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			Ten years ago, during a late-night conversation about investigative writing, Norman Mailer suggested I take on the story of Richard Nixon and Watergate. I barely gave it a thought until Nixon died in 1994. It struck me then that, even allowing for respect for the dead, most public commentary seemed excessively deferential to the memory of the first American president to have resigned in disgrace. Something did not connect. Who was this man in whom so many millions of Americans had placed their trust, who had broken that trust, yet who had achieved political resurrection time and again? One who knew him better than most, John Ehrlichman, said in an interview—with Mailer as it happened—that a Nixon biography was the toughest writing assignment he could imagine. Later, Ehrlichman told me he hoped for “a more solid history of that time, a history that would help our children to comprehend and move forward.” The president’s former aide was right about the difficulties of the assignment, for the main protagonist was elusive, the evidence scattered—sometimes buried deep. In this book I have reached for the reality of Nixon, from birth in obscurity in California to the fall from the ultimate power of the presidency—for something approaching that “more solid history.”

			A.S.

			
		

	
		
			
			Prologue

			

			

			When Nixon died I thought of the Shakespeare quote about the evil that men do living after them, and the good being interred with their bones. With Nixon the reverse was happening: They wanted the good to live on and the evil to be buried.

			—John Rothmann, longtime supporter, 1996

			April 1994. On a hillside in Southern California two men, one much older than the other, checked their watches and stepped out of shelter into the rain. They had been waiting for nearly an hour. Then, as a convoy of limousines slid funereally slowly into view, a thunderclap split the clouds.

			“That’s the Lord, welcoming the President to His house of many mansions,” said the elderly man.

			“You know what it sounds like to me?” responded his companion. “I think it’s the Old Man saying, ‘Lord, I’m here now if you need any help.’ ”

			This was a rare moment of levity on a day of intense emotions and searing memories. Billy Graham, evangelist and friend to a string of presidents, and veteran Republican advance man Ron Walker had come to California to bury the thirty-seventh president of the United States, Richard Milhous Nixon.

			The dominant American politician of the second half of the twentieth century had been felled the previous week by a massive stroke, at the age of eighty-one. He had spent his last active day working on a political speech at his home near New York City. Nixon had left instructions that should catastrophic illness leave him totally incapacitated, he did not wish to be kept alive by artificial means. At the hospital the chief of neurology said Nixon had not wanted to go on living if he could not contribute, could not lead. He had taken his last chance to “exercise moral leadership.”

			As president, two decades earlier, Nixon had specified that upon his death he wished to lie in state beneath the dome of the Capitol, as had national leaders since Abraham Lincoln. The man he had served as vice president, Dwight D. Eisenhower, his predecessor Lyndon B. Johnson, and his old rival John F. Kennedy, had all lain in state there. In old age, though, Nixon preemptively ensured that no one would be able to deny him the honor. He had ordered that his remains were instead to be flown directly to Yorba Linda, near Los Angeles, and “planted”—his wry word—beside his wife, Pat, in the shadow of the frame house where he had spent his childhood.

			The air force brought Richard Nixon home in a simple mahogany coffin draped with American flags, aboard the same blue and white Boeing 707—once designated Air Force One—that had carried him to California in 1974, when he became the first U.S. president ever to resign in disgrace.

			America’s response to Nixon’s dying would probably have surprised him. President Clinton, a Democrat, who as a young man had opposed Nixon and demanded that he resign over Watergate, declared a day of national mourning, closing Congress, the Supreme Court, and the New York Stock Exchange and suspending mail deliveries. Flags were to fly at half-mast at home, and at U.S. installations around the world, for a month. The funeral party left the East Coast to a twenty-one-gun salute and was met at the dead man’s birthplace by thousands of people lining the streets. Citizens huddled under umbrellas, clutching wilted bouquets and American flags, in a freak storm that for the New York Times reporter covering the ceremony evoked the tempest scene in King Lear.

			That afternoon and into the night an honor guard stood sentry as citizens filed into the lobby of the Nixon Library, past photographs of the president in his glory moments. They saluted, doffed hats, or stood hand on heart before the closed coffin. The line was three miles long at one point, and by the time the doors were closed forty-two thousand people were estimated to have paid homage.

			President Clinton, flanked by all four surviving U.S. presidents—Ford, Carter, Reagan, and Bush—bade farewell at the funeral “on behalf of a grateful nation.” “May the day of judging President Nixon on anything less than his entire life and career,” he urged, “come to a close.” Gerald Ford, who had replaced him after the resignation, that week declared himself more convinced than ever that he had been right to grant Nixon a blanket pardon for crimes he may have committed during the presidency.

			Amid the mourners that day stood a phalanx of former secretaries of state, secretaries of defense, an attorney general, members of Congress, and representatives from eighty-five foreign countries. The governor of California, Pete Wilson, and Senate Minority Leader Bob Dole wept during their eulogies. The guttural voice of Henry Kissinger, former secretary of state and national security adviser, cracked when he praised Nixon as “our gallant friend . . . one of the seminal presidents” in the conduct of foreign policy, whose “greatest accomplishment was as much moral as it was political.”

			The funeral closed with full military honors. Air force fighters flew overhead in the missing man formation, howitzers boomed and rifles cracked, and a lone bugler sounded taps.

			The president’s surviving brother, Edward, who bore an almost eerie resemblance to his dead sibling, watched—awkward and lonely to one side—as the two American flags on the coffin were handed to Richard’s daughters, Tricia and Julie. Then the coffin was lowered into the wet ground.

			The Nixon faithful judged this final farewell a resounding success. Ronald Walker, who had organized it with the same efficiency and sense of drama he had once applied to Republican conventions, expressed himself “euphoric.” Ron Ziegler, the former press secretary who once had had to admit that previous statements made in Nixon’s name were “inoperative,” walked away feeling “deep gratitude, in spite of all the shortcomings of Watergate.” Peter Flanigan, the former senior assistant who had striven at Nixon’s behest to hobble public broadcasting, felt “uplifted. . . . What a story! To come from this depth, to being a senior statesman in the eyes of his countrymen, based solely on guts and intellect.” Len Garment, one of Nixon’s Watergate attorneys, commented that Nixon had “won the battle . . . he had made his way back.” “The Old Man,” thought General Vernon Walters, Nixon’s translator on foreign trips and his deputy director of the CIA, “must be looking down and taking a delicious revenge.”

			A poll taken earlier that week, however, indicated that while 27 percent of those questioned thought Nixon would be remembered as a great president, more than 44 percent said he would be remembered as a dishonored leader. An accounting of some of the individuals who attended the funeral, and of some who chose not to, evokes doubts and dark mysteries that Nixonians would prefer forgotten.

			On the night that Nixon suffered his fatal stroke, an old enemy had been celebrating his ninetieth birthday at a party in New York. Alger Hiss, the onetime senior State Department official whom Nixon pursued as a Communist and traitor—winning national prominence in the process—had outlived his nemesis. “I am not going to gloat,” said Hiss, acknowledging the irony. “There are a lot of things in that man’s life that were left unatoned for. . . .”

