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Pick out the three best men you have in your fleet, and I will tell you all the tricks that the old man will play on you. The moment you see that he is asleep, seize him. Put forth all your strength and hold him fast, for he will do his very utmost to get away from you. He will turn himself into every kind of creature that goes upon the earth and will become also water and wondrous blazing fire. But you must hold him fast and grip him tighter and tighter, until he begins to talk to you. When at length of his own will he speaks, then, hero, stay thy might, and set the old man free.

The Odyssey,

BOOK IV



FOREWORD

“If the President does it, that means it’s not illegal.”

Those brazen words, uttered by Richard Nixon in his famous interview with David Frost in 1977, come eerily down to us through the tunnel of the last thirty years. In the area of criminal activity, Nixon argued, the President is immune. He can eavesdrop; he can cover up; he can approve burglaries; he can bend government agencies like the CIA and the FBI to his own political purposes. He can do so in the name of “national security” and “executive privilege.” And when these acts are exposed, he can call them “mistakes” or “stupid things” or “pipsqueak” matters. In the twenty-first century, Nixon’s principle has been extended to authorizing torture, setting up secret prisons around the world, and ignoring the requirement for search warrants. A president can scrap the Geneva Convention and misuse the Defense Department and lie about the intelligence analyses. He is above the law. This is especially so when the nation is mired in an unpopular war, when the country is divided, when mass protests are in the streets of America, and an American president is pilloried around the world.
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If Nixon’s words resonate today, so also does the word Watergate. Again the nation is in a failing, elective war. A Nixon successor is again charged with abuse of power in covering up and distorting crucial facts as he dragged the country, under false pretenses, into war. Again secrecy reigns in the White House, and the argument is made that national security trumps all. More than thirty years after the fact, the details of Watergate, in all its manifestations and with its bewildering cast of characters, may seem like a remote event in American political history. But in its essence, it was a signal turning point.

The power of the Frost/Nixon interviews, a milestone in media history and in the modern American presidency, remains undiminished. They raise the universal question of how a country comes to terms with an ugly episode in its recent past. They raise the question of how a leader who has abused his power is brought to justice once he is disgraced and removed from office, even if that justice is only moral or metaphysical. Sometimes it takes a showman with wit and courage to deliver that final chapter. In the case of the Frost/Nixon interviews, it took a showman who understood the power of the television close-up.

Watergate began small with a break-in at the offices of the Democratic National Committee at the Watergate Hotel in Washington on June 17, 1972. Five men were arrested: four Cubans and James McCord, a former FBI and CIA agent who was serving as the “security director” for the Committee to Reelect the President (CREEP). Across the street, armed with cameras and binoculars, were their co-conspirators and managers, E. Howard Hunt, a veteran CIA agent, and G. Gordon Liddy, a former FBI agent. These were the “Watergate Seven,” the original burglars, the purpose of whose burglary was to discover incriminating political ammunition in the confidential files of the political opposition. From the outset, percolating down from the Oval Office itself through the offices of the West Wing and the Executive Office Building, a massive effort began to cover up the link between the break-in and the president’s reelection campaign. Pressure was put on the original burglars to keep quiet; piles of “hush money” were paid to secure their silence. That cover-up lasted for nine months until its full scope was laid before Nixon in his conversation with White House counsel John Dean (who had been managing the cover-up) on March 21, 1973. That hour-and-a-half interchange was later referred to as the “cancer on the presidency” conversation.

In the spring of 1973 the focus shifted to the congressional investigations of the scandal. First came the Watergate hearings of the Senate Select Committee under Senator Sam Ervin, in which the principals were grilled and the secret Oval Office taping system was revealed. The matter moved into the courts when Nixon was forced to appoint a special prosecutor and the White House fought to block access to the damning evidence of the Oval Office tapes, using the spurious argument of executive privilege. Then came the House Impeachment Committee under Representative Peter Rodino. On July 24, 1974, in a case called United States v. Nixon, the White House lost its legal battle and was ordered to surrender the tapes to the special prosecutor. A week later, the smoking-gun tape of June 23, 1972, was made public, and four days after that, Richard Nixon resigned.

