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To Richard Nixon

“They’re a rotten crowd,” I shouted across the lawn. “You’re worth the whole damn bunch put together.”

    NICK CARRAWAY TO JAY GATSBY, The Great Gatsby
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Wasn’t that a time? A time to try the soul of man.

—THE WEAVERS


Six years before Richard Milhous Nixon stood on the East Front of the Capitol to raise his hand on January 20, 1969, not one political observer in a thousand would have predicted he would be there taking the oath as the thirty-seventh President of the United States.

As I wrote in The Greatest Comeback, the political resurrection of Richard Nixon had astonished friends as well as enemies. It had seemed miraculous. Defeated by John F. Kennedy in 1960 in one of the closest races in US history, former vice president Nixon, in November 1962, in the wake of the Cuban Missile Crisis, had been beaten for governor of California by an uncharismatic incumbent named Pat Brown. The morning after, Nixon appeared before the press in Los Angeles and, in the eyes of politicians and journalists alike, committed public political suicide. Exhausted and bitter, Nixon told his tormentors he was through with politics: “Think of all the fun you’ll be missing,” he said. “You don’t have Nixon to kick around anymore, because, gentlemen, this is my last press conference.”

That weekend, Howard K. Smith anchored The Political Obituary of Richard M. Nixon, a documentary on ABC that invited Alger Hiss, the Stalinist spy whose treason Nixon had exposed as a member of the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1948, to come spit on Nixon’s grave.

The backlash against Smith and ABC was ferocious. Many, like the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, where I was a new editorial writer, came to Nixon’s defense. But that did not change reality. If Nixon, a former congressman and senator from California, and for eight years Vice President to Dwight Eisenhower, could not beat Pat Brown in his own home state, he was not going to be President. His once-brilliant career, the second-youngest Vice President in history, was over. As a national candidate, Nixon was dead.

How, then, did this two-time loser, an Eisenhower Republican loathed by the liberal establishment and press, maneuver through the rapids of the most revolutionary decade of the twentieth century to become President of the United States? To answer the question, we must revisit the history of that most divisive decade since the Civil War.

—

The civil rights movement had begun in the mid-1950s, with Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott to desegregate public transit, after which came the national shock of Ike sending troops to Little Rock in 1957 to integrate Central High. It progressed through “sit-ins” at lunch counters and the Freedom Riders in the early 1960s, who sought to desegregate bus travel and bus terminals in the South. Then came the 1963 March on Washington and Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, and the Freedom Summer of 1964 to register black voters in Mississippi. That summer the Civil Rights Act was signed by Lyndon Johnson and dedicated to JFK. From 1955 to 1965, America, outside of the South, stood behind the civil rights movement.

But the times they were a-changing. By 1964, Dr. King was being challenged for leadership by Malcolm X, who had split off from the Black Muslims of Elijah Muhammad and would be assassinated in Harlem in early 1965. The Black Power movement arose, and the Black Panthers with their “off the pigs” slogan. Governor George Wallace of Alabama, who stood in the schoolhouse door in Tuscaloosa, and then had stood aside to allow the university to be integrated, had by 1964 become a backlash candidate challenging Lyndon Johnson for the Democratic nomination and tearing up primaries in Wisconsin, Indiana, and Maryland. Black crime had begun to surge, and the black family to disintegrate. Black America and white America were no longer united. In the Watts area of Los Angeles in the summer of 1965 came the worst racial violence in an American city since the New York draft riots of 1863, when President Lincoln had to send in the veterans of Gettysburg. In July 1967, Newark and Detroit exploded. So extensive were the looting, shooting, and arson, the National Guard was called out and the 82nd Airborne sent in.

In the fall of 1962, after I began writing editorials for the Globe, I was urging US courts to cite segregationist Governor Ross Barnett of Mississippi for contempt for refusing to admit James Meredith to Ole Miss. By 1965, I was writing editorials urging judges to jail civil rights leaders who were violating court orders and occupying a local bank. Protesters were burning our newspapers in trash baskets outside the Globe and chaining our doors shut.

Then there was Vietnam, the most divisive war since the Civil War. Three weeks before Kennedy’s assassination, South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem and his brother, the security chief, had been ousted in a military coup. While it may not have been part of the CIA-backed plot, the Diem brothers had been executed inside a US-provided armored personnel carrier. Having overthrown an ally, and put the generals in power, America now owned the war.

In August 1964, a US destroyer off the coast of North Vietnam was reportedly attacked by gunboats. To show toughness for the fall campaign, President Johnson asked Congress for authority to wage war on the North. Without a dissent, the House voted him the power. Two senators, Wayne Morse and Ernest Gruening, voted no. As the months passed, US troop levels rose steadily, and American dead began to come home, in the tens, then the scores, then the hundreds, every week. By late 1967, with 500,000 US troops in Vietnam and General William Westmoreland requesting 200,000 more, the left wing of the Democratic Party was in open revolt against the President and against the war.

In 1964, the first great wave of baby boomers, the largest generation in US history, arrived on campus. The youth rebellion began at Berkeley that year, when thousands of students surrounded a police car in front of Sproul Hall and held it hostage for thirty hours, demanding control of university policy on free speech, then on filthy speech. Graduate student Mario Savio called on America’s young to throw themselves onto the gears of the machine running the country and shut the system down. For seven years, campuses would be in an upheaval. Classes were disrupted by protesters. University administrators and faculty saw their offices occupied and ransacked. Next came the demonstrations, the civil disobedience, and the riots against the draft and the war, featuring attacks on military offices, the blocking of troop trains, and the burning down of ROTC buildings.

While the civil rights movement was devolving into black revolution, and the war was tearing families, communities, campuses, and country apart, the sexual revolution and drug culture and feminist movement were winning converts and further fragmenting an angry and divided nation.

—

Where was Nixon, as the social, cultural, moral, and political revolution swept the campuses and country? After his defeat in California, he had packed his family up and moved to New York to practice law with a firm renamed Nixon, Mudge, Rose, Guthrie & Alexander, which occupied four floors at 20 Broad Street, next door to the New York Stock Exchange. Nixon’s apartment was the fifth floor of 810 Fifth Avenue, seven floors below that of Governor Nelson Rockefeller, who shunned Nixon and had the state party do the same.

The contest for the 1964 nomination was between Rockefeller, the leader of the liberal establishment, and Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona, the champion of a rising and insurgent conservative movement to which I had belonged since college in the late 1950s.

On November 22, 1963, the course of American history changed. That Friday, as I was putting the finishing edits on a weekend feature of two thousand words contending that Goldwater would be the nominee and stood a good chance of becoming president, a bulletin came over the Associated Press wire: shots had been fired at the presidential motorcade in Dallas. Within an hour came word that President Kennedy was dead.

