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In memory of Ben Bradlee



AUTHOR’S PERSONAL NOTE

Evelyn M. Duffy has assisted me on three previous books, one on President George W. Bush, and two on President Obama. This is the fourth in the last eight years. She dove into this book on President Nixon with determination and ingenuity. The one characteristic, above all others, you want in an assistant is a capacity for hard work. It is a central feature of her character.

She is relentless, focused and driven by a natural curiosity and deep sense of fairness. She reads, absorbs, comprehends and interprets rapidly. A simple question will yield a one-to-five-page memo.

Evelyn transcribed my first long interview with Alexander Butterfield and immediately alerted me to the possibility and importance of getting the story and documents from the last of Nixon’s men. She was intimately involved in planning our approach. She made two solo trips to La Jolla and spent days interviewing Butterfield and reviewing files and documents.

We discussed the importance of getting a fourth wind on this project. She supplied that fourth wind. I can pay her no greater compliment. Even after we had emptied Butterfield’s memory and records and sifted through the boxes, she saw the necessity to go back again—to review, check and dig deeper.

She helped me with some initial drafts of sections, and edited everything many, many times. She spent days at the Nixon Library in California searching for a few specific needles in one of the largest archival haystacks in America. This became not just a project but a passion. Her stamina to address the unanswered questions is unmatched. I enjoyed watching her relish the inner workings of this strange White House, the twists and turns of the Nixon inner sanctum.

When we started together in 2007, she would carefully make discreet suggestions. Now she says we have to do certain things and challenges me, directly but in her friendly, genuine way. I immediately—or later—realize she is right. And she understands the lessons of Nixon, his presidency and Butterfield, who became our witness—hers as much as mine.


NOTE ON THE EBOOK

    The Last of the President’s Men contains scanned physical documents displayed in the ebook as full page images. On the page following each document the publisher has included a reflowable text transcription of the typewritten and handwritten text.



PROLOGUE

Near the end of July 2014 I flew to California to meet with Alexander P. Butterfield, the former aide to President Richard Nixon who disclosed the secret White House taping system 41 years earlier.

The tapes provided the proof of Nixon’s direct role in the cover-up of Watergate, other crimes and government abuses. Without that evidence, Nixon certainly would have been able to stay in office.

“There’s more to the story of Nixon,” Butterfield told me.

He picked me up at the airport in his Cadillac and we drove to his condominium two blocks from the Pacific Ocean in La Jolla. For 20 years before joining the Nixon White House staff, he had been one of the Air Force’s most accomplished pilots. He drove confidently and fast.

At age 88, Butterfield, 6-foot-2 with salt white hair, walked with a slight stoop. But he was energetic and vital. He chatted comfortably, and he was dressed neatly in freshly pressed slacks and shirt.

He pulled into his space beneath his building and put a key in the elevator, which slowly took us to his second-floor penthouse. We got off the elevator and entered his bachelor residence of five large rooms.

I quickly scanned the open-plan living area with its modern furnishings and a dark, heavy-wood circular table used as much for work as dining.

What really snapped me to attention were 20 boxes and piles of documents and files he had agreed to bring out of storage for my assistant, Evelyn Duffy, and me to read and copy. Here, after all these decades, was a vast new archive, unknown until now.

One of Butterfield’s jobs in the Nixon White House had been to prevent departing staffers from leaving with official documents. But when he left in 1973, he carted off literally thousands of documents from the White House. Many are originals. Though Butterfield is normally very neat and organized—even fastidious—the arrival of new boxes and files from storage had created an unusual disorder.

I immediately began dipping into the boxes and opening files. They contained everything from routine chronologies to bizarre memos outlining Nixon’s orders. Included were some previously undisclosed Top Secret exchanges with Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security adviser, and a few highly classified bulletins of the CIA.

Some were neatly organized, including copies on onionskin paper of all memos Butterfield wrote. These were in a monthly file about two inches thick for each of the 50 months he was in the White House—a virtual diary. Other files were scattered about the five rooms, cluttering his bedroom, office and study. Closets contained more boxes, books, folders and dossiers—some from the White House and others from his time in the Air Force. One tall stack of boxes was housed in an unused shower stall.

The boxes also contained parts of an unpublished memoir he had written in the 1990s. Butterfield gave me a copy of the chapter drafts that he still retained, and he has given me permission to quote from them.

In all, over 11 months in 2014 and 2015, I interviewed him for more than 40 hours on digital audio recordings or digital video.

His documents, the interviews and his memoir chapter drafts provide a remarkable stream of anecdotes, recollections and new episodes not found in the public record or histories. The result is a deeper, more disturbing and baffling portrait of Nixon. Though Butterfield has given occasional interviews and speeches over the decades, his personal odyssey, precisely how and why he decided to disclose the existence of the taping system, is largely untold. In some respects he has been waiting in plain sight to share the intimate details of his experience in the Nixon White House.

I did not realize this until July 18, 2011, when he visited a house my wife and I have on the South River near Annapolis, Maryland. We spent the day together with the tape recorder going. In 2014 he agreed to let me tell his story in full and gave me access to his voluminous records in La Jolla.

Butterfield has had prostate cancer for years. Despite this and other minor health problems, I found his memory to be superb. He is an excellent witness. During the course of our interviews he would quote Nixon, participants or himself verbatim about an important incident. Then months later we would review the incident and he would give the same account, often recalling the same quotations.

