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To my editor Jack Limpert, who was right about Watergate and who later opened Washington, D.C., up to me

and

to Jack Shafer, who taught me the lore and mythology of the D.C. press corps





Honesty is always the best policy in the end.

—Gerald R. Ford, remarks upon taking the oath of office, August 9, 1974






Introduction

Tears welled up in Mark Felt’s eyes as he worked his way through the crowd alongside his wife, Audrey. More than seven hundred current and former FBI agents spread across the plaza outside the federal courthouse in Washington, D.C., some from as far away as field offices in Florida, Virginia, Maryland, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. Three buses of agents had left Manhattan at 3 a.m. to arrive in time for the court hearing. Now, as Felt arrived, they all applauded.

It was an unprecedented gathering for an unprecedented day: the April 20, 1978, arraignment of Felt, the bureau’s former number two official, alongside former FBI acting director L. Patrick Gray III and a third bureau leader, Edward S. Miller, on felony charges that they “did unlawfully, willfully and knowingly combine, conspire, confederate and agree together to injure and oppress citizens of the United States” by authorizing FBI agents to conduct illegal break-ins and surveillance. Seventy other FBI agents now also faced disciplinary proceedings.

Felt, Gray, and Miller all planned to issue not guilty pleas—they believed their actions had been in keeping with the best interests of the national security of the United States. They hadn’t hurt the country, they’d protected it. The agents who now surrounded Felt agreed. “When these men acted, they were doing exactly what Attorney General [Richard] Kleindienst, the White House, the Congress, and the American public wanted and needed to have done at that time,” the head of the Society of Former Special Agents of the FBI said after the indictment.

At the courthouse entrance, Felt and his wife paused to hear two agents, one current, one former, read out statements of support. Felt looked out at the men who embodied the bureau to which he’d dedicated his life, the men he’d once hoped to lead himself as Hoover’s handpicked successor as director, an opportunity he had been robbed of.

In the moment there on the courthouse steps, overcome by the support and the spectacle, all Felt could find the energy to say was a simple “God bless you all.” Then he and Audrey turned and entered the courthouse.

The scene marked a final and dramatic exclamation point on six years in the life of the FBI and the nation—a period that had seen the death of Hoover and scandal inside the FBI, the Pentagon Papers and a national loss of faith in its government and its leader, the landslide reelection and then stunning downfall of Richard Nixon, and dozens upon dozens of sprawling court cases that spun out of the related political scandals summed up simply as “Watergate”—and unbeknownst to everyone on the plaza that day, Felt had played a far larger role than anyone imagined. It was a secret that he would hold long after his court case would conclude and he was eventually pardoned by President Ronald Reagan, well into the next century and his tenth decade.

He, William Mark Felt, Sr., of Twin Falls, Idaho, son of a carpenter, also went by one of the most famous names in American politics.

He was Deep Throat.



Richard Nixon was one of the most consequential political figures of the twentieth century. Judged on paper and résumé alone, Nixon should stand among the giants who occupied the White House through the American Century.

As a young congressman, he helped fuel the Red Scare and give life to McCarthyism, turning “Communist” into a career-ending slur. From 1952 to 1972, he was on the Republican Party’s national ticket five times; when he finally ascended to the presidency, he shaped, escalated, prolonged, and eventually wound down the Vietnam War as it roiled the nation; he signed the Clean Air Act and created the Environmental Protection Agency, signed the Occupation Safety and Health Act, transformed the Post Office into a quasi-private government enterprise, hiked Social Security payments, declared war on cancer, signed Title IX to give women opportunities in academia and on athletic playing fields, transformed the military by ending the draft and creating an all-volunteer force, and helped push forward civil rights. He tried to position his government at the forefront of equal opportunity—hiring a presidential staff assistant focused solely on bringing more qualified women into government, tripling the number of women in policy-making roles, recruiting one thousand women into previously male middle-management roles, and bringing the first-ever female military aides into the White House. He even wrestled momentarily with the idea of providing a conservative-style universal basic income to lift Americans from poverty. He averted a larger war in the Middle East amid the conflagration of the Yom Kippur War; he calmed the Cold War and signed arms control treaties with the Soviet Union; and he reopened diplomatic relations with China. He was the first president to visit a Communist Bloc country, the first to visit Peking, the first to stand in Moscow.

“The Nixon presidency was an intense one—hardworking, determined, wide-ranging, organized, and creative,” concluded his close advisor and onetime cabinet secretary Maurice Stans. “I don’t believe any man could have been more determined to do the best possible job as president.”

In an era when the newsweeklies dominated American life, Nixon filled the cover of TIME a total of fifty-five times—more than a year’s worth of magazines over the course of his political career, more than any other figure in history. He was, as would become clear, the hinge upon which the entire American Century turned, the figure who ushered out the expansive liberal consensus of the New Deal and the Great Society and brought to the mainstream a darker, racialized, nativist, fearmongering strain of the Republican Party and American politics that would a half century later find its natural conclusion in Donald Trump.

Yet all of that would be overshadowed by a one-word scandal that would ultimately lead to the first congressional impeachment hearings in a century and would force him ignominiously from office. In the fifty years since the June night five burglars entered a then new and trendy hotel and office complex on the banks of the Potomac River, “Watergate” has become the scandal that has defined all other scandals, “gate” the suffix of choice to denote a scandal of epic proportions.I It fundamentally upended Americans’ relationship with their government and revealed a cynical abuse of power that fueled a decade-long epic loss of trust and faith in the institutions that had long led American life. “To view Watergate in perspective it is essential to remember that it occurred when presidential power was great—the weakening from Vietnam was still incipient. John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson had been very powerful, dynamic executives. Richard M. Nixon’s first term in office vastly consolidated power in the White House,” recalls Donald Sanders, a Watergate senate investigator. “There was a very different aura about the infallibility and inaccessibility of the White House. The balloon had yet to be punctured.”

It is also, in many ways, the dividing line between “old” Washington and “new,” capturing a sea change in power, institutional dynamics, and politics. Watergate stands simultaneously as the last event of an old era—when segregationists ruled Capitol Hill and World War I veterans walked its halls, and the city’s rhythms were driven by print newspaper deadlines—and the introduction of a new generation of political action, sweeping up some of the biggest names in our twenty-first-century culture, from future actor and senator Fred Thompson to journalist Diane Sawyer to a young, bespectacled Hillary Rodham to a young Roger Stone, who got his first taste of dirty tricks on the national scale amid Nixon’s Watergate. It ushered into Washington in 1974 the more than fifty new Democratic lawmakers, the class of “Watergate Babies,” who would shape public policy well into this next century; set in motion a world-shaping shift in the Republican Party that elevated Ronald Reagan and the Bush family and a particular breed of cynical partisanship that would continue well into the twenty-first century; and inspired a generation of investigative journalists longing to emulate Woodward and Bernstein.



At its simplest, Watergate is the story of two separate criminal conspiracies: the Nixon world’s “dirty tricks” that led to the burglary on June 17, 1972, and then the subsequent wider cover-up. The first conspiracy was deliberate, a sloppy and shambolic but nonetheless developed plan to subvert the 1972 election; the second was reactive, almost instinctive—it seems to have happened simply because no one said no. The popular-history version we now tell about Watergate—the DNC break-in, Woodward, Bernstein, Deep Throat, the Ervin Committee hearings, yada, yada, yada, Nixon resigns—represents just a sliver of the full story, which is not only bigger but oh ever so much weirder. The drama encompassed in those two conspiracies is in fact much darker than the rosy Technicolor version produced by Robert Redford—there’s the alcoholism of Martha Mitchell and Nixon’s own spiral of depression during the Yom Kippur War, as well as criminality of an unprecedented and sad breadth—and also tells a more human story, one filled not with giants, villains, and heroes, but with flawed everyday people worried about their families, their careers, and their legacies.