			The adviser who first guided Nixon in the use of the “Red smear” as a means to electoral victory, Murray Chotiner, was long since dead. He had been custodian of many of the man’s secrets, including the truth about early support given to Nixon by mobsters.

			Robert Maheu, once aide to the billionaire Howard Hughes, had never been thanked by Nixon for having helped extract him from political difficulty and to counter corruption allegations. “I’ve never believed that death gives a man instant absolution of his sins,” Maheu had remarked to dinner companions the night Nixon died. He did not attend the funeral.

			Nixon had once spoken casually to Maheu of the possible need to kill a troublesome foreign businessman. In retirement the former president denied having ever been involved in plots to murder foreign leaders. Yet violence and allegations of violence—from the beating of hecklers and demonstrators to assassination rumors—permeated Nixon’s career. His first vice president, Spiro Agnew, claimed he resigned—rather than stay on to fight corruption charges—because of pressure by Nixon and what he interpreted as physical threats. “I feared for my life,” Agnew recalled, and, although he did attend the funeral, had never spoken to Nixon again.

			Also present, and described as looking “more menacing than ever,” was G. Gordon Liddy, who had led the botched break-in of the Democratic party headquarters at the Watergate. At the time, according to the chief counsel of the Senate probe, Liddy said he regarded himself as a “prisoner of war” and refused to give more than the metaphorical equivalent of his name, rank, and serial number. Liddy served three years in jail for burglary and wiretapping. Now a maverick talk-show host, he saluted the coffin at the funeral.

			Absent was E. Howard Hunt, Liddy’s chief cohort, who remained convinced the president had ordered the break-in. He too had served time in prison and regarded Nixon as “despicable” for having saved himself at the expense of others. Not present, too, was James McCord, the security chief for Nixon’s reelection committee, who had also gone to prison for his part in the raid. He too continued to believe that Nixon ordered the operation.

			Of three senior aides most likely to have known the truth about Watergate and much else about Nixon, only one survived at the time of his death. Both John Mitchell, former attorney general and intimate friend, and H. R. Haldeman, chief of staff, predeceased him. Each had served time for obstruction of justice, as had domestic policy adviser John Ehrlichman. Ehrlichman felt the president had “completely duped” him during Watergate, and the two never spoke again after the resignation. He did not attend the funeral.

			For all their differences with Nixon, both his closest aides had retained vast respect for his abilities. “His strengths lay in his intellect,” Ehrlichman had said. “He had a brilliant mind.” “I doubt if I would ever have served any other man in the office of the president,” said Haldeman. “I gained a tremendous appreciation and respect for the greatness in him. . . .”

			Another senior White House aide, Charles Colson, was present at the funeral. This was the self-styled “kick-’em-in-the-nuts, anti-press, anti-liberal Nixon fanatic” and dirty tricks man whom Nixon used as liaison with the corrupt leaders of the Teamsters Union. Colson, who had been jailed for obstruction of justice, was moved to tears by Nixon’s death.

			Haldeman’s assistant Gordon Strachan, also at the funeral, has been close-mouthed since 1974, when charges against him were dropped. Then, he admitted having shredded potentially compromising documents and having delivered cash destined to be used as hush money.

			The man Nixon denounced as “evil” because he blabbed to investigators, presidential counsel John Dean—yet another aide who went to jail—was not present to see Nixon buried. He was at the time embroiled in a lawsuit arising from a book that suggested he masterminded Watergate and that an alleged sexual element to the affair was somehow connected to the woman who was now his wife.

			Nixon’s personal attorney, Herb Kalmbach, who did time for campaign violations, stood among the mourners. He had controlled vast sums in secret cash deposits, was accused of selling ambassadorships, was present when the president signed a fraudulent tax return, and traveled around the country using false names while helping Nixon cover up the offenses exposed by Watergate.

			Rose Woods, that most faithful of secretaries, had also come to witness the burial of the man she served for twenty-three years. Within months, as the darkness of Alzheimer’s disease began to close around her, papers would surface revealing that Nixon’s own attorneys had believed that she “intentionally, not accidentally,” erased the infamous eighteen and one-half minutes missing from one of Nixon’s key Watergate conversations.

			Nixon’s closest friend, eighty-one-year-old Bebe Rebozo, was at the graveside. He had reportedly been at the hospital when the former president had taken his last breath. Rebozo, who had once covertly received bundles of cash from Howard Hughes on Nixon’s behalf, was suspected of having used the bank he owned in Florida as a conduit for cash smuggled in from a Bahamanian casino. The Senate Watergate Committee had named Rebozo, along with Nixon’s two brothers, as witnesses who obstructed its work.

			Unlike many presidents, Nixon had never been suspected of being a philanderer. He had offered to support Marianna Liu, a former hotel hostess he had met in Hong Kong in the sixties, when she sued over press reports about their relationship. Liu, who had lived in Nixon’s hometown after moving to the United States, visited his grave sometime after the funeral.

			The Saudi millionaire arms dealer Adnan Khashoggi had cultivated Nixon before he became president, met with him while in office, and was said once to have given him a million-dollar campaign contribution, illegal because it came from a foreign donor. Khashoggi was at the funeral, seated in a privileged spot close to the relatives. There too was the former Empress Farah Diba, widow of the shah of Iran, with whom Nixon had an unusually close friendship and to whom—with almost no consultation within the U.S. government—he granted access to an almost unlimited amount of U.S. arms.

			Those who extolled Nixon when he died almost all cited his achievement in extracting the United States from the Vietnam War. “The greatest honor history can bestow,” read the inscription on his black granite tombstone, “is the title of peacemaker.” The line was taken from the president’s first inaugural address.

			Of the total of more than fifty-eight thousand Americans who died in Vietnam, almost twenty-one thousand were killed during Nixon’s presidency—before the agreement that he said brought “peace with honor.” During his time in office more than six hundred thousand Vietnamese combatants also died, and an unknown number of civilians. There are no reliable figures for the number of deaths in Cambodia and Laos.

			Tens of thousands more Vietnamese died in the short time that remained until South Vietnam collapsed, less than a year after Nixon’s resignation. The ousted former president of South Vietnam, Nguyen Van Thieu, was not at the funeral.

			New research strengthens the suspicion that in 1968, on the eve of the election that brought him to the White House, Nixon manipulated the Vietnam War for selfish political ends. Did he, fearful that impending peace negotiations would swing vital votes to his Democratic opponent, covertly urge Thieu to boycott the talks? The prominent Republican Anna Chennault, who met secretly with Nixon and acted as a go-between with the South Vietnamese, claims he did. She eventually came to despise Nixon and stayed away from the funeral.

			_____

			Asked what would be found written on his heart when his life ended, the former president had told an intimate, “That’s easy. One word: Pat!” Nixon was buried next to his wife, and there were touching testimonials at the funeral about their fifty-three-year marriage. Other memories told a sadder story: of prolonged marital difficulty, of physical abuse, of threatened divorce. One of the few times Nixon broke down in public had been a year earlier, at Pat’s funeral. As he struggled to compose himself, he had clutched the hand of a man few outsiders recognized, a trusted psychotherapist, Dr. Arnold Hutschnecker.

