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  I believe the second half of the twentieth century will be known as the Age of Nixon. Why was he the most durable public figure of our time? Not because he gave the most eloquent speeches, but because he provided the most effective leadership. Not because he won every battle, but because he always embodied the deepest feelings of the people he led. - Robert Dole




  Nixon’s entire political career—and in fact his whole life—is a gloomy monument to the notion that not even pure schizophrenia or malignant psychosis can prevent a determined loser from rising to the top of the heap in this strange society we have built for ourselves in the name of “democracy” and “free enterprise.” For most of his life, the mainspring of Richard Nixon’s energy and ambition seems to have been a deep and unrecognized need to overcome, at all costs, the sense of having been born guilty—not for crimes or transgressions already committed, but for those he somehow sensed he was fated to commit as he grappled his way to the summit. . . .Nixon really was “one of us”—not in Conrad’s sense of that term, or my own, but as an almost perfect expression of “the American way of life” that I’d been so harshly immersed in for the past eight or nine months of traveling constantly around the country. . . Jesus! How much more of this cheapjack bullshit can we be expected to take from that stupid little gunsel? Who gives a fuck if he’s lonely and depressed out there in San Clemente? If there were any such thing as true justice in this world, his rancid carcass would be somewhere down around Easter Island right now, in the belly of a hammerhead shark. - Hunter S. Thompson




  Always give your best, never get discouraged, never be petty. Always remember: Others may hate you, but those who hate you don’t win—unless you hate them. And then, you destroy yourself. - Richard Nixon




  Preface




  In the fall of 1960, I possessed—it is, probably, still somewhere to be found in my parents’ home—a large lapel button that said, “If I Were 21 I’d Vote For Kennedy.” I proudly wore it every day to my elementary school. I did not then know a great deal about John Kennedy, except that he was a United States senator from Massachusetts, and a Roman Catholic, and the Democratic nominee for president. Above all, I knew that he was running against Vice-President Richard Nixon. I didn’t know a great deal more about Nixon, though I had a somewhat more specific impression of his political profile. Essentially, I regarded him as one of the most evil creatures ever to slither across the American political landscape. This was my parents’ view, but not only theirs: somehow it was generally in the air around me (in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, where I grew up). Evil is often fascinating (and not only to children), and I soon became quite interested in Nixon—though I eventually discarded “evil” as (for most purposes) a useful political category, and came to see that Nixon was far too complex to be encompassed by any simple moral label. My interest in Nixon continued to grow over the decades. I have been reading and otherwise learning about Richard Nixon—and thinking about him—for half a century: that is, for most of my life and for a period of time equivalent to more than half of his.




  I am not a professional historian or biographer. I have read the major, and many of the minor, historical and biographical works about Nixon, and I could never have written this book without them. But this volume is not intended as primarily a work of political history or biography, though it naturally contains a good deal of historical and biographical material. By both training and practice, I am a cultural critic and theorist, and this book, as its subtitle, I hope, makes clear, is meant to be a contribution to cultural studies. Though culture is most certainly interconnected with politics in many complex ways, the two categories are not identical; and I am primarily interested in the cultural significance of Richard Nixon’s political career, above all in the way that his political profile and political success are paradigmatic of many of the most important currents in American culture. Cultural critics have rarely taken a detailed interest in electoral politics, but I believe it is vitally important to do so. If we can understand Nixon, we will learn a great deal not only about the political history of the second half of the twentieth century in America, but, even more important, about the very character of this country of ours—which is to say, we will learn a great deal about ourselves, even if that knowledge is not necessarily flattering.




  Cultural studies is a thriving section of American (and British) academic scholarship today and one of which I myself am proud (on most days) to be a part. But this book is not intended solely, or even mainly, for my fellow scholars (though I naturally hope it will interest them). I am convinced that the so-called “intelligent general reader” is, despite some rumors to the contrary, still alive and well; and it is this reader whom I have kept in mind from the first to the last word of this volume. I believe that there are many readers who enjoy serious conceptual analysis of important social and cultural issues, even though they may lack the kind of specialized training that most academic writing tends to assume in its readership. Though I hope that, in content, this book never falls below proper scholarly standards in matters of fact or interpretation, I have tried to make it, in form, as accessible and enjoyable as possible for the lay reader: hence the avoidance of a technical theoretical vocabulary and of formal systems of documentation—both frequently essential in strictly academic writing, but often felt to be distracting and otiose by more general readers. I have been especially determined to write the book in this way precisely because sophisticated cultural analysis in the academy has very seldom chosen to focus on electoral politics. Since I am in this way breaking largely new ground, it seems sensible to do so in such a way as to reach the widest possible audience.




  Chapter 1, “The Age of Nixon,” provides an overview of Nixon’s career—in effect, a refresher course in his political biography for readers with some previous familiarity with the subject, or an introductory course for other, especially younger, readers, for whom Nixon may already be just a dimly glimpsed figure from the history books. The chapter also offers a basic statement of the cultural significance of Nixon, and attempts throughout to make clear what is explicitly stated at the chapter’s close: that in America every age is the Age of Nixon.