Watergate represents much more than an individual moment, decision, event, or target. It has so many parts that there is no single motive or story to tell, no single thread that makes all the pieces come together—even the break-in that triggered the whole public unraveling seems possibly to have been committed by burglars with two or even three distinct and separate motives. “Watergate” was less an event than a way of life for the Nixon administration—a mindset that evolved into a multiyear, multifaceted corruption and erosion of ethics within the office of the president.

“Watergate,” wrote Tad Szulc, one of the New York Times reporters who covered it, “was not born in a vacuum. The men who planned, ordered, and executed the Watergate crimes were neither the product of nor a sudden aberration in American history. Both Watergate and those associated with it were, instead, the result of a strange American historical process with roots in the early years of the Cold War.” What would be later summarized as “dirty tricks” really was the story of how Nixon’s team, ironically blinded by the desire for law and order and national security, violated the constitutional rights of politicians, journalists, and American citizens.

Understanding the story as a whole involves not just the bugging operation and burglary at the Democratic campaign offices but a broader umbrella of nearly a dozen other distinct but related scandals: the Chennault Affair, the Huston Plan, the Kissinger wiretaps and the illegal bombing of Cambodia, the Pentagon Papers, ITT and the Dita Beard memo, the Vesco donation, milk price fixing, campaign “rat-fucking,” Spiro Agnew’s bribery case, and the FBI’s COINTELPRO operations, plus a little bit of presidential tax fraud. (In fact, Nixon’s most famous line in history, “I am not a crook,” came not because of the Watergate scandal but because of an associated and concurrent tax investigation.)II Some of these other associated scandals would be monumental in their own right; the still-opaque Chennault Affair represents one of the only instances of credible treason allegations in U.S. history, and the first-ever forced resignation of a vice president, Spiro Agnew, came amid a scandal that under normal circumstances would have been more serious than almost any that has touched the White House in 240 years—yet they are largely forgotten or overlooked. Each event, though—unfolding before, during, and after the bugging operation—influenced the mindset of the Nixon world and shaped public opinion and Washington’s atmosphere as the post-burglary investigations unfolded.

As time would make clear, the actions around the Watergate scandal were certainly criminal, and there was without a doubt a conspiracy, but labeling it all a “criminal conspiracy” implies a level of forethought, planning, and precise execution that isn’t actually evident at any stage of the debacle. Instead, the key players slipped, fumbled, and stumbled their way from the White House to prison, often without ever seeming to make a conscious decision to join the cover-up. Ultimately, multiple cabinet officials would face criminal charges, an FBI director would resign and face prosecution, a congressman would commit suicide, and a CIA director would plead guilty to misleading Congress. There were secret hush money payoffs, threats of blackmail, layer upon layer of betrayal, an alleged kidnapping, and even a suspicious plane crash. There were rumors of high-priced call girls, allegations of the CIA and the Pentagon spying on the Nixon White House itself, and accusations of illegal donations from the Greek military junta. All told, sixty-nine people would be indicted on charges stemming from the related investigations—including New York Yankees owner George Steinbrenner—and companies from Goodyear Tire and Gulf Oil to American Airlines and 3M found themselves pleading guilty to illegally financing Nixon’s reelection. Nixon’s attorney general and commerce secretary were put on trial together, a case then dubbed the “trial of the century,” despite the fact that it would be all but forgotten in the future. The careers of three consecutive attorneys general were upended.

We have come to understand many facets of this larger story only with time, and subsequent revelations make clear how little of it many understood as it unfolded. Thanks to the pop heroism of that iconic movie and book All the President’s Men, we’ve long seen the Washington Post as a—perhaps the—central figure of Watergate, crediting the paper’s Bob Woodward, Carl Bernstein, Ben Bradlee, and Katharine Graham with courageously cracking open the case. In fact, there were a half-dozen reporters who played key roles—including columnist Jack Anderson and a team from the Los Angeles Times—who rightly deserve pride of place in the Watergate story alongside Woodward and Bernstein. And with the added insight of Deep Throat’s identity (Mark Felt came forward only in 2005) the story shifts to include a pitched battle for control of the Justice Department and a fight over the legacy of J. Edgar Hoover, played out inside the FBI itself and within the executive branch more broadly.



Answering the questions—How could they!? What were they thinking?!—lies in the mystique of power unique to the presidency and the capital, and the arrogance and blindness that accompany those who serve the nation’s chief executive. While we often think of Watergate as a “Nixon” story, it’s better understood as a “Washington” story. Jack Limpert, my former editor and predecessor at Washingtonian magazine, was the first person to zero in on Mark Felt as Deep Throat, back in June 1974, and to him the Watergate story was always about more than just the players. “It tells you an awful lot more about how things happen in Washington,” he wrote then. It is the greatest story ever told about power—the need and hunger for it, the drive to protect it, how it is challenged, and how it flows month to month in a city governed by both well-calibrated checks and balances and all manner of official and unofficial traditions. “Power is Washington’s main marketable product,” wrote Jack Anderson in 1973 in the midst of Watergate. “Power is the driving force that brings together people of different philosophies and varying interests in the constantly evolving battle for control.”

Watergate also explains the deeper functions and purpose of government and the interplays of the Constitution—how the checks and balances of Articles I, II, and III combine and interlock with the Bill of Rights and other constitutional amendments to enable a smooth, functioning nation—a success story of how government worked in a moment of grave crisis when America was at the peak of its power in the twentieth century. “I had thrown down a gauntlet to Congress, the bureaucracy, the media, and the Washington establishment and challenged them to engage in epic battle,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs. Watergate didn’t just rewrite the rules, it set new ones.

At the same time, the fall of Richard Nixon was less inevitable than we usually remember. Handled differently, the scandal might have just been a blip on the political radar, an almost forgotten headline on his triumphant march to a second term and a successful next four years in the White House. Perhaps Watergate would have ended up in history only a fun bar-trivia answer, akin to the 1974 scandal where stripper Fanne Foxe jumped into D.C.’s Tidal Basin after being caught with the powerful chair of the House Ways and Means Committee Wilbur Mills. Instead, the White House’s own bad instincts and the most classic characteristic of Washington—ambition—are what ultimately caused the unraveling of Nixon’s world.



An irony of Watergate is that the once secret plot to subvert American democracy now stands as one of the most documented and covered stories in American history; anyone seeking to understand the story of Richard Nixon’s secrecy and subterfuge drowns in information. There are more than thirty memoirs by key participants alone—two of which, Nixon’s and Kissinger’s, top 1,100 and 2,800 pages, respectively—plus scores more journalistic and scholarly books, thousands of pages of oral histories, tens of thousands of news articles, and hundreds of thousands of pages of investigation and documentation in government archives around the country.III The transcripts of relevant Nixon tapes stretch to 650 pages in one volume and 740 pages in another; the Senate’s Ervin Committee investigation encompasses thirty volumes, totaling 16,091 pages. Two major libel lawsuits in the 1990s added thousands more pages of documentation, testimony, and evidence. More files have been made accessible only in recent years; many recently declassified FBI documents, like those pertaining to George Steinbrenner, have only become available after the subjects’ deaths.