He is not seeking employment. He neither asked for nor has he received money from me or my publisher.

He is a proud man but over the course of the interviews he made what lawyers call “admissions against interest.” He recalled with unusual candor incidents that he knows are embarrassing and do not reflect well on him.

Seen up close through Butterfield’s eyes and documents, Nixon is both smaller and larger.

The focus of this book is on these two men—Nixon and Butterfield. Three months after leaving the White House, Butterfield disclosed Nixon’s secret taping system to the Senate Watergate Committee.

The hundreds of hours of the secret recordings made public in a piecemeal fashion over four decades have come to define Nixon and his five and a half years in the White House.

As a deputy assistant to the president, Butterfield occupied the office next to Nixon’s Oval Office for three of his four years in the White House. He became a witness to, and extension of, Nixon’s strategies, likes, dislikes and whims. When Nixon was in Washington, Butterfield was the first to see him in the morning and the last to see him at night. He was one of only a very few who knew about the secret taping system.

In his memoir, RN, Nixon said he was “shocked” that Butterfield betrayed the secret. “I had believed that the existence of the White House taping system would never be revealed,” Nixon wrote.

The secret taping system was not put in place until February 1971. There are no tapes of the first two years of the Nixon presidency. By virtue of his proximity to the center of the Nixon universe and his extraordinary memory, Butterfield himself essentially became that tape recorder.

After Nixon resigned in August 1974 he spent much of the remaining 20 years of his life conducting a war on history, trying to diminish his role in Watergate and other crimes, while attempting to elevate his foreign policy and other accomplishments.

But nearly each year since 1974 new tapes and documents have been released showing the depth of his criminality and abuse of power.

Yet history is never complete, never fully told or settled. I thought the story of Nixon was over for me in 2005 when former FBI associate director Mark Felt publicly revealed that he was the secret source known as Deep Throat. He was among the key sources that Carl Bernstein and I used in reporting the Watergate story for The Washington Post.

Alex Butterfield was not a typical presidential aide. Most aides get their jobs as rewards for longtime service to the successful candidate. Butterfield came in as an outsider, spent four years in the Nixon White House as a key insider, and then left as an outsider, files in tow.

So the story, like most of history, does not end.



1



Colonel Butterfield was in a foul mood. The 42-year-old Air Force officer was on the path to four stars, and maybe the top uniformed job in the Air Force. “I was an ambitious son of a bitch,” he said later, “and I’d been lucky. I had a very good record. I was in this thing to go all the way . . . to be the chief of staff.”

He was, however, stuck in Australia as the senior U.S. military officer and representative of CINCPAC, the Commander in Chief Pacific—a reward for years in Vietnam and in the Office of the Secretary of Defense as liaison to the Lyndon Johnson White House. He had been promised he would only be in Australia for two years, but now they, the mysterious they, wanted to extend him another two years.

He saw it as a career disaster, keeping him out of the action, the “smoke” as he called it—the center of things. The “smoke” was Washington or Vietnam, where he had flown 98 combat reconnaissance missions.

On this particular day, November 20, 1968, he was in Port Moresby, New Guinea, the giant island in the Pacific, just north of Australia, traveling with the U.S. ambassador to Australia.

Butterfield picked up a copy of the Tok-Tok, the local newspaper. Here would be some intel on what was going on in the smoke. He took the paper back to his motel room and settled in with a sandwich. The main story was Richard Nixon, who had just won election as president 15 days earlier. Butterfield had voted for him.

He stopped cold. Nixon’s top aide was identified as H.R. “Bob” Haldeman. Was it possible? Haldeman was an old college acquaintance. It was astonishing that Haldeman was running the transition team preparing to take over the White House and the U.S. government.

Butterfield and Haldeman had known each other as students at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) in the mid-1940s. Their girlfriends, whom they each later married, were Kappa Kappa Gamma sorority sisters and close friends. The couples had double-dated. Haldeman was quiet, a somewhat colorless man, austere, not very political. He often came across as a bit of an asshole who was brusque with his girlfriend, Jo. Butterfield had lost touch with Haldeman but Jo and Butterfield’s wife, Charlotte, exchanged Christmas cards and snapshots of their children.

It wasn’t much to hang on to. But a fighter pilot knew about coincidence and chance, the quick maneuver in the air. It was the difference between ace or dead.

Haldeman! He tried to recall everything about him. How much could you learn from a double date and hanging around Fraternity Row? They had been in different fraternities. Haldeman was a Beta, which was considered the best. Old Harry Robbins, H.R. “Bob.” Butterfield needed an exit strategy and now he thought, “Here’s my out.” It was worth a try.

Butterfield had almost perfect Efficiency Reports, the formal evaluations that drive promotions. He had served as aide to two generals. With a gentle, relaxed charm he knew how to please the boss without fawning. He had earned early promotions, and his personnel file was stuffed with letters of commendation from top civilians at the Pentagon and from Vice President Hubert Humphrey. He looked the part of the classic Air Force officer. “He was drop-dead handsome,” said Charlotte in 2014, nearly 30 years after their divorce.

“If you’re going to get promoted to general officer,” Butterfield told me later, “you’ve got to be where the smoke is . . . in a really important, highly visible job in either Washington, D.C., or back in Vietnam. And command of a tactical fighter wing in Vietnam is what I wanted in the worst way.

