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PRAISE FOR PAT AND DICK


“A complicated picture of the Nixons . . . [a] largely sympathetic examination of one of America’s most mysterious political couples . . . the distance from Watergate—and access to new personal documents—gives Pat and Dick a freshness to a much-considered chapter of history.”


—USA Today


“Will Swift’s sympathetic but rigorous examination of their marriage upended [my] long-held assumptions and left me deeply moved by the end. This president and his first lady left such a deep mark on their times and our history that it is important to come to understand, in reading Pat and Dick, the intricate personal drama that was going on behind the public upheavals.”


—Kate Buford, author of Burt Lancaster: An American Life


“[A] fair-minded and thorough attempt to trace the long, jagged arc of the Nixons’ marriage . . . highly intelligent and far more sophisticated than the decades’ worth of quick takes . . . Swift’s psychological paradigms serve him well.”


—The New York Times


“The daunting challenge in writing a dual biography, particularly one about a president and First Lady, is composing the subjects in a comfortable balance, so that one does not eclipse the other. Swift meets this challenge brilliantly, and his Nixons—equally fascinating— illuminate each other. The result is an insightful and engaging book.”


—Daniel Mark Epstein, author of The Lincolns: Portrait of a Marriage


“The marriage of Richard and Pat Nixon undergoes sharp analysis by Swift . . . a model of well-documented revisionist history.”


—Kirkus (starred review)


“Will Swift’s deeply researched Pat and Dick . . . [is] balanced, treating matters like Watergate seriously, but also giving Nixon and his considerable achievements the credit they deserve. . . . Swift, a historian and psychologist who writes strong, clear prose, has no apparent ideological or political axes to grind. However, he doesn’t hesitate to blow the whistle when he sees political piling-on.”


—The Washington Times


“Swift has formed an absorbing depiction of Richard and Patricia Nixon. . . . He provides one of the best, if starkest, descriptions of Richard in love and politics.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A joy. It is smart, thoughtful, poignant, and insightful. Will Swift sensitively renders two of the most caricatured and pilloried Americans of the late twentieth century in all their multi-dimensionality and complexity. Pat and Dick offers readers a guided tour of America, illuminating its politics, the American family, the White House, and the American home.”


—Gil Troy, author of Mr. and Mrs. President: From the Trumans to the Clintons


“A useful insight into the Nixons as individuals and as partners. . . . Crack[s] wider the window into a marriage that has interested and puzzled this country for a long time and doubtless will continue to do so far longer.”


—The Washington Post


“[Swift] gives us among the most nuanced portraits of these two complex individuals that we have yet seen . . . for all biography buffs, presidential history buffs, and those who study profiles of marriage.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“This intriguingly fresh and lucid portrait of these two epochal figures will be the standard reference work for many years.”


—Irwin Gellman, author of The Contender: Richard Nixon, The Congress Years 1946–1952


“Presidential biographer Swift focuses on the spousal team of Pat and Dick Nixon, zeroing in on the incredibly strong marriage that sustained them through both personal and political triumphs and humiliations. . . . This intimate portrait into their marriage not only humanizes their carefully constructed and often maligned public image but also illuminates the strong ties that irrevocably bound the private couple.”


—Booklist


“The most humanizing portrait of the Nixons we’re likely to have. Based on first-rate research, clear writing, and smart analysis, Pat and Dick triumphantly sets the historical record straight in these illuminating pages. Highly recommended.”


—Douglas Brinkley, author of Walter Cronkite


“Will Swift has given us a true joint biography . . . in a highly readable narrative. We come to see how Pat Nixon had an impact on the administration that was ignored or not perceived during their White House years. The book also merits by giving serious analysis to their post–White House years when there was a sense of redemption and even deeper love and understanding between them.”


—Carl Sferrazza Anthony, National First Ladies Library Historian and author of the two-volume First Ladies


“Will Swift’s deeply moving and nuanced portrait of the Nixon marriage sheds new light—and brings a fascinating layer of human emotion—to the most controversial president of the 20th century. This is not just a book for scholars, but for anyone who has ever wondered about the real lives behind the scandal of the Nixon era.”


—Amanda Foreman, author of A World on Fire: Britain’s Crucial Role in the American Civil War


“Thorough, fair-minded, and evidence-based. A compelling and eye-opening portrait. Swift gives us an incisive lens to understand the politics and psychology of late-20th-century society.”


—Evan Thomas, author of Ike’s Bluff


“With an eye for the telling detail, Will Swift deftly revises our view of the Nixon marriage, showing that the reserve the couple displayed in public masked a deep love and abiding respect. . . . Even readers who thought they fully understood ‘Plastic Pat’ and ’Tricky Dick’ will be enlightened by Swift’s perspective and delighted with his vivid descriptions.”


—Betty Boyd Caroli, author of First Ladies: From Martha Washington to Michelle Obama


“Pat and Dick does exactly what a biography should do: show its subjects with empathy, insight, and critical acumen. We see Richard and Pat Nixon as they saw themselves, beleaguered and under-deserving of the bad press they often received. . . . Swift does not minimize their failings, especially their vindictive and petty efforts to punish their critics, but he also shows why the pressures of office made them behave, at times, with such animosity. In Pat and Dick the personal and political merge in a narrative that makes Swift’s book one of the must-read biographies of the age.”


—Carl Rollyson, author of Amy Lowell Anew: A Biography


“[This] excellent . . . biography . . . should be read by anyone interested in the Nixon presidency or more broadly about marriage in postwar American society. . . . [I]t humanizes Richard Nixon in a way that will surprise his detractors and clearly establishes the importance of Pat Nixon to him throughout his political career and beyond. This splendidly researched and very well written book is a pleasure to read.”


—Iwan Morgan, Commonwealth Fund Professor of American History at University College London and author of Nixon


“In analyzing the Nixon’s marriage, Will Swift provides new insight into two of the most complex political actors of the twentieth century. Swift further erodes the ‘Plastic Pat’ image, giving her a place of prominence beside, not behind, her husband.”


—Mary C. Brennan, author of Pat Nixon: Embattled First Lady


“Will Swift brings his keen insights as a clinical psychologist and his considerable skills as an historian to explain the always fascinating and complex relationship between two very private public figures. Moreover, he perceptively describes their enduring relationship in the context of evolving attitudes toward marriage in postwar America.”


—Melvin Small, author of The Presidency of Richard Nixon
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For my grandchildren,
who bring me joy:
Piper, Cole, and Emerson Swift,


and for their delightful parents,
Dylan and Brittany




God will not look you over for medals, degrees or diplomas, but for scars.


—Elbert Hubbard


What counts in making a happy marriage is not so much how compatible you are but how you deal with incompatibility.


—Leo Tolstoy





Prologue


September 1952
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The finest steel has to go through the hottest fire.


—Richard Nixon


When the Nixon Special train pulled out of Pomona, California, on the balmy evening of September 17, 1952, Pat and Dick Nixon were looking forward to a friendly whistle-stop tour up the West Coast and into the Rocky Mountain states. The Republican ticket, headed by World War II hero General Dwight D. Eisenhower, was favored to win the election that fall, and the thirty-nine-year-old Dick and his tenacious forty-year-old wife, Pat, were determined to help ensure victory by bringing youth, vigor, and momentum to the campaign. But the following day, Nixon was confronted with a firestorm of criticism that threatened his place on the ticket and his very future as a public man.


The New York Post had published a sensational story claiming that Nixon was the beneficiary of an $18,000 expense fund that “millionaire” Republican businessmen had raised for him. The article’s subheading, “Secret Rich Men’s Trust Fund Keeps Nixon in Style Far Beyond His Salary,” made Nixon sound corrupt. It also implied that the Eisenhower-Nixon campaign pledge to clean up the scandals in Harry Truman’s Washington was hypocritical.


By Friday the Nixon Special had become an isolated and oppressive prison for Dick and Pat. They were surrounded by a storm of attacks on Dick’s integrity—attacks that threatened to derail the entire presidential campaign. The jittery Nixons and their staff members could contact the outside world only by making quick phone calls at each campaign stop to assess the latest reactions to the story, and by gleaning information from local reporters. As the train inched its way through California’s Central Valley and into Oregon, Dick and Pat learned stop by stop how quickly their political support was ebbing. Newspapers across the country were printing increasingly distorted accounts of the expense fund; Democratic National Committee chairman Stephen Mitchell had told the UPI, “Senator Nixon knows it is morally wrong,” and had called for Nixon’s resignation from the ticket. Nixon campaign headquarters was being flooded with calls for him to resign, and Eisenhower, on his own train whistle-stopping through the Midwest, faced protesters with signs saying “Donate Here to Help Poor Richard Nixon.” The political and social standing the Nixons had worked toward for years was falling apart.


At two o’clock in the morning of Saturday, September 20, 1952, in Medford, Oregon, Dick Nixon, battered by fatigue and struggling to fight off a black mood, slipped into the bedroom on the Nixon Special and woke up Pat. He had been informed that the Washington Post and the pro-Republican New York Herald Tribune had published editorials calling for him to offer his resignation to Eisenhower.


Normally tough and resolute, Dick was losing confidence. He told his wife about the latest newspaper verdicts. “Maybe I ought to resign,” he said, testing her resolve.


Pat did not brook this idea. “You can’t think of resigning,” she said. “If you do, Eisenhower will lose.” Her voice grew more vehement. “You will carry the scar for the rest of your life. If you do not fight back but simply crawl away, you will destroy yourself.”


Dick equivocated, but Pat knew how she could quash all discussion of quitting. “Your life will be marred forever and the same will be true of your family, particularly your daughters,” she told him. Dick calmed down and regained his steely determination to succeed. The 1952 fund crisis was neither the first nor the last time Pat would have to steady and toughen her besieged and ambitious husband at a critical moment in his career.


Amid the avalanche of criticism, the GOP national committee was panicking, and some of Eisenhower’s advisors were urging him to remove Nixon from the ticket. By the time the Nixons’ train stopped in Eugene, Oregon, Pat and Dick faced protesters’ signs: “What Are You Going to Do With the Bribe Money?” and “No Mink Coats for Nixon—Just Cold Cash.” Dick defiantly told the crowd he was “proud of the fact that Pat Nixon wears a good Republican cloth coat, and she’s going to continue to.” That Saturday night in Portland, after a dispiriting and chilly parade through the sparse crowds, the Nixons drove to their lodgings at the Benson Hotel. Agitators from the local Democratic headquarters threw pennies into their car. Wearing dark glasses, sporting canes, they carried tin cups and waved signs saying “Nickels for Poor Nixon.” An angry mob obstructed the entrance to the hotel and jostled Pat and Dick as they pushed their way into the hotel. By the time they reached their bedroom, Pat looked, according to her friend Helene Drown, “like a bruised little kitten.” Stunned and appalled at the treatment they had received from the crowd and the press, Pat said, over and over, “It can’t be happening. How can they do this? It’s so unfair. They know the accusations are untrue.”