  Chapter 2, “The Meaning of Cultural Power,” is directly concerned with Nixon in only a minor way. Since cultural analysis and US electoral politics are so infrequently found in the same book, many readers may reasonably wonder just what they could have to do with one another. This chapter provides my answer—it lays out the major conceptual presuppositions of the book as a whole—and it amounts to a sort of apologia for the serious study of culture in general. I have envisioned the reader as beginning the book and then taking a little time out for theoretical sustenance before returning to further and more elaborate analysis of Nixon—hence the chapter’s placement. But some readers may prefer to skip the second chapter until they have read the rest of the book, while others may want to start with it. The book is designed so as to place no obstacles in either path.




  Chapter 3, “Marx/Nietzsche/Freud/Nixon,” is in many respects the conceptual core of the book. Here I take one key concept from each of the pre-eminent modern masters of the human sciences—the concept of the petty-bourgeoisie from Marx, the concept of ressentiment from Nietzsche, and the concept of the anal-erotic character from Freud—and demonstrate how these categories are linked in Nixon and in American culture generally. The following two chapters then extend this analysis in two closely related and interlocking ways. Chapter 4, “Nixon and the Other: Elements of Anti-Semitism and of Racism,” traces Nixon’s extremely complicated relationship to social marginality, specifically examining how he felt marginalized while heavily involving himself in the stigmatization of the two classic victims of marginalization, the Jew and the black. Chapter 5, “Nixon as Liberal?”, traces Nixon’s equally complicated relationship to American liberalism, considering the senses in which he might be regarded as one of its most emphatic exponents. This chapter also offers an appreciation and critique of Garry Wills’s Nixon Agonistes, the book which first put the question of Nixon’s liberalism on the agenda and which remains, in my opinion, the most important single work in the entirety of Nixon studies.




  Chapter 6, “America’s Nixon, Nixon’s America,” weaves together many themes discussed earlier in the book, doing so by way of considering four major modern tendencies in American culture and politics that all had a big impact on Nixon’s career and to which he, in turn, significantly contributed. The chapter also balances the detailed analyses, in previous chapters, of earlier major events in Nixon’s political life—notably the Checkers speech of 1952 and the race against Kennedy in 1960— with some discussion of the episode that still looms largest in the public understanding of Nixon, namely Watergate.




  There follows a substantial epilogue on “Nixon in Art.” No full-length examination of Nixon should omit some consideration of the way he has been represented by novelists, filmmakers, and many other creative artists. That Nixon has inspired the artistic fancy of so many talented people, and that so much of the most penetrating work on Nixon is to be found in fictional and semi-fictional products of the creative imagination, both testify to just how deeply fascinating he has always been, and remains.




  This book then concludes with a brief bibliography which, though selective, includes the bulk of the volumes on which I have most directly drawn. It is intended mainly as a guide for further reading.




  I will say a few words about my epigraphs. It would, I think, be impossible to find two more violently contrasting evaluations of Nixon than the quotation from Robert Dole’s funeral oration, with its solemn and effusive praise, and the quotation from one of Hunter Thompson’s journalistic pieces, in which Nixon is abused with a ferocity notable even by the standards of this most robustly (and brilliantly) Nixon-hating of all the journalists who covered the thirty-seventh president. But what seems most striking to me is that Dole and Thompson, despite their vastly different perspectives, ultimately agree on what is the fundamental point for both and is also the point that forms the central thesis of this book: that Nixon was deeply typical, in many ways, of his country. If the Dole and Thompson quotations thus provide the essential clue to Nixon’s success, the final epigraph, from Nixon himself, gives a clue to his ultimate downfall. Surely the most eloquent public statement Nixon ever uttered, the quotation is taken from the speech to his staff on his final morning in the White House, and describes the origins of his political destruction as succinctly as anyone has ever done.




  I will confess to an additional and more personal reason for giving Nixon the last word on the epigraph page. Whatever else he may have been, Nixon was the president of my youth— indeed, the single most dominant American politician of my lifetime from childhood until young adulthood—and I am loyal to my president, in my fashion.
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  I. The Age of Nixon
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  Richard Nixon once described himself as “an introvert in an extroverted profession.” Among those who have written about the enduringly fascinating thirty-seventh president of the United States, points of near-universal agreement are few. But this, I think, is one. Very few students of Nixon would be likely to contradict Nixon’s own insight that he was oddly suited by personality and temperament for the profession—electoral politics—in which he scored so many successes.




  For electoral politicians do, of course, tend to be extroverts. They are glad-handers and back-slappers, exuberantly outgoing men (or, more rarely, women) who enjoy nothing so much as “working a room” full of people they scarcely know. They seem to crave human contact, but in the most superficial, limited, distanced ways. Often they feel more comfortable, more “at home,” in the middle of a giant rally than sitting in a room with one or two members of their own households.