“I was desperate to get back to Vietnam. If I have to be delayed [in Australia] for another two years, I’m dead in the water. I’m frantic, I’m actually frantic. I hate to admit that.” The urgency, he said, was simply because no one knew how long the war would last, and he did not want to miss out.

Butterfield awoke the next morning to heavy rain in New Guinea, and lay in bed thinking. If only he could talk with Haldeman, an unhurried session to tout his record: Defense Secretary Robert McNamara had employed him as a contact point in the White House. He had prepared McNamara’s regular military reports to the cabinet and accompanied him whenever he visited the White House. He knew a lot about power levers in Washington. He wanted to tell his UCLA pal about how crucial it was for him to be in an important, high-visibility assignment when he would became eligible for promotion to brigadier general, the one-star generalship, and the road to the smoke.

Would Haldeman understand? Could he possibly pull some strings? There were lots of strings to be pulled, especially from the vantage of the White House.

The weather stayed bad. Good. He wanted time. He grabbed the shuttle bus to the tiny airport terminal. Scanning the day-old paper from Sydney, he saw nothing about Nixon or his transition. Damn it! He thumbed through the other newspapers and several magazines. Nothing. At the counter, he sipped orange juice and coffee. The rain continued. Butterfield’s mind was churning hard. He bought an inexpensive bag of cookies and returned to the motel and hung the pidgin sign on the door: NO WAKIM MANISLIP (Do Not Disturb). Shedding his damp clothes, he put on a robe and sat to write. “Dear Bob . . .”

At first Butterfield wanted to describe his plight and see if Haldeman would intervene and assist with a new Air Force assignment. He wanted to get back to Vietnam with a wing command, a large unit of 75 or more planes. That seemed incredibly audacious. But Butterfield’s strong suit was personality. At UCLA he had been named the Most Collegiate Looking Male, and in high school the Most Popular. He had been class president twice in two different high schools, and student body president at the end of his junior year. He had earned letters and gold awards in football, basketball and track. Soon the letter to Haldeman was a direct appeal for a face-to-face meeting at the Pierre Hotel in New York, where the president-elect had set up his transition shop. Just 20 to 30 minutes. That was a bold request but Butterfield was a solid and respectable voice from the past.

He was running out of motel stationery, down to the last sheet. Going over to the bed, he lay down. What did he really want? Was it just an assist with a new assignment? Or was it more?

Butterfield imagined himself in an office talking to Haldeman. Would Bob still have that businesslike aura? The cold efficiency had doubtless appealed to Nixon. Butterfield knew the type from the Air Force. If he could get an audience, he would be able to establish a rapport. That was what he did, that was one of his talents. He knew that it was also dicey. If he went outside the chain of command to Haldeman, it could be seen as an impropriety. So he had to ask himself, What is my true objective? Why is it suddenly so important to put myself in front of Haldeman and try to impress him?

But in one of those rationalizations common to all and for which Butterfield forgave himself, he decided he could offer his professional services for a post on Nixon’s National Security Council staff. That would position him to return to Vietnam. That could be easy, he figured. He had to present himself as a clear-eyed colonel of excellent character and deportment. He was a graduate of the National War College, had a master’s degree in foreign affairs, had lived in six foreign countries. He pretty well knew the world and the issues. Not a bad package, he concluded. He was also combat ready and trained in every facet of tactical aviation—air-to-air, air-to-ground, air defense and reconnaissance. He was one of the few Air Force colonels with that range of experience. For two years, he also had been a member of the Air Force Skyblazers, America’s only formation aerobatic team in Europe.

Out of motel stationery, he went to the front desk and got more. Soon back in Australia, he revised his letter, making it into a biographical résumé, and sent it off. Later he tried to call Haldeman in New York. No luck.

Finally, Butterfield reached Larry Higby, Haldeman’s executive assistant, on the phone. Higby was Mr. Step-and-Fetch-It. (Later in the Nixon White House the staff assistants were called “Higbys.” Even Higby eventually had a Higby who was known as “Higby’s Higby.”)

“Colonel Butterfield, this is Larry Higby. Bob is busy now. Can I be helpful? Bob knows you’re calling and he told me you two knew each other at UCLA.”

Butterfield explained that he was coming to Washington on business. Of course the only business was to see Haldeman but he didn’t say that. He said he wanted no more than 30 minutes on an important personal matter. He knew he wasn’t fooling Higby, who replied they should talk the next day, and that he would probably have more to go on.

In Australia Butterfield was his own boss in charge of his schedule so he arranged to take leave and set up his travel. Within days he was in a room at the Washington Statler Hilton watching Nixon on television announce his cabinet.

Butterfield would later write in his memoir draft, “I took note of the Cabinet selectees’ names and as I did so a strange feeling came over me. It was one I’ve never forgotten—a good feeling, one of confidence, a premonition of sorts that I was closing in on my destiny, that I would definitely be a part of this upcoming Administration.”

The next morning, in freshly pressed uniform, Butterfield took a cab across the Potomac River to the Pentagon, which was familiar territory. He had worked there in several assignments. During the morning he tracked down colleagues who pulled the strings on the many military programs in Australia.

At noon he walked to the vast Pentagon Concourse, a mini-mall of retail stores, found a pay phone and called Higby.