Finally, his candidacy and career at stake, Dick resolved to respond to the charges against him. The fund had been audited and was legal. The national GOP organization raised $75,000 to pay for him to speak on national television. On Monday afternoon, September 22, on the flight back to Los Angeles, Dick took Pat aside and told her that in order to answer the charges he would have to reveal all of their personal finances. He had scheduled a talk for the next day. As a child of poverty, Pat found the idea humiliating. “Why do we have to parade how little we have and how much we owe in front of millions of people?” she demanded. “It seems to me that we are entitled to at least some privacy.”


On Tuesday, September 23, before the broadcast, as husband and wife waited in a dressing room at the El Capitan Theater, the NBC studio in Hollywood, Dick faltered, sinking into a despair born of rejection and exhaustion. “I don’t think I can do it,” he told Pat.


“Yes, you can,” Pat countered as she took his hand and led him up to a set decorated as a “GI bedroom den.” She watched as he positioned himself behind a desk. Then Pat, wearing a dress sent to her by supporters who had hand-sewn it for her, took her place on a chair next to him. As the camera panned in and Nixon began speaking, Pat kept a tight smile. Cameraman Ted Rodgers had told her that he might zoom in on her at any moment. Maintaining a silent, nearly motionless demeanor was her only option. “The best I was able to do was sit like a wax figure,” she said later, “afraid if I made one move I might show too much emotion, my control might give way on the screen.”


Nixon would not have been able to make the speech successfully without her presence beside him. He delivered a remarkably personal and hard-hitting defense of their financial integrity—a kind of political response never before seen in American politics. His recitation of parental loans, his and Pat’s struggles to pay the mortgage, their lack of life insurance, their eighty-dollar-a-month apartment, and Pat’s soon-to-be-famous “Republican cloth coat” evidenced their kinship with middle-class American families. And when he delivered his pièce de résistance—declaring that his daughters had received as a gift a dog they named Checkers, “And you know, the kids, like all kids, love the dog and I just want to say this right now, that regardless of what they say about it, we’re gonna keep it”—he and Pat entered the annals of American political theater. At the time and throughout his life, Dick’s critics would deride the speech for what they called its calculated sentiment, and mock Pat as the robotic political wife. Yet his “Checkers speech” struck the majority of the American public as authentic; it won them over. It also convinced Eisenhower to keep him on the ticket. “You’re my boy,” Ike declared when they met in Wheeling, West Virginia.


Nixon disproved the allegations about his expense fund, but the victory would prove a problematic one. Although Dick and Pat were to remain central characters in the American drama for another forty years, this cruel and mortifying episode would forever darken their view of politics and the power of the press. It would tinge Pat’s emotional depth of engagement with her public role and reinforce a naturally secretive and retributive aspect in Nixon’s character that, post-Checkers, made it more difficult for his wife to know about and, thus, temper his worst vindictive instincts. It was one step toward the White House and also away from it, eventually leading them both into the wilderness of political exile.


*  *  *


The Nixons have been caricatured (“Plastic Pat” and “Tricky Dick”) for so long that many readers will be surprised by the relentlessness of the pressure the Nixons faced for nearly half a century and by the resilience they demonstrated under the scrutiny of the press and the hostility of part of the public. Given that they would be tested by political attacks and crises throughout their public lives, their decision to maintain a strong bond was crucial.


When Americans remember the Nixon marriage, they focus on the highly publicized conflicts of the White House years. But the Nixons’ recently released love letters and other documents challenge the prevailing narrative that the Nixons’ partnership had been a dreary compromise tolerated by two disaffected partners. In fact, in many ways their bond fit the pattern of many midcentury American marriages. Few, if any, long partnerships consist of one unbroken spell of mutually sought intimacy; instead they stall and progress, with a couple’s closeness waxing and waning as one or the other copes with career disappointments or ventures out toward personal and professional goals that set them at some distance from each other, or forges new friendships that fulfill the emerging aspects of their characters. From the complex and unbalanced courtship (with Dick chasing a reluctant Pat) in California, through some of the most dramatic political crises in American history, to their final thirteen years of rehabilitation, intimacy, and relative privacy on the East Coast, this book follows these two pivotal twentieth-century figures and shows why the Nixons attracted fervent admirers and vociferous critics.


A new understanding of the nation’s thirty-ninth First Lady is central to this biography portrait of their marriage. Her newly available letters, keepsakes, and First Lady’s press-office materials in the Nixon archives, as well as interviews with Nixon family members, friends, and associates, reveal Pat Nixon as a woman who was both vivacious and astute, and explain why she was rated as one of the most admired women in the world for many years. Dick Nixon’s complex character—his strong points clarified and his defects placed in a new perspective—is more accurately seen through the humanizing portrait of his wife and his marriage.


Written by an historian and clinical psychologist who counsels couples, this book is a psychological portrayal of a bond with many flaws and strengths. Pat and Dick casts a fresh light on political marriages and on the stresses, problem solving, and satisfactions of any long-term union.




Part One


An Ambitious Young Couple
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Find a purpose to serve, not a lifestyle to live.


—Criss Jami, Venus in Arms


You must do the thing you think you cannot do.


—Eleanor Roosevelt


It is not a lack of love but a lack of friendship that makes unhappy marriages.


—Friedrich Nietzsche





1


“Will You Think of Me Sometimes?”
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At the beginning of January 1938, twenty-five-year-old Dick Nixon found his native ambition blocked. He was living in a small room over his parents’ garage. He was working in a job he had been reluctant to take, he did not have a girlfriend, and he was back home in the town he had tried to leave behind. After placing third in his graduating class at Duke Law School, he had been bitterly disappointed when prominent East Coast law firms had turned down his job applications. Even worse, his mother, Hannah, had to find him a position. She had pulled strings to have her friend Tom Bewley offer Dick a job as an associate at Wingert and Bewley, Whittier’s most reputable law firm. Dick had ignored Tom Bewley’s phone calls for a month while he waited to hear about a possible job in Los Angeles with the FBI, which ultimately rejected his application—claiming, oddly, in an internal memo, that he was “lacking in aggressiveness.” It would be the last time in Richard Nixon’s life that anyone would charge that he was insufficiently aggressive.


The previous November, when Dick finally showed up for work at Wingert and Bewley, he was resolved to put in grueling hours to advance himself. But the firm, which specialized in probates, divorce cases, and estates, barely had enough business for a third attorney. On December 7, a month after he began work, Dick had the distasteful task of representing the Garrett party in a default divorce hearing, but he did not like listening to the complaints of warring spouses. To supplement Dick’s income and workload, Tom Bewley arranged for Dick to be named an assistant city attorney, a position in which he prosecuted cases in the police court and supervised Whittier’s law enforcement. When the Boston Café, a greasy spoon across Philadelphia Street from his office, defied a city ordinance by selling liquor, Dick arranged for the chief of police to station an officer in front of the café to arrest drunken customers whom Dick could prosecute on charges of drunkenness. The café soon closed. Sitting in his tiny office on the top floor of the tallest building in the city without enough meaningful work to do, Dick had to recognize that everyone in the conservative and inward-looking Quaker stronghold of Whittier was aware he had not yet succeeded at law or love. Casting his eye toward the hills above the town, from the back side of the sixth-floor offices, he could see the homes of many of the upper-middle-class families whose wills and estates his firm handled, and he knew all too well how they looked down upon those with less impressive homes below—including Hannah and Frank Nixon. He could also gaze out at the Spanish Revival architecture, rustling palms, and eucalyptus trees that covered the hillside of Whittier College, his alma mater, where his future had looked so promising just three years before. There he had been a student body president, a star debater, and a promising scholar, if not the kind of football hero the campus more readily celebrated. Now he functioned as an entry-level lawyer.


When Dick looked north past the central part of the city, which was dotted with fragrant groves of orange, lemon, and walnut, interspersed with avocado and olive trees, the Whittier hills rolled out in patches of desert green and forest, encasing part of his hometown of twenty-five thousand people. To the south of those hills sprawled the gritty Santa Fe Springs oil fields that in 1922, back when Dick was nine, had employed his father, furiously trying to recover from decades of economic hardship in Yorba Linda, an even more provincial part of the Southern California basin.


On a clear day he could discern from his office window, in the west, the glittering blue of the Pacific Ocean and the ocher strands of beaches where, once in a while, he went to have fun. Twelve miles off to the northwest, dreamily, hazily visible from his office, stretched the metropolis of Los Angeles and the promise of a life among the rising young professionals pursuing dynamic careers, prominent politicians priming themselves for ever-greater electoral success, and sleek and ambitious men and women gallivanting around nightclubs and theaters. Although his town was only twelve miles southeast of the racy parts of Los Angeles, in Whittier when women went shopping, they still wore gloves and hats. They left calling cards to invite each other to elaborate teas. Drinking and smoking were not encouraged in public.


Whittier sits eighteen miles from the Pacific Ocean in the southeast corner of Los Angeles County, which is bordered to the north by the many high peaks (some up to nine and ten thousand feet) of the San Gabriel Mountains. Stretching for sixty-eight miles, this mountain range shields the Southern California basin from the intense summer and winter temperatures and the harsh land of the Mojave Desert. Protected as it is, Whittier thrived in the distinctive balmy, sweet-scented air and bright sunshine that had come to exemplify the American dream of an easy and comfortable Southern California lifestyle.


There Frank Nixon broke a spell of business failures that had dogged him his entire life: His Nixon Market and gas station thrived in the local economic boom. Upper-crust Whittierites saw the Nixon Market as a place for a quick stop on the way home from a round of golf. Dick’s father and his fellow citizens were content in such dire times to remain in what local lawyer Merton Wray called “an eddy on the stream of life.” But for Richard Nixon and other young people who longed to plunge into that stream and see how far it could take them, Whittier was a stagnant enterprise, with little opportunity for risk, excitement, or extraordinary achievement. Even romance was a matter of parlors, wary parents, and familiar faces. A duchy of fearsome propriety amid a West that was still wild in places, Whittier was as suffocating to a young man as any New England village.