			Hutschnecker watched Nixon’s burial on television on the other side of the continent, reflecting on the patient who had first come to him with his troubles four decades earlier. Some at the funeral, and others not present, recalled a Nixon who sometimes cracked under the pressures of public office. There had been myriad minor incidents, the slapping of a campaign worker who had criticized him, the time he sat kicking the back of a car seat like a child until an aide walked away in disgust. During the presidency, much more seriously, there had been times when he had seemed uncoordinated, rendered unstable by fatigue, alcohol, and medication. He had reportedly ordered acts of war that aides had chosen to ignore, even slept through a crisis meeting when a heightened stage of nuclear alert was ordered in his name. At the end, a message had gone out to the military that instructions from the White House were to be ignored unless cleared by a senior member of the cabinet.

			
			In the fifties, after he had begun treating then Vice President Nixon, Dr. Hutschnecker had begun urging that “mental health certificates should be required for political leaders.” In private he had expressed concern at the possibility that Nixon should hold high office.

			Haldeman likened the former president to a “multifaceted quartz crystal. Some facets bright and shining, others dark and mysterious. And all of them constantly changing as the external light rays strike the crystal . . . some smooth and polished, others crude, rough, and sharp. . . .”

			Henry Kissinger has written of the “Walter Mitty dimensions of his personality . . . the absence of any sense of proportion. His self-image of coolness in crisis . . . distorted by the dogged desperation with which he attacked his problems. . . . The titanic struggle among the various personalities within him.”

			At the funeral, the former secretary of state quoted Hamlet: “He was a man; take him for all in all.” In these pages we seek the “all in all” of Richard Nixon, including the parts of him that he and his supporters have preferred to conceal.
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			He belongs to the world, but he is also still very much mine.

			—Richard Nixon’s mother in 1960, when he was forty-seven years old

			He was a dark-haired boy of six, scrubbed and smart in starched white shirt, black bow tie, and knee pants, walking each morning to the Yorba Linda elementary school. In mild weather, like other local children, he made his way along the unpaved road barefoot.

			Richard Milhous Nixon had been born on January 9, 1913, in the do-it-yourself Sears, Roebuck house his father had built on the twelve-acre site in Southern California that he hoped would become a profitable lemon grove. He was the second child born to Frank and Hannah Nixon, the second of five sons, and it was obvious from the start that he was special. “Please call my son Richard and never Dick,” his mother told the teacher. “I named him Richard.”

			“He was one of those rare individuals,” recalled that teacher, Mary George. “He just never had to work for knowledge at all. He was told something and he never forgot. He was a very quiet, studious boy . . . a solemn child who rarely ever smiled or laughed. His mother was a wonderful person. You always knew she was right there with you, because of the work she would do with Richard at home.”

			More than half a century later, with his wife and his own grown children at his side, President Nixon would spend his last minutes in the White House making a farewell speech to his staff—and a battery of television cameras. He would not speak of affairs of state, nor would he apologize for his actions. His face wet with perspiration and tears, his voice quavering, he launched into a disquieting stream-of-consciousness discourse. He asserted that he was not educated, that he had no personal wealth. He claimed he had barely managed to pass his bar exam to become a lawyer. He recalled Theodore Roosevelt, who had overcome his grief over his wife’s death and gone on to become president. He made no reference to his own wife, who had been steadfast for so long. Instead, he eulogized his father and mother, long since dead.

			“I remember my old man,” Nixon told his audience. “I think they would have called him sort of a little man, common man . . . he had a lemon ranch. It was the poorest lemon ranch in California. . . . He sold it before they found oil on it. And then he was a grocer. But he was a great man, because he did his job. . . .

			“My mother,” the president went on, “was a saint. And I think of her two boys dying of tuberculosis, nursing four others in order that she could take care of my older brother for three years in Arizona, and seeing each of them die . . . she will have no books written about her. But she was a saint.”

			In this outpouring, delivered at what seemed like the end of a wrecked career, lay the key to its beginnings—and to much else about the man. First, and perhaps above all, it was less than truthful.

			Of course Nixon had been educated. He had attended college and gone on to law school at a respected university, from which he was graduated with highest honors. Far from struggling through the bar exam, he had passed easily. As for his wealth or lack of it, a subject that is still the subject of controversy, suffice it to say here that Nixon was affluent in 1974 and would remain so. It was not true that his father suffered a loss by selling his land, only to have others strike oil on it. In fact, no oil was ever found on the Nixon property.1 Two of the Nixon boys did die tragically young, as he asserted, but only one of them is known to have suffered from tuberculosis. The other died of a brief illness that was never satisfactorily diagnosed.

			Richard Nixon’s life was shot through with lies great and small, whether outright lying, skirting the truth, or embroidering it. It was his lying that most damaged him during Watergate. Yet Nixon even lied to the man to whom he entrusted his fate in his time of crisis, his Watergate lawyer Fred Buzhardt. Buzhardt later remembered the president as “the most transparent liar he had ever met.”

			This same man sometimes championed the truth, not least on the ground that in the long run lying usually backfires. He liked to cite the example of his own first great victory, in seeing to it that Alger Hiss was convicted for lying under oath. “If you lie,” he said, reflecting on Hiss’s fate, “you go to jail for the lie rather than the crime. So believe me, don’t ever lie.”

			“Let us begin,” Nixon exhorted Republicans as he accepted the 1968 nomination for the presidency, “by committing ourselves to the truth, to see it like it is and to tell it like it is, to find the truth, to speak the truth and to live with the truth. That’s what we will do.” In the event, not so.

			
			Some of the untruths Nixon told as president mattered little. There was the claim, convenient when meeting a group of athletes, that he had met his wife at a football game. By all other accounts, including his own, he met her when both auditioned for parts in a play. There was his assertion, useful when addressing French reporters, that he had “majored in French.” In fact his college major had been history. There was his written instruction to his staff—an unusually careless lapse—to find some chopsticks, and any chopsticks would suffice, to display in an exhibit commemorating his breakthrough visit to China. He did so in the knowledge that the authentic ivory chopsticks, used at dinner with Mao Zedong, had not been preserved. “That doesn’t make any difference,” he wrote. “We undoubtedly have some chopsticks, ivory or otherwise.”

			Other untruths and deceptions mattered greatly, whether or not they constituted outright lies. These included encouraging the notion that he had what the press called “a secret plan to end the war” at a time, during the 1968 campaign, when the Vietnam conflict was the crucial election issue; assuring the nation that there were no U.S. combat troops in Laos—a lie; most notoriously, denying in a national television address that the United States had been bombing Cambodia, a lie that oddly, Henry Kissinger later recalled, Nixon added unnecessarily to the draft of his speech.2

			Nixon’s master plan to regain credibility during Watergate was dubbed Operation Candor. Yet he lied to the nation, to congressional colleagues, to his closest aides, and to his own attorneys, insisting as late as a year into the scandal that he was “the one person that’s totally blameless in this. . . .” “I have nothing to hide,” he insisted to Senator Hugh Scott, the Senate minority leader, “and you are authorized to make that statement in my name.” “The danger in this whole thing,” recalled Senator Barry Goldwater, who thought the president was losing his mind and who eventually led a deputation to urge him to resign, “was his constant telling lies.”