Jack Kennedy and Barry Goldwater, both veterans of World War II, had entered the Senate the same day in 1953, and were friends as well as colleagues. But when Lyndon Johnson took the oath on Air Force One, any hope Goldwater had of becoming president was gone. America was not going to change presidents again in eleven months. Moreover, the media swiftly indicted Dallas as the “City of Hate” and the conservative movement for having created the “atmosphere” in which JFK had been murdered. That the assassin was a self-professed Marxist who had defected to the Soviet Union, married a Russian woman, and returned to propagandize for Fidel Castro did not matter. Nor did it matter that Oswald had tried to assassinate right-wing General Edwin Walker. While some in the press liked Goldwater personally, the conservative movement he was leading was seen by many among the elites as quasi-fascist. Books were published warning of the “Danger on the Right” and documentaries run about the “Thunder on the Right.”

Less than four months after Kennedy’s burial at Arlington National Cemetery came the Republican primary in New Hampshire. Goldwater, the favorite, lost badly to a write-in campaign on behalf of Henry Cabot Lodge, Nixon’s running mate in 1960, whom JFK had named US ambassador to South Vietnam. Goldwater got 22 percent to Lodge’s 36. But he defeated his principal rival, Rockefeller. Nixon had won a respectable 17 percent as a write-in.

The Nixon and Lodge efforts soon fizzled as the campaign continued on to its climax in California. There, the birth of Rockefeller’s son, to the woman for whom he had divorced his wife, proved disastrous. Only days later, Goldwater won the primary, and the nomination. Watching into the early hours, I saw this victory as historic. Every conservative sensed that the fate of our cause depended on Goldwater’s winning California, if we were ever to overthrow the establishment that had dictated Republican nominees or had exercised veto power over them for decades.

After a clumsy attempt at the Cleveland Governors Conference that June to persuade Governor George Romney of Michigan to challenge Goldwater, Nixon made perhaps the crucial decision that would lead to his becoming President of the United States. He called Goldwater and offered, as 1960 nominee and thus titular leader of the party, to endorse him in a prime-time convention speech, to call on Republicans to unite behind him, and to travel the country—in a campaign Nixon knew would end in disaster. As of that June, Goldwater was 59 points behind LBJ in the Gallup poll.

Nixon made good on his commitment. In a speech that had the conservative faithful at the Cow Palace in San Francisco on their feet, Nixon declaimed, “Before this convention, we were Goldwater Republicans, Rockefeller Republicans, Scranton Republicans, Lodge Republicans, but now that this convention has met and made its decision, we are Republicans, period, working for Barry Goldwater.”

Nixon introduced the nominee as “Mr. Conservative” and “Mr. Republican…the man who, after the greatest campaign in history, will be Mr. President.” Goldwater then proceeded to redivide the convention, declaring, “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice.” Still, Nixon stayed true to his promise. He campaigned harder for the party nominee, said some, than did the nominee himself.

On November 3, 1964, the party was staring at a massacre unlike any seen since Alf Landon was wiped out by FDR in 1936. Party strength had been cut to less than a third of the House, less than a third of the Senate, and seventeen governors. Down-ballot losses in statewide offices and state legislatures were nothing short of a bloodbath. Lyndon Johnson, with 295 Democrats in the House and 68 in the Senate, moved swiftly to erect his Great Society, pass Medicare and Medicaid, and enact the Voting Rights Act after “Bloody Sunday” at the Selma bridge. But, fatally for him, he began to take us deeper into the war in Southeast Asia. In March 1965, US Marines went ashore at Danang. The sixties had begun.

—

As of that November, in 1964, Nixon was not only a two-time loser. He had been chief surrogate for a nominee who had split his party and led it to its worst debacle in decades. Yet, paradoxically, Richard Nixon was a new man. He had been a portrait in loyalty when others abandoned Goldwater. He wore battle stars in the first great ideological clash of the decade. He had been at that Pickett’s Charge of the American right and earned the gratitude of Goldwater and his support if Nixon chose to run in 1968. He had money in the bank with conservatives who had been suspicious of him. And the 1968 presidential field had been cleared of any rival to his right. “Winning by losing” is a concept the right understands. After losing two elections and being beside Goldwater in the worst party defeat in three decades, Richard Nixon was sitting on a lofty limb in what he liked to call “the catbird seat.”

—

I saw this, too, from my perch at the Globe-Democrat, where I had begun writing editorials at twenty-three in the summer of 1962, two months out of the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia University. But while I had a secure job, good income, and excellent prospects, I was a spectator in that turbulent decade, and hungered to be in on the action.

In 1963, I had scheduled my vacation to coincide with the March on Washington and was on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, yards from Dr. King, when he gave his “I Have a Dream” speech. In July 1964, I had driven down to Neshoba County, Mississippi, before the bodies of the civil rights workers Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman were retrieved from the earthen dam. I saw the American flag turned upside down at half-mast in Meridian, Mississippi, the day the Civil Rights Act became law. I drove to Birmingham to inspect the 16th St. Baptist Church, where the four black girls had been blown to bits by the Klan on a Sunday morning, and to the Anniston, Alabama, bus station, where the Freedom Riders had been beaten up. With my friend, future Pulitzer Prize–winning reporter Denny Walsh, I would go out at night to cover radicals of the left and the right. By 1965, I was defending US war policy in Vietnam in raucous teach-ins at Washington University, where I discovered an ability to handle hostile questions and rouse crowds, especially unfriendly ones. But I was still a man of words, not a man of action, and ruefully agreed with that veteran of Antietam, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., that “it is required of a man that he should share the passion and action of his time at peril of being judged not to have lived.”

My assessment in the aftermath of 1964 was that the nomination in 1968 would come down to Nixon or Romney and that, since Nixon had stood by Goldwater and his depth on foreign policy, my central concern, was far greater, I would try to enlist in his campaign. Opportunity appeared when Nixon was invited to fill in for Senator Everett Dirksen at a speech in Belleville, Illinois, across the river from St. Louis. An after party was to be held at the home of Don Hesse, the Globe cartoonist, a friend of Nixon. Don was happy to invite me and to introduce me to the former vice president.

When we met in the kitchen of Hesse’s home, it was not our first encounter. I related to Nixon how, ten years before, I had been the last one on the caddie log at Burning Tree when his golf bag was put out, and he and I had walked eighteen holes together. To show I was not faking this, I dropped the name of the golf pro and the assistant pro at Burning Tree and described his plaid bag. “If you are going to run in 1968,” I told Nixon, “I’d like to get aboard early.” Nixon was impressed. Hesse told me that in the hour-long ride to the Lambert–St. Louis airport the next morning, Nixon talked only of me.