*  *  *


Dick Nixon may have loved and hated his hometown, but, nearby, Pat Ryan entirely relished the practice and promise of her professional life in Whittier. In January 1938, she was midway through her first year teaching business courses at Whittier Union High. The school was located on Whittier Avenue, just a short walk from Dick’s office and easily visible from his office window. When Miss Ryan first took charge of a study hall, the boys had great fun snapping metal clickers at one end of the study hall and then the other as she marched from side to side attempting to quell the commotion. “You could kid around with her,” Virginia Endicott remembered, “but there was always that fine line that you did not cross.” For all her no-nonsense resolve as a teacher, Miss Ryan was a sophisticated, modern woman. Lithe and graceful, she wore fashionable skirts with bright blouses and sweaters that set off her luxuriant red-gold hair, her fresh-complexioned face, and her high cheekbones. And she wore lavender perfume. Student Robert Blake remembered that “Miss Ryan was quite a dish.”


Each weekday morning Pat showed up early in Room 120 and deposited her papers on the green steel desk in front of the blackboard. She taught bookkeeping, shorthand, and typing. When the students began pouring in, she greeted them by name at the door to the classroom, expecting to be called Miss Ryan in return. Inside the thirty-foot-square room, the tables were lined up neatly in rows, each one topped with a typewriter. Windows covering one wall of the classroom faced onto an attractive grassy area, but Pat Ryan was much too busy to daydream. Miss Ryan ran a tight ship, even if a charming and friendly captain was at the helm. “She expected clockwork punctuality from us,” student Jean Lippiatt recalled. “She allowed no compromises, no second-rate job.”


Through relentless work and self-improvement, Pat had prevailed over her arduous circumstances as an orphan in a poor truck-farming family in the dusty village of Artesia, California, during the worst of the Depression era. She had put herself through the University of Southern California and obtained the equivalent of a master’s degree in merchandising. At the age of twenty-five, after years of working several jobs to survive, she was grateful to be released from privation and strain, with one steady position that now paid all her bills. Beneath her accommodating demeanor lay a steely fortitude, forged from years of hardship, toil, and unstinting effort to better herself. The young teacher was compassionate toward struggling students—she would even venture into the citrus and avocado groves to convince migrant workers that their children needed to stay in school—but she was determined that they would absorb the perseverance, industry, and perfectionism that had brought her to the front of their classroom. They, too, could achieve advancement beyond their station, a profound alteration in the terms of the lives they were born into.


Suddenly junior and senior boys were becoming interested in learning to type. Many teenage boys in her class developed infatuations, while female students acquired schoolgirl crushes on her. Young Pat Ryan was discovering the price of glamour in a dull community: She was being wooed to the point of harassment by her many admirers, including her students. Some of the boys in her class placed a small query in the student paper asking where she lived and were able to locate her apartment. They followed her to the one-story stucco “bungalow court” where she lived on Hadley Street, across from a bowling alley. Summoning up the nerve to knock on her door, they received a mighty cool reception from Miss Ryan, who was not only intent on maintaining her professional demeanor but preternaturally guarded, even secretive. Groups of girls staked out her apartment, eager to flesh out their fantasies of her exhilarating life. One evening, in an eerie harbinger of the intrusive attention that would become commonplace in the public life of Mrs. Richard Nixon, Pat returned home from a date and walked to her door in the glare of headlights fixed upon her from a car full of young admirers.


On Tuesday, January 18, 1938, Dick acted on his resolve to change the terms of his life in Whittier. If he was going to be stuck in his hometown until something better came along, he would see what he could do with it. At the end of another day of small-bore legal labor, he left Wingert and Bewley and walked for several blocks, with his trademark preoccupied, slumped-shouldered gait, to the grounds of the Spanish-style St. Mathias Episcopal Church. In the parish Sunday school room, the Whittier Community Players were holding auditions for a Little Theater production of George S. Kaufman and Alexander Woollcott’s drawing room mystery The Dark Tower, a romantic and comedic play centering on a devious murderer.


As the world at large would later discover, Dick Nixon was never a man entirely at ease in public. His dark hair and features, appealing at certain times and moods, made him at other times appear brooding, intense, a beat behind, as if he were fiercely taking mental notes about how the rest of humanity performed, then diligently applying those lessons to his own behavior. Acting on the stage seemed as likely an activity for Richard Nixon as monasticism would be for the cosmopolitan rogue John F. Kennedy, a scion of a privileged and political family, a young man who in January 1938 was in his undistinguished junior year at Harvard. But Dick was long experienced at mastering tasks that didn’t come to him naturally. With characteristic resoluteness, he had told himself he would socialize with his fellow young people, garner some business contacts, have some fun, and not incidentally attempt to meet a woman he could learn to love, and who could learn to love him back.


*  *  *


Two blocks away from Dick’s office, Pat Ryan, Whittier High’s likable yet all-business business teacher, was having dinner with her new friend and fellow teacher, the veteran Little Theater actress Elizabeth Cloes, at the Hoover Hotel on Whittier’s central Greenleaf Avenue. Elizabeth intensely lobbied Pat to audition for The Dark Tower. Behind Pat’s cheerful persona, Elizabeth saw hints of a mysterious darkness or melancholy—suggesting that she might be perfect for the role of mercurial Daphne, described by the playwrights as a “dark, sullen beauty . . . wearing an air of permanent resentment.”


Even though Pat had enjoyed acting in college productions and had earned money by taking bit parts in Hollywood films, she was not sure she should devote her energies to an amateur production. Pat, accustomed to meeting other people’s needs, allowed Elizabeth to pressure her into trying out for the play. After dinner, the two women walked under the dark green ficus trees that framed the downtown streets and headed over to St. Mathias Church. In the rehearsal room, as Pat studied the script, Dick Nixon was successfully auditioning for the part of Barry Jones, “a faintly collegiate, eager, blushing youth” who had written the play The Dark Tower and was waiting for it to debut on Broadway. The moment he saw the beautiful newcomer look up from her script to notice him, Dick fell in love. “I found,” Dick later said, “I could not take my eyes away from her.”


The Nixons’ first meeting has taken on a mythic quality—such that their fellow actor Grant Garment seems to have a “slight recollection”—perhaps even, he admits, a “wishful recollection”—that he was the one who first presented Pat Ryan to Dick Nixon. His account is contradicted by Elizabeth Cloes’s more believable recollection in her Whittier College oral history. Elizabeth, who knew Dick casually from the Nixon Market, introduced the two of them. According to Cloes, Dick “was most attentive all evening.”


For Dick, twenty-five-year-old Pat had the charisma of a movie star and the elusiveness of a woman who was out of his league. She was, indeed, a fun-loving and lively young woman “with titian hair.” Adding to her allure, he learned that she had done several successful screen tests and had been given small parts in the movies Becky Sharp (where her lines had ended up on the cutting-room floor), The Great Ziegfeld, and Small Town Girl. By contrast, Dick, at the age of twenty-four, was intellectual, adventurous, yet socially unpolished. His college friend Hubert Perry thought that Dick was “always kind of serious—not laid back like the rest of us.” They were both members of the college glee club. When the group went on trips, Dick would go to the back of the bus and pepper the other members of the club with sober questions. “He wanted to know what you thought about everything,” Perry recalled.


Living at home in cramped quarters with his parents, Dick was not meeting any young women he fancied or who fancied him. Hubert Perry recalled that Dick “did not have social graces and did not go out on many dates. He was too busy studying.” In the winter of 1937 Dick did accept Hortense Behrens’s offer to escort one of her pretty friends on a double date with Hortense and her companion to the Los Serranos Country Club. Hortense, the director of The Dark Tower, had her version of why romance was eluding Dick. She found him to be a dull dinner companion, and, when she had a chance to dance with him, regretted it. Dick never offered his own version of that evening wherein his sense of humor, his brilliance, and his curiosity were not appreciated.


After their tryouts for the play, Dick offered Pat and Elizabeth a ride home in the brown 1935 Chevy that he shared with his younger brother Donald. Perhaps already sensing Dick’s laser focus on her, Pat sat on the far side by the passenger window. Elizabeth settled in between them. Pat later told the author Earl Mazo that she thought Dick “was nuts or something.” An emotionally reticent woman raised by a reserved father, who offered her only rare bursts of affection, Pat could not fathom a man being so impulsive in matters of the heart. When Dick boldly told Pat, “I’d like to have a date with you,” she replied, “I’m busy.” A few nights later, Dick carefully chauffeured them to a second rehearsal and brought them home. “And the third time as we came out the door,” Elizabeth recounted, “I said, ‘Pat, you sit next to him. He doesn’t want to sit next to me.’ . . . And she said, ‘I don’t want to sit next to him.’ ” Elizabeth once again positioned herself between them. Dick leaned across Elizabeth and asked Pat, “When are you going to give me that date?” And she laughed. Pointing his finger at her, “Don’t laugh,” he blurted out. “Someday I’m going to marry you.” Pat guffawed. In his memoir Richard Nixon reported, perhaps defensively, that they all laughed.


During rehearsals Dick saw further evidence that Pat might appear easygoing but had a mind of her own as well as a powerful stubborn streak. Backstage on opening night, Pat, overwhelmed with shyness at the singing part of her role, wriggled her long red hair, shook her head, and said, “No, I’m not going to do it.” She mouthed the words of her song “Stormy Weather” during the performance. Behrens did not consider either Pat or Dick to be particularly distinguished actors, but the writer for the Whittier Daily News said that Pat nailed “a role which called for temperament—and did she have it? Plenty! She did some fine acting as she wheeled in and out of the room, always in a semi-rage.” The reviewer praised Dick for carrying “out his assignment well.”


In mid-February, Dick invited his parents to the Whittier Woman’s Club House to see the play’s opening-night performance. Dick’s mother, Hannah, was born a Milhous, one of the highest-and-mightiest Quaker family clans in Whittier, and not naturally inclined to enjoy the frivolity of theater. Dick’s cousin Jessamyn West, the writer, recalled that the Milhouses thought “it rather a pity that for biological reasons there had to be admission of non-Milhous blood into their family line.” Frank Nixon had eventually stopped attending Milhous family get-togethers because he tired of being treated as a second-class member of the tribe. Dick idealized his mother as a moral exemplar and wanted her to approve of Pat. But inevitably Hannah would confuse the character of Pat Ryan with the shocking role she played onstage. As Daphne Martin, an angry and abandoned mistress, Pat described men as “sons of bitches” or “pansies.” This was not the kind of language that usually sat well with the pious Nixons. After the performance, when Dick eagerly queried his mother about Pat, Hannah told Dick only that “she did her part nicely.” Hannah was ambitious for all her sons. To her, young Miss Ryan, with her impoverished background, her status as an orphan, and her lack of Quaker heritage must not have seemed like an ideal match for her gifted son, whom she had taught to strive for excellence in all endeavors.