			Saddest of all, perhaps, the president lied to his own family, denying that he had had any part in Watergate or the cover-up. “We have every reason to believe him,” his daughter Tricia told an interviewer, “because he has never lied. . . . Richard Nixon is a man who has never lied, not even a white lie, to his family or to the American people. . . .”

			In private, Nixon sometimes dropped all pretense at honesty. Lying as a political ploy, he would say, was just part of the game. “One time,” recalled John Sears, a former deputy counsel, “we were going up to see the Mormon elders at the Mormon cathedral. And we got halfway up the steps, and the band was playing, and the people were watching. And all of a sudden he stopped and said to me, ‘Whatever I say in there, don’t you believe a word of it . . .’ ”

			Len Garment, Nixon’s law colleague before the presidency and later a senior aide, remembered what Nixon told him in a relaxed moment at the Drake Hotel in New York. “He was alone, stretched out on the bed, a phone in one hand and a highball in the other. Nixon, by then reasonably well oiled (it didn’t take much to do the trick . . . it was kind of truth serum in this instance), . . . said, ‘You’re never going to make it in politics, Len. You just don’t know how to lie.’ ”

			Out of office, Nixon declared on national television that in his view, “dissembling” and “hypocrisy” were necessary to win and hold public office, arguing that there was “a very fine line” between not being candid and “lying in an immoral sense.” Not telling the truth can eventually become as confusing to the chronic liar as it is misleading to his audience, and so it was for Nixon. On occasion, Kissinger thought, the president convinced himself that his distortion of a fact was actually the true fact. “I doubt if he knows himself when he’s not telling the truth,” said presidential aide John Ehrlichman.

			To focus on Nixon’s lying and—if it can be judged a lesser sin—on his dissembling is not undertaken here to prejudge the man, but rather to point up an inherent difficulty faced by anyone who strives to write about him. In many ways Nixon has left his biographers much more to work with than most politicians. His autobiographical work is massive and illuminating, as are the books produced by those who knew him well. Some of those writers, however, are themselves prone to lying; their number includes convicted perjurers. Then there is the unique bounty of the White House tapes. They are priceless raw material, but they too are shot through with Nixonian lies—not all of them easy to identify even now.

			Truth is always elusive for a biographer. It is generally more accessible, though, in the smaller body of material left behind by leaders considered to have been fundamentally honest—a Truman, a Ford, or a Carter—than in the extensive record that is the legacy of a man known to have been a chronic liar. To travel Richard Nixon’s life requires, more than for most subjects, a careful passage through a minefield of lies, lies of varying degrees of seriousness, lies self-serving but in the end self-defeating.

			John Ehrlichman made his observation that Nixon may have lost touch with the truth in 1978, when Nixon’s two-volume autobiography was published. He referred in particular to what the former president had written about his own family. “Read that description of his family,” Ehrlichman told the writer Paul Theroux. “They’re all perfect, right? But what man can say his family’s perfect? Those people are human . . . he makes them into waxwork dummies . . . if he doesn’t come clean about them, how can he come clean about anything else?”

			_____

			The picture of Richard’s boyhood and family life comes down to us, as must most such memories, largely from the family itself and, above all, from the adult Nixon and his mother, Hannah. Their interviews, even the earliest ones, were given with an eye to generating favorable propaganda for a budding politician.

			
			The acknowledgments page of one early biography, by Bela Kornitzer, gushes with thanks to Nixon and his “great and dedicated” mother. Hannah Nixon cheerfully joined in propagating the yarn about the missed fortune in oil supposedly discovered under the family property after it had been sold. “It’s been a campaign ever since he was born,” she admitted. “All his life, I’ve been his campaigner.” In years to come, incongruous in an otherwise simple decor, a massive, translucent, three-dimensional color photograph of Richard—illuminated at the touch of a button—hung in her house.

			For his part, Nixon forever extolled Hannah’s virtues, which included her pie-making ability—reporters noted that the pies he claimed his mother had gotten up at 5:00 A.M. to bake changed from apple to lemon, and from lemon to cherry, as he moved from one rally to another. Aides were struck by how often Nixon spoke of Hannah even when he was not in the public eye. He was still going on about her, tears welling in his eyes, as he approached his eightieth birthday. “My mother taught me about hard work, endurance, and patience. . . . She sacrificed everything for us. She worked like a dog, through pain and tears and you name it. She was so strong because she put it all in God’s hands. She never gave up. . . . I always knew that women were the stronger sex.”

			Hannah Milhous Nixon—Richard was the only one of her sons to bear her maiden name—came from a long line of Quakers. Her ancestors were Germans who migrated first to Ireland, then in the eighteenth century to what was to become Pennsylvania, and then from one community of Friends to another until they finally settled in California. Hannah was one of nine children born to a prosperous rancher and his wife. Her father’s generation was a tight-knit family of “thee and thou”-ing Quakers, staunch in adherence to tradition, stern in their discipline, and so fiercely clannish that they conceded only reluctantly the biological necessity of marrying outside the Milhous bloodline.

			Hannah was regarded as a quiet, dutiful daughter, who talked of becoming a teacher until, at the age of twenty-three, she dropped out of college to marry Frank Nixon. Frank, then twenty-nine, was of humbler stock. He was one of five children of an impoverished Ohio family, Methodists with combined English, Irish, and Scots roots. He had left school at fourteen to earn a living wherever he could find it. When he was twenty-seven, a job as an omnibus motorman ended after he suffered frostbite while driving at night on an open platform. He led fellow workers in a struggle for better conditions, then left for the warmer climate of Southern California. He roomed in a boardinghouse run by Quakers where, at a Quaker Valentine’s party in 1908, he met Hannah Milhous and wooed and wed her in less than four months.

			The bride not only was “marrying below her station,” as one local put it, but—as a woman who had never once gone out with a man before—had fallen for a fellow who, by his own boast, was currently seeing five girls at once. Frank was to be remembered as a “hot man,” a pincher and a squeezer of females, a “horny bastard,” according to a local lawyer, who would later give up dancing because he became “instantly aroused . . . when his arms went around a woman.”

			Hannah married Frank in the face of her parents’ opposition. Her teenage sister Olive, reflecting the outrage of the family and local Quakers, carved the words “Hannah is a bad girl” on a pepper tree in the yard. Relations eventually improved, however. Hannah’s father provided the couple with a parcel of land to launch them, and the babies soon started to arrive.

			There were to be five children, all boys: Harold, born a year after the wedding; Richard, born during a freak cold snap four years later; Donald in 1915; Arthur in 1918; and Edward—a surprise late arrival—in 1930, when Hannah was forty-five. All but Donald were named after English kings of history or legend. In Richard’s case, Hannah was to explain, she had in mind King Richard the Lionheart, warrior hero of the Crusades.