“Mr. Higby is not available. Would you care to leave a message?”

Goddamnit! Butterfield muttered. He stared at the coin box of the pay phone, his long legs extended out of the booth. Now he was in the delicate minuet of making sure Haldeman knew he was available but not appearing overanxious. He calculated that if he called back in 30 minutes, and then again and again, his call slips could pile up and he would look like a pest. Not persistent, but annoying. Difficult and unwelcome. He decided to play a version of Hard to Get. He would wait until mid-afternoon to call again.

He went into D.C. and lunched alone at Duke Zeibert’s, then one of the most famous and busiest restaurants with the power set. He could think of many restaurants to have a belt—the Jockey Club, Rive Gauche, or Sans Souci. He’d dined and drunk in all of them. No city brought back more stirring memories because over the years he had been in and out of Washington, especially as the senior aide to General Rosy O’Donnell, who had been commander-in-chief of the Pacific Air Forces in the early 1960s.

At 3 p.m. he picked up the phone.

Bob will be able to see you tomorrow afternoon here in New York, Higby said. They agreed on 2 p.m.

The next day, Butterfield flew to New York City and checked his bags at the Plaza Hotel. As soon as the meeting with Haldeman was over, he was heading back to Australia. He then went down to the Oyster Bar for a light lunch and a little meditation—a comforting stream of hope punctuated with flashes of deep worry. He needed to present himself as a competent potential addition to Nixon’s team. There was much to think about. What exactly was the course he wanted to take? And was he going about it in the right way? How many acquaintances from decades back did Haldeman have knocking on his door? There was a bit of effrontery in it, but Haldeman also might find it comforting. The top aide to the president might be suspicious of new friends.

Butterfield stopped at the men’s room to gargle and brush his teeth, a ritual he practiced before important meetings. Soon he was out the door with briefcase in hand. It was cold but sunny, just right for the walk of several blocks to the Pierre, which had an elegance of its own. He visited the men’s room again to comb his hair. Whenever he went hatless, even in the slightest breeze, his wispy hair would go standing up on end. He was conscious of not wanting to look unkempt or goofy as though he had just stuck a finger in an electrical socket.

“I’m walking in for the final exam,” he recalled.

At the front desk, he asked for the main floor of the Nixon Transition Office and headed for the elevators.

Suddenly there was a commotion behind him, men moving fast. As he turned, he saw this wave sweeping in from the chilly air outside. He knew at once it was Secret Service moving with that special urgency and self-importance. “There’s this rush of humanity,” Butterfield recalled. “It looked like 40 or 50 people. Some of them had cameras. So this was the press. And lo and behold, Richard Nixon. I’d never laid eyes on Richard Nixon, but he comes rushing in. I’d thought at the time he looked a little more handsome than I thought he was, and a bit taller.”

Nixon smiled and nodded to the hotel staff and bystanders and did not turn Butterfield’s way. In 30 seconds Nixon and his Secret Service agents, and perhaps a handler or two, had crowded into an elevator and were gone.

Butterfield marveled at the way the old Haldeman connection was going, the timing, the prospect . . . the sense of destiny. In the back of his mind was the question: how far to push this? Well, he was pushing it to the limit, and the main event was to come. Maybe his hope was excessive, and he would get a polite brush-off, “Good to see you, Alex, and may the rest of your life turn out well.”
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“This meeting meant a lot,” Butterfield recalled. “I am a full colonel, and I don’t want to leave the military. The whole point is to stay in the military.” He was not going to tell Haldeman his ultimate objective. “It was a surreptitious plan of mine. And some people would say it’s not cricket. If I just could get with the Nixon team, I thought in a year or a year and a half at the most, I could get out of there and probably get a good assignment back in Vietnam. But of course I couldn’t tell Haldeman that what I so desperately sought was only temporary.”

After announcing himself to the receptionist, Butterfield took a chair and watched the outer office. Lots of hurried movement but these were happy people. Their candidate, and Butterfield’s, had won. Their devotion was paying off for them. They were going to Washington, headfirst into the smoke.

A young man came tearing around the corner. He was grinning. Had to be Higby. They shook hands. Butterfield thought immediately and irreverently of Tweety Bird, the cartoon character, a baby chick popping his head through an eggshell. He looked 17. Thin, slight, blond with blue eyes—barely edging to manhood.

Sir, Higby said, please follow me.

“What a jolt it was to hear from you,” said Haldeman, standing and coming forward to shake hands in a warm greeting.

He had not changed. The 1946 crew cut was intact, a trademark of sorts. He was a two-decade-older version of his earlier self.

“What brought you back to the United States? Or maybe I should ask what you’re doing in Australia in the first place. Here . . . sit down.”

They updated each other on wives and kids. Butterfield outlined his Australia problem.

Nearly everyone signing up or designated for the White House staff was an out-of-towner, Haldeman said. He joked that Nixon, the former congressman, senator and vice president, was the only one who had been to Washington before. They needed people with “Washington experience” like Butterfield.

Army Colonel Alexander Haig, promoted to colonel only 18 months earlier, had returned from Vietnam and was slated to be the military assistant to Dr. Henry Kissinger, the newly announced Nixon national security adviser.

Butterfield knew Haig well from the Pentagon. They had both served in Secretary of Defense McNamara’s office.