As the play ended, Pat raised Dick’s hopes by agreeing to join him at the Kiwanis Young Professionals Club ladies’ night. Viewing the evening as their first date, he was unnerved. Pat was drawn to Dick, but rattled by his relentlessness. “He was handsome in a strong way, Pat later told her daughter Julie. “He had a wonderful quality in his voice which I have never heard in another man.” Pat also consented to spend a Sunday afternoon at his parents’ home. As Hannah served coffee and her special strawberry shortcake, Pat sought to charm her, to prove to the Quaker matron that she was no Daphne Martin. But there would never be any deep resonance between the two women. Hannah was too cloistered in her Quaker world for Pat, who liked to think of herself as a modern vagabond. At the age of nineteen Pat, in a not uncommon paying arrangement for that era, had driven an elderly couple three thousand miles across the country in their old Packard, braving hazardous roads, several flat tires, a cooling system breakdown, and brake failure—in order to deliver the couple from Southern California to Connecticut. Pat then arrived in New York City without a job, but found work in a hospital for tuberculosis patients in the Bronx—a world away from Southern California.


*  *  *


Springtime in Whittier was accompanied by the delicious fragrance of orange blossoms. For Pat’s twenty-sixth birthday in mid-March, Dick sleuthed out her address and sent her roses. A few days later she accompanied him to Bird’s restaurant in Laguna and they watched “the sun set over the water from our favorite point,” he wrote her during the war.


Dick had long since learned that to get what he wanted required persistence. Although his peers had esteemed him for his accomplishments, he had been neither popular nor beloved by them. He was hurt by their coolness toward him. In 1929 Dick was humiliated when he lost an election for president of his high-school class to an easygoing and popular fellow, who represented all Dick lacked in gregariousness and grace. Dick was quietly determined never to lose again. Indeed, he maneuvered cleverly and judiciously behind the scenes for three years in order to win an election as president of his Whittier College student body in 1933.


As he would do in convincing Americans to elect him seven times to public office, Dick, out of a deep wellspring of need, would think harder and work harder than anyone else. Dazzlingly, he would consider every angle and seize every opportunity, directly or surreptitiously, to advance his cause. He would win, not from being loved, but from being inevitable. Pat loved to go ice-skating with her friends. Dick forced himself to try to master the sport, which he had never enjoyed and for which he was not suited. Kenny Ball, a local acquaintance, entered a local rink and was shocked to see Dick, “the worst ice-skater in the world,” trying to stay upright as he fell and bloodied himself over and over again. The incident would be a metaphor for his entire career: Bloodied, discouraged, self-pitying, even despairing after inevitable setbacks, he would lift himself up through sheer will, redouble his determination, and charge with guile toward his goal.


Always adventurous, Pat was looking forward to spending some of her extra cash on traveling during the summer of 1938. The past fourteen years of her life had been, for the most part, grueling. At the age of thirteen, she had nursed her mother as she died of cancer, run the household for her father and two brothers, and garnered honors grades in high school while being a member of the Filibuster Club that debated parliamentary law, served as vice president of Les Marionettes, the drama club, taken the lead role in the senior play The Rise of Silas Lapham, and held the position of secretary of the student body—all roles that suggested she might be destined for a career in politics herself—even if people did not think that way about women, with the exception of Eleanor Roosevelt, in the late 1930s. Four years after her mother died, she cared for her father while he succumbed to silicosis—the product of his work in the mines of the state of Nevada where Pat had been born. In order to get through junior college and college, Pat worked as a janitor sweeping floors in a bank, a typist, a pharmacy manager, a telephone operator, and a sales lady at Bullock’s Wilshire Boulevard department store in Los Angeles. There was no job she wouldn’t do to get ahead. At the age of twenty-five she was ready to have some unencumbered fun. Far away from morally vigilant Whittier, she spent weekends at her married half sister Neva’s apartment in Los Angeles, where she could savor the attention of handsome and sophisticated young men.


Dick pursued Pat out of a profound need for love and personal fulfillment—which Pat was already experiencing in her daily life. Having lost her parents at an early age, Pat was not yet open to romantic love. Dick filled his days with legal work he did not relish and his evenings with club meetings and speaking engagements that might advance his career but left him bereft of intimacy or a feeling of achievement. The students adored Pat because she made them feel, as Sherril Neece recalled, like “you were the most important ‘Cog in the Wheel.’ ” For her, the students were a large extended family whom she nurtured and from whom she received love in return. After years of living mostly on her own, this new family meant everything to her.


Dick persisted—a moonstruck suitor who threatened her freedom and her peace of mind. That summer, he wrote her notes and, worse, composed poems and songs for her. He would show up at her apartment on school nights, asking her to go for a drive or to join him on walks around the hillside areas surrounding the college. His frantic lunges at her partially walled-off heart appeared to her at times to be overwrought. “He’s a bit unusual,” she told a friend. Pat used every trick she could conjure up to fend Dick off. She was a gypsy and a vagabond, she told him, someone incapable of settling down. Far from being deterred, he turned the words of her warning into terms of affection—nicknaming her “My Irish Gypsy” or “Miss Vagabond.” He gave her a clock that reminded him of “that vagabond within you makes you want to go far places and see great things.” She could be a vagabond if she liked, but he would travel with her. Pat’s thank-you note was amiable, but not overly encouraging: “I like it [the clock] ever so much! Its new name is Sir Ric,” she wrote him. Her postscript left him hope: “P.S. Sir Ric has the nicest face—I like him so very much.” When turning down Dick’s requests for dates did not work, she set him up with her roommate Margaret O’Grady, but he spent that evening singing Pat’s praises. Miss Ryan knew she had to take more drastic steps. Little did she realize that her resistance meshed with Dick’s deeper needs: It fueled his lifelong belief that he had to work harder to get what he wanted, to fight to prove his worth.


Acting “like a rat,” as one of her friends said, she locked the door to her apartment on several occasions and refused to answer his insistent knocking. He went for a romantic walk by himself (“a star fell right in front of me”), came back, and slid under her door a maudlin note telling her “Yes—I know I am crazy . . . and that I don’t take hints, but you see, Miss Pat, I like you.” One evening she threw him out of her apartment. When she tried telling him directly that she did not share his feelings, he was peeved and hurt. Dick lied, saying that he did not have feelings for her. A few days later he wrote her to apologize. He was still fond of her, he said, even though she had hurt his pride by her failure to be candid. He would never give up.


Pat kept too busy to take much note of him. Faculty consultant to the high-school pep committee, which performed rallying skits at halftime, she also taught night school. And on weekends she escaped Whittier and the watchfulness of the town gossips. “I never spent a weekend in Whittier,” Pat later boasted to her daughter Julie, “the entire time I taught there.”


Unaccustomed to dealing with someone whose willpower equaled or bested her own, she made him a humiliating deal: If he promised not to make any more marriage proposals or avowals of love, she would allow him to drive her up Whittier Boulevard into Los Angeles on Friday evenings and to pick her up on Sunday afternoons after she had enjoyed her weekend dates. When one of her weekend dates lasted later on a Sunday evening than he expected, Dick paced around the city lest he imagine what he was missing. He tried to settle himself down by reading in a hotel lobby. On other occasions he would go to movies to eat up the long hours. He played along, hoping that the time he spent with her, even in such mortifying circumstances, would cause her to see how much more she had in common with him than she did with those fancy city boys. In later years Pat would be embarrassed by the trials she had put Dick through. But at the time, she still put more roadblocks in his way.


In his 1938 datebook Dick scribbled cryptic notes about the progress of his courtship. On the Friday of Memorial Day weekend he took her to Bullocks department store in Los Angeles, and wrote down what appears to be part of their discussion that evening: “Don’t know whether I like or not [presumably Pat speaking] . . . will you think of me sometimes [Dick speaking]?”


*  *  *


In July 1938, Pat traveled by bus to Michigan to buy a car, which she drove home. In an effort to slow Dick down, she did not contact him upon her return. She moved apartments and gave Dick a strong message that she did not reciprocate his feelings—she did not give him her new address. For Pat, the summer interval provided a break from having to contend with dating Dick, keeping up appearances for Whittier’s vigilant matrons, and juggling a busy schedule. For the better part of two long months Dick did not hear from her. He sent a letter to her at her school. “I’d like so very much to see you,” he implored her, “any time you might be able to stand me. . . . I swear you’ll not be bored if you give me a chance.” Pat relented after several months and saw him again.


Even as he renewed his courtship of Pat, that fall Nixon harnessed some of his prodigious energy and his gift for leadership into social and business-building interactions, and politicking. He led a public discussion of a ballot measure on veteran housing reimbursement and chaired the Inter-Service Banquet, where he could mingle with three hundred members of the Kiwanis, Lions, 20-30 Club, Rotary, Progress, and Junior Chamber of Commerce organizations. He also starred for the Little Theater as a district attorney in the play Night of January 16, which had had a successful run as an audience-participation drama at the Ambassador Theater on Broadway. All of these activities garnered Dick coverage in the Whittier News. At the same time, Dick seemed to have made progress in his campaign to win Pat. His enhanced status as a successful professional and his growing self-confidence had aided his cause.


Did her awareness of a thinning field to choose from also make a difference? Pat never said. His veiled scrawls in his December 1938 appointment book read like a record of trinkets of affection he had received from her. She probably accompanied him to the Browley Dance on December 10, after which he wrote “Awful Life Saver.” Five days later is the notation “6:00–2:00 Christmas Tree, Italian Village”; he surprised Pat by placing a small decorated Christmas tree in her apartment. At the bottom of his December 18 diary page, he jots down what might have been the most heartening news of all, in what must be Pat saying: “I was lonesome for you—glad you came.” On the twenty-third he mentions going “To L.A. Wiltshire” and hearing “Like you this morning.” Later that evening, during “dinner and shopping in Hollywood,” he writes, one of them said, “Don’t want you to hate me.” Under his Christmas tree Pat had placed a package of encouragement, if not certainty.
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Going Places
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For Dick, 1939 began on a particularly promising note. Like many of Whittier’s young people, he and Pat were big football fans; in fact, Dick was crazy about the game. On January 2, because their two former schools were squaring off, she accompanied him to Pasadena on a comfortable seventy-three-degree day to watch the Rose Bowl. Dick’s team, Duke, undefeated and unscored upon in nine games that year, was heavily favored to beat Pat’s USC. The final minutes of the game were so exciting that even a woman as reserved as Pat might grab her date’s hand. Duke led 3–0 until the final minute of the game when backup Trojan quarterback Doyle Nave threw a winning touchdown pass. Pat’s team won 7–3, but for Dick the game was a victory. He later told interviewer Frank Gannon that Pat felt sorry for him, and he claimed Duke’s loss helped him win her over.


On his twenty-sixth birthday—January 9—Pat sent Dick a clock. He was excited by this first gesture signifying that the feelings between them might be mutual. In his thank-you note, he included one of his law firm’s promissory note forms on which he pledged to pay her “four billion dollars when I’m fifty, or before if you’ll let me.” He explained that he had “an uncontrolled impulse” to send this note, “so here it is—crazy—but fun.” He ended exuberantly, “You’re sure tops, Miss Pat and I just have to tell you.”