In two weeks I was in his office at 20 Broad, where we talked from 3 to 6 p.m. Sitting formally at his desk, in a suit and tie, Nixon jumped from issue to issue. He was conducting an examination of what I knew and what I believed, but it was not a difficult exam. As we had only two editorial writers at the Globe, there was no subject that he raised on which I had not written. His concern was my conservatism. “You’re not as far right as Buckley, are you?” he asked. “I’m a great admirer of Bill Buckley,” I replied. Nixon was then in a nasty dispute with National Review over a comment he made in private, that “the Buckleyites are more dangerous than the Birchers.”

After the three hours, Nixon invited me to come work for him, for a year, at a salary of $13,500, half again what I was earning. He called my publisher, Richard H. Amberg, to ask if he would grant me a year’s leave. Amberg agreed. My eight and a half years as one of the aides closest to that most controversial politician and president of the twentieth century had begun.

Nixon had told me he would not decide about 1968 until after the returns from 1966 were in, and he would not run, unless the party made a dramatic comeback. For, as of December 1965, the GOP appeared dead. Political observers were writing it off for a generation. However, in taking that leave from the Globe, I had my own motives and ambitions. I thought Nixon, though written off as a loser, could be the next president. I wanted to help him reach that goal, and then to go into his White House and to be to President Nixon what Ted Sorensen had been to President Kennedy.

—

When I signed on, I had just turned twenty-seven. And when I arrived in late January 1966, Nixon put me in an office, right next to his corner office. My designated assignment was to do research for his speeches and articles, help him write a once-a-month column, and support the effort he planned that fall in the congressional elections. In my small office, along with the files, were two others: Rose Mary Woods, Nixon’s secretary since the Hiss case, and a lady who helped with the secretarial duties and identified herself to callers as “Miss Ryan.” Miss Ryan was Thelma Ryan (“Pat”) Nixon, the future First Lady of the United States, from whom I used to bum cigarettes.

Soon, every day when Nixon came to his office he would call me in to talk, often for hours. He was consumed with politics, policy, personalities, and had no other full-time aide. Back at my desk, I would mark up magazine articles and newspapers, write memos he would stuff in his briefcase and take home, and make calls. Often we would spend so much time in his office I had to stay late into the night to get my assignments done. As Nixon came to trust me, he opened up. About the profession that was providing him a munificent income, he said, “If I had to practice law for the rest of my life, I would be mentally dead in two years, and physically dead in four.” Nixon was in an upholstered penalty box, desperate to get back out on the ice.

He quizzed me constantly on what conservatives believed and why. While he wanted to keep a respectable distance—to be with them, but not of them—he understood the new power relationships in the party. As I told him, the Rockefeller wing may have been necessary to appease in 1960, but the new imperative was to unite the Republican centrists he represented with the conservatives who had captured the nomination for Goldwater. These forces together could be invincible. You did not need the establishment to win the nomination. The Goldwater legions had shown it to be hollow at its core. As for Rockefeller, Romney, and Scranton, they were “all chiefs and no Indians.”

—

Before the 1966 campaign began, Nixon predicted Republicans would gain forty seats in the House, half a dozen governors, three senators, and hundreds of state legislators—an historic comeback after the rout of 1964.

That fall, we traveled to thirty-five states in six weeks. When the returns came in on the night of November 8, Nixon had underestimated the victory. The Republicans had added 47 House seats, 8 governors, 3 senators, and 540 state legislators. Governors Rockefeller and Romney had won reelection, and ex-Hollywood star Ronald Reagan had been elected governor of California by a million votes, defeating Pat Brown.

This was the second critical decision that resulted in Richard Nixon’s nomination in 1968. In 1966, he had shoved his whole stack in, declared that Republicans would win in a great comeback, then gone out and campaigned across the country, and delivered it. Nixon the loser had led his party to a smashing victory. Even hostile reporters were impressed and, seeing Nixon as again a contender, began trooping to the law offices at 20 Broad to interview the former vice president.

At Nixon, Mudge, it was now a given that Nixon would run. Yet, in a stunning move, the Sunday before the election of 1966, Nixon announced a six-month “holiday” from politics. The reasons: After a rough campaign at the end of which he had questioned Johnson’s strategy in Vietnam, to which LBJ had responded in a tirade in an election eve press conference, Nixon felt he had won the face-off with the President and should move out of the line of fire. He had no desire to exhaust himself on the Lincoln Day dinner circuit, when the new year could be spent preparing for 1968 by studying, writing, traveling. Most crucially, Nixon had concluded that his main rival, Romney, who had taken the lead in the polls in November 1966, over all Republican rivals and the President as well, might not survive the Iroquois gauntlet that is a presidential campaign. With a malevolent media in mind, Nixon told me of Romney, “Let them chew on him for a little while.”

This was the third decision that would prove critical. Nixon stepped out of the public eye and let the party, press, and country see up close his rival. Nixon was betting that Romney, though a famed auto executive at American Motors who had modernized the Nash Rambler, a governor who had carried Michigan three times, and who looked more like a president than any man in politics, could not go the fifteen rounds.

—

In March, April, May, and June 1967, Nixon took four long trips abroad to burnish his foreign policy credentials and bring himself up to date on world affairs. He believed his knowledge and experience in foreign policy, the ascendant issue, would prove his trump card. For by now the Soviet Union was reaching for strategic parity in nuclear missiles with the United States, and the war in Vietnam was polarizing the nation.

On his trip to Africa and the Middle East, Nixon took me as his lone aide. The morning we arrived at our first stop in Morocco, Ambassador Henry Tasca came aboard our plane to tell us that war had broken out, that Israel had launched a surprise attack that destroyed Egypt’s air force on the ground, that Arab nations were accusing the United States of complicity in the Israeli attack.

With Arab nations breaking relations, and our visits canceled, Nixon and I flew to Paris, where President De Gaulle, who had ordered NATO to move its headquarters out of France, invited him to the Élysée Palace. Our new schedule took us to London, Germany, over Libya to Ethiopia and half a dozen nations of sub-Saharan Africa, back to London, then to Greece and Israel, where Israelis were exultant over their victory in the Six-Day War. A military aide told us that, when our four-seat spotter plane flew down from the Golan and Galilee to Jericho, then up to Jerusalem, we were the first Westerners to fly an Israeli aircraft into the Holy City from the east. Beneath me, I could see the burnt-out remnants of the Arab Legion, massacred by the Israeli air force on the open road. Meetings with Generals Yitzhak Rabin and Moshe Dayan, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol, and former prime minister David ben Gurion suggested the Israelis, too, had begun to see Nixon as potentially the next President of the United States.

—

When Nixon returned from his trips, the election of 1968 was almost upon us. Nixon now made his fourth crucial decision. To rid himself of the loser tag, he would enter all the contested primaries and take on all comers. Nixon had made a deal with Governor Reagan to let him have the first crack at defeating the establishment candidate, Governor Romney, who had slipped in the polls and shown himself inept in handling issues. At summer’s end, Romney made an historic gaffe. He told a TV interviewer that, during a recent visit to Vietnam, he had been “brainwashed” by US diplomats and the military.