Air Force Colonel Don Hughes, another old Butterfield friend, was designated Nixon’s senior military aide, Haldeman explained. Hughes had been a military aide to Vice President Nixon.

The Nixon world was moving fast, and Butterfield could feel it slipping away. Well, he proposed, perhaps there would be an open slot on the National Security Council staff?

No, Haldeman said, They planned for only one military officer on the Kissinger staff, and if they made an exception, Butterfield would have to take a job normally filled by a more junior officer. Haldeman assumed that would be worse for his career than being stuck in Australia another year or two.

Butterfield agreed. He wanted no part of an assignment he would be overqualified for, even if it were in the White House. He had obviously arrived a few weeks late to compete with Haig, who was known as an ambitious, driven, wily opportunist.

As the talk was winding down, Butterfield stood and thanked Haldeman for slipping him into his schedule. He tried to feel good about it. He had taken maximum action, hatched a plan, flown to the United States and done as much as he could within the bounds of propriety—whatever that might be. So he would return to Australia, where he had a fine though exquisitely smokeless assignment.

He thought he read an expression of sincere regret on Haldeman’s face.

As they walked out, Haldeman asked, Why does it have to be a military job? Maybe there were other possibilities, maybe they should consider another job in the White House?

“Well, yes,” Butterfield replied, “maybe we should. I’ll think about that, Bob, and let you know right away. Meanwhile, the best of luck.” He added one of his signature lines. “I mean it.”

Back at the Plaza he tamped down his natural instinct to stop at the Palm Court to have a cold martini. It was a long trek home and he did not arrive in Canberra until December 16.

Days later he wrote Haldeman a long thank-you letter and said that if it would help Haldeman build his team he would consider a civilian position and leave the military. Butterfield later told me: “It seemed that Haldeman really liked being with me. You really could pull this off. You are going to need some luck.” At the same time, he added that he was surprised he had so readily offered to cast aside a 20-year sterling Air Force career. But he found there was an excitement in the air in both Washington and New York.

Weeks passed. On Sunday morning, January 12—eight days before the Nixon inauguration—Butterfield’s phone rang.

“I’ve been giving a lot of thought to our talk,” Haldeman said, “and wondering where you might fit into all of this. I didn’t tell you exactly what I’ll be doing in the White House, and there’s still a lot I don’t know but he—the president, Mr. Nixon—has said that I’ll be working directly with him. I’ll be ensuring that he gets everything he needs, that there’s proper follow-up to the tasks assigned the staff.”

“I know,” Butterfield replied. “Like an executive officer,” the number two in an organization, the person who gets the operations off the ground and follows up.

“Well,” Haldeman continued, “I’d thought all along that I wouldn’t need a deputy, that I could handle everything I had to do alone.” But General Andrew Goodpaster, the former adviser to President Dwight Eisenhower, who was familiar with the way the White House worked, had a strong view.

“I’m sitting here beside General Andy Goodpaster now and he has convinced me that I should have a deputy. I had never thought of that.” Haldeman said he did not necessarily want one but Goodpaster, about to become Supreme Allied Commander, Europe, had persuaded him.

“That seems to be a perfect job for you,” Haldeman announced. “How would you like to be part of this and come in as my deputy? I’m really going to be the president’s alter ego, and I want you to be mine.”

He then put it another way. “You will be to me what I am to the president.”

Butterfield was dumbfounded. This was the job offer of a lifetime. He thought, “If I’m going to go as a civilian, I’ve hit a home run.”

“Now, I realize you’ll want to think about this and talk to Charlotte, but we’ve decided here that we want the whole team on board the day after the inaugural. We don’t want people drifting into Washington for the next six months.”

“Jesus, Bob!” Butterfield almost shouted. “You’ve really knocked me for a loop.” He wanted to find words to express gratitude rather than surprise. “I do have things to think about. I’m not even sure how to get out of the Air Force. You know . . . how to retire. But whatever happens, I want to thank you for the confidence. I’m tremendously flattered and honored to be considered.” The wrong words, he later realized. He was not being considered. It was a flat-out job offer to be at the center.

“Just let me know as soon as you can, Alex. And incidentally, you don’t have to leave the Air Force. Of course, that’s all up to you.” They had power, he reminded Butterfield. “Keep in mind also that we can help you right here. Just call me.” He gave several phone numbers. “General Goodpaster is our conduit with the Defense Department, and if you need anything done, anything, we can do it immediately from here.”

Butterfield did not miss the “anything.” He promised an answer by Tuesday. “Is that okay?”

“Tuesday is fine,” Haldeman said. “And Alex . . . I’d encourage you to think carefully about this. It’s an opportunity you don’t want to miss.”

Butterfield loved the prospect. He had not accepted on the spot because he thought it might be improper, perhaps even unlawful for a military officer on active duty to accept a nonmilitary assignment in the White House.

Charlotte, his wife (they had met when he was in the fifth grade), didn’t like the idea. “He was a golden boy in the Air Force,” she said in a 2014 interview. “He was always promoted ahead of everybody else. And I loved my life. He was such a star. And at the time, everyone knew he was going to be on the next generals list. I liked that.”

She could see he was determined to accept and she did not expect him to forgo the opportunity because of her reluctance. “I would not have expected him to change his mind,” she said. “It was just my opinion.”