He also expressed his intense romantic feelings in letters that revealed his fears that he would “bore her with his thoughts,” and his view of himself as an unaccomplished suitor. “There was something electric in the usually almost stifling air in Whittier. And now I know,” he wrote her. “An Irish gypsy who radiates all that is happy & beautiful was there. She left behind her a note addressed to a struggling barrister who looks from a window and dreams. And in the note he found . . . a great spirit which only great ladies can inspire. . . . And though he is a prosaic person, his heart was filled with that grand poetic music, which makes us wish . . . she might be forever happy.”


By the spring of 1939, as the orange trees once again unfurled their yearly blossoms, he felt particularly encouraged about his relationship with Pat. At one point Pat invited him to supper: “[W]hy don’t you come Early Wednesday (6)—and I’ll see if I can burn a Hamburger for you.” She sounded on the brink of romance: “Did you see the sunset? A new picture every few minutes. Well? Yes, Pat.” At another time—perhaps on her birthday in March—she accepted a gift from him with greater enthusiasm than she had the clock he had given her the previous year: “Gee, Dick. Guess I am a pretty lucky Irishman! . . . Best of all was knowing you had remembered.”


Still, there were hindrances to his courtship. Every time he wanted to take her out on a date, he had to haggle with his brother Donald over the use of the brown 1937 Chevrolet coupe they shared. Dick ordered a brand-new black Oldsmobile, which he picked up at the Oldsmobile factory in Lansing, Michigan, in March. He did not feel that he could afford the frill of a car radio. He delighted his brother Eddie, almost nine years old, by taking him along on the thirty-nine-hour train trip to Lansing.


Back in Whittier, when he discovered that Pat liked his dog, King, an affectionate Irish setter, he cleverly included the dog on their outings. Sometimes they brought Eddie along on their trips to destinations like their favorite beach in San Clemente. Pat took a motherly interest in the frail boy, making him laugh, chasing him on the beach to build up his stamina, and buying him adventure books to interest him in reading. Pat occasionally drove Eddie to Huntington Beach by herself and the two of them would run to see who could reach the sand first. Although Pat was barely taller than Dick’s nine-year-old brother, who had long legs, she could still beat him. Eddie was impressed.


By summer, Pat began to indicate she was taking the courtship seriously. She resolved to get better acquainted with Hannah Nixon. Instead of taking the older woman out to tea or even attending church with her, Pat chose to prove herself the kind of woman Hannah would respect: the hardworking, self-sacrificing kind. She rose at 5:00 a.m. and went over to the Nixon house to help Hannah bake pies, which were a profitable and dauntingly numerous staple of the Nixon Market. Hannah needed to make fifty pies six mornings a week. Hannah, with typical understatement, called Pat’s action “unusual for a busy girl.” Although Mrs. Nixon had initially seen Pat as fragile, she had come to realize that Pat was, like herself, a woman of stamina. Wisely, Pat never tried to compete with her by baking pies from her own recipes; she would instead perform the role of the dutiful potential daughter-in-law. Yet the young woman’s gesture backfired: Hannah convinced herself that Pat was aggressively pursuing her son, not the other way around. The matrons of Whittier agreed with Hannah. After all, wouldn’t it be just like an orphaned working-class girl to chase such an eligible boy, and from such an upstanding family?


Pat developed a playful relationship with Frank Nixon. He spared her the bitter anger his sons had endured and never lashed out at her. As Pat grew closer to Dick and his family, she became increasingly direct with him. One day she boldly confessed to him how much the gold-rimmed cap on his front tooth—the result of a basketball injury—bothered her. Off went the cap. Anything to be appealing.


By the middle of 1939 Dick had become preoccupied with a wide variety of legal projects, and he often worked at his desk through lunch, sipping pineapple malts and eating the hamburgers his secretary Evlyn Dorn brought him from an adjacent drugstore. Nixon had started out focusing mainly on family law, but after eighteen months of practice, he had worked on at least nine civil trials in local courts and in the Superior Courts of Orange and Los Angeles. His salary crept upward. While Nixon was paid an average of $75 a month in his initial six months with the firm, he made a total of $1,480, or almost $125 a month, in the year of 1938. In 1939 he doubled his previous year’s income.


*  *  *


In August 1939, hoping to capitalize on some local Nixon family connections, he set up a one-lawyer branch office of Wingert and Bewley in La Habra, a quiet crossroads of three thousand inhabitants, surrounded by citrus, walnut, and avocado groves southeast of Whittier. He spent midday in the La Habra offices, in the back of a run-down drugstore, drumming up business that was not always forthcoming. The glacial pace of business in the new office had one advantage: It gave him the opportunity and the motivation to insinuate himself into the local political culture, hanging out at the local coffee shop, where he built connections with key businessmen and city officials. At the same time, he began reaching out beyond his profession to build a larger public identity for himself, partly by becoming a popular luncheon and after-dinner speaker. Dick was considering running for a seat in the California Assembly and hoped that the connections he made on the banquet circuit would help him win his first political contest. Herman Perry, a local banker whose office was in the same building as Wingert and Bewley, became a mentor to young Nixon. He dissuaded Nixon from making a run in 1939 because he recognized that his protégé did not yet have enough experience to convince voters he was right for the job.


Dick was also obsessed with a new get-rich scheme, his first immersion in the Southern California boom mentality that had survived the discouragements of the Depression era. A number of citrus growers and wholesalers believed that the technology was now available to convert the surplus citrus from the 1938 crop into frozen juice, which could become a profitable, national, mass-market venture. Several of the law firm’s clients talked Dick into forming a corporation, named Citri-Frost, and raising money from local businessmen. Two big shipping companies showed interest in buying large quantities of their product when they figured out how to package the juice. Experiments with cellophane bags, cartons, and cans all failed. Hoping to survive until they could develop the right container, Nixon and his business partners cut costs by going out into the orchards to pick and squeeze the fruit. After his legal office hours were done for the day, “Dick worked his heart out on the thing,” Tom Bewley remembered. “He worked like a dog. He was out there cutting oranges day and night.” In 1939 the company squeezed more than twenty-one thousand gallons of juice and sold less than two-thirds of it. They lost money and eventually gave up. Other entrepreneurs would later succeed in similar ventures by freezing not the juice but its concentrate, which could be more easily packaged.


Putting less pressure on a relationship with Pat as a means to define himself, he created the room for her to experience her own investment in their courtship. On fall weekends Pat and Dick went to Whittier College and University of Southern California football games. At other times they skied in the mountains on the edge of Los Angeles and muddled their way through ice-skating at the newly opened Hines rink in Whittier. Afterward they gathered up a few couples for a home-cooked spaghetti dinner. Pat and Dick also loved movies, including such soon-to-be-classic films as Jezebel, You Can’t Take It with You, Gone with the Wind, The Young Mr. Lincoln, and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. They attended the local cinema near Dick’s office on Greenleaf Street in Whittier or watched films at the big movie theaters in Hollywood. Afterward they sometimes went to an ice-cream parlor. When they felt flush, they went to concerts at the Hollywood Bowl, which featured celebrated singers like Ella Fitzgerald and Nat King Cole as well as great conductors and pianists.


In August 1939 “the vagabond,” her friend Virginia, and her roommate Margaret took a sightseeing vacation, driving up the Pacific Coast to Vancouver in British Columbia. By the time they got to San Francisco, Pat found she missed Dick. She felt “so sorta’ lonesome,” she wrote him, because she did not have a chance to say a proper good-bye. When they reached Vancouver she sent him at his law office a scenic postcard with the cryptic message “Love from Mother.” This time she was not pushing him away, but hiding her growing feelings from the local gossips at home. Pat knew that Hannah Nixon would not be alone in her suspicion about a bond between a Nixon and a Ryan. Whittier’s prominent local boys were not supposed to marry outsiders, and particularly not those below their station. “Some people felt,” Judith Wingert, the daughter of the senior partner in Nixon’s law firm, recalled, “that he should have been going with a girl from, you know, a better family . . . one that didn’t work.” Pat was neither part of Whittier’s pious inner circle of Quakers nor a member of its upper-middle-class country club and bridge set.


After receiving Pat’s romantic missives, Dick might have expected more encouragement from her, but when she returned home, she did not relent in her insistence that they postpone discussion of marriage. He persisted; she explicitly prohibited any such talk for three months. In October, when the interval had passed, he wrote her a note: “Seriously, little one, let’s go to Arizona . . . we could still have fun!” Assuming that he was suggesting they indulge in a sexual escapade, she rebuked him. He shot back a note celebrating her virtue: “You have the finest ideals of anyone I have ever known.”


In 1939, Tom Bewley and Jefferson Wingert made him a partner in the law firm. “Now for the first time,” he wrote in his memoir, “I was no longer Frank and Hannah Nixon’s son—I was Mr. Nixon, the new partner” in Wingert, Bewley, and Nixon. He still helped buy vegetables for his parents’ market, he still taught the Quaker young people’s class at the East Whittier Friends Church on Sundays, and he still lived with his parents, but he was newly confident, having won small-town success by dint of his industry.


In the winter of 1940, he honored the second anniversary of their first meeting by writing Pat a letter trumpeting how madly he was still in love with her. Now calling her “my dearest heart,” he let her know in Quaker terms that “nothing so fine ever happened to him or anyone else as falling in love with Thee.” Gone were the goofy and exaggerated love letters of the man-boy; they were succeeded by adult letters from the heart.


If there is truth to the adage that we marry our parents, Dick and Pat are its exemplars. Beneath her glamour and verve, Pat was surprisingly similar to Dick’s standoffish, pious, and unglamorous Quaker mother, Hannah, whom he professed to revere. Both women were proper and emotionally self-contained rescuers. Hannah had nursed tubercular patients (including Dick’s beloved older brother Harold, to whom she was devoted, who died in 1933 at age twenty-three). So had Pat. Dick, though perhaps not as immediately attractive as Pat’s father, resembled him in his typically reserved nature, his uneven temperament, and his restless ambition to move beyond the world he lived in.


Young and forward-looking, they did not rehash their harsh early years on farms, dwell on their angry fathers, or bemoan the deaths in their families. They shared an outsider’s mentality—born of their emotional shyness and their distrust of fancy people in fancy places. They also shared an underlying, no-nonsense melancholy. As optimistic as he was about the future, Dick could be moody—and not only when his romantic hopes were being dashed. Pat liked to cheer people up, but Dick had detected an underlying sadness behind her “lovely smile.” Neither of them liked to unbutton their emotional vests, and as they grew closer they still kept many secrets. Dick did not learn how Pat’s father died (from silicosis), nor did he share much about the loss of his brothers Harold and Arthur. He did not know her real name (Thelma) until he applied for a marriage license.