  Such is the general personality type. But the very greatest electoral politicians take things a big step further. They possess the rare and baffling talent of being able to project the illusion of emotional connection—even emotional intimacy—to millions upon millions of total strangers. They are able to convince us, on some sub-rational level, that they actually know us and that we somehow know them too—even though this is patently, obviously false. Among modern American presidents, Franklin Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan displayed this talent supremely. Bill Clinton had it too, though to a somewhat lesser extent (partly because Clinton’s streak of insecurity, his evident yearning to please at all costs, always contrasted badly with the effortless self-confidence of a Roosevelt or a Reagan). In varying ways and to various degrees, Dwight Eisenhower also had this ability, and so, brilliantly, did John Kennedy, and so even, for a very brief time, did Lyndon Johnson. Even Gerald Ford, never one of the masters of our politics, knew how to convey the impression of the affable, gregarious, clean-cut football hero (unfortunately for him, he couldn’t help also conveying the closely related stereotype of the dumb jock). Even Jimmy Carter, whose mind sometimes seemed capable of grasping almost any subject—from nuclear engineering, to peanut farming, to English poetry— except US electoral politics, nonetheless knew how impressive it could be simply to carry his own suitcase or garment bag onto Air Force One.




  But Nixon? Despite an intense lifelong desire to be a “leader,” Nixon was always reserved and studious rather than brash and outgoing. In law school, he was noted not for any potential courtroom magnetism but for the “iron butt” that enabled him to slog through volume after volume in the library. Throughout his political career, his public appearances tended to be reserved and formal at best, awkward and undignified at worst. Attempts to seem winningly spontaneous usually made matters worse, as with the almost frighteningly mechanical smile he sometimes flashed, or the famous walk on the beach he once staged as president for the benefit of news photographers—while wearing a pair of expensive dress shoes. The shifty-eyed and badly shaven appearance he made during the first debate with Kennedy in 1960 became widely known as the perfect example of how a politician should not appear on television. Marshall McLuhan, the first great theorist of television, was mightily struck by the polls that revealed that, though most people who heard that debate on radio thought Nixon the winner, most people who saw it on TV gave the victory to Kennedy.




  This is not to say that Nixon was incapable of being an effective public performer, which, in our age, mostly means an effective television performer. On the contrary, and as we will see, he could be, in his own way, superb. The Checkers speech of 1952 (which Nixon himself always referred to as “the Fund speech”) established him as the first important politician who really understood and exploited the power of the then-new medium; and, though the televised debates with Kennedy turned out to be unhelpful to the Nixon campaign, Nixon would never have agreed to meet the much lesser known Kennedy on equal terms had he not had good reason to be confident of his performing skills. Yet, even when he used television well, he used it with none of the expansive warmth with which Reagan and Clinton later used it, or with which Roosevelt had earlier used radio. His speaking style was clipped and quasi-academic, devoted, it seemed, not to establishing emotional bonds but simply to making things “perfectly clear,” in the phrase he used so often during his presidential speeches that it became a national joke (and the title of a biography of Nixon written by one of his fiercest political opponents). He could speak persuasively in a debating-society sort of way—fittingly enough for one who as a student had excelled in formal debate. But, when it came to establishing any feeling of emotional empathy with his audience, he superficially appeared to be less gifted than the average president of a high-school student council.




  And yet, despite all obstacles, Nixon did succeed in establishing the (fictional) emotional connection with the masses that the highest success in electoral politics demands. How he did so—and, correlatively, the cultural significance of Nixon’s career—will form the main theme of this volume. But first, I will maintain that the ultimate measure of how well he connected with voters is simply the record of his popular triumphs. The fact that Nixon’s political career ended in disgrace (in addition to the reputation of being a “two-time loser” that haunted him, though unfairly so, for a while in the 1960s) has tended to obscure just how brilliantly successful he was for so long. So it is worthwhile, in this chapter, to recall just how well he did, though gifted neither with independent wealth, nor physical charm, nor obvious personal magnetism (the advantages, of course, that he so admired, envied, and resented in John Kennedy).




  2




  Nixon considered his first political victory to be his happiest, and it was probably his most remarkable. As the 1946 elections approached, Nixon, then 33 years old and a small-town lawyer (and a soon-to-be-discharged Naval officer), was unknown in most of the 12th Congressional district of California, let alone beyond it. Jerry Voorhis was the wealthy and very popular five-term incumbent Democratic representative. The district itself was regarded by the Democrats as one of their safest seats in the entire country. On election day, Nixon not only defeated Voorhis, but scored something of a landslide, winning by a margin of 57 per cent of the vote to Voorhis’s 43 per cent. Nixon even took Voorhis’s home town. This triumph was achieved mainly by consistently outstanding public performances before small and medium-sized audiences, most notably in a series of debates with Voorhis himself. Nixon’s basic theme was simply to question—falsely but convincingly—Voorhis’s patriotism and even his fundamental loyalty to the country in whose national legislature he served. It was Red-baiting at its most effective.