Despite the myriad contemporaneous records, many are less than perfect accounts of history. The era’s tell-all memoirs show the haste with which they were rushed into print to capitalize on the nation’s fascination. In a pre-internet era when fact-checking news reports, memoirs, and oral histories was more difficult, period accounts are often littered with obvious errors, from restaurant names to calendars.  Sam Dash, the chief counsel of the Senate Watergate Committee, consistently gets the last name of his House Judiciary Committee colleague wrong, calling Jerry Zeifman, Jerry Zeiffert; and in profiling the security guard who busted the burglars, JET magazine apparently conflates James McCord and George Gordon Liddy, naming the burglar caught “George McCord.” H. R. Haldeman mis-assigns Washington Post star political reporter David Broder to the crosstown rival Star.

More than any little typos or inadvertent mistakes, it’s hard to know whom to trust when you’re telling a story where nearly every major player ended up being charged with lying, perjury, or obstruction of justice. Many of the participants in Watergate’s swirl tend to minimize their own role or culpability in particular events. The memories of Jeb Magruder and G. Gordon Liddy, for instance, often agree generally on events, but differ in obviously self-beneficial ways on the level of criminality or nastiness implied by certain conversations. Alexander Haig’s memoir, which largely covers a period when there were no corresponding tapes of White House meetings, differs significantly from available evidence in key moments. To avoid confusion and for ease of readability, I’ve lightly edited some direct quotes that, because of the vagaries of memory, clearly misremember known dates, names, or events, excising the incorrect information.IV Through cross-referencing accounts, double-checking primary source diaries, schedules, calendars, and underlying documents, I’ve worked to assemble a more true version of the events than any one participant has ever been able to tell before.

The raw Nixon tapes pose a greater challenge. The tapes themselves are a verbal disaster—an almost impenetrable morass of words, overloaded and overstuffed with the filler, interruptions, asides, false starts, confusing antecedents, and digressions that populate colloquial, informal speech. The president loved to talk and talk, what John Ehrlichman would later call “chewing the cud,” rehashing, circling back, and revisiting the same topic time and again. “He would turn the same rock over a dozen times and then leave it and then come back to it two weeks later and turn it over another dozen times,” Ehrlichman explained.V The original recordings were primitive by modern standards, and multiple investigators and scholars have struggled for decades to make sense of their scratchy nuances; famously, in the midst of the House impeachment inquiry, investigators released a transcript that repeatedly quoted Nixon referencing someone named “Earl Nash,” only to determine subsequently that there was no such person and that Nixon instead had kept starting to say “national security” and then stopped short. Conversations and topics often stretch over extended periods of time—encompassing thousands of words, reels of tape, and pages of transcripts—and completely capturing them here would result in a multivolume work that would be of zero reader interest.

Even after a half century of study, there remain fights—sometimes meaningful ones—over the accuracy of the tapes. The National Archives and the Richard M. Nixon Presidential Library have declined to author “master” transcripts, so I’ve relied on the expert work of the Watergate investigators and three published volumes of tape transcripts, by Stanley Kutler, Douglas Brinkley, and Luke Nichter, as well as—in very limited instances—my own deciphering of certain passages not included in their works. In some cases, resolving the ambiguity still left in these remarks is critical to understanding their context and interpreting the outlines of the president’s paranoid mind and an unfolding criminal conspiracy. More often than not, though, the unclear remarks are simply confusing. I’ve tried to lightly edit many of the Oval Office conversations for readability and concision where doing so doesn’t falsely change their meaning or context, and left the full verbal soup where it’s important.

This narrative is meant to distill everything we’ve learned in the nearly fifty years since (as well as some new insights gleaned along the way) into a single, readable volume that captures as much of the historical legacy—and utter bizarreness—of the world that we shorthand as “Watergate” as possible. It has taken a half century to be able to write the truest history of Watergate, which—at least until the current times—stands as the strangest chapter of the entire American presidency. It is a story, though, we’re probably not finished with. As White House reporter Helen Thomas wrote, “I don’t think the dust will ever entirely settle on the Watergate scandal.”


	I. A brief—and hardly comprehensive—survey would start with the original follow-on, 1976’s Koreagate, about South Korean influence in Congress (a scandal that actually hit some of the same players as Watergate itself), as well as Bill Clinton’s Travel-Gate and Monica-Gate, the New England Patriots’ Deflate-Gate, Ariana Grande’s Donut-Gate, Dan Rather’s own Rather-Gate, and even the false conspiracy theory Pizza-Gate.

	II. The second most famous line of Watergate, Deep Throat’s incantation “Follow the money,” actually was never said at all—it was a screenwriter’s flourish in All the President’s Men.

	III. Watergate literature is so plentiful that there’s even an entire subgenre that amounts to fan fiction—a half-dozen novelizations of the events, of widely varying quality and accuracy, some written by the key players themselves. That total doesn’t even count the forty or so espionage potboilers written by burglary plotter E. Howard Hunt, some of which he wrote even as he awaited trial.

	IV. D.C. prosecutor Earl Silbert, for example, spoke in one oral history of the known events of Saturday, April 15, 1973, when that particular Saturday was actually the 14th, and in written testimony to Congress he said an event happened on Friday, July 29, 1972, when the Friday was actually the 28th. Indeed, nearly every Watergate memoir is littered with mixed-up dates. Senator Ervin’s own written account of his meeting with Richard Nixon amid the week of the Saturday Night Massacre accidentally dates the event to October 1975, fourteen months into Gerald Ford’s presidency. Egil Krogh, in his memoir, correctly lists a meeting in one paragraph as happening July 17, while in the paragraph before he misstated it as July 16. Howard Hunt incorrectly dates an early meeting of the Plumbers to Saturday, July 10, that was actually held two weeks later, on Saturday, July 24. The memoir of CIA deputy director Vernon Walters misquotes his own memos, placing a key meeting on June 22 rather than June 23.

	V. Even his own staff came to realize that their role in most of their conversations with Nixon was simply to absorb him and let him process out loud. Their presence was almost extraneous. “Probably you’d grunt at the right times,” Ehrlichman said. “Our minds were probably drifting off to other things.” Kissinger too came to see as central to his role the strange experience of soaking up the president’s “nervous tension. One would sit for hours listening to Nixon’s musings, throwing an occasional log on the fire, praying for some crisis to bring relief, alert to the opportunity to pass the torch to some unwary aide who wandered in more or less by accident,” he recalled.






Prologue The Pentagon Papers

Even though it would continue for another 1,153 days, Saturday, June 12, 1971, was arguably the last happy and good day of Richard Nixon’s presidency. There were still happy days ahead (many spent enjoying milkshakes or Ballantine’s Scotches on the back deck of the presidential yacht Sequoia) and good days to come (a historic opening to China and the largest presidential landslide election in U.S. history), but perhaps never again would there be a day both happy and good, at least for the moody, brooding, conspiratorial, thin-skinned, self-destructive occupant of the Oval Office.

On that spring Saturday—even as unbeknownst to him the New York Times finalized a scoop for the next day that would begin to upend all that was happy and good about his presidency—Richard Nixon’s daughter was getting married. The fact that their granddaughter was getting married at the White House would have astounded his parents, Hannah Milhous Nixon and Francis A. Nixon.

The doctor who had delivered Richard Milhous Nixon a year before the start of World War I had traveled by horse and buggy to the Irish Quaker family’s house in Yorba Linda, California, on what then represented the outskirts of the continental United States. The town was so new to the map that he was the first baby born there. There had been no government social safety net, the New Deal and the Great Society still years away, and Jim Crow laws and segregation reigned almost unquestioned across the South. Now, as commander in chief, Francis and Hannah’s son traveled the world in a heavily modified Boeing 707 jet, presided over a life-ending arsenal of thermonuclear missiles, and had watched from the Oval Office in 1969 as his nation became the first to walk on the moon.