Dick promised her adventure. Slowly he convinced her that “he was going places.” Pat was impressed, as she told her daughter Julie, that Dick “always saw the possibilities.” He “believed that life could be good and that problems—well, if you could not solve them, you could make things a little better.” Other men might have been more appealing and easy, but she was finding herself drawn to his vitality, his stability in his profession, and his openness to a wider world. He could offer her not just the promise of his career but his emerging yet intense sense of purpose. “From the first days I knew you, you were destined to be a great lady,” he declared in a letter. “I want to work with you toward the destiny you are bound to fulfill. . . . It is our job to go forth together and accomplish great ends and we shall do it too.” Although Dick and Pat would later claim that they did not discuss politics often in the early days, Pat told several of her best friends that Dick was “going to be president someday.”


In March 1940, Dick took Pat in his black Oldsmobile for an hour-and-a-half drive down U.S. Highway 101 into southern Orange County halfway between Los Angeles and San Diego. He pulled into a dirt road leading to the Dana Point promontory, a sandstone cliff with a precipitous face, overlooking Capistrano beach and the San Clemente coastline. The promontory had been a navigational landmark for ships and migrating whales for centuries. In the early part of the nineteenth century, Richard Henry Dana, in his book Two Years before the Mast, had described the spot as “the only romantic cove in California.” Parked by the edge of the cliff, he waited until the blaze of the Pacific sunset to make a bold proposal.





3


Married, Happily
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As the sun eased into the ocean off Dana Point, Dick once again asked Pat to marry him. Their daughter Julie tells us that, even as Pat accepted, she still felt conflict about giving up her freedom. For a woman whose parents fought and died young, and who had to care for her orphaned brothers, intimacy was associated not only with love and endurance, but also with uproar and loss.


In the era of Pat Ryan’s young adulthood, women usually married when they were in their early twenties. Surely Pat had come to love Dick, but did she also consider that in her twenty-eighth year, she was on the verge of becoming an old-maid schoolteacher? Pat had defied convention by giving herself the years of adult independence she always wanted. She did not feel completely ready for the commitment marriage entailed, but she resolved to make it work. She told Dick yes.


In his exuberance Dick made an ill-advised decision to drive Pat to his parents’ home to tell them the news. They crept into Hannah and Frank’s bedroom and woke the couple, who had gone to bed earlier. Stunned, Hannah reacted with her typical reserve, and Frank with his characteristic enthusiastic bluster. Their sleepy reaction “broke the romantic spell of the evening,” Pat would tell Julie, leading Pat to wonder if her future in-laws had reservations about the match. Pat likely knew that other matrons in Whittier would look down upon their union, because Dick came from a hardworking local family while Pat’s provenance appeared less certain but definitely more hardscrabble. Hannah’s less than joyous reaction at the news, however, had more to do with being confronted with a situation that required of her an immediate emotional reaction. Like most Quakers, she preferred to sit with her reactions and consult her own inner light before responding.


Pat’s family had a full night’s sleep before the young couple told them of the engagement, but they appeared initially no less ambivalent. Only her brother Tom was enthusiastic about Dick, who shared his love of football; he found his sister’s fiancé an easy conversationalist. Tom gave Pat a big hug, but her twenty-nine-year-old brother Bill became tearful at the thought of losing his sister. Half sister Neva, whose home had been the base for Pat’s dates with fancy city boys, was concerned that Dick was not exciting enough—“too quiet,” she thought. Dick was far more adventurous than she realized.


Now that he had won his campaign for Pat’s hand, Dick became obsessed with deciding what ring to put on her finger. This public symbol of their very private match had to deliver the right message. During a business trip to Northern California with Don, Dick kept his brother up a good part of the night debating the benefits of diamonds and other gems and their settings. “A man only buys a ring once in his lifetime,” Don recalls him saying gravely, “and that should be a ring his wife would always be proud to wear.”


Dick brought his fiancée to look over his choices. Pat, always understated in her tastes, preferred a simple gold band that would not draw attention, but she liked or pretended to like the ring Dick wanted her to wear—a diamond set between two smaller gems on a band sparkling with diamond chips. Pat depleted her savings to pay for her share of the $315 cost (approximately $5,000 in today’s terms); a copy of the bill of sale is preserved at the Nixon Library. Dick’s Citri-Frost venture had been designed to provide extra funds for luxuries like a wedding ring, but he was struggling to keep his business afloat while helping his parents out financially and paying off college loans. It was important, as would so often be the case, for Dick to make a grand gesture—to celebrate his big triumph in a life not yet replete with successes. Was he embarrassed that he could not afford to pay the entire bill himself? Was this one of the many small humiliations that helped stoke his ambition?


That spring, as they prepared to wed, Dick left work each afternoon to pick up Pat after school and drive her home. Seventeen-year-old students Helen Noll and Barbara Gose would accompany them on the ride to Pat’s room in Barbara Gose’s home in the 200 block of North Bright Street. “Everyone was so happy,” and “we all had a lot of fun,” Helen recalled seventy years later. She and Barbara thought Dick was handsome and smart, if not gregarious: “it wasn’t like he rushed over and gave you a big hug.” They adored Pat. Helen remembers how comfortable the engaged couple seemed to be with each other.


In the months before they married, Dick made only one misstep. Pat was grading papers after classes when an employee of the Nixon Market scuttled in with a May basket, which he shyly placed on her desk. When she saw the ring hidden amid the flowers and straw in the basket, she pushed it aside. This was not the romantic moment she had surely envisioned. Alice Koch, a teacher in an adjacent classroom, entered her room, saw the ring, and slipped it on Pat’s finger. Her fellow teachers gathered to celebrate, but her fiancé was still missing. Could he not have waited to give the ring to her in person? Dick was at best exhibiting an ignorance of social codes, and at worst he was giving Pat a warning signal that his work would remain a much higher priority than his wife.


However the couple worked out this conflict, Dick soon formalized his proposal in a letter that called upon them both to strive to make a significant contribution to the world around them. His “dear heart” was, in his opinion, an extraordinary woman. “You have always had that extra something,” Dick wrote, “which takes people out of the mediocre class.” Dick encouraged Pat by seeing in her a nobleness of spirit, a gallantry, and a fine intelligence that she was not prone to acknowledge in herself. These qualities would infuse her remarkable public performance during Nixon’s tumultuous public life, giving her a steadfastness that led her to become, in the words of Nixon biographer Conrad Black, “one of the unjustly unsung heroines of American political history.”


Pat was committed to backing Dick’s outsize ambitions, but it is not likely that she expected herself to assume a role beyond that of supportive spouse. The era’s emphasis on wifehood and motherhood consigned most women to the domestic sphere. Pat’s modesty, tendency toward self-criticism, and attachment to privacy precluded her from imagining herself willingly entering the spotlight. Although both the Nixons would later deny it, Pat had plenty of evidence that her husband was drawn to politics, starting at least with his aborted plans for a campaign for the California State Assembly in 1939. Dick’s mentor Herman Perry brought him into the Young Republicans Club, where he promptly became the group’s president. In the winter and spring of 1940, just before his engagement, Dick drove throughout Southern California delivering a stump speech attacking FDR for trying to “pack” the Supreme Court with additional appointees who would support the New Deal. He had hoped to build a campaign base in case Gerald Kepple, a fellow Republican Quaker, chose not to run for another term in the California State Assembly, but Kepple had decided not to step down. By the time of her engagement, Pat was well aware that she could become a politician’s wife, even if neither she nor Dick yet had an idea of the commitment and sacrifice that public life required.


As for Dick, he already felt indebted to Pat. She had transformed him into a more open and happy young man. “I someday shall return some of the benefit,” he wrote, “you have conferred upon me.” Whatever life brought them, he promised, “I shall always be with you—loving you more every hour and attempting to let you feel that love in your heart and life.”


Whatever the dynamic of power and influence would be between husband and wife in the long term, in the spring of 1940 Pat took charge of planning their June wedding. Not a regularly practicing Christian, she vetoed a church ceremony, but to satisfy her in-laws, she did become a Quaker. Uncomfortable with grand occasions, she arranged for a small wedding. She didn’t want the event to create financial burdens for her husband, her brothers, or her in-laws. Dick chose the least expensive room—the two-level, serendipitously named Presidential Suite—at the Spanish-style Mission Inn in Riverdale, California. The inn, a mecca for tourists, featured a spiral staircase, bell towers, colonnades of arches, stained-glass windows, fountains, mosaics, and other quirkily ornate features. Pat and Dick had often had dinner dates there.


Dick’s aunts Olive Marshburn and Edith Timberlake gave a tea and shower for Pat, and the couple was feted at a dinner dance at the Town House in Los Angeles. The prewedding festivities and the wedding itself occurred against a somber backdrop that surely tinged the events for the young couple and their family and friends: Dispiriting news had arrived regularly that spring and summer from the European war that was increasingly preoccupying America. By June 1940, Hitler’s Germany had routed the Allied forces near Dunkirk and was already proceeding with its conquest of Western Europe. One week before their wedding, Pat Ryan and Dick Nixon would have turned on their radios to hear that the Nazis had marched up the Champs-Élysées in Paris to celebrate their conquest of France. The day after their nuptials, France would officially surrender to Germany, leaving Great Britain alone and vulnerable to invasion. In less than a year and half, the war would envelop the young couple and profoundly alter the direction of their lives. On Friday afternoon, June 21, Don Nixon drove Pat from Whittier to Riverside. At the inn Pat changed into a simple light blue suit, pinned an orchid to its lapel, and donned a dark rose hat adorned with blue roses. Dick bought himself a dark suit for the occasion. When he accidentally bumped into Pat in the hallway, violating the tradition that the groom not see the bride before the ceremony, he pretended that his eyes were closed.


For Helen Noll and the other twenty-five or so guests, this was “not just another wedding.” At the end of a decade of economic hardship and austerity, and with war swallowing Europe, it was considered a major event to hold a marriage ceremony in such an exotic setting. Noll remembers flowers massed in the Presidential Suite and Pat walking in the suite’s side door to take her vows. Facing each other on a red Oriental rug, Pat and Dick were married in a Quaker ceremony in front of a grand piano. William Mendenhall, the new president of Whittier College, read the service.


At a reception in the inn’s Spanish art gallery, family members and friends listened to organ music and ate a several-tiered cake—“with a veiled bride and a groom in white tails atop the crown”—baked by Dick’s mother and carried carefully on her lap in the car from the Nixon home to Riverside. There are no photographs recording the start of their fifty-three-year marriage.