			As Hannah recounted it, it was tough growing up in the Nixon family. She recalled having had nothing to serve but cornmeal, night after night. Richard once told a reporter of “going to bed many nights after eating only a slice of bread covered with tomato sauce, of knowing what hunger was.” “We were poor,” he said on another occasion. “We had very little.” On other occasions he came closer to the probable truth. “It’s been said our family was poor,” he told the columnist Stewart Alsop, “but we never thought of ourselves as poor. We always had enough to eat, and we never had to depend on anyone else.”

			The Nixons did not start without resources. For all his reservations about Frank, Hannah’s father advanced him three thousand dollars—the equivalent of some fifty-two thousand dollars today—to build their first home and start the lemon grove at Yorba Linda, thirty miles from Los Angeles.

			The lemons never did flourish, in part because the land was unsuitable, in part because Frank Nixon refused to take advice on how to improve it. Over the years he took on other work, and Hannah worked in the SunKist fruit-packing plant. Life for her was hard not least because the life she had left behind when she married Frank had been, by contrast, so comfortable. She could and sometimes did, moreover, return for a while to the comfort of her parents’ home.

			Boyhood hardships, the grown Nixon was to say, meant Harold having to forgo having a pony because the money went toward groceries and shoes for the younger siblings. Richard claimed he yearned for “an automatic train, not an electric train, but just one that would wind up,” but never got one. (Hannah, however, said the boys did get an electric train, a luxury toy in those days.) Their father owned not only a tractor, a necessity on the land, but also a car, as early as 1919. In Yorba Linda, where many families struggled to make ends meet, the Nixons were seen by neighbors as “well-to-do,” even “just a shade above what you might want to call the middle-income bracket.”

			Matters improved materially in 1922, when just after Richard’s ninth birthday the Nixons gave up on the lemon grove, sold the land, borrowed five thousand dollars—about fifty-one thousand at today’s values—from the bank, and moved to Whittier to start a grocery and gas station business. Home was now a modest house behind the store with a living room, kitchen, and one bedroom downstairs and another bedroom over the garage for the children. Hannah prepared her famous pies at a kitchen table covered with an oilcloth. Neatly ironed antimacassars shielded upholstered chairs in the living room, and an upright piano stood in the corner. Hannah liked to play it, and by the age of three, we are told by the Nixon Library, little Richard could pick out a simple tune.

			“My father,” Nixon recalled in middle age, “was a scrappy, belligerent fighter, with a quick, wide-ranging raw intellect. He left me with a respect for learning and hard work, and the will to keep fighting no matter what the odds. . . . My father had an Irish quickness both to anger and to mirth. It was his temper that impressed me most as a small child. He had tempestuous arguments with my brothers Harold and Don. . . . He was a strict and stern disciplinarian. . . .”

			Frank Nixon had been beaten as a child, and he in turn used the ruler and the strap on his sons. Was Richard a target of his punishment? Mostly, he claimed that while his brothers were beaten, he dodged the strap by following the rules. Other times, he said he too got strapped and, “Father would spank us sometimes; my mother never.” Other memories paint a darker picture, of not only a violent, punitive father but also of a mother not the sweet creature she has been portrayed.

			Once, when Harold was being whipped by his father, his screams could be heard in nearby houses. The boys’ playmates, who feared getting a Frank Nixon thrashing themselves, thought him “an awful rough guy.” A family friend said he was “hard . . . beastly . . . like an animal.” Once, when he caught Richard and one of his brothers swimming in a nearby canal, he hauled them out and then threw them back in again, hollering, “You like water? Have some more of it!” Richard’s cousin Jessamyn West, later a prominent writer, witnessed the incident with her aunt Elizabeth. Fearing the boys would drown, the aunt screamed, “You’ll kill them, Frank! You’ll kill them!”

			Jessamyn West recalled her own father’s shock when, in later years, the Nixon boys spoke bitterly about Frank Nixon in front of others. “They could be so cruel, so loud-mouthed, so critical of their father. . . . [My father] couldn’t understand it, unless they got it when they were young and now they were paying their father back.”

			Richard himself never spoke of such tensions. “It is the love beneath his brusque and bristling exterior that I remember best,” he said of Frank Nixon. Likewise, he never mentioned any friction between his father and mother. Yet Dr. Arnold Hutschnecker, the psychotherapist Nixon consulted for many years, had a harsh impression of the marriage, one he could have received only from his patient. “Nixon’s father was brutal and cruel,” he said in 1976. “[He] brutalized the mother, and this is of enormous importance.” Nixon was still alive at the time, and Hutschnecker offered no details.*

			Richard himself never spoke ill of his mother, whom he called “the gentlest, most considerate woman.” Some friends described her as a “wonderful . . . kind, gentle-spoken” woman with “the quiet stillness of a nun, saying little in a low, sweet voice.” Yet Hannah’s personality generated its own tensions. “She had a temper too,” said her youngest son, Edward, “but controlled. She knew how to throttle my dad if he was hurting one of us unintentionally. . . .”

			Helene Drown, a friend so loyal that she usually found no fault in the Nixons, also remembered Hannah’s temper, remarking, “She was not a ‘holy-holy saint.’ ” One neighbor saw her as “cranky and puritanical.” Another thought her “hard . . . pure steel, pure steel.”

			Hannah did not leave corporal punishment to her husband. “We never paddled him,” she claimed when discussing Richard with one reporter, while admitting to another, “I may have paddled him a little.” She encouraged one neighbor to spank Richard if he got out of line, and another recalled seeing her seated on the piano stool next to Richard, switch in hand, as he practiced.

			“One day,” Nixon’s aide John Sears learned, “Hannah Nixon baked some cookies. Little Richard saw those cookies and ate one of them. And she said, ‘Richard, did you eat that cookie?’ He didn’t know any better than to say yes, and she beat the daylights out of him, or maybe his father did when he came home. But Richard Nixon learned one thing from that: He would probably still have gotten the daylights beaten out of him if he’d said no. But when he’d admitted it! He was now just totally rejected. That was a lifelong lesson to him.”

			It was Hannah’s tongue, though, that the boys feared most. “She would just sit you down,” Richard recalled, “and she would talk very, very quietly and then, when you got through, you had been through an emotional experience.” “Tell her to give me a spanking,” little Arthur said once, when he was in trouble, “I can’t stand it, to have her talk to me.”

			Arthur’s offense that day was serious; he had been caught smoking cigarettes behind the house—at the age of five!—cigarettes he had taken from his parents’ store. His reason for doing it, Richard thought, was to “show the world he was a man.” Frank and Hannah had been hoping for a daughter when Arthur was born in 1918. When he turned out to be a boy, they at first told his brothers that there “was a little doll over at the hospital for us, a real live doll.” For the first few years of his life they treated him as much like a girl as possible, until poor Arthur begged to have a boy’s haircut.

			Another story about Arthur reveals the tenor of the emotional life of the Nixon family. Once, when he was seven and Richard had been away, Arthur rushed to greet him on his return. Then, shyly, he said, “Would it be all right if I kissed you?” This was an event. Arthur had had to ask his mother in advance for permission to kiss his own brother.