In the two years of this spasm in American political life, the definition of Watergate had grown and broadened from a break-in and cover-up to a broad pattern of abuse and obstruction of justice. Yet, with Nixon’s resignation on August 9, 1974, the country was left with unfinished business. The man at the center of the conspiracy, the President of the United States, was left in splendid Napoleonic isolation in a place called San Clemente, California. True, he was driven from office. Three articles of impeachment, on obstruction of justice, on abuse of power, and on contempt of congress, were voted out of committee to the floor of the U.S. House of Representatives. After the revelation of the June 23 tape, Nixon’s support evaporated in both the House and the U.S. Senate. His impeachment in the House and eventual conviction in the Senate were certain.

But then he resigned, and shortly afterward he was pardoned by his successor, Gerald Ford, of any real or supposed crime. In the months following his resignation, one top White House official after another went to jail for perjury, obstruction of justice, and illegal campaign activities: H. R. Haldeman, John Ehrlichman, John Dean, John Mitchell, Herbert Kalmbach, and Nixon’s henchman, Charles Colson. Though the grand jury named him an “unindicted co-conspirator,” Nixon avoided testimony in a court of law, most pointedly in the Watergate trial of his chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, because he had suffered an attack of phlebitis, and his doctors said he was too sick to testify. The ex-president recovered nicely after the trial was over.

Through it all, Nixon remained a combative figure, disgraced but uncontrite and unconvicted. He seemed to feel that with time the odor of scandal would pass, and somehow he would be vindicated. History would remember his great accomplishments, he proclaimed, like the opening to China and the winding down of the Vietnam War—the “big things” as he called them—and forget this “pipsqueak thing” called Watergate. He fell back on the essential spirit of the U.S. justice system that presumes innocence until guilt is proven. Since the House of Representatives as a full body had not voted impeachment and the U.S. Senate had not tried and convicted him, he insisted on his innocence. His full defense had never really been tested, at least not with the chief conspirator in the dock. Someday he would stride proudly again on the world stage as an elder statesman, whose wise counsel was sought by kings and potentates.

Then, in 1976, two years after his resignation, he made a lucrative and exclusive arrangement with David Frost, the English entertainer, to submit to more than twenty hours of questioning on all aspects of his presidency. The show on Watergate would be the centerpiece.
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In 1976, when David Frost asked me to help him prepare for the Watergate interrogation of Nixon, I was living on my farm outside Chapel Hill, North Carolina, toiling on a faltering novel, teaching creative writing at the university, and enjoying life in the piney woods. The lure was irresistible. The Frost/ Nixon interviews would include the only trial over Watergate that Nixon would ever endure. It would be a trial on television, part history, part show business, part inquisitional sport, and I was invited into the center of this unprecedented enterprise. Their outcome was uncertain. The interviews could result in the vindication of the nation’s decision: the conviction of Richard Nixon. That was an outcome the nation would demand, and what I demanded as the price of my involvement. Or they could be his exoneration at the hands of a lightweight. If it was the latter, Nixon’s reputation might be rehabilitated, a result that made me cringe, especially so because Frost was paying Nixon over a million dollars for this privilege. Inevitably, the decision of the nation would be questioned. And so the project was freighted with enormous historical significance. As the reputations of Nixon and Frost were on the line, so, too, were the reputations of the secondary players, including myself. I felt the weight of our historic responsibility intensely.

In running a criminal conspiracy out of the Oval Office, Nixon dragged the country through two years of agony over his Watergate transgressions. His abuses of his presidential office, his obstruction of justice, his cover-up, his plans for break-ins and wiretapping, his program for political spying and sabotage had become perfectly clear to the American people in court trials and in congressional inquiries. Just as he was on the verge of being impeached by the U.S. House of Representatives and then tried and formally removed from office by the U.S. Senate for high crimes and misdemeanors—the only president in American history to suffer such a fate—he had abruptly resigned. Gerald Ford’s pardon ensured that the disgraced president would never stand before the bar of justice.

“Our long national nightmare is over,” Ford had proclaimed when he took office. But it was not over, it could not be ended simply by waving the wand of pardon and wishing the demons to go away. The crimes needed to be defined and addressed and acknowledged, so they could be digested and remembered before they could be consigned to the bin of history. If they were properly remembered in the decades to come, Watergate crimes might not be repeated.
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Richard Milhous Nixon was the last of the political giants in twentieth-century American politics. Over nearly thirty years in the public eye, his skill in statecraft and in political witchcraft were transcendent. If he was associated with dirty tricks and sleazy politics, he had also won two presidential elections. No one ever suggested that Richard Nixon was a fool. As president, his accomplishments were undeniable: the opening to China, the painful drawing-down of the Vietnam War, his brinksmanship in the nuclear age. With his partner, Henry Kissinger, his successes in Middle East and Cold War politics were considerable, as were his achievements with another partner, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, in the domestic arena.