Watching Romney spinning his wheels in the snows of New Hampshire, Nixon held off declaring his candidacy until the final day for filing. On our night flight to Boston on January 31, 1968, we got word of communist attacks across South Vietnam. The Tet Offensive, which would cost 1,000 US dead and 6,000 wounded and cause Walter Cronkite to call the war unwinnable, was under way. By the end of February, Romney had fallen so far behind in private polls that he dropped out and quit the race rather than suffer a humiliating defeat by Nixon on March 12.

Nixon won more votes than all the other candidates of both parties combined. But Senator Eugene McCarthy, an antiwar candidate, stunned the nation by winning 42 percent of the Democratic vote. Though LBJ’s name was not on the ballot, he had won New Hampshire as a write-in candidate. Yet his victory was portrayed as a crushing defeat.

There followed what came to be called “Crazy March.” Four days after McCarthy’s moral victory, Bobby Kennedy declared for president in the Senate Caucus Room, where his brother had declared eight years before. Days later, Governor Nelson Rockefeller announced to a shocked press and TV audience that he would not be a candidate, leaving his chief booster, Governor Spiro Agnew of Maryland, sitting in front of a TV with a host of reporters, egg all over his face, as no one had told him Rockefeller was not running.

On March 31, Nixon, campaigning that Sunday in Wisconsin, had me wait in his car on the tarmac at the private terminal at New York’s LaGuardia Airport, to brief him on what the President said in his speech on Vietnam that night. Before Nixon’s plane landed, Lyndon Johnson stunned the nation by declaring he would not be a candidate for reelection. I had to run to Nixon’s plane to get aboard ahead of the press and tell him of LBJ’s momentous decision.

Romney was out, Rockefeller was out, the President was out. Bobby Kennedy was in. Vice President Hubert Humphrey was jumping in. George Wallace was preparing a third-party run with the hope of throwing the election into the House of Representatives and trading his leverage there to negotiate an end to federal pressure to integrate the South.

On April 2, Nixon and McCarthy swept their primaries in Wisconsin. Two days later, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis. Riots erupted in a hundred cities. National Guard and US Army troops patrolled the nation’s capital to stop the arson, looting, and shooting. Marines manned machine guns on the Capitol steps. America appeared to be coming apart. Rockefeller then entered the race, after the filing deadlines for the last primary had passed, for he knew Nixon was invincible among the party rank and file. The Republican Party was now, again, a Nixon party.

Nixon swept Oregon on May 28 with 70 percent, while Reagan, whose agents were active in the state and airing a biographical film on television, got 22 percent. Rockefeller got 5 percent. McCarthy defeated Senator Kennedy in Oregon, as Bobby’s campaign had been badly damaged by revelations that, as attorney general, he had approved FBI wiretaps on the now-martyred Dr. King.

I watched from a few feet away as the first Kennedy to lose a primary or election graciously congratulated Senator McCarthy at the Benson Hotel in Portland. A week later, around 3 a.m., I phoned Nixon from my apartment to tell him Bobby Kennedy had been shot in a Los Angeles hotel kitchen after winning the California primary. Nixon’s daughter, Julie, and future son-in-law, David Eisenhower, watching as the returns came in, had already awakened him.

An effort was mounted at Miami Beach by the Rockefeller and Reagan forces to deny Nixon nomination on the first ballot and break the convention open. But our support held. The reasons: Nixon’s sweep of all the contested primaries gave him a moral claim on the nomination. He had a lock on the conservative leadership of the party: Goldwater, Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, and Senator John Tower of Texas. His base within the party for which no Republican in the postwar era had sacrificed more was unshakable.

I asked Nixon to send me to the Democratic convention in Chicago, while he stayed in Key Biscayne. I had a room at the “Comrade Hilton” on Michigan Avenue, across from Grant Park, where radicals gathered to chant obscenities about Mayor Richard J. Daley, Vice President Humphrey, and Lyndon Johnson. That August evening when Chicago’s finest marched down Balbo to Michigan, and then charged through Grant Park delivering street justice to those who had been taunting and cursing and calling them pigs, Norman Mailer and I were observing from the nineteenth floor. Below us, the Democratic Party of FDR, JFK, and LBJ was coming apart. Having been down in Grant Park and gotten a taste of the abuse, I was for the home team. Nixon, watching on TV, would call several times a night to ask what was going on. He was as riveted as was I by the history unfolding in the streets of Chicago right in front of me.

Like an NFL game, the fall election was broken into halves. The first five weeks after he had emerged as the Democratic nominee from the most divisive convention in the twentieth century, Humphrey was tormented and harassed by antiwar protesters at every stop. Their chant to shout him down and drown him out was “Dump the Hump!” But on September 30, 1968, Humphrey delivered his Salt Lake City speech, breaking with the President and calling for a halt to all US bombing of North Vietnam. When Humphrey gave that speech and joined the doves on the war, he was at 28 percent in the Gallup poll, 15 points behind Nixon, and only 7 points ahead of Wallace.

Humphrey began ascending week by week. By the final week, when Lyndon Johnson declared a bombing halt, a breakthrough in peace talks appeared imminent. Humphrey had tied Nixon and, in one Lou Harris poll, had moved three points ahead. But when the Saigon government announced that it had not signed on to the deal and would not be going into the negotiations, Johnson’s peace initiative collapsed. Many Democrats believe Nixon aides torpedoed the peace talks by offering President Thieu a better deal, if he would declare he would not go to Paris. But Thieu was not naive. He did not need to be told that Nixon was more committed to an honorable outcome of the war than Humphrey, who had just promised an unconditional halt to the bombing of the North and had just joined the “Peace, Now!” camp.

On November 4, after two two-hour telethons Monday night, where I rewrote questions from callers across the country that Nixon answered, we flew from Los Angeles to New York, while the nation voted beneath us. When we got to the Waldorf-Astoria, we learned it would be a long night. Not until Wednesday morning did all three networks call it for Nixon. Humphrey was half a million votes behind in the raw vote total. His only hope was that Wallace would win enough states to deny Nixon the 270 electoral votes needed to win the presidency, and throw the election into the Democratic House, which would name Humphrey president. Wallace won five states of the Deep South, not enough. Richard Nixon was the thirty-seventh President of the United States.
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Until he has been part of a cause larger than himself, no man is truly whole.

—PRESIDENT NIXON, Inaugural Address, 1969


The morning after the election, I found an empty room and crashed at the Waldorf after the Illinois returns came in, and did not awake until noon. Nixon had made his victory statement and was on Air Force One on his way to Key Biscayne, with H. R. (Bob) Haldeman and John Ehrlichman.