			Richard Bergholz, former political editor for the Los Angeles Times, once watched Nixon and his mother greeting each other after a long separation. “I couldn’t believe my eyes. . . . Here was a guy who hadn’t seen his mother in . . . I don’t know how long, and all he could do was shake her hand; he couldn’t show any form of affection. It bothered me. . . .”

			In old age Richard declared himself “nauseated” by the custom of hugging and kissing children and loved ones. His mother, he said, “could communicate far more than others could with a lot of sloppy talk and even more sloppy kissing and hugging. . . .” She never kissed him, ever.

			“In her whole life,” Nixon said of Hannah, “I never heard her say to me or anyone else, ‘I love you.’ ” He said she had not needed to. “No one projected warmth and affection more than my mother. . . . Only one of those rather pathetic Freudian psychiatrists would suggest that her love of privacy made her private even from her sons.” Dr. Hutschnecker, the psychotherapist Nixon trusted with his confidences for years, suggested almost exactly that in interviews for this book. He concluded—again, the basis for that conclusion must certainly have been what his patient told him—that Hannah was “not really close to Richard. . . . No woman ever gave Nixon the support he really needed.”

			Hutschnecker thought Nixon “an emotionally deprived child” who grew up to become a “person who regarded love and physical closeness as a diversion that would drain him, deplete him, make him less manly. Love . . . never had priority in Nixon’s life, for he always convinced himself that he didn’t need to be loved as a human being, only respected as a man.”

			The tensions in the Nixon family were twice compounded by tragedy. First his brother Arthur died in 1925, when Richard was twelve. The boy was just seven years old, and the cause of his death cannot be determined for certain. The first writer to interview the adult Nixon about it reported that Arthur fell ill after being hit on the head by a rock thrown in the schoolyard. A nurse who tended him also mentioned the incident. Edward Nixon, the surviving brother, remembers hearing about it, as does Richard’s nephew Donald. He recalls that in the fifties, when he was growing up, he was forbidden to throw rocks or earth when playing because, as his father explained, Arthur had died after being “hit by a clod on the back of the head.”

			The death certificate, however, attributed Arthur’s death to “encephalitis or tubercular meningitis,” and in later years Richard went with the theory that the root cause was tuberculosis. TB was the scourge of his youth and the health nightmare of his family, having killed his paternal grandmother, an aunt, and a cousin. When Arthur died, according to Hannah, Richard sat in a big chair, “staring into space, silent and dry-eyed in the undemonstrative way in which, because of his choked, deep feeling, he was always to face tragedy.” He said he cried every day for week. Soon TB was to start killing his elder brother, Harold, painfully slowly.

			Harold was sixteen when Arthur died. He was handsome, keen on girls, the proud adolescent owner of a stripped-down Model T Ford, and he was not doing well at school. With the grocery and the gas station flourishing, the Nixons decided to send him off to an expensive boarding school in Massachusetts. Harold came back a few months later coughing, in the first stages of his illness.

			His father had invited such disaster, Richard claimed after his parents were dead. Frank Nixon had scoffed at safety measures like the pasteurization of milk, insisting that the family drink milk straight from the cow. For a while Richard was seriously ill with undulant fever, a form of brucellosis that can be contracted by consuming animal products. Richard and Don both had TB scares when X rays showed shadows on their lungs.

			Harold’s tuberculosis was a family ordeal that lasted six years. Because his father was too proud to send him to a public clinic, he began the first of a series of stays in expensive private sanitoriums. To pay for his care, the Nixons’ comfortable existence was disrupted by costs that Richard remembered as “catastrophic.” Whatever exaggerations may have been made about the family’s earlier days, this period was genuinely difficult. Richard, barely sixteen, regularly rose at 4:00 A.M. to drive the fourteen miles to Los Angeles to buy fruit and vegetables for the store, then returned to set them up in a display, all before leaving for school. Even in the family’s straitened circumstances, he remained fastidious. He insisted that his shirts be perfectly ironed and that his mother check him for halitosis each morning by smelling his breath—“to make sure he would not offend anyone. . . .”

			Richard’s work in the store spawned an anecdote suggesting that integrity was not his finest point, even then. “One day,” his cousin Merle West recalled, “when Richard was helping Don in the meat department, making hamburgers, he cut his finger badly and it bled into the meat. Don said they had to throw the bled-on meat away, but Dick said, ‘No way! That’s the freshest-looking meat on the counter. Leave it there. . . .’ ”

			Hannah Nixon’s crusade to save Harold took her away from the family for long periods. She hung her hopes on the possibility that his health would improve in the drier climate of Arizona, four hundred miles away, and they traveled there for extended stays over a period of more than two years. Richard, who joined her in the summers of 1928 and 1929, found himself in a community of TB sufferers, sick people drifting about in pajamas and robes, sputum cups in hand. He felt afraid, even of his own brother. Meanwhile he took summer jobs, plucking chickens and working as a pool boy at a posh country club and as a barker at a carnival, where he had his first exposure to gambling. His Quaker mother reportedly turned a blind eye to the latter activity.

			In happier days Richard and Harold had fooled visiting salesmen at their father’s store by concocting phony radio advertisements and broadcasting them over a speaker system Harold had rigged up. Richard, a relative remembered, excelled at faking the broadcasts. In Arizona, Harold figured out a method of intercepting a girlfriend’s phone conversations with a rival suitor, which was probably Richard’s first experience of wiretapping.

			All the while Richard watched as his mother tended Harold and the other tuberculosis patients she took in as paying guests, emptying bedpans and washing bloody sheets. Death came for Harold in 1933, at home in Whittier, on his mother’s birthday. “Richard sank into a deep, impenetrable silence,” Hannah remembered. “From that time on, it seemed he was trying to be three sons in one, striving even harder than before to make up to his father and me for his loss. . . . I think Richard may have felt a kind of guilt that Harold and Arthur were dead and he was alive.”

			Frank Nixon had judged Harold, of all the boys, “the flower of the family.” “Why is it,” he asked Jessamyn West’s father, “that the brightest and strongest, handsomest and best, get taken first?” Jessamyn suspected her cousin Richard had been made to feel “a substitute, a man on the second team.”

			When Arthur died, Frank Nixon had decided he was being punished for keeping his store open on the Sabbath, and he closed it on Sundays thereafter. After Harold’s death Hannah vowed never to celebrate her birthday again, and banned parties or presents for the rest of her life. She and Frank accepted their son’s passing as yet another expression of God’s will.

			The Nixon children were steeped in religion. Of the two Quaker meeting-houses in their hometown, the family attended the one that followed an evangelical tradition, which had very different practices from the original Quaker concept of silent prayer. Evangelical Quakers were more given to music, singing, and passionate sermons.

			“We regularly went to church four times on Sunday,” Richard recalled, “Sunday school and a worship service in the morning, a young people’s meeting called Christian Endeavor, and another worship service in the evening. . . . We never had a meal without grace. Usually it was silent. Sometimes each of us would recite a verse of scripture.” At home, Hannah Nixon preferred her religion quiet. She followed Jesus’ instruction “Enter into thy closet when thou prayest,” actually going into a clothes or broom closet to pray each night. Religion, said her sister Jane, “was just really her life.”