Our task was daunting. From the beginning of my involvement, I thought of Nixon as Proteus. This mythological Greek god of the sea possessed all the wizardlike wiles: he was well protected by guards and well endowed with cunning. When he was threatened or cornered, he could miraculously change shape and voice in order to effect his escape. Again and again I returned to Book IV of The Odyssey, in which the difficulty of snaring Proteus was described. The Old Man of the Sea, as the watery god was called, would emerge warily from the brine, carrying with him the fishlike stench of the deep. To capture Proteus, Odysseus would have to summon all his strength and courage. He would need Olympian exertions from his three most stalwart oarsmen. If Odysseus was lucky enough to grab the old sorcerer, he must hold on bravely as the beast changed from a lion with a great mane into a dragon and a wild boar, then into running water and blazing fire, and finally into a tree. Odysseus must grip his quarry ever more tightly as Proteus struggled and shifted shape, until finally the god of the deep tired, and then he would begin to talk freely and honestly. In David Frost, we had a most unlikely Odysseus.

Indeed, the project did have elements of Greek theater. Two fading figures were trying to use each other to revive their shrinking standing in the world. It was single combat in the medieval sense, and only one of them could prevail. Glory or disgrace, their fate was their own to grasp. There could be no such thing as a draw. Nixon had his enemies list, but he was his own worst enemy; that was his vulnerability. Frost had spent his career largely in satirical comedy and entertainment and soft-soap celebrity interviewing. His strength was his wit. And yet the challenge was deadly serious. In the fine tradition of Aeschylus, their character was their destiny.

Undoubtedly, Nixon saw the enterprise as a sweetheart deal. He stood to make a lot of money and to rehabilitate his reputation in the bargain. Through Frost, he surely hoped to show that the nation had made a mistake. Perhaps he was dreaming about yet another rise from the dead. Hundreds of prosecutors and newsmen had tried to corner him before, and had failed. How could this show, especially with this lightweight showman, be any different? But Nixon underestimated the great skill of his interlocutor and the power of the research behind him. And the ex-president disregarded the power of television, especially the power of the television close-up. If Nixon’s advantage was his experience and his gravitas, Frost’s advantage was his understanding of the camera’s unflinching eye.

As time drew close to the broadcasts, the public, too, was skeptical that anything of significance would emerge from the interviews. Indeed, a whiff of a secret deal between the players was in the air—a fix. “The Frost/Nixon sessions represent another typical Nixon deal,” wrote the TV columnist of the Chicago Tribune. “The deck is stacked, and the cards are marked.”

This bout of heavyweights remains the most-watched public affairs program in the history of television. More than 45 million people tuned in. Seated on their boxers’ stage in coastal California, the contenders appeared on the covers of Time and Newsweek. Over the four days of their initial broadcast, the New York Times carried its news accounts on its front page, the transcript of the exchanges on its inside pages, and its running commentary in its editorials. Who would win? Was the Englishman up to the job? Would there be revelations or just rehashes? Would it be exciting or boring? But, most important of all, would Nixon confess to his crimes? Or would he make his actions out to be benign and all too human? If he confessed, would he apologize? And if he apologized to the nation, would it be an authentic apology, or just another scripted piece of Nixonian fakery? Was Nixon a dead duck? Or had he put another one over on us?

The Conviction of Richard Nixon is the account of my involvement in the Nixon interviews as David Frost’s Watergate adviser. I wrote it in the summer and fall of 1977 when I had returned to North Carolina and to university life. And then I put it away for thirty years, until I fished it out once again and gave it to the playwright Peter Morgan, as grist for his play Frost/Nixon.

On the thirtieth anniversary of this famous television event, this book finally answers the question, often put to me over the years, of how Frost “did it.” How did this Englishman bring this formidable figure of twentieth-century American politics to say, in an apparent personal epiphany, “I have impeached myself”?

James Reston, Jr.
 Fiery Run, Virginia



PART I

Washington





THE INVITATION CAME in a curious, roundabout fashion. Joseph Kraft, the syndicated Washington columnist who was acting as David Frost’s recruiter, encountered my mother at a less-than-intimate Washington party and casually wondered where that son of hers was—whether Richard, James, or Thomas, he was not sure—who had worked with Frank Mankiewicz on a Watergate book several years ago. He was back in North Carolina, she replied, had just finished a book on the Joan Little case, and was teaching creative writing. Do you suppose, Kraft wondered, that he would be interested in working with David Frost on the Nixon interviews? Mom was discreet, as always. She would ask.