Butterfield called his main mentor, now retired Air Force General Rosy O’Donnell.

“When the president of the United States calls, Alex, you don’t have much choice,” O’Donnell said. Other close friends also said he had to take it.

On Tuesday morning, he called Haldeman and accepted.

Haldeman sounded genuinely pleased. “Do you have a place to stay?”

Butterfield did not ask about title or salary. He, however, decided it was best to resign from the Air Force to avoid any appearance of a conflict or impropriety.

“I’ll be an assistant to the president, one of five or six with that title,” Haldeman volunteered, “and you’ll be deputy assistant to the president.”

On January 17, Butterfield flew to the United States and was immediately invited to a black-tie dinner party given by General Earle Wheeler, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the highest-ranking military position in the United States armed forces. “The Honorable Alexander Butterfield” was seated ahead of all the ambassadors as if he were more senior to four-star officers. And he was given a general officer’s quarters at Bolling Air Force Base outside Washington.

The next day, Butterfield met Rosy O’Donnell at Rive Gauche, a top Georgetown restaurant. Over a pair of vodka Gibsons, O’Donnell poked him gently on the shoulder. “You know, your highness,” he remarked, “you never did tell me how you came by this presidential appointment?”

“Well,” Butterfield said, modifying an old vaudeville line, “I was in Moresby, and it was raining like a son of a bitch and . . .”

O’Donnell began to laugh. It was infectious. Soon they were giggling like boys and ordering another round of Gibsons.

•  •  •

It had been a race to get to Washington for the inaugural on January 20, and Butterfield watched snatches of it on television.

The next morning, wearing civilian clothes, he arrived at the White House for the first official day of the Nixon administration. At 8 a.m. Haldeman took the seat at the head of the table in what then was called the Fish Room, now known as the Roosevelt Room, in the West Wing right across from the Oval Office. Some 30 top White House staff crowded into the room, including Henry Kissinger. For Butterfield it was a room full of strangers. They had all, or nearly all, worked on the campaign or had deep associations with Nixon.

Haldeman was stern, all business, very much the man in charge. This is the new man Alex Butterfield, he announced. He is my deputy. He and I will be working together closely, he said.

Damn nice of him, thought Butterfield. It gave him immediate standing.

Keep in mind, Haldeman said, we’re here for eight years.

What? Looks of mild bafflement appeared on a number of faces. Haldeman explained that though Mr. Nixon had been elected to a four-year term, in this day and age it was virtually impossible to push through Congress any kind of meaningful legislative program and do all the other things—foreign and domestic policy—in four years. So it’s eight years for us—1969 through January 1977. Develop that mind-set, Haldeman said. Though he was clearly the top staff person in the new administration, he was adamant that he not be called chief of staff, he said.

Eight years was a bold declaration, boiling with self-confidence. It was a nice, unexpected touch. Butterfield thought it insightful, if they could deliver. Eight years could give them enough time for an era, a Nixon era. He figured Haldeman was acting as a good football coach getting his team mentally prepared: we are here to win our games, not to lose.

We want to start thinking of ourselves as invisible, Haldeman said. Mr. Nixon is the star on the team, the only star. We’re here to serve and support. No grandstanding by the staff.

This was all said in utter seriousness, no levity.

Finally, this is important, Haldeman directed, no one of the staff other than communications director Herb Klein, an old Nixon friend from California, and Ron Ziegler, the new press secretary, was to have any contact with a member of the press. “We’re going to be the silent staff.” Exceptions would have to be approved in advance by him. He would have to be convinced such contact would benefit the president. If not, he would not approve the contact. In case there was any ambiguity, the rule—Butterfield thought it was an edict—goes into effect today, Haldeman said. The atmosphere was clear. White House aide Egil “Bud” Krogh would later call it “a mood of manic resolve.”

Be in the East Room of the White House at 12:45 p.m. for a 1 p.m. ceremony in which each of you will take an oath of office, Haldeman said. Go to your assigned office and draw up a list of any repairs, furniture or supplies you might need.

Eight years, invisibility, strict orders not to talk to the press, to-do lists apparently down to how many paper clips they might need? Did Haldeman think of everything? Butterfield wondered. It was as if Nixon, and his presidency, was being wrapped in an impenetrable cocoon.
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Butterfield was assigned a cozy, low-ceilinged office in the West Wing basement, across from the one-chair barbershop and next door to the photo studio.

He strolled down the hall to the Situation Room and found Colonel Al Haig, the new military assistant to Kissinger. The two laughed about all the times they had been in the West Wing during the Johnson years. That was their secret, they joked, and agreed that it was better not to advertise or even let it be known they had served in a Democratic administration.

At 1 p.m., Butterfield was standing with Haldeman and other White House staffers in the East Room. He had not seen Nixon since mid-December in the lobby of the Pierre Hotel.

“Ladies and gentleman,” a voice boomed, “the president of the United States and the chief justice of the United States.”

Soon the president was directly in front of Butterfield—four feet away on a slightly raised platform. The expression on Nixon’s face signaled apprehension. He had a way of smiling with his mouth but not his eyes, Butterfield noticed. He knew how expressive the eyes could be. A genuine smile tended to move to the eyes. But Nixon’s eyes looked hollow. How strange, Butterfield thought. Nixon had been high visibility for decades, had spoken to countless people in every imaginable setting. Why couldn’t he be at ease surrounded by his own people and in what was now his own house? Maybe he was just not feeling well.