Today, he would escort his daughter down the aisle at the most famous address in the world.



Yet, for a man who had seemed to have much to celebrate—after the conclusion of his navy service in World War II, he had risen in just six years from a newly elected congressman to the U.S. Senate to the vice presidency, served eight years alongside Dwight Eisenhower in a time of great prosperity and peace, and then returned to a triumphal victory for the nation’s highest office in 1968 himself—happiness had often escaped him.

Elective office had been on Nixon’s radar from the start; in eighth grade, he’d listed his life goals and included “I would like to study law and enter politics for an occupation so that I might be of some good to the people.” In his presidential inaugural address, he would phrase the drive thusly: “Until he has been part of a cause larger than himself, no man is truly whole.” Aide Pat Buchanan said it simply: “He wanted to be a great man.”

However, years later, in his memoirs, he would look back and recall just how much stress and grief his entire political career had wrought. He recalled fondly the night his first congressional campaign ended in California, way back in 1946, circulating among rowdy victory parties. He was not even thirty-four years old. “Pat and I were happier,” he wrote, “than we were ever to be again in my political career.”

Nixon often struggled to connect with others. A man who spent most of thirty years at the peak of American power when American power was at its peak, he seemed to have only two meaningful, deep personal friendships—both men with strange names, and both of whom could not have existed further from high-society circles: Charles “Bebe” Rebozo, a Florida laundromat magnate, banker, and real estate speculator, and Robert Abplanalp, a man who had made his fortune inventing the mass-produced, cheap, and reliable aerosol valve that transformed consumer goods and enabled everything from spray paint to canned whipped cream. He struggled to make small talk. The first time Rebozo invited Nixon sport fishing, Nixon showed up with a briefcase of work to do on the boat and barely spoke; Abplanalp, meanwhile, provided the president the use of his private 125-acre island in the Bahamas where Nixon could exist in total solitude.I He never learned to spell his top aide John Ehrlichman’s name, preferring to instead address notes to him with a simple “E,” and continued to misspell it years after the presidency. Nixon’s chief of staff, H. R. “Bob” Haldeman—his closest professional associate—would remark years later, “To this day, he doesn’t know how many children I have.” And aides would mock the president behind his back for the awkward way he would shove White House trinkets—golf balls, pens, or cuff links—at Oval Office guests without looking at them, his arm shooting out from his back as he rummaged through drawers, unsure and uncomfortable greeting people visiting him, the occupant of the most famous office in the world.

Throughout his presidency, he went to ever-greater lengths in search of solitude; he retreated from the Oval Office to work from a hideaway in the Executive Office Building and fled Washington for ever-longer stretches, to his western getaway in San Clemente, California, or his southern getaway in Key Biscayne, Florida. By his second term, he would retreat to Camp David for weeks on end. “Richard Nixon went up the walls of life with his claws,” his longtime friend White House aide Bryce Harlow would say years later. “I suspect that my gifted friend somewhere in his youth, maybe when he was very young or in his teens, got badly hurt by someone he cared for very deeply or totally trusted—a parent, a dear friend, a lover, a confidante. Somewhere I figure someone hurt him badly.” His comfort was assured through a strict adherence to routine. He ate the same lunch almost every day: a ring of canned pineapple, cottage cheese, crackers, and a glass of milk. (The cottage cheese was flown in weekly from his favorite dairy back home, Knudsen’s.) He liked bowling alone and walking on the beach alone. Nixon drank too much and couldn’t hold his alcohol—particularly when he was exhausted, even just a drink or two could make him loopy—and fought his depression by self-medicating with Dilantin and sleeping pills.

And yet, as his biographer Jay Farrell would write, “there existed, within the angry man, a resolute optimist.” He devoured movies at nights and weekends as president—more than five hundred of them—watching religiously at Camp David, the White House theater, and on vacation, and his family remembers how enthusiastically he plowed ever onward. “No matter how terrible the first reel is, he always thinks it will get better,” his daughter Julie said later. “Daddy would stick with it. ‘Wait,’ he’d say, ‘wait—it’ll get better.’ ”

He could, in moments, radiate a warmth and exuberance for life that surprised; he loved the beauty of the White House gardens and in the evenings would bound off the elevator into the family residence to report that the crocuses had bloomed or another flower had arrived in season. While running for vice president in 1952, he’d once traded places with a lanky reporter and allowed the journalist to wave at adoring crowds alongside Pat as Nixon, watching from the press bus, laughed and laughed. During his 1968 campaign, he’d stumbled upon a young aide in the hallway, whisking a woman back to his room, and cracked, “Mike, we don’t have to get those votes one at a time, you know,” and one day, while talking to aide Chuck Colson in the Oval Office, Nixon saw his national security advisor Henry Kissinger approach out of the corner of his eye and quickly deadpanned, “I don’t know, Chuck, about that idea you had about dropping a nuclear weapon on Hanoi. I’m not sure the time is quite ready, but if we try to do it, let’s not tell Henry.”

Nixon, confoundingly, considered himself a man of his word.II At the end of 1970, he sat down and sketched his goals and the qualities he hoped to project, a list that began with “compassionate, humane, fatherly, warmth, confidence in future, optimistic, upbeat” and continued, line after line, through more than fifty such traits, including “moral leader, nation’s conscience.” And as mercurial as he was, Nixon hated arguing, confrontation, or firing people, and possessed an odd reservoir of tenderness, even gentleness, for those who served him. “Some of his most devious methods were mechanisms to avoid hurting people face-to-face,” Kissinger later recalled.

It was that mixing of idealistic light and morose dark that had propelled him and allowed him to bounce back from professional humiliation, time after time, manipulating and Machiavellian-ing his way through Washington—building himself up on the back of McCarthyism in the 1950s and Vietnam in the 1960s, remaining personally ever hopeful even as he roared about how much the nation needed him precisely because it had so much to fear.

“His rise to the presidency was an amazing triumph of will and intelligence,” biographer Richard Reeves concluded. “He was too suspicious, his judgments were too harsh, too negative. He clung to the word and the idea of being ‘tough.’ He thought that was what had brought him to the edge of greatness. But that was what betrayed him. He could not open himself to other men and he could not open himself to greatness.”

Or, as his aide Bryce Harlow said, simply, “He liked rolling in the dust.”



The wedding was spectacular, attended by four hundred guests, including Billy Graham, Ralph Nader, Rev. Dr. Norman Vincent Peale, Art Linkletter, and even FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover and Chief Justice Warren Burger (not a single member of Congress, however, was to be found). Martha Mitchell, the flamboyant and fiery wife of Nixon’s attorney general, arrived under a yellow organza parasol and wide-brim hat, wearing a pale-apricot couture dress and high-heel slingbacks—the same outfit she’d worn earlier in the year to meet Queen Elizabeth at Buckingham Palace. The eighty-seven-year-old Alice Roosevelt Longworth, who herself had been married at the White House in 1906, fumbled through her purse for her invitation when asked for it by the guards at the gate. The male attendants wore ascots, the women mint-green organdy dresses. Three different champagnes—all American, of course—flowed through the night, and the newlyweds cut into a 355-pound, seven-tier wedding cake. Tricia called Edward “my first and last love.” The music-loving president, worried earlier in the day about his first dance, nailed the tradition, then proceeded to dance on with his other daughter, his wife, and even Lynda Bird Johnson, the daughter of the man who had preceded him in the White House. “It was a day that all of us will always remember because all of us were beautifully and simply, happy,” he said later in his memoirs.