			Frank Nixon, the convert from Methodism, was a prominent Sunday school teacher, remembered as a “firebrand” with flaming cheeks and trembling voice. After Arthur’s death he would rise from his seat at the meeting-house to shout, “We must have a reawakening! We have got to get people back to God!” He began driving his family to Los Angeles for revival meetings, and at one of them the thirteen-year-old Richard surged forward with other devotees to commit himself to Christ.

			At twenty, however, within months of Harold’s death, Richard was questioning the foundations of his religious faith. “My beliefs are shattered,” he declared in a series of college essays titled “What Can I Believe?” He rejected the infallibility of the Bible and its miracle stories and drew up a chart that mapped his concept of how factors like “Will” and “Self-Organization” interacted with “Spiritual Energy” and other drives. He concluded that although his thinking was now “revolutionized,” he remained “a believer in God as Creator and in the philosophy of Christ.”

			Nixon professed to be a Christian for the rest of his life, but swung from admiration of one church to another. He told Walter Trohan of the Chicago Tribune, one of the few journalists who became an intimate, that he would not have stayed a Quaker, except for Hannah; instead, he said, he would have become a Presbyterian. In the sixties, when out of office, he was often seen attending the services of the Reverend Norman Vincent Peale, the conservative minister of The Power of Positive Thinking fame. One of that book’s chapter titles is “I Don’t Believe in Defeat.”

			Nixon announced at the start of his presidency that he was going to hold nondenominational services at the White House every Sunday. Billy Graham, spiritual confidant to every president since Truman, was a regular preacher. On a retreat with Graham, Nixon spoke of his youthful “conversion”—presumably a reference to his experience at the Los Angeles revival meeting—and told Graham, “Pray for me. I’m a backslider.”

			Presidential aide John Ehrlichman, at that time a committed Christian Scientist, regarded the Sunday services and the Billy Graham connection as “a lot of window dressing.” He maintained that “Nixon was not a motivated Christian. Sometimes he reverted to Quaker beliefs, telling me about his mother’s teachings, and how the Quaker ceremony was very simple, more authentic. Other times he’d say, ‘You know, if I were ever to embrace a religion, it would be Catholicism, because they’re so well disciplined in their dogma, so well defined.’ Nixon picked Claude Brinegar as secretary of transportation because he thought he was a Catholic, though he turned out to be Episcopalian. He told him, ‘I want you to be secretary because I want you to be my liaison with the cardinals.’ That was hilarious, because Brinegar just looked at him and said, ‘Well, the L.A. Rams are my team, Mr. President.’ ”

			According to Charles Colson, the aide who later turned to God and became a lay minister, Nixon had considered converting to Catholicism before the 1972 election, having come to be convinced that Catholics represented “the real America.” To traditional Quakers like his mother, Catholicism is anathema.

			Nixon stopped holding Sunday services at the White House during Watergate and for months did not attend church at all. “Bob,” he confided to Chief of Staff H. R. (“Bob”) Haldeman the day he fired him, “there’s something I’ve never told anybody before, not even you. Every night since I’ve been President, every single night before I’ve gone to bed, I’ve knelt down on my knees beside my bed and prayed to God for guidance.” He told Colson the same thing, recalling later that before making any difficult decisions, he prayed at the table at which Abraham Lincoln had signed the Emancipation Proclamation.

			As his resignation approached, Nixon turned for help to a rabbi, Baruch Korff, and attended about two dozen “pastoral sessions.” He had been able to withstand the “vilification and savagery” to which he had been subjected, he explained to Korff, because of the “peace at the center” instilled in him by his Quaker mother. On his last day at the White House, Nixon told Korff he believed he was being “punished by God,” much as his father had felt after Arthur’s death.

			According to Billy Graham, he and Nixon prayed together at San Clemente after the resignation. They discussed the Bible and perused a leather-bound Life of Christ that had belonged to Nixon’s Quaker grandmother. A few months later Watergate Special Prosecution Force attorneys were nonplussed when, having been handed a borrowed Bible to take the oath, the former president whipped out a pen, autographed the Bible as if he were an author at an autograph session, then solemnly handed it back.

			In old age, Nixon said, he regularly consulted his own well-thumbed King James Bible, and his library shelves were crowded with books on religion and philosophy. He still admired Catholicism, having come to believe that ritual and ceremony were essential to religion, yet continued to declare himself a Quaker. “I believe that Richard is an intensely religious man,” his mother said in 1960, “but he shuns even the restrained rituals of his faith. I am sure other Quakers understand my son.” While Nixon’s old church in California spoke up for him after Watergate, most Quaker groups repudiated him.

			Some observers thought that the tenets of the Quaker faith—especially the doctrine that each member of the church has access, individually, to God’s Inner Light—became skewed in Nixon. “We spent a great deal of time arguing about it,” said the Chicago Tribune’s Trohan, “and I tell you frankly: Nixon’s great trouble was his religion. Quakers don’t have anybody to deal with God except themselves, and that can make them loners. He didn’t consult people. . . .”

			Dr. Hutschnecker, the psychotherapist in whom Nixon confided for years, agreed. “He was a victim of the rigidity of his religious training. His indoctrination was that you must help yourself . . . he had been brought up to do everything by himself.” For Hutschnecker, it was Hannah, the mother Nixon obsessed about and called a saint, who was ultimately responsible for that isolating independence. “A saint is someone you cannot pray enough to, improve enough for, beg enough to. He felt he had to prove to his mother that he didn’t need anybody.”

			“Fear,” Hutschnecker came to believe, “was a virus that infected Nixon’s life, that he never recovered from—the fear that he would be regarded as weak. What would Mama think? What would Daddy say? . . . I believe that the image of the saintly but stern face of his mother defeated him more than any other factor. . . . His mother was really his downfall.”
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			One man may have opportunities that others do not . . . what counts is whether the individual used what chances he had.

			—Richard Nixon, 1962

			In 1933 Richard Nixon fought a tough campaign, won a presidency, and subsequently went to jail. The presidency was that of the student body at Whittier College, the liberal arts school in his hometown, and he won it by promising to fight for the removal of a prohibition on student dances. No matter that he himself was no dancer or that his parents thought the ban should continue. “He’s a real smart politician,” said the candidate who lost the election. “He knew what issues to use to get support.”

			The scrape with the law came a few months later, when Nixon and some fellow students snake-danced into town and burst into a movie theater without buying tickets. When the police hauled the group off to jail, Nixon got them out by phoning a Whittier alumnus who happened to be a judge. A year earlier, as chairman of a committee organizing the annual bonfire, he had more than fulfilled the traditional obligations of that post. The chairman was expected to supply a large wooden privy to top the heap. A one- or two-seater privy was considered satisfactory, but Nixon distinguished himself by producing a four-seater. He and a few confederates had broken into a rancher’s premises at night, disconnected the privy from its sewer pipes, and escaped unseen.