The ten weeks from election to inauguration were the most dispiriting of my years with Nixon. After his vacation at Key Biscayne, the President-elect established his transition headquarters at the Pierre hotel, two blocks from his apartment on Fifth Avenue. The researchers and writers from the campaign were all left behind at the campaign annex known as the “Bible Building” at 450 Park Avenue.

A suggestion came from the President-elect that I might want to hold off coming into the White House to write a book about his comeback, as I was the staff member who went back furthest and knew this story best. I was taken aback. I had gone to work for Richard Nixon because I had dreamed of working in his White House.

Ray Price, chief speechwriter, and I were among the first to be named special assistants to the future President on November 16. But all orders now came through Haldeman. Tanned, fit, brusque, in his early forties, Bob wore his hair in a fifties crew cut, had been an Eagle Scout, and had been Nixon’s campaign manager against Pat Brown. He could pass for a drill sergeant at Parris Island. Yet he was not without graciousness. After I was named special assistant, Bob pulled five dollars out of his wallet and said, “Why don’t you and Shelley go down to the bar and have a couple of Bloody Marys.”

On December 18, after hearing reports that the President-elect was about to offer Gene McCarthy the post of ambassador to the United Nations, I wrote Nixon in protest. While it may have seemed insolent to be sending a protest note to a new President-elect, my anger and alarm were growing. “Here,” I wrote of the Democratic senator who had mortally wounded LBJ in New Hampshire, then refused to endorse his fellow Minnesotan, Humphrey, until the final days of the campaign,


is an arrogant mystic with a messianic streak, who left his good friend dangling on a hook for months and perhaps cost him the election, merely because HHH caviled over a few words in a party platform….If he had no loyalty to his old friend HHH, what kind of loyalty would he have to RN?


On November 20, an explosion in Farmington, West Virginia, had taken the lives of seventy-eight miners. I wrote Nixon that we were missing one opportunity after another to “build the majority we failed to win,” with our 43 percent of the vote:


RN visited the UN which probably made [New York Times editorial editor] Johnny Oakes’ day, but if RN had flown to West Virginia, and without fanfare, had talked quietly with those women whose husbands had just been entombed in that mine, it would have spoken eloquently to millions of Americans whom RN and the Republican Party [have] never reached before.

Is there anyone around RN, with a little soul, thinking in terms like this?


I warned Haldeman of the problems certain to arise from the “para-military pyramidic structure” he was setting up. To no avail. For what was being done by Bob was being done with the approval of the man the nation had elected. From Eisenhower days, Nixon had in mind the staff structure he wanted for his presidency. Access to the Oval Office was to be tightly controlled and restricted. Hence, Nixon denied Rose Woods, who had been with him for twenty years, the presidential secretary’s office outside the Oval. He had Haldeman move her down the hall. To insulate himself from intrusions and keep staff conflict and advocacy at a distance, Nixon had isolated himself, an isolation that would contribute to his downfall. Yet our staff system, the House That Haldeman Built, would prove a model for future presidents. The Reagan White House where I served was a replica.

On a pre-inauguration trip to D.C., our staff met with the outgoing White House staff of LBJ, and I went through a receiving line to shake hands with the President. Nixon stood beside Johnson as I introduced myself.

“Mr. President, I’m Pat Buchanan,” I said to the man I had spent three years spearing in Nixon’s statements and speeches. Inches taller than me, LBJ stared down, and, in an icy voice, hammering home each word, said, “I know who you are!” If the thirty-sixth President meant to intimidate me, he had succeeded.

—

By inauguration day, the writing-research team from the campaign had been broken into pieces, its members dispatched to disparate shops. My office was in the old Executive Office Building, or EOB, on the Seventeenth Street side. And any hopes I had that this would be the conservative administration of my aspirations were fading away.

Henry Kissinger, a Harvard professor with a reputation for being a brilliant and ambitious courtier, Nelson Rockefeller’s man, was our national security adviser. Pat Moynihan, a liberal Democrat who worked in LBJ’s Labor Department, was counselor to the President for urban affairs. I had never met either. Both began to build large staffs loyal to themselves, little dukedoms inside President Nixon’s White House.

Haldeman, now White House chief of staff, and Ehrlichman, counsel to the President, were seen, not altogether correctly, as interchangeable twins, ideological agnostics, and bureaucratic allies. Both had been advance men in 1960, and both began to build staffs, with Haldeman’s men controlling access to the Oval Office. Ehrlichman was a Seattle lawyer and Haldeman an ad executive with J. Walter Thompson. Both were Christian Scientists, friends since college at UCLA, but strangers to me when they arrived in mid-1968. Journalists called them “the Berlin Wall.” To some veterans of 1966 and 1968, these late arrivals, given their Prussian aspect, were simply “the Germans.” In Pat Nixon: The Untold Story, a loving memoir of her mother, Julie Nixon Eisenhower points to May 28, 1968, as the day the music died:


The night of the Oregon primary victory, Bob Haldeman joined the Nixon staff and rapidly the hectic but intimate atmosphere of the primaries acquired a businesslike, no-nonsense tempo. Hobart Lewis, a personal friend of the family who traveled with the Nixon campaign whenever he could squeeze time from his job as an executive editor of the Reader’s Digest, spent three days with the staff shortly after Haldeman became chief of staff. Once home, he brooded for forty-eight hours before finally telephoning Rose Woods to ask bluntly, “What’s happened? The fun’s gone.”


—

The conservative staffers who had played major roles in Nixon’s comeback were scattered. Alan Greenspan, our research chief, got no offer that appealed to him. Dick Allen, foreign policy chief in the campaign, was named deputy to Henry Kissinger, who exiled him to the EOB. He would resign by year’s end. Martin Anderson, who had headed up domestic policy research, became the top aide to the other counselor, Dr. Arthur Burns. But Burns lacked the presidential access of Moynihan and by year’s end was on his way to the Federal Reserve. Marty would soon depart. The shop where conservatism was not seen as a suspect cult was the legislative liaison staff of Bryce Harlow, who had held the same White House post under Ike. Tom Huston, Bill Gavin, and I, conservatives all, were sent to speechwriting, to be balanced by liberals Bill Safire, Ray Price, and Lee Huebner, a former head of the Ripon Society. Speechwriting was headed by Jim Keogh of Time magazine, a Nixon biographer, moderate Republican, and genuinely nice man. Bill Gavin would recollect in his memoir Speechwright:


At least once a week…the writing staff, headed by Jim Keogh, would meet in his large office at the end of the first-floor EOB hallway. After getting assignments from Jim, we would…commiserate with each other, because under the new organizational system imposed by H. R. Haldeman, the previous close, informal relationship between Nixon and his writers had been replaced by a technically more efficient—but, in my view, ultimately less satisfying—process. What we made up in flow-chart organization we lost in human contact.