  Of course, 1946 was a very good year for the Republicans nationally. They took control of both houses of Congress and seemed perfectly poised to recapture the White House in 1948. It is also true that Nixon hardly invented the demagogic Redbaiting that played such a large role in the elections generally and in his own victory specifically. On the contrary, Red-baiting had been a staple of right-wing demagoguery in America since at least the Russian Revolution. It was especially potent in the years following the Second World War, when its reactionary scape-goating and promises of restored stability had considerable appeal for Americans feeling dislocated by the shocks and changes wrought by the Great Depression and by the war itself. Though the Communist Party had never been more than a tiny numerical presence in American political life (even as compared to the old Socialist Party of Eugene Debs), various factors had given it an importance and prominence disproportionate to its numbers: its popularization (and vulgarization) of the Marxian critique of capitalism during the Depression, when capitalism seemed to so many Americans to have failed so disastrously; its pioneering anti-racism, which was almost unparalleled among predominantly white political organizations at the time; and the prestige it gained from its ideological association with America’s most important wartime ally, the Soviet Union. Accordingly, with the launching of the Cold War and the general political shift to the right, the CP’s relative prominence combined with its small numerical base to make it especially vulnerable to persecution. What the historian David Caute has termed “the Great Fear”— the postwar era of anti-Communist mobilization—was on, and the targets included not only actual Communists, but also anyone else (Trotskyists, anarchists, old-line Socialists, liberal Democrats, and sometimes even liberal Republicans) who could be plausibly or even implausibly associated with the Communists. Nixon was one of a large Red-baiting company.




  Indeed, in one of the cutest historical ironies of Nixon’s whole career, Jerry Voorhis had already established himself as one of the more enthusiastic Red-baiters and anti-Communist zealots among non-Southern Congressional Democrats. Still, even if Nixon in 1946 was doing much the same kind of thing that many Republicans and some Democrats across the land were doing, few, if any, candidates did it as well as he; and few, if any, achieved such a stunning come-from-behind victory. Two years later, in 1948, Nixon’s popularity had only increased. In the district that had very recently seemed safe for the Democrats, Nixon managed to capture both the Republican and Democratic nominations, and so coasted to re-election unopposed—despite the fact that nationally the Democrats retained the White House and retook the Congress.




  During his first term, Nixon attained a prominence (mainly on foreign policy and on the Communist issue) then all but unheard of among freshmen congressmen (largely thanks to the patronage of the Republican House Speaker, Joe Martin, as well as to his own furious efforts). Nonetheless, he almost immediately became impatient with the long wait that he calculated would be required before attaining serious power in the House. He wanted to move up to the Senate, and was able to do so chiefly because of one of the most storied episodes of his entire pre-presidential life: the case of Alger Hiss.




  This is not the place to rehearse the extremely complex merits of the Hiss case, about which opinion today remains very nearly as divided as half a century ago. There is a respectable, though far from conclusive, body of scholarship that holds Hiss to have indeed been lying under oath when he denied Whittaker Chambers’s allegations that he had been a Communist and a Soviet agent. At the very least, it should be recognized (as Nixon’s opponents have generally failed to do) that Nixon’s successful pursuit of Hiss was somewhat less reckless than many of the other charges made during the great anti-Communist purge that dominated so much of American politics during the later years of the Truman Administration and the early years of the Eisenhower Administration. But, for the political story, the legal merits of the case against Hiss are largely beside the point anyway. According to those around him, Nixon took an instant dislike to the handsome, well-dressed, well-spoken, Ivy League patrician Hiss; and he determined to pursue Hiss before he could, on any view, have known any incriminating facts. For over a year beginning in August 1948, Nixon set himself against Hiss, not only through the investigative machinery of HUAC (the House Un-American Activities Committee) but in a series of highly effective public appearances that included speeches both in and out of the Capitol and, interestingly, the very first televised Congressional committee hearings. Nixon came across as earnest, hard-working, and professional. By the time it was over, he had made himself the most prominent apostle of anti-Communism among American electoral politicians: no small achievement in the time of the Great Fear, when anti-Communism was the primary defining fact of American political life. To most, Nixon was a hero. The young congressman who a few years earlier was unknown beyond his immediate acquaintances was now on the front page of every newspaper in the country.




  Nixon’s status as America’s premier anti-Communist politician was short-lived, however. Less than a month after Hiss was convicted of perjury in January 1950, a hitherto little-known Wisconsin senator named Joseph McCarthy delivered his first anti-Communist tirade in Wheeling, West Virginia, ushering in what has generally come to be known as “the McCarthy era.” It is worthwhile pausing to compare these two very different Red-baiters. Nixon could not match McCarthy in histrionic flair. Indeed, for pure demagoguery McCarthy may have been the most talented figure in American history (with the exception, perhaps, of Huey Long). But he was also one of those curious politicians (the Russian president Boris Yeltsin was another) who combine a genius for tactics with an imbecility for strategy. For a while, McCarthy seemed incapable of putting a foot wrong. Nearly every fresh charge, no matter how ludicrous, produced a bonanza of publicity and prestige. But he never seemed to have any long-range plans, and soon began to get sloppy, to overreach, to make mistakes, and even to lose interest in the whole thing. Within a few years McCarthy had burned himself out. Nixon was far more skillful. Whereas McCarthy never appeared to have any goals beyond generating more and more headlines, Nixon was already aiming at supreme executive power, i.e., the presidency. Though impatient, he was not recklessly so. He made no attempt to rival McCarthy’s showmanship, but bided his time, repeatedly stressed the importance of the Hiss case, avoided the kind of wilder charges in which McCarthy specialized, quietly assisted McCarthy when that seemed the shrewd course, quietly betrayed McCarthy when that seemed the shrewd course, and survived to be a major force in American politics long after McCarthy was first politically and then biologically dead.