David Frost? I knew he was British. I had vaguely pleasant memories of That Was the Week That Was (TW3, I later learned to say), quite brilliant satire and political humor that was my style (“birth control: booby prize of the week” was an example). Hadn’t there been an interview show later? I thought I remembered a sensitive interview with Jimmy Webb, one of my favorite singers, after “By the Time I Get to Phoenix,” but it might have been Merv Griffin. I couldn’t be sure. Clearly, I needed to find out more.

Sure enough, Frost had had an interview show; he had even once offered my father $10,000 to appear on his show for ninety minutes, but Dad had turned the offer down. In 1968 Frost had interviewed all the presidential candidates, including Richard Nixon. From James David Barber, the political scientist at nearby Duke University, I discovered that Frost had asked questions of Nixon like “Are there any essentially American characteristics?” and “For an American today, what can the dream or goal be?” and (perhaps best of all) “This is a vast question, I know, but at root, what would you say that people are on earth for?”

Work with David Frost on the Nixon interviews? He wouldn’t need much help to devise questions like those. But Barber cautioned against cynicism. The responses from Nixon to Frost’s grandiose offerings had been revealing, both in political and personal terms. Barber had quoted copiously from them in his acclaimed Presidential Character. Frost was, Barber felt, a subtle and clever interviewer, probably better than anyone we had on the American scene to interview a slippery Nixon.

So I headed for New York and Frost’s somewhat seedy offices in the Plaza Hotel. I had to wait for a time to see him. When I was ushered in, Frost apologized profusely for the delay; he had finally gotten through to the South of France after trying for four hours. I nodded as if I understood his frustration. At first we discussed his bona fides rather than mine. Expressed in polite language, I had three questions: Why, I asked, could he do any better than, say, Dan Rather or Mike Wallace? In the back of my mind was Wallace’s boorish failure in interrogating H. R. Haldeman. It had been one of the outrages of modern television; Haldeman had reportedly received $100,000 for his time, and nothing of interest had come from the interview. What was the argument for paying Nixon so much money? (The scandal sheet The National Enquirer was reporting that week that Nixon would make $650,000 for the interviews. It was much more, I learned later.) And would Frost feel a certain awe or respect in Nixon’s presence, so characteristic of American newspeople, or was he prepared to go for the jugular?

Frost was an amiable good sport. We drank warm champagne, and he offered me an expensive cigar in a plastic case. (Later, during the interviews, Nixon would say to me, “David Frost always goes first class. What are you having for lunch today—duck under glass?”) He had interviewed many world leaders since 1967, Frost asserted, and had earned his reputation in Britain as a withering interrogator. Playing to my novelist’s sensibility, he said he had never written a novel, but he was interested in what made Richard Nixon tick. Nixon was the most interesting man in the world to interview. And Frost did indeed share my sense of historical responsibility: to be the only man who would ever question Nixon at length about his Watergate involvement was a daunting challenge.

Frost’s ordinariness and honesty and good humor impressed me. He was slightly plumper than I imagined. His face certainly was not the reason for his success, and he possessed a high-pitched, loud laugh that tended toward grating. He had a curious mannerism of crooking his fingers in front of him when he made a point, as if he were reaching for two safe dials. I was astonished to find out later that only two years separated us in age. He was thirty-eight, but he looked older.

In 1975 he had been nominated to be knighted, but someone within the nominating committee had been so scandalized at the idea of such a middlebrow as a knight of the Queen that he leaked the nominations to the press. It was the first time in history that had ever happened. The uproar over Frost was so intense that his name was withdrawn.

The trip to New York was something of a lark for me. I couldn’t imagine that this entertainer was really serious about wanting a first-rate team of researchers and advisers. The interviews had the feel of show business rather than journalism. Whatever Frost’s reputation may once upon a time have been in Britain, it had not kept when he crossed the Atlantic. I had already heard the rumors that Frost had been chosen by Nixon because the disgraced president saw the Englishman as a soft touch. From the personal point of view, it was hard to imagine that Frost would meet my demands: I would have to take a leave of absence from the University of North Carolina and move to Washington for six months. My price was high. But to
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