During Dick’s relentless pursuit of her, Pat had come to recognize that he was a crusader. She did not yet know that their entire marriage would be a crusade of one sort or another, or that she would have to rescue him many times along the way. Nor could she know that the one time she looked away and trusted him to handle a crisis on his own, he would falter in an inglorious fashion that would haunt the rest of their lives.


In their first years together, by grounding themselves in their union, the Nixons would help each other surmount some of the sadness of their difficult childhoods. Driven people, Pat and Dick would, nevertheless, find ways to relax and cultivate a circle of friends. Pat and Dick started out their married life as a spontaneous and fun-loving pair. Feeling what they called “really splurgy,” with $200 in their pockets and a trunk full of canned goods—the labels had been pulled off as a wedding prank, leaving them to eat grapefruit for lunch and spaghetti for breakfast—Pat and Dick took off for a Mexican honeymoon, without an itinerary.


In what would be a rare event for them, the Nixons enjoyed an extended, unscripted period together. Heading in the general direction of Mexico City, they stopped to tour churches, temples, small villages, pyramids, and archeological sites. They attended, but quickly left, a gory bullfight in Mexico City. At a concert by the Mexican Symphony they encountered anti-American sentiment—the mention of U.S. composer Aaron Copland’s name drew copious boos.


“That’s what we still like to do,” Pat said in the 1960s, “to get in the car and ride off just to be going, without any particular destination. It is always a lot of fun.” Such trips were the perfect antidote for the compulsive and perfectionist aspects of their personalities.


Honeymoons can be difficult for young couples who have not lived together or who have not had sexual relations. The collision of expectations and fantasies with the realities of a new spouse’s idiosyncratic behavior can lead to disillusionment or even despair. For Dick and Pat, though, the honeymoon seems to have been a time of fresh closeness. On their way home they stopped off at the magnificent, recently built Boulder Dam, where Mrs. Bell, the mother of one of Pat’s junior college friends, spotted them. When Pat revealed that she was on her honeymoon, Mrs. Bell was struck by Pat’s happiness.


Endeavoring to save some of the $200 they had brought with them, Pat and Dick drove through the night on the way back to California. Prone to superlatives, Dick later said, “We probably got more out of our honeymoon while spending less than any couple in history.” With $22 still in their pockets, the newlyweds arrived back in Whittier on the evening of the Fourth of July as firecrackers burst in the evening air.


Pat and Dick spent the summer living in a rented apartment in Long Beach, near the ocean. On Sunday mornings Pat baked fresh biscuits and set out Dick’s favorite jams and honey. In the afternoons they went hiking or drove to the beach. Sometimes they went to the movies. “Our life was happy and full of promise,” Dick said in his memoir.


To accommodate everyone who had been left out of the small wedding in Riverside, Frank and Hannah threw a reception at their Worsham Drive estate, perched on a hillside above Whittier College. Complete with a turret visible from the front, the house had three levels, set on a slope that dropped steeply into the backyard. Hannah and Frank Nixon had recently surmounted their lower-middle-class status by buying the lavish property from the Stoody construction family, the builders of the fancy homes from which Whittier Hills matrons had long looked down upon the Nixons. The party for the young Nixons took place in the backyard’s attractive hillside gardens, laced with a stream and fishponds and filled with exotic South American plants and monkey trees. Ed Nixon remembers that “Strauss waltzes filled the air.”


*  *  *


When Pat returned to teaching in the fall, the Nixons moved back to the Whittier area, living first in an apartment over a garage, then in a duplex, and later in a small house on Walnut Street. In the evenings, Dick, who was becoming increasingly political, would often travel to speak at venues like the Lions Club in Long Beach or the Kiwanis Club in San Clemente, to build up his law practice and spread his name among the influential Orange County gentry. During the 1940 presidential campaign, he campaigned for Wendell Willkie and attacked FDR with hard-hitting speeches.


Pat busied herself working with the high school’s pep committee, holding some of their meetings in the terraced backyard of the Nixon Worsham Drive home, working with the students on their chants and gestures. Pat went to great lengths to rouse her students’ school spirit. One day each school year, students and teachers reversed roles. According to Whittier student Eloise Hilberg, Pat enjoyed herself going “the whole route to play the part of the student,” dressing in “bobby sox and a school sweater.” “It always seemed like Pat was just one of the students,” recalled one pupil. During her years teaching at Whittier High, Pat experienced something of the carefree adolescence she had missed, even as she upheld her authority as a rigorous, even rigid teacher. Despite her intense involvement with her students, according to her friend Marion Burdlong, Pat maintained “an aloof friendliness” and was “never one to disclose her inner feelings, nor did she talk about her sentiments and ambitions” with anyone.


With money tight in the waning years of the Depression, most struggling young American couples entertained at home. Evlyn Dorn, Nixon’s first legal secretary, and her husband attended the Nixons’ first dinner party. Pat cooked up a pot of spaghetti with meat sauce. Dick made the salad and mixed the drinks. He was always “the highlight of the party because he had a wonderful sense of humor,” Pat later recounted. “He would keep everybody in stitches.” He also pitched in to help prepare the rest of the meal. “Remember the time when you even made the chop suey?” Pat wrote him during the war. “I never shall forget how sweet you were . . . the night I had the teachers for a wiener roast—you carted, helped with the salad, bought the pies.”


The Nixons found plenty of cost-free ways to amuse themselves, including at-home theatricals. “I will never forget one night when we did ‘Beauty and the Beast,’ ” Pat recounted to biographer Earl Mazo. “Dick was the Beast, and one of the other men dressed up like Beauty. This sounds rather silly,” but “we used to put on funny shows. It was all good, clean fun, and we had loads of laughs.”


In a late-1960s interview with biographers Earl Mazo and Bela Kornitzer, Pat expressed frustration that people “think he has never had a good laugh in his life. . . . Sure, he is sensitive and restrained, but he can be lots of fun.” Perhaps she was exaggerating to counter Dick’s stiff reputation. But during the war she would write her husband that “you always make people have a good time. Our parties have always been your successes.” Dick may have felt like a loner and an outsider, but he could perform like a born extrovert.


Pat and Dick drew close to Helene and Jack Drown, who would become lifelong confidants. Helene, an effervescent fellow teacher at Whittier High School, was Pat’s assistant faculty advisor on the high-school pep committee. Jack, who had played football with the 1936 Stanford Vow Boys, a squad that had famously pledged never to lose to their rivals the University of Southern California, was attending USC Law School when the couples first met in September 1940.


Sharing a keen sense of humor, Pat and Helene bonded quickly. Helene thought that Pat was a rare beauty—“a really outstandingly beautiful” woman, filled with “gaiety, and a love of life, and a sparkle in her eye that just was very radiant and contagious.” By contrast, she saw Dick as a “very clean cut, good looking man,” and was drawn to his expressive eyes, which were “very twinkly and very kindly.”


Pat and Helene shared the challenges of being newly married wives—which included improving their cooking skills. They exchanged their first recipes, and when they ran late at school supervising student extracurricular activities, they walked home together and “pooled our resources—as poor as they might be” to “have a gala evening together of good conversation.” Helene marveled at how efficiently her friend used every spare moment of her time: Pat did not leave her dishes undone at night, repaired her clothes before putting them away in the closet, and got up early to organize her apartment for ten minutes before she left for school.


On their first double date the Nixons and the Drowns, who loved Spanish and Mexican food, went out to a Spanish restaurant. Dick took charge of ordering for everyone, as he often would when the couples went out. After dinner they went to the Philharmonic Auditorium in Los Angeles to see the Oscar Straus operetta The Chocolate Soldier, which was based on a play by George Bernard Shaw. They had seats behind a post, but they enjoyed the music.


Even though Dick was “jovial” that night, Jack could tell there was something bothering him. The two men went to retrieve the car because it was “raining pitchforks.” While they were driving back to the theater to pick up their wives, who were waiting under the protection of the marquee, Dick confided some of his anxieties about his law practice. Describing one of the day’s cases, Dick said, “I just don’t know why those people had to get that divorce. I did everything I could to talk them out of it.” Jack teased him that lawyers should be happy because divorce cases can make them a lot of money. “No, I think it’s the other way,” Dick told him. “We should do everything we can to keep people together.” His conservative values and his Quaker background did not always mesh with the world he encountered at work. Yet at this point in his life Dick could alleviate the rigor of that work with a private life that was enjoyable and sustaining.


Jack recalled that Dick was an easy man to befriend. “He liked to exchange. He certainly was a good listener,” Jack said in a Whittier College oral history. The young lawyer had definite interests outside his work. “He was extremely interested in athletics,” Jack remembered. “He seemed to know every football player in the United States and maybe Canada . . . he had apparently heard my name.” Dick also loved music. Buying the cheap seats they could afford, the two couples often went to performances at the Los Angeles Civic Light Opera. Surprisingly, when he was socializing, Dick usually did not seem interested in talking about the law or his job. He liked “situation humor . . . something funny that had happened,” Jack said. “I don’t recall that he ever came out with ‘Well I heard a great one today.’ ” He didn’t tell “what you call off-color jokes.”


The Drowns and the Nixons had some rowdy adventures together. One night Dick Perdue, one of Nixon’s law school classmates, and his wife joined them for the blue-plate special at the supper and theater club of Broadway showman and impresario Earl Carroll, on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. The cost of admission was a steep two dollars and fifty cents, but the young couples got their money’s worth. Beautiful girls performed on an enormous stage that had a “wide double revolving turntable and staircase plus swings that could be lowered from the ceiling,” Jack recounted. During one of the acts each of the dancers lay down, put one leg up, and “then they’d call some [of] us out of the audience and we had these hoops and we’d throw them . . . the one who could put the most hoops on the legs won the champagne.” Jack wasn’t sure whether the future president or Dick Perdue won the prize, but they celebrated their victory with a fine bottle of champagne.


Pat loved to dance. On rare occasions she and Dick would treat themselves to one barely affordable drink and dancing at the flashy Cocoanut Grove nightclub in the Ambassador Hotel, an establishment frequented by presidents from Hoover to Nixon, on Wilshire Boulevard in Los Angeles. Adding to its allure for Pat and Dick, who were both movie buffs, the 1939 Academy Awards ceremony, hosted by Bob Hope, was held in the nightclub in February 1940. Errol Flynn, Clark Gable, Carole Lombard, Spencer Tracy, Katharine Hepburn, Gary Cooper, Marlene Dietrich, or Lana Turner could be seen partying regularly amid the palm trees from which stuffed monkeys hung under the blue ceiling covered with sparkling stars. Dick was drawn to Hollywood celebrities. The Cocoanut Grove, Hollywood’s top club, provided a heady counterpoint to the provincialism of Whittier.