  McCarthy’s intensification of the political importance of the Communist issue was, however, certainly useful to Nixon’s 1950 campaign for the U.S. Senate against his fellow California representative, Helen Gahagan Douglas. This race is remembered mostly as the paradigmatic instance of Nixon’s highly effective Red-baiting, in which he was assisted by Murray Chotiner, Nixon’s early mentor who is today generally recognized as the godfather of modern negative campaigning. With Chotiner’s help—but also remaining firmly in control of his own campaign—Nixon unleashed the full fury of his Red-baiting talents against Douglas, attacking her patriotism; linking her with Alger Hiss; linking her with the American Labor Party congressman from New York, Vito Marcantonio; printing broadsides against her on pink paper (a touch especially dear to Chotiner); and occasionally combining Red-baiting with prurient titillation, as when he described the physically gorgeous Douglas as “pink right down to her underwear.” It was during this campaign that he acquired the nickname that followed him ever after, Tricky Dick.




  In retrospect, perhaps the most striking thing about Nixon’s tactics is that they may have been unnecessary. Though good-looking, articulate, and personally engaging, Helen Douglas was irrevocably alienated from the deeply reactionary political climate that gripped America in 1950. Unlike Jerry Voorhis (whose only honest complaint against Nixon would have been that Nixon was simply a better Red-baiter than Voorhis himself), Douglas was a (usually) principled liberal who had given little aid or comfort to the Cold War abroad or to the anti-Communist frenzy at home. She took stands for racial equality that were extremely rare in American politics outside of explicitly Communist circles, and was widely reviled in California as a “nigger-lover.” There were also anti-Semitic slurs because of her Jewish husband, the actor Melvyn Douglas, whose original surname had been Hesselberg. Indeed, many of the virulent attacks on Helen Douglas in 1950 came not from the Nixon campaign but from conservative elements of the California Democratic Party, up to and including the retiring incumbent Democratic senator for whose seat Douglas and Nixon were contending. Given the general anti-Communist hysteria—which was naturally augmented by the outbreak of the Korean War during the summer and then by the entry of Chinese troops into the war about a week before the general election—it is difficult to imagine how the echt anti-Communist Nixon could have lost.




  But Nixon, as ever, took no chances. He was rewarded not just with victory but with a stunning margin of roughly 680,000 votes out of 3.7 million cast—proportionately the biggest win attained in any Senate race that year. In 1951 he became the youngest member of “the world’s greatest deliberative body,” as the U.S. Senate likes to style itself—and almost immediately began working for yet higher office.




  Not even an ambition the size of Nixon’s could have cast him as a plausible presidential contender in 1952, when he would be only four years beyond the Constitutional minimum age of 35. And, then as now, there was no very clear way to run for vice-president. But Nixon did what he could, which turned out to be quite a lot. He traveled across the country almost incessantly, establishing connections with local Republican Party bosses and grass-roots activists everywhere. During the Lincoln’s Birthday weekend of 1951, for instance, he was the keynote speaker at party rallies in four different states. He also began cultivating a number of national party elders, most notably former New York Governor (and a two-time presidential nominee) Thomas Dewey, who was deeply impressed with Nixon and almost instantly saw him as a possible vice-president.




  Dewey was also working to make General Eisenhower the Republican presidential nominee, and this was a fortunate conjuncture for Nixon. During the 1952 political season, the three major contenders for the Republican nomination were Eisenhower; Senator Robert Taft of Ohio, the evident front-runner; and Governor Earl Warren of California, who hoped to become the compromise candidate if the convention deadlocked between the other two. It was clear that, of the three, only Eisenhower was likely to choose Nixon for the vice-presidential spot. Nixon was effectively barred, Constitutionally, from serving with his fellow Californian Warren; while Taft was generally expected to choose someone much senior to Nixon— possibly Warren (who had been Dewey’s running mate in 1948), or possibly William Knowland, California’s other senator and a close personal friend of Taft’s. So, as the convention approached, Nixon went to work for Eisenhower. Though the California delegation was supposed to hold firm for its favorite son, Nixon betrayed Warren (and Knowland, Warren’s campaign manager) by influencing a number of California delegates to support the Eisenhower position on a series of crucial procedural votes. This service helped to bring about Eisenhower’s victory. It also combined with the support that Nixon already enjoyed with the Republican grass roots and with elder statesmen like Dewey—as well as with the evident “balance” Nixon would bring to the ticket: his youth against Eisenhower’s age; his California political base against the East Coast orientation of the Eisenhower forces; and his record of extremely partisan Red-baiting against Eisenhower’s studied aloofness from such things—to guarantee Nixon the second spot on the ticket that seemed (and was) certain to sweep the country in November. Barely six years after emerging from provincial obscurity,Nixon was moving to within the proverbial heartbeat of the most powerful office in the world.




