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Dedication

To Erik.

For listening with a smile.

And for everything else.





Epigraph

We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us.

                                                                          —WINSTON CHURCHILL





Prologue

SLAP.

A doorman dropped a copy of the Washington Post at the threshold of a Watergate apartment and continued down the long, curved hallway.

Slap.

He dropped a paper at the next doorstep, and the next, as he made his deliveries through the building.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

Watergate residents—some dressed for work, others still in bathrobes—opened their doors, grabbed their newspapers and stepped back inside their apartments. It was Friday, June 16, 1972. On the front page of the Post, a smiling President Richard Nixon embraced President Luis Echeverría of Mexico at the formal welcoming ceremony on the South Lawn of the White House. The United Nations launched a new agency to promote international cooperation on the environment, to which the Nixon administration had already committed $100 million. The Soviet news agency Pravda said a thaw in relations with the United States was “both necessary and desirable.” And Raymond Lee “Cadillac” Smith, a legendary figure among Washington’s underworld of pimps, gamblers and hired killers, was finally captured at a Holiday Inn in Kingsport, Tennessee, ending a two-month spree of kidnapping, robbery and murder.

Early risers headed to the Watergate health club to swim in the indoor saltwater pool or use one of the new treadmills, which the club called “mechanical walkers.” Each lap in the pool offered the comfort of routine in an era of unpredictability. Each mile on a treadmill measured progress in a city often frustrated by partisan or bureaucratic gridlock.

The Watergate comprised six buildings spread over ten immaculately landscaped acres: the 213-suite Watergate Hotel; the Watergate Office Building, adjacent to the hotel; a second office building at 600 New Hampshire Avenue, facing the Kennedy Center; and three cooperative apartment buildings, known as Watergate East, Watergate West and Watergate South. (There was no Watergate North.) There was underground parking for twelve hundred cars and a shopping arcade with a number of businesses bearing the Watergate name, including the Watergate Bakery, the Watergate Florist, the Watergate Gallery and the Watergate Beauty Salon. The Watergate had its own bank, a small post office, a Safeway supermarket, one dentist and three psychiatrists. A sophisticated security system, including fourteen cameras in Watergate East alone, recorded the comings and goings of members of Congress, cabinet secretaries, White House aides, journalists, judges and diplomats. Owners of Watergate apartments, from massive penthouses with Potomac River views to modest one-bedrooms overlooking the Howard Johnson Motor Lodge, had something in common: a desire to be close to the center of power in the capital city of the most powerful nation on earth.

Frank Wills, a guard with the Watergate Office Building’s private security firm, wrote in his logbook “all levels” of the building “seemed secured” and ended his shift at 7:00 A.M. He turned in his keys and headed home, passing joggers as they returned to the Watergate from morning runs along the Potomac River or through Rock Creek Park. A small army of housekeepers arrived at the Watergate by bus. It was already in the mid-sixties. By late afternoon, Washington would be flirting with ninety degrees.

Rose Mary Woods stepped into the hall and locked the door to her two-bedroom apartment on the seventh floor of Watergate East. She had worked for Richard Nixon as his personal secretary since 1951, when he moved from the House to the Senate, but she was essentially a member of the family—“the Fifth Nixon,” some said. She headed to the garage for her eight-minute commute to the White House.

At the other end of Watergate East, in a large seventh-floor duplex apartment with both city and river views, Martha Mitchell packed for California. She was still angry with her husband, John, who had resigned as attorney general four months earlier—against her wishes—to become chairman of Nixon’s reelection committee, reprising the role he played during the 1968 campaign. Her unfiltered observations on virtually any topic, from the Vietnam War to the sexual revolution, had made her a national celebrity: Behind only the president and the first lady, Martha Mitchell was the top draw at Republican fund-raisers. Martha, however, was unenthusiastic about this trip to California. She hated to fly. She was overscheduled and exhausted. Besides, Mrs. Nixon was scheduled to attend the fund-raiser in Beverly Hills, which meant Martha would not be the center of attention. “You don’t need me,” she told Fred LaRue, her husband’s top deputy. LaRue pleaded with her. He said his wife, Joyce, wouldn’t go to California unless Martha was on the trip. “I felt sorry for her,” Martha later recalled. “He lived in Washington at the Watergate, and she lived with the kids in Mississippi. She never got to go anyplace.”