Nixon spoke for five minutes. He made several awkward jokes telling the wives that the men on his staff would be working nights. “If they are away after midnight,” he added, “don’t blame me, blame them.”

“I’m right there by the platform,” Butterfield remembered. “I’m the first guy. And Nixon’s standing there. And I see he’s looking at me funny, like he doesn’t want to stare at me, but he has never seen me before.” Butterfield laughed, recalling the moment. “I couldn’t say, ‘Hey, don’t you remember me in the Pierre lobby!’ And I wondered if I’m the guy making him uncomfortable.”

After the ceremony, Haldeman invited Butterfield to his office, which adjoined the Oval Office on the west side. It was large with windows and a fireplace. He wanted to talk about an important topic: paper flow. How paper would move to and from Nixon, how to manage and control it, somehow get their arms around the vast amount of business in the largest of enterprises: the American presidency, and the procedures for making decisions large and small.

I want you to work right here in my office for most of each day, Haldeman said, so you can see how both Nixon and I think, our style, our every mode of operating. “I want you to take notes like I do when you’re in with the president. You know, to use the same format.” Format was important. “Even to act and react as I would.”

“I couldn’t believe he was saying that,” Butterfield recalled. He asked, Why?

“Because it will be easier on the president.” Presidential ease was critical. “He’s a funny guy. It’s hard for him to deal with people he doesn’t know well.”

“I wanted to say, ‘Now you’re telling me,’ ” Butterfield recalled. “I’m just in from Australia.” He thought he might have asked: How about people he has not even met?

“The chemistry has to be there,” Haldeman went on. “So, until he gets used to your company, to your presence, to the extent that you can be a carbon copy of me, or a near carbon copy, you will put the president increasingly at ease. It isn’t going to happen overnight. I know that; but I’ll tutor you. Every time I come out of the Oval Office, I’ll review with you what went on, how I responded, and how I plan to follow up on items that require staff action.”

“That scared me to death,” Butterfield said later. Haldeman had intimated on the phone that Nixon was a bit odd and Butterfield had read that in news reports. But this was extraordinary. Was it really necessary? He knew about the importance and subtlety of personal chemistry. But this exercise, apparently designed to create a staff clone, sounded not only weird but ridiculous.

“So,” Haldeman told him, “I’m going to have to work you in rather slowly. If you don’t do things exactly as I do, it could upset him.”

It wasn’t over. “When I go in there, I always sit to the left of the president. We always use yellow pads around here. He uses yellow pads. Don’t use a white pad.”

Unbelievable, thought Butterfield. He didn’t want to hear any more. “It was a strange world I was entering. I wondered if it was as strange as it sounded. I thought, Do I have to get a crew cut too? What have I got myself into? I’m wondering if I can really be a carbon copy of Haldeman.” He thought of asking, “ ‘Do you want me to leave now, Bob? Do you want me to pack my bag and leave?’ It was hard to respond. I just had to nod. I couldn’t get up and walk out, although I thought about it.

“I can hardly believe this little briefing I’m getting here. It’s incredible to me. Where else could this be happening? I can’t imagine.”

The Air Force could be buttoned down, but this was another dimension entirely.

Shortly after 5 p.m., Haldeman was called into the Oval Office. Butterfield assumed he would be out in a short time to give him his first coaching session in “How to Be a Carbon Copy.” At 6:30 Ken Cole, the designated staff secretary who would handle presidential paperwork, came in. He outlined how they would be working together on administrative matters.

Bob is in with the president, Butterfield said, and I’m waiting for him to come out.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Cole said. “Bob is across the street with the president. They’re taking a sort of tour of the Executive Office Building”—the main staff building next to the West Wing end of the White House.

After 7:30 Haldeman returned to his office, where Butterfield had waited two and one half hours.

Haldeman apologized.

“I didn’t mind,” Butterfield said. He had met Ken Cole and they had discussed paper flow. “I liked him a lot.”

Haldeman apologized a second time for not alerting Butterfield that he and the president had gone on a tour. He had thought of leaving the president for a moment to go back to his office and explain. But, he said, if he had done that he was afraid he might somehow unnerve Nixon—“You know, make him uncomfortable knowing you were in here.”

No, Butterfield didn’t know. And he didn’t understand. Not just his presence but the knowledge that he was in Haldeman’s office would somehow stoke the president’s worry? This made Butterfield think that the discomfort was about him. Yet he felt it was best to get back to a discussion of paper flow, note taking and carbon-copying Haldeman.

Haldeman was not going to let it go. “He knows we’ve brought you in as my deputy. In fact, he saw you this afternoon at the swearing-in.”

That was not surprising to Butterfield, who had been four feet away from the president for the ceremony.

“He asked if you were the one standing next to me by the podium. So I can tell, he’s just a little edgy.”

Edgy? Why? How was that possible?

“He knows of the plan—in fact, he’s approved the plan—to bring you into the Oval Office operation, but he’s apprehensive about our getting started.”

Apprehensive? The man has just taken over the leadership of the free world, and he is apprehensive about meeting a midlevel functionary? What was going on?

“That’s why I want to wait for just the right time to take you in and introduce you.”

“Bob, please,” Butterfield lied. “That’s fine. I understand perfectly.” He did not understand at all.