On the campaign trail the writers could be called to the front cabin of Tricia [Nixon’s plane] at any time.


Before the inauguration, I was told by Haldeman that the President wanted me to set up a special news summary and have it on his desk at 7 a.m. I was also to prepare his briefing books, predicting the questions the President would be asked, and writing the answers he should give, for all press conferences. I was to attend all congressional leadership meetings and write up for the President’s files what was said and decided. And I was to handle speechwriting assignments that would be coming through Jim Keogh.

Though I had only just turned thirty, I came into the White House with advantages over many of my colleagues. The first was a personal friendship with the President, at whose side only Rose and I had been for all three years of his comeback. We had been through many battles together. I had been a confidant with whom he could share drinks, speak in candor, and trade jokes. I was a friend of the First Lady, with whom I had worked in that closet of an office outside his at Nixon, Mudge. My future wife, Shelley, had long personal ties to the First Family, having worked for Vice President Nixon a year out of college, traveled with him in the 1960 campaign and in the Goldwater campaign, then rejoined him in January 1967. After the West Wing was remodeled at Nixon’s direction, Shelley would become the receptionist to the President and all White House aides in the West Wing.

Crucially, I had been given by the good Lord a gift, developed in three years of editorial writing and three years of working intimately with Nixon. I could write swiftly, tersely, wittily, and well memos that Nixon loved to read, on matters he cared about most: politics, policy, and personalities. As this book reveals, Nixon asked for and welcomed my missives. It became our primary means of conversation. Over the Nixon White House years, I would send him a thousand. Lastly, Nixon knew I was the most reliable representative in his White House of the conservative wing of his party and his coalition, allies whom he often viewed with skepticism and suspicion. Within weeks of the inauguration, my channel to the Oval Office and the Mansion, via phone calls day and night and memos crossing and recrossing West Executive Avenue, had been reestablished. I had broken through the wall.

In an early column, the White House correspondent for The New Republic, John Osborne, a keen observer of palace politics, wrote of the loss of proximity and access to the President of the writers who had helped shape the campaign and develop the issues that had won Nixon the election. Singling out my assignment to set up a news summary, Osborne wrote:


Pat Buchanan’s considerable talents would seem to be wasted on such a chore….Buchanan…and other veterans of the staff rank third in the pecking order of “assistants,” “deputy assistants,” “special assistants,” and staff assistants to the President. The theory is that they will contribute to the evolution of policy in their assigned fields, but one gets the impression around the White House that they find themselves farther from the President and less involved in the policy process than they had hoped to be.


Osborne had understated the demotion. Counselors to the President held Cabinet rank, while the Special Assistant title had been depreciated by inflating the number and creating three titles above it. Three dozen aides, some of whom I had never met, had titles as high as or higher than mine. Yet, as Osborne was writing this in his column, my relationship with the President, whom younger aides began to call “the Old Man,” was being restored.
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The conservatives get the rhetoric, and we get the action.

—SENATOR HUGH SCOTT, Republican Minority Leader, 1969


Richard Nixon was dealt one of the worst hands of any American president. He had won with only 43 percent of the popular vote and was the first president since Zachary Taylor in 1848 to fail to carry either house of Congress. The bureaucracy, fattened by LBJ’s Great Society, was hostile. The Supreme Court, the most liberal in history, was led by his old nemesis from his California days, Earl Warren. The press and the intellectual and cultural elites loathed Nixon for his role in exposing the treason of Hiss and his savaging of Senator Helen Gahagan Douglas in 1950, and liberal icon and Democratic nominee Adlai Stevenson in 1952 and 1956. Said the longtime editor of The Nation Victor Navasky, “You can’t have voted for Richard Nixon and be a member of the New York intellectual establishment.”

The year of Nixon’s election, 1968, had seen the nation torn apart by the Tet Offensive, the breaking of President Johnson, the assassinations of Dr. King and Bobby Kennedy, the riots that erupted in a hundred cities following King’s death, anarchy on campuses, the smash-up of the Democratic Party at the riotous convention in Chicago, and the war in Vietnam. Half a million US troops were fighting in Southeast Asia, with thirty thousand dead, no end in sight, and caskets coming home every week carrying the remains of two to three hundred of the best and bravest of America’s young.

The line Nixon used in nearly every speech in 1968—“The President of the United States cannot travel at home or abroad without fear of a hostile demonstration”—was almost an understatement. America was approaching the end of a decade of ideological, social, cultural, moral, and racial revolution. And the elites in the capital to which Nixon had come to take power had gone over to that revolution. Wrote Meg Greenfield of the Washington Post, “There has been no more traumatic clash of cultures than that which marked the confrontation between the arriving Nixon administration and the awaiting resident press since Pizarro first dropped in on the Incas.”

Yet though America was as divided as it had ever been since the Civil War, and the capital was seething with resentment at his victory, Nixon was serene and confident, and understandably so. For, having lost to JFK and to Governor Pat Brown in California in 1962, having been written off as dead and a loser, he had made one of the most stunning comebacks in American history. Richard Nixon had proven his enemies wrong.

When he sat down to write his inaugural, Nixon asked his writers—Price, Safire, and me—for contributions. Shortly afterward, he called us in and told us he had read every presidential inaugural. Singling out both of Lincoln’s, FDR’s first, and JFK’s, Nixon said he had been deeply impressed with that of James Buchanan, who had run for one term and come to office in 1857 as slavery was pulling the Union apart. Like Buchanan, Nixon saw something ominous in the divisions in the country he was about to lead. He noted that while every inaugural had made a reference to the Deity, our contributions had not. Nixon chose Price as primary writer. Ray was “blue-sky,” as we used to say, an optimist and a liberal Republican who had been editorial editor of the late New York Herald Tribune. The inaugural he and the President produced was full of magnanimity and hope. Richard Nixon, decried as a great divider, was extending a hand in friendship to his enemies. Today, President Nixon began, “we celebrate the unity that keeps us free”:


To lower our voices would be a simple thing….We cannot learn from one another until we stop shouting at one another—until we speak quietly enough so that our words can be heard as well as our voices….

Those who have been left out, we will try to bring in. Those left behind, we will help to catch up….

To go forward at all is to go forward together. This means black and white together, as one nation, not two. The laws have caught up with our conscience. What remains is to give life to what is in the law: To ensure at last that as all are born equal in dignity before God, all are born equal in dignity before man.

And as we learn to go forward together at home, let us also seek to go forward together with all mankind….