The next morning, the photo of the president, arm in arm with his daughter, dominated the front page in the New York Times, filling the top two columns on the left. The Times’ Nan Robertson reported how the president had escorted his twenty-five-year-old “diminutive, ethereal, blond daughter” down the curved staircase of the White House’s South Portico to meet her twenty-four-year-old groom, “tall, fine-boned and handsome” and “the scion of Easterners whose ancestors go back to the leaders of the American Revolution.” (The whole thing, Nixon felt, should have been shown as a prime-time special on the networks. “If it were the Kennedys, it would be rerun every night for three weeks, you know,” he groused to Haldeman.)

Nearby atop the Times were three other columns displaying a story by investigative reporter Neil Sheehan: “Vietnam Archive: Pentagon Study Traces 3 Decades of Growing Involvement,” the first installment of what would come to be known as the “Pentagon Papers,” the leak of a classified yearlong seven-thousand-page study commissioned by Kennedy’s defense secretary, Robert McNamara, that traced how the U.S. had become embroiled in the Vietnam War. The papers documented, richly and at great length, the official lies that had led so many young American men to die in the jungles of southeast Asia.

At first glance, Nixon was not particularly concerned; the backward-looking story about the Kennedy and Johnson years didn’t seem to be his problem. His focus, instead, was on the less charitable coverage of the grand wedding by the Washington Post: “I just don’t like that paper,” he barked to his press secretary, Ron Ziegler. The Post, Nixon decreed, should be banned from covering all future White House social events.

It was an unsurprising response: Nixon felt the press had never been on his side. “Let’s go face the enemy,” he would say en route to the National Press Club. The media had fallen in love with his 1960 opponent, the young and glamorous Jack Kennedy, and sought to write his political obituary so many times that after he’d lost the California gubernatorial race in 1962, he’d promised, “As I leave you I want you to know—just think how much you’re going to be missing: You won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore.”III He and Pat knew they lived under an unforgiving microscope; on election night in 1952, after he was elected vice president alongside Dwight Eisenhower, Pat stayed up late washing all the glasses in their hotel suite so the maids couldn’t publicly lament how much alcohol the party had consumed in celebration. “Was Nixon paranoid? Yes,” his aide Dwight Chapin said later. “But he also had the right to be.” Haldeman separately echoed Chapin’s impression: “He had strong opinions, but opinions were based on reality: That he had a battle to fight with his opponent; with a good segment of the press; with a lot of the Washington and Eastern Establishment.”

Once in office, in an exercise almost akin to self-flagellation, he had pioneered a White House morning news summary, prepared by 7 a.m. each day by a young aide named Pat Buchanan, that became the first thing he read each day. It all but guaranteed he’d be in a grumpy mood by lunch; the news summary would be returned to his aides, its margins filled with scribbled notes, follow-ups, and diatribes. “It was eating at him,” Buchanan observed. One of the news summary team, Mort Allin, said later, “I just don’t understand how the hell he can sit there and take this shit day after day.”

Those morning news summaries caught an institution in transition, as a media that for decades had been little more than stenographers of the powerful tiptoed into something more oppositional, with a sharper edge, amid the broader societal reckoning and questioning in the 1960s of powerful institutions. Washington, which had been a newspaper town since its founding, was gradually giving way to new, even more powerful forms of media. On the nation’s airwaves, television anchors were becoming powerful arbiters of the nation’s attention; in its magazines a “New Journalism” was emerging that prized a subjective voice, personal witnessing, and narrative detail, a style characterized by writers like Gay Talese, Joan Didion, and Hunter S. Thompson. The press was becoming not just a scribe and observer of world events, but a participant too.

The Pentagon Papers contained all the right ingredients for an explosion: They played to Nixon’s conspiratorial, paranoid nature, to his antipathy for the press in general and the Washington Post and the New York Times in specific; moreover, they focused on a government cover-up, catnip to reporters, that stemmed from the thing Nixon hated most next to perhaps antiwar protesters—leakers—and focused on the administration’s most volatile personality: Henry Kissinger. It was the beginning of a scandal that would unfurl for most of the next decade, consume Nixon’s presidency, and change American government forever.


	I. “To be with Bebe Rebozo is to be with a genial, discreet sponge,” Ehrlichman later wrote. “Bebe makes no requests or demands.”

	II. In the closing days of the 1960 presidential election, Nixon believed it important to meet his promise to campaign in all fifty states and, rather than fight in person in the close battleground states and high-population areas, led a swing through some of the nation’s most politically irrelevant states, like Alaska and South Dakota. His commitment to fulfill that pledge might well have cost him the election.

	III. Days later, ABC News had run a special documentary actually entitled, The Political Obituary of Richard M. Nixon, that had even featured an interview with Alger Hiss, the former Russian spy whom Nixon had made famous through his crusade on the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1948.






PART I The Kindling 1971




Chapter 1 All the President’s Men

As the thirty-seventh occupant of his office, Richard Nixon had settled into the White House under a new reality: Washington, D.C., had changed dramatically since World War II, as what had once been a relatively sleepy southern town conducting part-time business had morphed into the all-consuming locus of federal power, directing the world’s largest economy and driving foreign affairs the world over. With that shift—and the massive and ever-swelling bureaucracy that came with it—the presidency had changed too; what for much of America’s first two centuries had been the office tasked with executing policy and spending money decided and set by Congress had seen that power dynamic reverse and instead now piloted the national agenda itself. It was a job now far too big for one man, even as the White House absorbed, stole, and agglomerated still more power and personnel. To Nixon, figuring out how to staff the oversized presidency—whom to trust, how to inspire them and manage them—consumed far too much energy. “It would be god damn easy to run this office if you didn’t have to deal with people,” he lamented.

He also knew he had big shoes to fill and equally big problems to address. His predecessor, Lyndon Johnson, had built one of the most ambitious domestic agendas of all time, overseeing the implementation of sweeping civil rights legislation and the Great Society, but Vietnam had so quickly and thoroughly crushed his presidency and broken his soul that he chose not to even run for reelection. The promise of prosperity for white Americans at home—of suburban houses, two-car garages, and new shiny appliances like televisions—seemed to retreat among growing economic unease in the U.S. and military pessimism abroad. “The confidence of the early sixties, the belief in an inevitable destiny, the redress of old injustice and the attainment of new heights, was being displaced by insecurity; apprehension about the future; fragmenting, often angry, sometimes violent division,” wrote historian Richard Goodwin.

In fact, Nixon’s rise had been enabled by that very sense that the country was losing its way. The campaign year began with the seizing of the USS Pueblo by North Korea, the disastrous Tet Offensive in Vietnam, and Johnson’s resulting announcement that he wouldn’t seek or accept another term as president, a political earthquake overshadowed just days later by the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., in Memphis. On the campaign trail that night in Indiana, Bobby Kennedy calmed a volatile crowd, but violent riots broke out in a hundred American cities elsewhere. The National Guard and the U.S. Army patrolled the streets of Washington, D.C., to bring the looting and arson under control, and the scars and hulks from those fires would persist in the capital until the 2000s. Then, a little more than two months after that night, Kennedy himself was assassinated after winning the California presidential primary. That summer, as the Democrats gathered in Chicago to nominate LBJ’s vice president, Hubert Humphrey, Mayor Richard Daley’s police rampaged through the streets, beating antiwar protesters on live TV in what a later investigation would famously dub a “police riot.”