  The most important and sensational political event of Nixon’s eight years with Ike occurred only a couple of months after the Republican Convention of 1952. Journalists revealed that Senator Nixon had been supplementing his government salary with a private slush fund provided by California business interests. The total amount of money involved was relatively small—much too small to maintain Nixon in the “luxury” that some accounts suggested (not that Nixon had displayed much taste for fancy living anyway). Nor was the fund either technically illegal or unique in American politics at the time. But it was nonetheless a major political embarrassment, especially given Eisenhower’s plans to lay great emphasis on the financial scandals of the Truman Administration. Many of Ike’s closest supporters wanted Nixon to be dropped from the ticket. It looked as though Nixon’s almost unbelievably rapid political rise might come to a sudden and ignominious end.




  Everything, of course, depended on Eisenhower, and Ike at first seemed undecided as to what to do. While his running mate became the target of savage heckling and editorial attacks, he at first carefully avoided issuing any statement of confidence or support. Eventually, he suggested (through Dewey) that Nixon should make a television broadcast to explain the whole matter to the American people; and he promised that, if the response seemed sufficiently favorable, Nixon would be allowed to remain as the vice-presidential candidate. But then, less than an hour before Nixon was to go on live national television, Ike had Dewey instruct Nixon to end the broadcast by resigning from the Republican ticket. Nixon, of course, disobeyed this order and went on to deliver one of the most completely successful speeches in the history of electoral politics and the first major political speech ever televised. Response to the Checkers speech was so overwhelmingly and intensely pro-Nixon that Eisenhower was left with no good choice but to keep Nixon after all.




  I will later examine this speech, which is often remembered as the one occasion on which Nixon did make a powerful emotional connection with his audience, in greater detail. For the moment, it is worth noting that, despite the speech’s undeniable emotional impact, most of it was delivered in the emphatic, straightforward style of the debating society or the lecture hall—the style, that is, that Nixon normally favored. There was very little folksiness or warmth of the Rooseveltian, Reaganite, or Clintonian sort. Indeed, many of the most important parts of Nixon’s speech had nothing to do with the famous sentimental references to his wife’s cloth coat and his children’s dog (“Checkers”), but were instead devoted to the clipped, deliberate attacks that one expected from Nixon. Having defended his financial probity to his own satisfaction, he went on to question that of the Democratic candidates Adlai Stevenson and John Sparkman and, in a veiled way, even that of Eisenhower himself—who was by no means eager to reveal his personal finances as Nixon suggested the candidates should do. Ike, the five-star general, was one of the great strategists of the century, but with the Checkers speech Nixon had out-maneuvered him.




  After the Checkers speech, the rest of the 1952 campaign and even the whole two terms of Nixon’s vice-presidency were something of an anti-climax. In 1952 and again in 1956 Eisenhower’s own popularity was so great that it is difficult to identify any decisive contributions that Nixon made to the Republican landslides. But vice-presidential nominees seldom add much strength to their tickets anyway, and, contrary to what many liberal-to-moderate Republicans once suspected, there is no convincing evidence that Ike would have done better with a different running mate. Like any other vice-presidential candidate, Nixon (post-Checkers) campaigned in more-or-less the way that his chief wanted him to. Eisenhower was attached to the nonpartisan ethos in which he had lived as a professional military man, and he left it to Nixon to deliver the partisan tirades that kept the core party faithful happy. Nixon gladly obliged, especially in 1952, when he Red-baited Stevenson and Stevenson’s allies in the Truman Administration with much the same fierceness that he had attacked Voorhis and Douglas.




  Nixon’s greatest political achievement as vice-president (the youngest but one in American history) was the radical transformation he helped to effect in the office itself. Today it seems natural, and sometimes even inevitable, that the vice-president should be one of the major figures of the president’s administration, and for some purposes his real (as opposed to merely nominal) second-in-command—as well as his heir apparent. But this conception of the office is little more than half a century old and was created by Richard Nixon more than by any other individual. Hardly anyone thought of Nixon’s immediate predecessor, Alben Barkley, as a possible president or an important power of the Truman Administration—just as Truman himself, when Roosevelt’s vice-president, was so marginal that he was not even told about the Manhattan Project. Yet every vice-president since Nixon has been considered presidential timber, even such unpromising specimens as Dan Quayle or Nixon’s own first VP, Spiro Agnew. Furthermore, the most influential vice-presidents after Nixon have depended heavily on a close personal and professional trust with their respective chiefs: Walter Mondale with Carter, George H. W. Bush with Reagan, Al Gore with Clinton, Dick Cheney with George W. Bush. Yet Nixon, who in a sense made those vice-presidencies possible, was forced to refashion the office without any such trust, the fund crisis and the Checkers speech having forever rendered genuine closeness between Nixon and Eisenhower impossible.