—

Eight years before, JFK declared from the same East Front of the Capitol, “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”

The contrast with Kennedy could not have been more dramatic, or deliberate. JFK, three months in office, after Nikita Khrushchev denounced the United States for the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba, thundered: “[W]e do not intend to be lectured on ‘intervention’ by those whose character was stamped for all time on the bloody streets of Budapest!” Kennedy closed his speech with rhetoric that was pure Darwinism:


The complacent, the self-indulgent, the soft societies are about to be swept away with the debris of history. Only the strong, only the industrious, only the determined, only the courageous, only the visionary who determine the real nature of our struggle can possibly survive.


Nixon never used rhetoric like that. He had no desire to be a crusader president. He had a vision for his presidency that was the near antithesis of JFK’s. The Nixon of January 1969 was the Wilsonian idealist and utopian who believed with Quaker and Christian pacifists that one day men will “beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks” and “nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” Nixon’s inaugural address advanced the theme of his remarks at the Waldorf-Astoria the morning the final returns came in. It would be the goal of his presidency, he said then, to fulfill the wish of the girl who held up the sign at the train station in Deshler on our whistle-stop tour of Ohio that read “Bring Us Together.” Nixon’s dream was to bring America and the world together, and enter history as the Peacemaker President.

The remarkable thing about Richard Nixon is that he truly believed this. In the closing words of his inaugural, he declared, “I shall consecrate my office, my energies, and all the wisdom I can summon, to the cause of peace among nations.” More remarkable is that he thought that he might succeed.

My contribution had been to call the President-elect’s attention to the words in FDR’s first inaugural—that our nation’s troubles “concern, thank God, only material things.” Ours is a crisis of another kind, I said to Nixon. America suffers today not from a crisis of material things but a “crisis of the spirit.” Nixon included the thought and the FDR quote. As his limousine took him up Pennsylvania Avenue, the true state of the nation he was now leading rudely intruded. As Nixon related in his memoirs:


Around 12th street I could see protest signs waving above a double line of police struggling to keep the crowd back. Suddenly, a barrage of sticks, stones, beer cans, and what looked like firecrackers began sailing through the air toward us. Some of them hit the side of the car and fell into the street. I could hear the protesters’ shrill chant: “Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh, the NLF is going to win.” A Viet Cong flag was lifted, and there was a brief scuffle as some in the crowd tried to tear it down.


As a boy, I had sat beside my father, whose accounting firm had handled the inauguration, across Pennsylvania Avenue from Ike’s reviewing stand in 1953. Six years later, I watched silently as Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, “the Butcher of Budapest” who had crushed the Hungarian “freedom fighters” with Russian tanks in 1956, rode by smiling in an open car. When Khrushchev went into Blair House, we gave out a rousing cheer for Ike as he crossed the avenue to the White House.

On that brutally cold day of January 20, 1961, I stood at Fifteenth and Pennsylvania as the Kennedys in top hats and open limousines came by: Attorney General–designate Robert F. Kennedy, thirty-six, and his brother, forty-three, the youngest president ever elected. That was the America I grew up in, an America that was now gone. By January 20, 1969, we were in another country, no longer one nation and one people, but a land divided by war and race and culture and politics.


An Opening to the Left

Within days of Nixon’s taking office, my fears that this was not going to be the conservative administration I had envisioned during my three years with Nixon were confirmed. No real effort was made by the President, his Cabinet, or his White House staff to roll back the Great Society. With a few rare exceptions, LBJ’s programs were to be preserved and fully funded. The big domestic Cabinet offices—the Department of Health, Education and Welfare and the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)—were assigned to Bob Finch, a progressive who had been Nixon’s campaign manager in 1960, and George Romney, the liberal Republican who had run against us in New Hampshire and, rebelling against Nixon’s selection of a running mate, let his name be put in nomination against Spiro Agnew in Miami Beach. Even the Office of Economic Opportunity, the poverty agency where ex-congressman Don Rumsfeld, Nixon’s nominee to head it, found posters of Che Guevara on the walls, was given a new lease.

Personnel is policy. Newton’s first law is the law of inertia: an object in motion will continue on course unless it meets an obstacle. In the Nixon years, the Great Society, the programmed growth of federal social programs, rolled on unabated, because it met no resolute resistance in the West Wing, in the Cabinet, or in the Oval Office.

Nixon was no Goldwater, no small-government, anti–New Deal libertarian conservative. He had entered politics in 1946, a decade before the conservative movement was born. He often referred to the right as “they.” “What do they want now, Buchanan?” he would ask in exasperation. At other times, conservatives were seen as loyal friends and fighting allies. But while Nixon recoiled at what he saw as the rigidity of the right, he respected their willingness to stand and fight for their beliefs. But he was not one of us.

When building his campaign organization in 1967, Nixon would court former Goldwater lieutenants, bring me out, and introduce me saying, “Buchanan, here, was with Goldwater in ’64.” Nixon was giving the old Goldwaterites assurances that, while he might not be one of them, conservatives were welcome in the campaign of the “New Nixon.”

—

Nixon did genuinely want to “bring us together” and felt the formula for national unity lay in mollifying the majority party by leaving its domestic legacy alone, while Democrats would reciprocate by giving him a free hand in foreign policy and extricating us from Vietnam. This was what he cared about most. As Nixon had told Teddy White, the country pretty much runs itself. But you need a president to conduct foreign policy.

Constant reinforcement for the case against any Nixon move to defund the Great Society came from Pat Moynihan. As Nixon relates in his memoir:


From the first days of my administration I wanted to get rid of the costly failures of the Great Society—and I wanted to do it immediately. I wanted the people who had elected me to see that I was going to follow through on my campaign promises….

It was Pat Moynihan who made an uncharacteristic plea for caution. In several long sessions in the Oval Office he paced back and forth in front of my desk, waving his arms to punctuate his arguments: “All the Great Society activist constituencies are lying out there in wait,” he said, “poised to get you if you try to come after them: the professional welfarists, the urban planners, the day-carers, the social workers, the public housers. Frankly, I’m terrified at the thought of cutting back too fast. Just take Model Cities. The urban ghettos will go up in flames if you cut it out.”


Whether Moynihan was terrified of left-wing radicals rising up, or mobs burning down our cities if the Great Society were scuttled, should have been irrelevant. A politician of Nixon’s experience knew you struck when the iron was hot. His hand would never be stronger than the day he took office. We had won the Republican nomination because we had the backing of Republican conservatives like Senators Barry Goldwater, John Tower, and Strom Thurmond holding off Governor Ronald Reagan, and because Nixon had been more conservative than Governors George Romney and Nelson Rockefeller. Nixon had been nominated and elected by center-right coalitions. The 13 percent Governor George Wallace won in 1968 would stand by the 43 percent Nixon had won, if he ash-canned the Great Society as promised. But he did not. As a result, Richard Nixon forfeited his historic opportunity to become a great conservative president, heeding instead a “terrified” liberal academic.