As the upheaval rippled through politics, voters—or at least many southern voters—turned against the liberal dreams of the New Deal and the Great Society. The peace, love, and understanding of the “Age of Aquarius” that had begun to characterize sixties culture turned into something darker and more selfish by the end of the decade. Lyndon Johnson’s dreams of a “war on poverty” became instead Nixon’s “welfare mess”; the celebration of Brown v. Board of Education became northern fights over “school busing”; white fears of drugs, Black militants, and the New Left became enshrined in calls for “law and order.” An economy that had soared since the generation educated under the GI Bill, bringing millions of white families into suburban, middle-class, Cleaver family bliss, sputtered with unemployment and inflation. America had dominated the postwar world stage for two decades, but now the great democratic superpower reckoned with its own internal dissension and weakness alone.

Befitting the political moment they inherited, the Nixon crew exuded a certain disdain and dourness. “The enemy was liberalism in both senses, political and moral,” journalists Dan Rather and Gary Paul Gates observed. “They looked upon Washington as a hostile and alien city in part because, in their judgment, it reflected the moral permissiveness that had been allowed to flourish during the Kennedy-Johnson years; and beyond that because it was situated in the hated East, the region that, again in their view, was the haven for all the forces that were tearing down America: hippies on drugs, pushy Blacks, left-wing radicals as well as the Establishment groups that encouraged them, like the Kennedys and the national media.”

Despite a job larger and more powerful than ever and despite the uphill struggle he’d face with Congress—he was the first president since 1849 to arrive in the White House with control of neither congressional body—Nixon had settled into the habit of an inner circle encompassing only the smallest number of staff and a minimalist approach to governing. On one visit to the Oval Office to meet with his successor, Lyndon Johnson couldn’t believe how neat and functionally lacking Nixon’s desk was; he had always prided himself on a massive desktop telephone apparatus that allowed him to instantly connect with people at all levels of the government and was confounded to see Nixon’s tiny telephone with just three direct-connect buttons: “Just one dinky little phone to keep in touch with his people,” he related in wonder to guests at dinner afterward. “That’s all—just three buttons and they all go to Germans!”

Nixon had always planned for a lean staff to assist him at the White House, while in his mind most of the serious work and decision-making took place out in the cabinet departments. Inside the White House, he had planned to have five senior staff of equal rank and importance. Those hopes lasted only a few months, and as the administration advanced, he centralized ever more power and decision-making inside an ever-smaller White House team, neutralizing one cabinet post after another. Efficiency was the key to all the Oval Office operations—all the better to maximize Nixon’s solitude and thinking time, a goal so all-encompassing that Nixon stopped signing his middle initial on official documents: Dropping the “M” saved a full second, and given the volume of required presidential signatures over a full term, Nixon declared, “That’s a real time-saver!”

The three Germans LBJ referred to were chief of staff H. R. Haldeman, domestic policy chief John Ehrlichman, and, of course, Henry Kissinger. Reporters who covered the administration came to know the triumvirate by a variety of ethnic-slanted monikers: the German Shepherds, the Berlin Wall, the Fourth Reich, the Teutonic Trio, and All the King’s Krauts.I “Never before had so much authority with so little accountability been delegated to so few,” Rather and Gates observed.

As the White House team assembled, it looked less like the flower-child hippies of American culture and more like the offices of J. Walter Thompson, the advertising powerhouse that had employed Nixon’s chief of staff and which the revolution of the sixties had largely passed by. Short hair and crisp suits prevailed; the clones of brush-cut H. R. “Bob” Haldeman multiplied, including Appointments Secretary Dwight Chapin, Press Secretary Ron Ziegler, and Haldeman’s chief aide, Larry Higby, who would become known as “Haldeman’s Haldeman,” the latter of which so defined the eager and officious staffer archetype that other White House aides-de-camp were simply known as “Higbys.” By the end, even Higby had an assistant, known, of course, as “Higby’s Higby.”

Haldeman had long idolized Nixon, arranging to meet the rising politician in Nixon’s D.C. office in 1951, just three years after he graduated from UCLA. “What appealed to me first about Nixon was that he was a fighter,” Haldeman later recalled. “Nixon refused to be cowed.” He had watched with enthusiasm as Nixon built a national profile amid the Red Scare; whereas many Americans—and history—would remember the Communist witch hunts as a dark chapter of politics, it long stood as Nixon’s proudest episode. In his first campaign for Congress in 1946, he’d accused the incumbent, New Dealer Democrat Jerry Voorhis, of “vot[ing] straight down the line of the SOCIALIZATION OF OUR COUNTRY” and called for the Republican Party to “take a stand for freedom.”

In Congress, then, he had a career-making moment targeting Alger Hiss, a State Department official accused of spying for the Soviets—hammering Hiss while railing about the hidden influence of Communism in the U.S. government and helping to launch the era of McCarthyism before even Joe McCarthy rallied to the cause. (“How he loved that case!” Haldeman recalled. “He was able, somehow, to compare every tough situation we ever encountered, even Watergate, to his handling of the Hiss case.”) Nixon then used the same Hiss and Voorhis playbook to accuse his opponent in the 1950 California Senate race, Helen Gahagan Douglas, of being a “Pink Lady” and “insufficiently concerned about the Soviet menace.” One biographer later called it the “most notorious, controversial campaign in American political history” (even Nixon would later express regret, saying in 1957, “I’m sorry about that episode”), but it paid off and by 1952, Dwight Eisenhower had added “the party’s poster boy for anticommunism” to his ticket. As dirty and unforgivable as his strategy had been—the Communist threat in the U.S. was never as real or as grand as alarmists like Nixon, Joseph McCarthy, and J. Edgar Hoover feared—it’s hard to imagine any other path that could have led him in just six years from being an obscure freshman congressman to vice president of the United States.

A Californian like Nixon, Haldeman had proudly supported him in that ’52 vice presidential campaign—and even stood outside the television studio as Nixon delivered his famous “Checkers” speech when a financial scandal looked like it might sink his bid—but Haldeman’s offer to volunteer for the campaign was never accepted. Instead, he signed on four years later as an advanceman on the ’56 reelection effort and eventually became Nixon’s head of advance for the unsuccessful presidential bid in 1960 against John F. Kennedy.

Haldeman stayed loyal through Nixon’s wilderness years as he rose in his own advertising career at J. Walter Thompson, working for Disneyland, 7UP, Aerowax, and more, polishing his own selling and messaging skills that he would later deploy on Nixon’s behalf. He discovered he had a knack for figuring out what would sell, what wouldn’t, and how to convince people they absolutely needed things they hadn’t even considered—one of his greatest product launches was of snail-killing pellets named “Snarol,” positioning the common gastropod as a scourge of modern California life.

Aboard the ’68 campaign, Haldeman led the way with a new tactic, using television, rather than an endless series of stump speeches, as the centerpiece of a national campaign. The new approach was not just technologically savvy, and tactically and strategically revolutionary, but it helped preserve Nixon’s privacy and solitude, lessening the demand on his energy to be always on, always backslapping and glad-handing.

By election night, Nixon had proved Haldeman right: Despite being rewritten off by the political establishment following the ’60 loss and even after effectively writing himself off following his ’62 loss of the California gubernatorial race, Nixon had battled back to become the thirty-seventh President of the United States—the first losing presidential candidate of the twentieth century to later win.