			
			At twenty the man who as president claimed to have had no education was flying high in academe. All his young life he had been an exemplary student. “He absorbed knowledge of any kind like a blotter,” elementary school teacher Mary George remembered. “He just never had to work for knowledge at all. . . .” Nixon would claim he had learned to read before starting first grade. Although Miss George thought not, she did recall wondering, that year, how he managed to read “no less than thirty or forty books, besides doing all of his other work.”

			“My mother spent countless hours,” he wrote by way of explanation in old age, “encouraging me, helping me with homework and challenging me to learn.” When relatives saw a light burning late at the Nixon house, they would say knowingly, “Richard is studying, and Hannah is with him.” His mother said: “Richard always seemed to need me more than the four other sons did. He used to like to have me sit with him when he studied.”

			Because of his good grades, Nixon was advanced into classes with children older than him. He scored steady As in all subjects except math and geometry. In fifth grade he was top of the class the entire year. At eleven he was devouring the book How to Win Friends and Influence People, by Dale Carnegie. At twelve he was sent away for six months to stay with his aunt Jane, a professional music teacher, and came home able to play the Grieg piano sonata. Music aside, however, he proved inept at any work that involved hand-eye coordination. He was hopeless at woodwork or anything that required mechanical aptitude and as an adult was known as a total klutz.

			In 1930, his last year at high school, Nixon won the Harvard Club of California’s award for the “best all-around student” in the state. The prize was a stepping-stone to a Harvard University scholarship, and by one account he was offered one. There was also talk of Yale, but he wound up attending neither. Perhaps the family finances would have been overstretched by an Ivy League tuition, as Nixon explained. Yet, as he also admitted, with Harold’s drawn-out illness, the arrival of new baby Edward, and a shortage of help in the store, he was needed at home.

			So it was that Nixon applied for a Milhous Scholarship to help him attend Whittier College, a scholarship he could hardly fail to win. It was funded by fifty thousand dollars left to Whittier by his own maternal grandfather and specifically designed to pay for the education of Milhous family members. One of Nixon’s uncles supplied his letter of reference. Whittier College was—and is—an entirely respectable seat of learning, but it was not a name to conjure with. “I had dreamed of going to college in the East,” Nixon wrote in his memoirs. Once that dream had ended, and for the rest of his life, he indulged an obsession about entitlement and social class.1

			In the early thirties, with the national economy shuddering, most Whittier students were children of the affluent minority in the local community. The majority of young men in this group aspired to join the Franklins, a literary club that had become a pretext for the sorts of dinners and balls at which tuxedos were de rigueur. As one student put it, the Franklins were the “aristocrats of the campus.” Even though he was a member of the Milhous family, Nixon was not invited to join the Franklins. He agreed at once, therefore, when asked to help form a rival society. He became president and founding member of a group of students who called themselves the Orthogonians, a name taken from the Greek word meaning “upright.”

			Membership of the Orthogonians was made up, in Nixon’s words, of men who “had to work their way through college.” Most were football players, with skills that Nixon famously aspired to in vain. Though he made the team, he was remembered as having “two left feet” and sat out most games on the bench.

			It was he who chose the society’s French motto, Ecrasons l’infâme, or “Let us crush infamy,” adapted from the philosopher Voltaire’s call to do battle with the Roman Catholic Church. Nixon claimed to have written the society’s song, although according to a contemporary student newspaper account, someone else was actually responsible. Nixon did select its mascot, a wild boar, and its “4 Bs” slogan, standing for Beans, Brains, Brawn, and Bowels. He was also one of those who dreamed up the society’s induction rite, a test of manhood that involved being stripped naked, chastised with a wooden paddle, and digging up the corpse of an animal and eating its decaying flesh. As a founding member Nixon was exempted from this ritual, which was later banned by the college after a student was seriously injured.

			“They were the haves,” Nixon said of the rival Franklins, “and we were the have-nots.” The truth, however, was that by local standards he was perceived as one of the haves. It was not just that he had a scholarship to Whittier. It was that as the Depression tightened its grip, his family’s fortunes actually improved. The grocery never failed to show a profit. His cousin Jessamyn West thought it ludicrous to suggest Richard was poor at that time. “By some,” she said, the Nixons “were considered rich.” Nixon’s first girlfriend, Ola Welch, said in 1996 that she considered the Nixons “middle-class.” Nixon’s principal college professor, Dr. Paul Smith, believed class was a key factor at Whittier in the thirties, in a way that impinged on Nixon in a special way. “His family,” Smith said, “wasn’t looked down upon, but the Frank Nixon family was in no way regarded at the social level of the Milhouses.” The mother’s name stood for something, while his father was just a belligerent fellow who ran a store.

			By Nixon’s junior year, at a time when only a handful of students at Whittier had cars, he was the proud owner—with his cousin—of a 1930 Model A Ford. The vehicle cost $325, more than most students’ annual fees. While the Franklins wore formal dress for group photographs, the Orthogonians posed in open-necked shirts—to signal their everyman status and, as one member put it, “because none of us owned a tux and didn’t have the wherewithal to rent it. . . .” Nixon, however, owned a tuxedo throughout his time at college and in his senior year even owned two.

			Nevertheless the boy with two tuxedos harped on his supposedly humble origins for the rest of his life. James Bassett, Nixon’s press secretary and adviser in the fifties, called it his “poor boy complex.” As a budding vice president Nixon told Bassett that his wife had to tell him which fork to use at dinner. “My dad was a grocer,” he later said, playing up to Hubert Humphrey in a speech. “You came up the pharmacy way.” He urged a law firm colleague to seek out young lawyers who were “not children of the elite but people who had fought to make their way in the world . . . like you and me.” As president Nixon told his cabinet that only he and the secretary of labor, Peter Brennan, had “come from the working class.”

			His desire to portray himself as such ultimately contributed to a vengeful neurosis. In the White House, Nixon was soon exhorting staff to destroy the “Eastern Establishment.” He recoiled when Robert Bork, who became his solicitor general, was introduced to him as a professor from Yale, one of the universities Nixon had not been able to attend. In a tape-recorded Oval Office conversation he raged against members of the administration who “start sucking around the Georgetown set. . . . They’re disgusting.”

			“The President has said he wants to screw the universities,” a White House contact reported in 1973 to Admiral Elmo Zumwalt, a member of the Joint Chiefs, “especially Harvard, by cutting back research and development money.” Likewise Nixon ordered George Schultz, then running the Office of Management and Budget, to cancel all funding for the Massachusetts Institute of Technology: “All money stops by Friday. I don’t want a nickel to go to MIT!” Schultz ignored the instruction.

			Nixon flew into a rage when he learned that the president of Harvard, Dr. Derek Bok, was visiting. Told that the professor was a member of the White House Preservation Committee, and that he was meeting with Pat, he was not placated. “He asked me once,” his aide Alexander Butterfield remembered, “ ‘Did one of those dirty bastards ever invite me to his fucking men’s club or his goddamn country club? Not once.’ He was shaking. . . . The hatred was very deep-seated. He didn’t just not like them; he hated them.”

			Even after his resignation Nixon continued to carry on about liberals, intellectuals, and journalists. “They’ll never let up, never,” he told Ken Clawson, his
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