Another reason Nixon did not roll back the Great Society, which would one day bleed the republic almost dry, was that he was taken with Moynihan’s wit and intellect and seduced by his vision that he, Nixon, could astound critics as the American Disraeli who used Tory men to advance Whig measures. Nixon read deeply in history, loved stories and quotes of the great men, and relished being compared to them, and especially to the British prime ministers.

In the last analysis, Nixon did not dismantle the Great Society because no one of real influence in his domestic policy inner circle pushed for it and his heart was not in it. Arthur Burns, chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers in Ike’s first term and now counselor to the President, saw what I did. In a bitter diary, revealed decades later, Burns had written on February 12, 1969: “As I watch our Cabinet in action, I wonder more & more whether or how they differ from the LBJ people. They push for their departments, care not about money, rely on LBJ’s people and talk like them.”

Dr. Burns, who spoke ponderously, could not compete for Nixon’s attention with the glib, witty Moynihan. When he went to Ehrlichman to protest that the Family Assistance Plan, the welfare program Moynihan had worked up, was antithetical to Nixon’s basic philosophy, Ehrlichman replied, “Don’t you realize the President doesn’t have a philosophy?”

Foreign policy was Nixon’s first love and domestic policy often a distraction. In imploring Nixon not to get rid of the Great Society agencies and programs, Moynihan and his allies were pushing against an open door.

But before his first year was over, Nixon would discover that if he had believed he could buy off the establishment and the left that detested him, he had deluded himself. For, by fall, the men and movement that had broken Lyndon Johnson were hell-bent on breaking him. Nixon would come to understand that either he would confront and fight them for the rest of his presidency, or he would be forced to capitulate and preside over America’s first defeat in a foreign war. Nixon chose to fight.

—

Two weeks into the administration, on February 3, 1969, came a memo from Haldeman directing me to prepare a briefing book for a February 6 press conference, to be on Nixon’s desk in forty-eight hours. For three years I had been preparing these briefing books, which contained my predictions of what the questions would be that Nixon would confront at his press conferences, with recommended answers, short and tight, to every question. Nixon demanded, on most questions, answers of no more than 100 words. He told me he spoke at a rate of 120 words a minute. I had become expert at predicting what my former colleagues in the press would zero in on, and I always made the briefing books as lean and concise as I could, consistent with making sure that Nixon was not sandbagged by an unanticipated question, and that he had an answer to every question that might be asked. My briefing books were like Cliffs Notes, and he studied these books and wrote notes on them for hours, sometimes over several days, to prepare himself. Nixon was intensely studious and took these press conferences as seriously as a graduate student would take the faculty’s formal challenge to his PhD thesis.

On February 5, after I sent the briefing book in, I memoed Haldeman that I had run “into a number of roadblocks which were considerable,” and promised “a confidential and candid memorandum” about what they were. “Please be sure to do so,” Haldeman shot back; “we’ve got to try to iron out as many kinks as we can.”

Not in three years of briefing Nixon had I encountered such static, the cause of which was the imperative that every senior aide sign off on what the President should say. Before sending the briefing book to Nixon, I had been told to run it by Jim Keogh, Bill Safire, Ray Price, and Bryce Harlow. Bryce never got back to me. There was no defense or foreign policy section in my book since the National Security Council never provided me with Q&A. Why not? Kissinger had not reviewed the work of his NSC. It was still on his desk. The NSC was blaming State for not getting its Q&A over to them in time for review. This was bureaucratic constipation. If we had a process like this at the Globe-Democrat, the first edition would never have gotten out on the street.

My February 10 memo to Haldeman ran to ten pages. Kissinger, I told him, was the roadblock. I was encountering “sitdown strikes in the Situation Room” by an NSC unwilling to send any Q&A to me until Henry cleared it. And Henry sat on it so I would not have time to rewrite the NSC book in my own words, before it went to the President. “[U]nless the President gives some form of direct order” to Henry to end the obstructionism, I told Haldeman, we will confront this problem in every press conference.

Second, the instructions that I had been given, to guarantee that Jim Keogh, head of speechwriting, review the briefing book before it went to the President, and that his changes be incorporated, were unworkable. Jim was among the nicest men in the White House, but my memo to Haldeman reflected my exasperation:


Jim simply doesn’t have the requisite knowledge of issues to be judging what I do for content, and second, he doesn’t have the political savvy to be dictating what should or should not go in [the briefing book]. So, what Jim does with this book, and the news summary as well, is to take them to Price and ask if he agrees with what has been prepared—to which, of course, Price replies no, since Ray and I disagree on the crucial issues coming before the press conference such as school desegregation and the poverty program….

If you get Price and Safire and Buchanan and Harlow and Huston and Keogh to agree on the precise wording of a response to school desegregation you are going to have an answer that satisfies none of us, an answer that is the lowest common denominator in content. You are going to come up with the type of answer arrived at by that 13-man committee you had reviewing the first briefing book. That committee, you will recall, in the course of two hours, came up with seven or eight replies, not a damn one of which had anything to commend it, except complete inoffensiveness….

[T]hese briefing answers are not statements going out to the public over the President’s name. They ought to be a little daring in language. The answers prepared by the Departments and even Kissinger’s operation are deadly dull; there is a conscious effort made to avoid any memorable language or phrase. They are the kind of answer one can read in interviews in Pravda.


—

The “13-man committee” I had referred to was my first meeting in the Cabinet room on January 27. I came in late to a filled room. Seeing only one empty chair on the far side of the Cabinet table, I went over and sat in it. Haldeman indicated I was in the President’s chair and should probably vacate. Here is how Haldeman describes the meeting in his memoirs: “Two hours of discussion, developed an opening statement (which he did not use) and added seven or eight Q & A’s to the [briefing] book.” None of the heavies in the Cabinet room had any idea of how Nixon had prepared for his press conferences and telethons for the previous three years.

I then brought up the Daily News Summary that the President had directed me to set up. Though Keogh was in charge of the speechwriting shop to which I was assigned, I now had an operation of my own, headed by Lyndon K. (Mort) Allin, who was hiring a staff to help produce the news summary that was already running to a dozen pages, was now on Nixon’s desk at seven every morning, and was the first thing he read every day.

The origin of the news summary went back to the campaigns of 1966 and 1968. When on the road, Nixon wanted to know, before he appeared in public that morning, all major news events that had occurred, so he would not be blindsided by a reporter. Using an early version of a fax machine, Agnes Waldron, a researcher from the 1960 campaign, would send copies of all major newspaper stories and editorials that hit the streets in the East by 10 p.m., from the New York Times, Washington Post, and Baltimore Sun. I would pick out the paragraphs to be typed up on bond paper. Rose, Marje Acker, Linda Clancy, Shelley, and others on the road would spend hours
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