Once in the White House, Haldeman quickly emerged as first among equals. The chief of staff, one of just a handful of aides with nearly unfettered access to the boss, was rarely more than a few feet away from the president during the workday—his office just one hundred gold-carpeted feet away from the Oval—and he saw every piece of paper before it reached the president’s desk.II Whereas Nixon often demurred from direct confrontation, Haldeman was the man who said no, dispatching unwanted proposals, out-of-favor staff, and unnecessary commitments with an executioner’s cold-eyed precision. In profiling him, TIME magazine wrote, “Spiky and glaring, he… personifies the Nixon Administration: the Prussian guard who keeps Mr. Nixon’s door, the ‘zero-defects’ man who bosses the White House staff, the all-knowing assistant president of legendary arrogance, efficiency and power,” while Newsweek was even crisper: “Harry Robbins Haldeman is, as he once put it, Richard Nixon’s son-of-a-bitch.”III

Haldeman’s most important role was simply listening and absorbing the hopes, fears, obsessions, insecurities, victories, and losses of Richard Nixon. As Nixon’s mind churned, he listened for hours, translating the president’s thoughts—both good and bad—into page after page of notes and diaries on yellow legal pads. Nixon’s desire to interact with as few people as possible was a uniquely odd trait in a politician, and it’s part of what gave Haldeman such historically unparalleled power. As gatekeeper, he decided which of the president’s many orders, interests, and instincts were then translated into action by the White House and government beyond.

He always saw his mission as not just serving the country, or just serving the president, but serving the unique combination of man, cause, and moment. He said he doubted he would have ever served another president. “I have been accused of blind loyalty to President Nixon,” Haldeman later wrote. “I plead guilty to the loyalty, but not to the blindness. My loyalty was, and is, based on a clear recognition of both great virtues and great faults in the man I served. On balance, there has never been any question in my mind as to the validity of that loyalty.”

Overall, few staff met with the ongoing approval of Haldeman and the man in the Oval Office; those who did had both indulged the president’s fancies and moved quickly to do so. “Nixon was an aggressive campaigner; his theme was always attack, attack, and attack again,” Haldeman recalled. “He wasn’t averse to using all possible means to try to defeat his opponents.” Haldeman’s assignments emerged from his office with such ferocity that answers seemed overdue even before they arrived on a staffer’s desk; his “tickler” file, with assigned tasks and deadlines tracked religiously down to the hour, never forgot or forgave. “He dealt with most people by memo because memos were quick and impersonal,” aide Jeb Stuart Magruder recalled later. Saying no by memo was as quick as checking the “Disapprove” line, no conversation, gilding, or comforting necessary. Chuck Colson would lament that while he might spend ten or fifteen minutes gabbing with the president—in theory the most tightly scheduled man in the building—he never received such attention from Haldeman. Haldeman’s default message to the White House staff was simple: “There were to be results, not alibis.”



Haldeman had also brought into Nixon’s orbit a UCLA friend, John Ehrlichman. They had worked in campus politics together, and Ehrlichman had gone on to a career as Seattle’s top zoning lawyer. He had started as Nixon’s White House counsel on the first day of the new administration, a post far removed from the Oval Office, and steadily gained power by delivering the president seemingly helpful, detailed critiques of how others were mishandling issues Nixon was supposed to care about—and then proposing, almost as an afterthought, that he, Ehrlichman, should take over the issue.

One of those issues was domestic policy, a portfolio that had frustrated Nixon since he’d taken office. He had twice tried to establish a powerful domestic policy operation that could rival in authority, scope, and prestige the one assembled by Kissinger in foreign affairs. It was an odd blind spot for the president: Despite understanding innately the nation’s mood and the mechanics of politics, he never seemed to care an iota for domestic policy—he saw geopolitics as the only stage worthy of a president’s focus.IV He had been elected with a campaign trail reprise of “the time has come to get people off the welfare rolls and onto payrolls” but had little sense of how to translate that into policy or what his own New Deal or Great Society could be. Neither, to be fair, did Ehrlichman, who was all but policy agnostic and seemed to care little about societal change. Instead, he won over Nixon with his unquestionable loyalty, executing the president’s explicit orders without trying to clog them up with his own pet causes. That approach, though, led to its own paralysis, since Nixon’s domestic agenda was always better at articulating what he was against rather than what he supported. As Rather and Gates observed, “Domestic policy under Ehrlichman’s reign was essentially negative, both in tone and substance.”

Few outside of the White House campus’s eighteen acres had any understanding of the power wielded by Haldeman and Ehrlichman. Some plugged-in Washingtonians even struggled to keep them straight; which was the Seattle zoning attorney and which the Los Angeles advertising executive? They appeared on the scene almost inseparable from the start and were nearly identical in their résumés: Eagle Scouts, UCLA, Christian Scientists, loyal to Nixon above all others. They differed, really, only in their appearance: Haldeman’s style would have looked stern even on a Marine, whereas Ehrlichman exuded a slightly rumpled appearance even under the most formal circumstances. But their roles individually and as a unit would make themselves apparent when coming to the defense of their commander in chief.

The third German in Nixon’s troika was Henry Kissinger, who became a rare public figure beyond the Nixon White House. Washington was used to presidential aides serving as ephemeral celebrities during their tenure—advisors in recent administrations like Harry Hopkins, Sherman Adams, Ted Sorensen, and Kenny O’Donnell had paraded through the city—but Nixon’s men kept to themselves. Kissinger embraced the fame of his role, loving the Georgetown dinner parties and charity gala dinners, becoming “a figure of real distinction and glamour,” Rather and Gates noted. In conversations around town within those more liberal social circles, conversations where it was hard to discern truth from performative outrage, Kissinger regularly decried Nixon as a “madman” and noted how he had little patience for his White House colleagues—he complained at one point in 1970 to the British ambassador: “I have never met such a gang of self-seeking bastards in my life. I used to find the Kennedy group unattractively narcissistic, but they were idealists. These people are real heels.” He told his journalist friend Marvin Kalb, “I can’t explain how difficult it is to work around here. I am surrounded by maniacs in a madhouse.”

Nixon, for his part, distrusted Kissinger’s sincerity in all matters—rightly, in many instances—and felt, again often rightly, that Kissinger talked down to him. Nixon called him “Jew boy” both behind his back and to his face. Despite such disdain and distrust, their shared ambition and insecurities melded together into one of the most fascinating (and powerful and, depending on one’s definition, successful) president-advisor relations in all of U.S. history. “Kissinger and Nixon both had degrees of paranoia,” future secretary of state Lawrence Eagleburger said. “It led them to worry about each other, but it also led them to make common cause on perceived mutual enemies.”

Coming into Richard Nixon’s presidency, he and Henry Kissinger both believed that ending the Vietnam War would cement their legacies as great men. Nixon had brought Kissinger into his White House as part of a broader effort to reshape and remake the apparatus of American foreign policy. “I’ve always thought that this country could run itself domestically without a president. All you need is a competent Cabinet to run the country at home,” he said in 1967. “You need a president for foreign policy.”

Nixon had combined the presidential national security advisor and the White House’s internal National Security Council into a single entity under Kissinger—to guide foreign policy directly from the president’s desk. Kissinger enlisted a generation of up-and-coming aides, like army colonel Al Haig and a fellow Harvard faculty member turned Pentagon advisor, Morton Halperin, to assemble the bureaucracy necessary to feed Nixon’s agenda.