Haldeman continued to express concern about the coming introduction. Butterfield could remember Haldeman’s words 42 years later: “He’s such a funny guy,” Haldeman said. “I’ve got to play his moods. And if it happens to be the wrong time, you’re dead in the water before you get started.

“I’ve brought you all the way in here. I have told him about you, but you know, I don’t even know if he was paying attention.”

Butterfield did not know whether to shriek, cry or walk out. What a thing to say—“I don’t even know if he was paying attention”—even if it was true. What an utter put-down, cold, cruel and demeaning.

Given the circumstances, Butterfield smiled and assured Haldeman he would follow his lead. “What do you think it’ll take, Bob, a couple of days?”

“Oh, yeah, about that. We’ll do it this week for sure—probably late in the day as he’s leaving the office. He’ll be more relaxed then.”

Was this happening? Was it believable? How could the president of the United States need to be relaxed to meet him?

•  •  •

During these early days, Nixon held a private dinner for the Apollo 8 astronauts, the second human spaceflight mission and the first to fly around the moon. Frank Borman, the commander of Apollo 8, was a friend of Butterfield’s, an Air Force colonel of the same vintage. The two went for a drink at the Hilton.

“God, Alex, you’ve got a great job,” Borman said, indicating that this was going to be a wonderful presidency. “I mean, working for the president. You’re really lucky. You’re an integral part of this man’s team, the inner sanctum.”

“Jesus, Frank, you already know the president better than I do,” Butterfield replied. “Believe it or not, I’ve never even met the man. The truth is I’m supposed to stay out of sight for fear that I’ll upset him if he sees me. My orders are to hide out in Haldeman’s office.”

Butterfield later congratulated Haldeman for shunning the title chief of staff. Haldeman also had been an Eagle Scout, and the Scouts liked a clear hierarchy. And he’d spent all those years at J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, where there was also a defined pecking order. Butterfield liked organizational charts. In the military they always had one on the wall. “Why don’t you call yourself executive assistant? That makes your position clear to everyone.”

“We don’t want to make anything clear,” Haldeman replied.

Later the business magazines Forbes and BusinessWeek inquired about White House organizational arrangements and titles. Haldeman told Butterfield not to answer. “Let them keep fucking guessing,” he said.



4



Five days into the administration, Saturday, January 25, Haldeman was sitting in his office with Butterfield, going through a manila folder filled with memos that Nixon had dictated to Rose Mary Woods, his personal secretary for 18 years.

One memo began: “To: Mrs. Nixon . . . From: The President.”

“Imagine yourself writing this to Charlotte,” Haldeman said smiling. He read on. One subject was Nixon’s bedside table: “RN needs a table that is larger, something that will allow him to get his knees under it.” Nixon kept referring to himself in the third person and with initials. Butterfield had trouble believing what he was seeing as he read on. “RN . . . RN . . . RN.” It was as if Nixon were discussing another person.

“I had never seen anything like it,” Butterfield recalled. “I could hardly believe it. In the real world it’s a funny memo.” He was more fascinated than amused. What was this marriage? And who was Nixon?

•  •  •

In those first days he got to know many of the senior and more junior people working in the West Wing. They seemed friendly, welcoming and savvy. They showed reverence toward Nixon, a devotion and almost worshipfulness when he would pass through. Mention of him was “THE PRESIDENT.” Butterfield had seen some of this in the Johnson White House but the intensity was new.

On January 31, Haldeman returned to the touchy subject of the president’s marriage. “It was never easy,” he explained to Butterfield, “never harmonious.” Dick and Pat often saw things differently, and neither gave in easily to the wishes, or demands, of the other. Nixon wanted to eliminate the friction, Haldeman said.

“He went through a long explanation of how he wants us to work with her staff,” Butterfield recalled, “and it boils down to our carefully reviewing everything they recommend—all the social function scenarios.” Chiefly about receptions, dinners and parties.

“When we can, we’ll return the scenarios ‘approved as submitted,’ ” Haldeman said. “But when we can’t, when we feel that changes must be made, we’ll make those changes and they’ll have to accept them without protest.”

It hardly sounded like a plan to avoid friction. “Isn’t that really a matter for the president to take up with the first lady?” Butterfield asked.

Haldeman chuckled. It was uncharacteristic of him. “You don’t understand, Alex,” he said. “The president doesn’t discuss these kinds of things with Pat. We do.

“And that brings up another subject,” he continued. He personally had served as the intermediary between the Nixons over the years. “She hates me,” Haldeman said. He usually reflected the president’s view and was a pretty straight transmission belt for Nixon’s likes and dislikes. The relationship with Pat never took. “I failed.” Eventually during one of the campaigns, she refused to see him or talk to him on the phone.

“Finally,” Haldeman said, “we made Dwight Chapin the intermediary.” Chapin, 28, was currently the appointments secretary. He was also the ultimate choirboy. “Dwight, as you may have noticed already, has the world’s nicest manner. He is polite and considerate, and both the president and I thought he’d work out fine.”

Chapin lasted a couple of months. “But as soon as Pat felt that he had no personal interest in her view, that he was only seeing her to convey Dick’s view—you know, the president’s view—she shut him out too. To this day, she doesn’t really trust me because she’s convinced I will always represent the president’s position—she’s right, actually.”
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