I will admit that acting as a lawyer for their defense, I was not prosecuting the case…. [T]o the extent that within the law, and in some cases going right to the edge of the law in trying to advise Ehrlichman and Haldeman and all the rest as to how best to present their cases, because I thought they were legally innocent, that I came to the edge.”

			But even though he didn’t regard his actions as a cover-up and reiterated that to Frost, he made clear: “…[U]nder the circumstances, I would have to say a reasonable person could call that a cover-up…. I let down my friends. I let down the country. I let down our system of government and the dreams of all those young people that ought to get into government…. I let the American people down. And I have to carry that burden with me for the rest of my life.”7

			It was over, and Nixon and Frost were mobbed in the living room. Brennan, Price and I took turns shaking Frost’s hand, and Diane Sawyer kissed him on the cheek. Birt and Zelnick warmly shook the Old Man’s hand. Frost departed for his chilled bottles of Pouilly-Fuissé and bowl of Cuban cigars in his Beverly Hilton suite. We adjourned to the temporary government buildings of the former Western White House, where Nixon would seek our views.

			Dick Moore, Diane Sawyer, and I walked in as he sat with his feet propped up on the beat-up ottoman. We barely sat down when he shot a look at Sawyer: “Well, you got your mea culpa, Diane.”

			There was a sting in the good-natured jab, so I tried to turn it aside with a mixture of deserved respect and staff sycophancy: “It wasn’t a mea culpa, Mr. President, it was done with great integrity.”

			Then, turning to Diane again, he used some impressive name-dropping to offer up one of his classic aphorisms of political life. “I remember talking once with Willy Brandt [former West German chancellor] about their Ostpolitik policy of the time. I said: ‘Never try to win people who are against you. You don’t win friends you don’t have by losing the friends you do have.’”

			He ended this day of emotional turmoil by questioning himself as he opened the lobby door to walk home. “Well, I violated my own instincts. I hope it wasn’t a mistake. I probably shouldn’t have. But I did. It’s all passed now.”

			Nixon was already anticipating criticism when the interviews aired. “Oh, I know they always want to cut me up. But, you know, they should just really ignore me. If they want to see me go away, they should ignore me. They should do what the Russians do and the Chinese do when they want to get rid of someone—they make him a nonperson. The press makes the mistake of not leaving me alone, and they really keep me in the news.”

			On opening night, Meredith and I hosted a “viewing party,” and when RN called the house, Jack teased him and said he was “shitty.”

			Without laughing, Nixon asked, “What does Ken think?” We both laughed, and reassured him that he did great, and we were proud.

			Then he assumed a familiar fatalistic position: “There’s nothing we can do about it now. Watergate is there; so be it. It’s the reason we’re sitting here.”

			But the Old Man summed up the Frost interviews better than any of us could. “The whole thing turned out about fifty percent better than we thought, and sure a hell of a lot better than we had a right to expect it to be. If we didn’t do this thing, I’d be dead as Kelsey’s nuts. But at least this gives us life or keeps us alive. I’m not just going to go away like a lot of them would like me to.”
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