  Beyond the constant factors of Nixon’s own ambition, drive, and studious intelligence about political matters, there were several factors that enabled him to reshape the office that its first occupant, John Adams, had famously called “the most insignificant that ever the invention of man contrived or his imagination conceived.” Probably the most important was Eisenhower’s unusual distaste for party politics. Ike liked to surround himself with people from the military and business worlds, and he had little time for professional partisans. In 1956 he even briefly toyed with the idea of running for re-election as a Democrat, or without a party affiliation. So he was happy to let his VP take over the duties of party leadership that normally fell to the president: thus enabling Nixon vastly to expand his already extensive connections at all levels of his party. In many ways Nixon became the actual, while Ike remained the titular, leader of the Republican Party. At the same time, Eisenhower, though personally not much impressed with Nixon’s foreign-policy skills, also allowed him to do a good deal of the foreign travel that the innovations of jet technology had recently made far more feasible than ever before. These trips enabled Nixon to balance his reputation as a partisan gut-fighter with the very different persona of the reflective geopolitical statesman and strategist—and at least to appear to be assuming diplomatic responsibilities unprecedented for a vice-president. Toward the end of his vice-presidency, he scored particular political triumphs when he faced a hostile crowd in Venezuela in 1958, when he made a successful good-will visit to Britain later the same year, and when he engaged Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev in the famous “kitchen debate” in Russia in 1959. Finally, Nixon’s good fortune included Ike’s two serious illnesses of his White House years—the heart attack of 1955 and the stroke of 1957—that allowed the vice-president to function, for a time, more “presidentially” than any of his predecessors had done.




  The greatest prize of Nixon’s vice-presidency was, of course, the Republican presidential nomination in 1960, when Ike was ineligible to run again. Though other ambitious Republicans with national followings had arrived on the scene—notably Governor Nelson Rockefeller of New York and Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona—Nixon had spent eight years positioning himself so well that he sailed to the nomination against only token opposition. Perhaps never before had a non-incumbent secured a major-party presidential nomination quite so easily. Now he had only to defeat a relatively obscure senator from Massachusetts in the general election in order to capture the summit of American politics.




  3




  In many ways, the campaign against Kennedy in 1960 seems the pivotal event of Nixon’s career—the incident toward which all that came before led up and from which all that came after flowed. Nixon himself, near the end of his life, remembered the 1960 election as “probably the greatest election of this century because the candidates were both outstanding.” It was certainly the closest presidential election ever, and it is hard to resist speculating on how things might have happened differently. Had Nixon won, he would have been the fourth-youngest man ever elected to the presidency and the second-youngest (after his hero Theodore Roosevelt) of the century. If he had gone on to serve two full terms, his career might well have counted as the most completely and unambiguously successful in the history of American electoral politics. He would have become not just a hero but virtually an icon to Republicans, and the object of much grudging respect from Democrats. His worst problem might have been leaving office while still in vigorous middle age and with no more worlds to conquer.




  It didn’t turn out like that, of course. And any sort of defeat must indeed be counted as a serious setback for a politician who had previously experienced nothing but overwhelming victories. But the margin of defeat was so razor-thin that it is impossible to see in the 1960 results any decisive rejection of Nixon by the voters. According to the official tallies, Kennedy’s popular vote surpassed Nixon’s by just over 112,000 votes out of 68.8 million cast. The state-by-state breakdown is even more heartbreaking from the Nixon point of view; for a shift of just 27,000 votes— 23,000 in Texas and 4,000 in Illinois—would have given those states and, with them, an Electoral-College majority to Nixon.




  Nixon and his admirers have always maintained that the election was not just close but fraudulent. Though no major formal challenge was ever mounted, the quasi-official Nixon line, retailed again and again over the years, has it that an honest count would have made Nixon probably the popular winner and almost certainly the winner in electoral votes, which are Constitutionally all that matter; but that Nixon was simply too good a sport, and too patriotically concerned with the country’s stability, to demand a recount. In this view, Nixon preferred to relinquish the prize he had ardently craved and honestly won rather than plunge the nation into the uncertainties of a disputed presidential election. In pro-Nixon circles the notion that the 1960 election was illegitimate has become something of an obsession, and has even survived the deaths of both principals. At Nixon’s funeral in 1994, Governor Pete Wilson of California, one of the main speakers and a long-time Nixon protégé, saw fit to use the solemnity of the occasion to make (or imply) yet one more charge that President Kennedy, himself then dead for 31 years, had stolen the White House.