*  *  *


Intent on enjoying traveling while they were young and unencumbered, the Nixons visited British Columbia and Yosemite Park and took many shorter trips around California and Arizona, venturing as far as Indiana. For their first wedding anniversary, which would be June 21, 1941, they drove through the desert in the middle of the night on their way to New Orleans, where, allowing themselves an extravagance, they dined on French-Creole cuisine (including Oysters Rockefeller) at the world-renowned Restaurant Antoine, a favorite of Presidents Franklin Roosevelt, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover. Next they boarded the Ulua, the United Trust Company Steamship Service Company liner, for a round-trip cruise to Panama, with stop-offs in Port Limón, on the eastern coast of Costa Rica, and Central America’s most important seaport, Puerto Cortés in Honduras.


Shortly after the ship left port, on the evening of June 22, their steward told them the sobering news that had come over the ship radio: Hitler had invaded Russia. Pat and Dick, who engaged with current affairs simply as citizens rather than public figures at this early stage, not public figures, were alarmed that Hitler had betrayed his August 1939 pact with Stalin, and, according to Nixon’s memoir, hoped that the Nazi leader was overreaching in a manner that would undermine his grandiose designs.


When the ship docked in Havana, Dick, not one to stop working completely, spent part of his time exploring whether he could set up a law practice in Cuba. Their visit to the Canal Zone took them to what Pat noted was “often called the most immoral spot in the world,” populated with American soldiers prowling through cabarets and bars looking for women in the raucous, narrow streets.


The Nixons had selected the cheapest cabin, which turned out to be next to the engine room; Dick, already seasick, became ill from the smell of oil. Nonetheless, they quickly bonded with a new group of couples on board, who took bets on how long Dick could last in the dining room before he would turn green. He did participate in some of their riotous parties, which included a “vice-versa” evening where everyone cross-dressed. According to his daughter Julie, Dick came “as a Grecian lady, draped in costume—sheet, turban, brooch, bosom etc.”


Pat felt let down when they returned to Whittier, noting in her diary that she was “just a gypsy at heart.” She did not go back to teaching that fall, seeking instead to stretch herself in a world wider than a provincial California village. But before she could look for another job, a life-changing job opportunity arrived for Dick. In October, the general counsel of the Office of Price Administration (OPA) wrote Dick asking him to interview for a position in Washington, D.C., with the recently formed agency, whose mandate was to prepare the country for the likelihood of war. While the yearly salary of $3,200 was less than the two of them made together in Whittier, it was enough to support them in taking the first of many ambitious steps toward the center of the nation’s political heartbeat. As the Nixons would learn, the world of politics and government changes those who venture into it. And, as they would soon discover, so does the world of war.
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Love After Pearl Harbor
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On Sunday, December 7, 1941, Pat and Dick left a movie matinee in Hollywood to discover that the world around them had been immutably transformed. As the Nixons exited the theater, a newsboy held up a paper with the headline JAPS BOMB PEARL HARBOR. “We’re at war, mister,” the boy told them. What shock, outrage, fear, and uncertainty they must have felt. Having bonded effectively as a couple in their first eighteen months of marriage, they would soon confront the first of myriad challenges in their long union. How could they negotiate their relationship amid the strain, separation, and enforced personal independence of wartime?


The war soon summoned them from Whittier to Washington, D.C. After Dick received confirmation of an appointment in the Office of Price Administration personnel section, Pat and Dick (by now veterans of long-distance car trips) drove across the country, taking turns at the wheel, braving snowstorms and icy conditions in Tennessee to arrive in the capital on the afternoon of January 9, Dick’s twenty-ninth birthday. They went straight to the OPA’s makeshift offices on Sixth Street and Independence Avenue. Immediately after Dick was sworn in as a government official, they began looking for an affordable apartment in the overcrowded Washington area. The “City of Magnificent Intentions,” as Lafayette described it, would see its population double in the following couple of years, as citizens, particularly women, streamed into the hub of hectic effort to win a two-fronted world war.


In a stroke of remarkable luck, they drove across the Potomac, perhaps noticing the antiaircraft defense batteries recently erected on the outskirts of the city, and came upon the as yet unfinished Beverly Park apartment complex in Alexandria, Virginia. The landlord, a fellow Californian, took a liking to the couple—perhaps he was attracted to Pat—and, ignoring a waiting list, rented them a small one-bedroom. Pat considered it “a miracle!” as she wrote in her diary. Washington, full of the peril of war, might offer them something like home.


Both Dick and Pat plunged into the war effort, with Dick intent on learning how the government operated. The mission of the Office of Price Administration was to protect citizens from unscrupulous businessmen who would use the cover of wartime as an excuse to overcharge consumers. Dick would work for eight months in the OPA’s tire-rationing division, where, as a lawyer, he helped explain and modify the complicated rules that the government had prescribed for policing the automobile industry. He found the work tedious, but applied himself with his usual industry. By March 1942 he had been appointed informally to a deadly dull–sounding position as the acting chief of interpretations in the sub-branch of the Rubber Branch.


Pat did her part for the war effort by volunteering as a secretary for the Red Cross. By August she obtained a $2,600-a-year job for herself as an assistant business analyst at the OPA. She soon, however, grew impatient with the OPA’s rigid rules, which she believed interfered with providing real economic assistance to people. Pat and Dick would be short-lived believers in big government; Dick later claimed that his OPA job soured him on bureaucracy and taught him the limited value of government intervention in the private sector.


Based on his OPA work, Dick could have had a draft deferment, but in wartime Washington smart and ambitious men realized that serving in the theater of war was a crucial step toward a high-level professional or political career. After much reflection, and with Pat’s support, Dick put aside his Quaker reservations about fighting in a war. He enlisted in the U.S. Navy—a surprising choice given his propensity for seasickness, but he had heard that the navy was seeking lawyers for administrative work on aircraft carriers and other large ships.


*  *  *


Facing a wartime separation, Pat and Dick took a brief retreat together that would create memories to savor during the lonely days to come. They spent a long weekend in Cape Porpoise near Kennebunkport on the rocky coast of Maine. Many of the hotels and restaurants along the coast had been forced to close because wartime gas rationing ruined tourism. The Nixons were the only guests in a small clapboard hotel. They took tranquil walks along the shore, read, and kept themselves warm together during the cool coastal nights. In the afternoons they picked blueberries on their two-mile walk to the Porpoise Restaurant, where they ate a full lobster dinner for a dollar. The Nixons bought a painting of a small lobster boat beached on a curving shore of purplish-blue water, which would hang in the master bedroom of most of their homes.


On Monday, August 17, 1942, in what would be the first of many partings over the next years, Pat saw her husband off at Washington’s Union Station. Dick endured a gloomy train ride to Rhode Island for two months of rigorous officer training at Quonset Point, the first week of which, Dick wrote Pat, “was the longest I’ve ever known.” He disliked studying naval science and ballistics and was no fan of the arduous physical training in the summer humidity. He found solace in his correspondence with his wife.


The Nixons’ wartime letters are extraordinary documents, offering vivid evidence of the couple’s strengthening bond and the evolution of their individual characters. Their separation allowed these emotionally straitened individuals the space to discover and express their profound feeling for each other. At the midpoint of Dick’s training, they met up for a weekend in New York City. As she recounted to his parents later, when Pat first spotted him in the crowd at Pennsylvania Station, Dick looked “so different: younger, real tanned, thinner, and of course very handsome in his blue uniform with all the braid and the blue cap.” Dick, she said, wanted to dine “where we can sit with real silver, on a real tablecloth with someone to serve.” They splurged on a meal at the Rainbow Room in Rockefeller Center. Dick felt all the more lonely on his train ride back to Quonset. At the base he wrote her that “this weekend was wonderful. Coming back I looked at myself in the mirror and thought how very lucky I was to have you . . . I was proud of you every minute I was with you.” Acknowledging his reticence (“I am certainly not the Romeo type”), Dick explained, “I may not say much when I am with you—but all of me loves you all the time.”


Pat also felt a keen sense of loss. After one late-night phone call, she wrote him what may be one of her first romantic missives: “It’s two o’clock but I just had to write you to say how very much I love you.” Her pet name for him was Plum. After telling him about a movie she had seen, she wrote, “I miss Plum’s hand very much.” In a comment that, in her concern for her husband’s burdens, foreshadows her feelings in later years in the White House, Pat wrote, “I hope I said nothing to worry you—when you are working so hard, etc. it would be awful to add to the load.”


After Dick was appointed as a lieutenant junior grade in the U.S. Naval Reserve in October, he and Pat received an unwelcome shock. Dick had requested “ships and stations” as his first choice for active duty, with the expectation that he would be assigned to a battle fleet in one of the war zones. Instead he was sent to a naval station at an air base in Ottumwa, Iowa, amid the cornfields in the southeastern corner of the state, eighty-five miles from Des Moines. Dick discovered that the naval air station was not even fully built. “Its uncompleted runway stopped abruptly in the middle of a cornfield,” he later wrote. Pat happily quit her frustrating OPA job and took a bus to the hinterlands to join him. Although Dick put the best gloss on his Iowa stint in his memoirs, claiming that they were pleased with the midwestern hospitality they received, the Nixons were bored and restless. Being a navy couple in the landlocked center of America was not their definition of adventure.


After serving as a communications officer at the base, by December Dick was transferred to a position as an administrative aide to the executive officer at the flight training center. According to her daughter Julie, Pat’s experience working for the OPA led her to obtain a job at Ottumwa’s Union Bank, which hired her to develop the complex bookkeeping program needed to keep track of the government’s new point-rationing system. Pat also worked as a teller. Bitterly cold and snowy, Ottumwa made Whittier look like a state capital. Pat was not fond of a social life in which the highlight was “coffee socials with navy wives.” At Christmas their mood brightened, but they also felt homesick as they received boxes of expensive (for Iowa) oranges, grapefruit, tangerines, Pat’s favorite fudge, walnuts, dates, and cherries from his parents in California. After attending a Christmas Eve service at the Presbyterian Church, the couple invited six officers for Christmas-night dinner and showed off the bounty in their fruit bowl. That December Dick spotted a listing on the mess announcement board asking officers in his age group to apply for immediate sea duty; he jumped at the opportunity. When a posting came through for the island of New Caledonia, they hightailed it out of Ottumwa. By early May they were in San Francisco.


Pat decided to stay in the Bay Area, which had the best job opportunities, while Dick was overseas. She located a job as a correspondence clerk with the Office of Civilian Defense. After scouring the newspaper, she found a cheap bedroom and bath in a garage attached to a house at the top of a hill at 2829 Divisadero Street, an address Dick would soon come to know by heart. He wrote her there every day.
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