The National Security Council, established as part of the post–World War II reorganization in 1947, had until then existed as a cautious, consensus-focused planning mechanism that had little to offer presidents during a crisis and little connection to a president’s own foreign policy objectives.V Nixon knew, though, that he wanted nothing to do with the State Department—purposefully choosing an uninspiring secretary of state in William P. Rogers—and even less to do with the effete Ivy Leaguers of the CIA. Under Kissinger’s leadership, Nixon wanted the NSC transformed into the main instrument of American power and vision.

Kissinger aggressively vacuumed up the administration’s foreign policy, running roughshod over the beleaguered and disrespected Rogers and Defense Secretary Melvin Laird, making it clear he and the president stood alone atop the hill. “[Nixon and Kissinger] both had a penchant for secrecy, a distaste for sharing credit with others, and a romantic view of themselves as loners,” Kissinger’s biographer Walter Isaacson wrote. Roger Morris says that “the brutal truth was that, at heart, neither man had a steadfast faith in the democratic process, least of all as applied to the conduct of foreign policy.” The pace was grueling—one-third of the twenty-eight staff members Kissinger hired didn’t last the first nine months of the administration—but “a listing of the Kissinger staff read like a Who’s Who of some of the brightest, most innovative geopolitical thinkers in the country,” according to journalists Rowland Evans and Robert Novak. (Many, as Kissinger would later regret, were Democrats—veterans of JFK’s or LBJ’s administrations, men in Nixon’s eyes who could never be trusted.)



Despite the hard work and smart minds, peace in Vietnam proved elusive. Early in his presidency, Nixon tried a strategy to raise the war’s stakes and force the North Vietnamese back to the bargaining table, ordering the air force’s massive, lumbering B-52 bombers—the brontosauruses of the sky—to begin secretly targeting North Vietnamese and Viet Cong supply chains and bases in Cambodia. He had lied about the move to the American people, the U.S. soldiers on the ground in Vietnam, and even to the planes’ own crews—only the pilots and navigators understood the secret that they were dropping bombs on another country. It was an escalation he hoped would send a signal to the North Vietnamese without provoking further ire from U.S. antiwar protesters. Word of the bombing, though, leaked, and New York Times reporter William Beecher wrote about the raids on May 9, 1969.

Kissinger flew into a rage as he read the newspapers that morning with other White House staff, in his customary sun-drenched, poolside perch in Key Biscayne, Florida, where they waited while President Nixon lounged on his friend Bebe Rebozo’s houseboat Coco-Lobo. All through that first spring of the administration, Nixon felt his position negotiating a peace was constantly being compromised by press leaks—according to a careful tally during his first five months, they had already faced twenty-one serious leaks—and here was one of the most secret moves of the nascent administration splashed all over the front page. Nixon, when he saw the story, raged too: “What is this cock-sucking story? Find out who leaked it, and fire him,” he told Kissinger.

Kissinger called J. Edgar Hoover. As the longtime FBI director wrote to his deputies after, recounting the conversation, “Dr. Kissinger said they wondered whether I could make a major effort to find out where that came from. I said I would.” Hoover added that the national security advisor wanted the FBI “to put whatever resources I need to find who did this” and then “they will destroy whoever did this if we can find him, no matter where he is.”

By day’s end, Hoover had moved forward with a series of wiretaps to bust the leaker. (Kissinger had already settled on a likely culprit: his NSC aide Morton Halperin, a Johnson administration holdover and assumed liberal.)VI Starting with the four most likely suspects, the target group swelled eventually to eighteen administration staff, including seven on the National Security Council and three at the White House—names personally delivered to the FBI’s assistant director, William Sullivan, by Kissinger’s deputy Al Haig.VII Haig said he was operating on “the highest authority” and asked that the operation be conducted in total secrecy, with no written record of the wiretaps, but Sullivan explained that it could never be kept entirely secret inside the bureau since each wiretap would require the work of at least eight agents, technicians, and typists. Later, paperwork appeared with John Mitchell’s signature at the bottom of the forms authorizing the wiretaps on presidential staff. (Mitchell always denied signing such authorizations.)

Haldeman was baffled by the theatrics of the whole wiretapping endeavor. “The FBI would place the summaries in envelopes for delivery,” he recalled. “Every now and then on my way into my office or in a hotel corridor on a trip, a man would suddenly jump out of a dark doorway, thrust an envelope in my hand, then disappear into the night.” For his part, Haig visited the FBI’s Sullivan to read over some of the wiretap summaries personally, and Sullivan sent some thirty-seven regular updates to Kissinger’s office from May 1969 to May 1970. Even more, fifty-two, went to Haldeman. The documents and wiretap transcripts inside were all but useless. “A dry hole. Just globs and globs of crap,” Nixon himself would conclude.

Frustrated by the lack of progress, Nixon himself ordered the list expanded further: The FBI had, for some reason, told the White House that syndicated columnist Joseph Kraft’s phone was “untappable,” so Nixon had Ehrlichman do it himself. Ehrlichman outsourced the project to a former NYPD detective, Jack Caulfield, who had joined the White House team to help out on various investigative tasks, and Caulfield then also enlisted a former FBI agent named John “Jack” Ragan. Ragan had been one of the bureau’s top wiretap experts, targeting Soviet spies at its UN mission in New York, and had worked with Caulfield to secure the ’68 campaign’s hotel rooms from electronic surveillance. Now he was working security for the Republican National Committee and began a much more homegrown covert operation: He and another man surreptitiously tapped one of the phones in Kraft’s home



	I. Victor Gold, Spiro Agnew’s press secretary, stole from the musical Man of La Mancha to label them the “Knights of the Woeful Countenance.”

	II. The idea and role of a “White House chief of staff”—an evolution of what previous generations had called a private secretary—had only emerged in the years after World War II. As a response to the growing demands of the presidency and the complexity of operating the White House staff, postwar presidents had taken to appointing one staffer in a post that was known by various titles, including “assistant to the president,” before public nomenclature settled on “chief of staff.”

	III. Haldeman’s brutal efficiency wowed and worried even the boss: Nixon once dispatched his friend Bebe Rebozo to lecture Haldeman on being more diplomatic. The lesson didn’t take.

	IV. First, he turned to Arthur Burns, a ponderous longtime advisor who struggled to translate his unceasing graduate school seminar–style lectures—heard, willingly or not, by the president, cabinet, and officials beyond—into action. The next candidate was Pat Moynihan, who led the president right to the edge of a radical and ahead-of-its-time plan for “income maintenance,” what later generations would know as universal basic income, to guarantee Americans enough money to live their lives. The most radical piece of social legislation since the New Deal actually appeared headed for reality—the House passed Nixon’s welfare reform in April 1970—until Moynihan, a rare liberal in a circle that distrusted such men instinctually, was sunk by leaks of controversial memos proposing, among other things, the “benign neglect” of race relations. Ultimately, both Burns and Moynihan were escorted out in the way that Haldeman liked to banish people: with a promotion to a seemingly big role that only with time proved meaningless and irrelevant.

	V. When JFK faced the Cuban Missile Crisis, he created something called the “ExComm,” an executive committee of both National Security Council members and other advisors he thought would be valuable, to help lead the crisis planning and response efforts.

	VI. One of the oddities of this entire episode was that Halperin hadn’t worked on the Cambodia raids; he told Kissinger after he didn’t even know if Beecher’s story in the New York Times was accurate.

	VII. The total number of so-called “Kissinger wiretaps” is usually listed as seventeen, because the FBI, which struggled to re-create who had been tapped and when, had initially failed to include NSC staffer Richard Sneider on the list. “Simply… no one remembered it,” Mark Felt wrote later.
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