  The self-serving nature of the Nixon claims does not necessarily make them false. But an impartial evaluation is difficult, and agnosticism about the technical legitimacy of the 1960 election is probably the only fully honest position. The Nixon claims are strongest with regard to the Texas and Illinois results. No one familiar with the workings of Lyndon Johnson’s political machine in Texas or Mayor Richard Daley’s in Chicago can dismiss the notion of widespread irregularities as at all implausible. The Illinois situation is especially suspicious, not only because of the extreme closeness of the statewide margin, but also because there is evidence that Daley deliberately held back vote tallies until he knew with some precision how large a Democratic margin Chicago would have to produce in order to carry the state for Kennedy. On the other hand, the immense amount of attention that Nixon and his allies have managed to focus on the possibility of Democratic fraud in 1960 has distracted attention from the fact that Republican vote fraud was (as Nixon himself was well aware) by no means unknown then either, particularly in Illinois. Indeed, the head of Daley’s Chicago Election Board once suggested to a journalist that, though his people naturally stole votes for the Democrats, in statewide elections “the Republicans are stealing so much downstate that all we do is balance it out.” This claim is also self-serving and hard to test, but it too is far from implausible. As for Nixon’s fairly weak interest in recounts (he did quietly ask for a few here and there at the time, contrary to the legend that he himself successfully promoted), he must have known, as a minute student of American politics and elections, that recounts very rarely overturn an announced result. He must also have calculated that a too visible refusal to accept Kennedy’s apparent victory would have painted him as an unpatriotic sore loser and likely killed forever his presidential prospects.




  Nixon’s pre-occupation with the 1960 results and with the Kennedys in general are matters to which I will return. For now, the main point is that, though we will probably never know whether Kennedy or Nixon got more genuine votes, the election was in all but strictly arithmetical terms a draw. The electorate was simply unable to make a clear choice between the two nominees. A draw is, obviously, not as good as a landslide win; but it is not the worst result in the world either. Especially in view of Nixon’s previously unbroken record of stunning success, the notion that the 1960 election revealed him to be an essential “loser” is wildly unfair. To some degree, this idea was the product of wishful thinking among the legion of Nixon-haters. But it was greatly enhanced by the authentic loss that Nixon suffered two years later.




  The California gubernatorial campaign of 1962 was, without question, a bad political mistake on Nixon’s part, by long odds the worst of his pre-Watergate career. Nixon lost, and by a substantially larger margin than that by which he had lost the presidency. His loss was also fairly predictable, despite some early polls that had had him ahead. The incumbent Democratic governor, Pat Brown, was hugely popular and successful, and the Nixon campaign gave California voters very little reason to replace him with a former vice-president who displayed little interest in actually governing their state. Nixon would in any case have been suspected of wanting Brown’s job only in order to prepare for another run at the White House. But he did much to aggravate the problem, for instance by talking a good deal about foreign policy—always Nixon’s primary interest, of course, but an issue that sways few votes in gubernatorial races. When the crushing defeat came, Nixon reacted with a gracelessness that became legendary, announcing his “last press conference” and blaming his failure on everyone but himself, from Governor Brown, to the journalists who covered the race, to his own campaign workers. The nearly unanimous conventional wisdom was that Nixon’s career was finished. ABC News aired “The Political Obituary of Richard Nixon,” complete with an appearance by Alger Hiss.




  But the California race was a mistake also because Nixon had little to gain even if he had won. If he had become California’s governor, he would have been stuck in Sacramento for at least four years, doing a kind of work for which he had never displayed much aptitude or interest. He may have felt that it was necessary to be holding an important office in order to mount a credible presidential bid in the future—an assumption then much more common in American politics than it is now (and one that was urged on him by Eisenhower). Still, the wiser course would have been to keep a lower profile, practicing law and making occasional speeches, and above all expanding and reinforcing the excellent network of contacts he had established throughout the Republican Party. This is exactly what he actually did between 1962 and 1968.




  Nixon’s long march to the White House during these six years is justly regarded as one of the great comeback stories of American political history. But its exact nature has not been generally appreciated. The loss in California was considered so devastating because of the assumption, then generally accepted, that a politician who fails to win office in his home state can never hope to win anything beyond. But (as we will see in some detail in chapter 6) Nixon understood that the state- and region-centeredness of American presidential politics was weakening; and his strategy for 1968 was the most national that any presidential aspirant had yet devised. Of course, he was immeasurably aided by being already a fully national figure. He moved his residence to New York and, while also engaging in a lucrative law practice, began cultivating (or further cultivating) Republicans throughout the country, with special attention to the South.




  Most important of all, he had to navigate his way around the Goldwater debacle of 1964, and he did so almost flawlessly. He foresaw the magnitude of the defeat that Goldwater’s candidacy would bring on the Republican Party; and he knew that, for the foreseeable future, no Republican who was closely associated with Goldwater’s brand of hard-right conservatism could expect to win national office. But—unlike most politicians and political observers at the time—he also understood the depth of Goldwater’s ideological hold on the party, which would never give its nomination to anyone perceived as a traitor to the Goldwater cause. While the intensity of the intra-party fight in 1964 led almost all other prominent Republicans to line up either for or against the Arizona senator, Nixon adopted Eisenhower’s policy of strict neutrality. After the nomination, however, he enthusiastically introduced Goldwater to the Republican Convention and campaigned tirelessly for him in the fall. Goldwater, whose candidacy was openly spurned by Rockefeller, Michigan Governor George Romney, and others, was grateful. Despite considerable personal mistrust for Nixon, Goldwater, after his own crushing defeat, felt he had little choice but to offer Nixon his prompt and open support for the 1968 contest. With that, Nixon was, so far as the Republican nomination was concerned, already more than halfway home.
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