Upstairs in her two-story penthouse on the fourteenth floor of Watergate East, Anna Chennault opened the Washington Post and turned to the “Style” section, where she found her name—Mrs. Claire Lee Chennault—on the guest list for last night’s state dinner at the White House, which included four members of Nixon’s cabinet, three U.S. senators and two neighbors at the Watergate: Nixon’s campaign finance chief Maurice Stans and his wife, Kathy, who lived on the tenth floor of Watergate East, and the dashing yachtsman Emil “Bud” Mosbacher, Jr., Nixon’s chief of protocol, and his wife, Patty, who lived in a suite at the Watergate Hotel. Guests dined on scallops and beef with mushrooms. The Nixons served a Schloss Johannisberger Riesling, followed by a claret. After dinner, everyone moved to the East Room and listened to a performance by New Orleans jazz clarinetist Pete Fountain. President Nixon turned to Jack Benny, who had flown in from Los Angeles for the evening, and said it was a tragedy that Benny had left his violin in California.

In his fourth-floor studio apartment, Walter Pforzheimer finished getting ready for work. Since 1956, he curated the CIA’s Historical Intelligence Collection—the spy agency’s in-house library. Pforzheimer owned two apartments in Watergate East: this studio, where he slept and dressed, and a one-bedroom duplex on the seventh floor, where he hosted visitors and displayed his personal collection of espionage literature and artifacts related to spies and spying, including the canceled passport of Mata Hari.

At 8:07 A.M., President Nixon arrived at the Oval Office, just a few steps from the office of Rose Mary Woods. At 8:34, he posed in the Rose Garden for a photo with Vice President Spiro T. Agnew and the entire cabinet, including John Volpe, the secretary of transportation, who lived with his wife, Jennie, in a Watergate East penthouse.

At 9:30, Anna Chennault arrived at the embassy of the Republic of Vietnam, to say goodbye in person to her friend Bùi Diem, on his final day as South Vietnam’s ambassador to the United States.

At 10:17, Nixon adjourned the cabinet meeting and returned to the Oval Office to discuss with a few key aides the progress of welfare reform legislation on Capitol Hill. The day before, nineteen Republican senators had written Nixon urging him to work more closely with Senator Abraham A. Ribicoff, Democrat of Connecticut, to draft a “humane and decent” welfare reform compromise. Ribicoff and his wife, Ruth, lived in the Watergate, as did two GOP senators who signed the letter: Jacob K. Javits of New York and Edward W. Brooke of Massachusetts.

By 10:00, most of the shops at the Watergate were open. At 11:00, the morning mail was sorted and ready to be picked up at the front desk in each of the three apartment buildings.

At National Airport, just ten minutes and three traffic lights from the Watergate, Martha and John Mitchell boarded a Gulfstream II jet provided to them by Gulf Oil. Martha’s personal secretary, Lea Jablonsky, and the Mitchells’ eleven-year-old daughter, Marty, joined them on the flight to California. Marty looked forward to visiting Disneyland. Martha looked forward to getting a few days’ rest at the beach.

At noon, following a quick stop at the South Korean embassy to meet with Ambassador Kim Dong Jo, Anna Chennault met Ray Cline for lunch. Their friendship went back decades to her days as a reporter in China, before the Communists seized power. Cline, the former CIA station chief in Taipei, now directed intelligence gathering for the State Department.

Back at the Watergate, women gathered to swim, sunbathe and gossip at one of the three outdoor swimming pools. Each “regular” had her favorite spot. “If it only had a tennis court and a movie theatre,” said Mrs. Herbert Saltzman, who lived next door to Senator and Mrs. Javits in Watergate West, “I don’t think I’d ever have occasion to leave the place.”

Four men, using assumed names, arrived at National Airport and took a taxi to the Watergate Hotel. They checked into suites 214 and 314. At 8:30 P.M., they dined on lobster tails at the hotel restaurant.

At 10:50, a man signed the logbook in the lobby of the Watergate Office Building and took the elevator to the eighth floor, where the Federal Reserve kept an office. He taped open the stairwell locks on the eighth floor before continuing down to the sixth floor, taping its door as well as the doors on the B-2 and B-3 levels, and those leading to the underground garage.

The Mitchells and their entourage arrived in Los Angeles and were whisked off to the Beverly Hills Hotel. It had been a long flight. After a room-service dinner, John retired early and Martha stayed up and had a few drinks.

On the sixth floor of the Watergate Office Building, in the offices of the Democratic National Committee, Bruce Givner, a twenty-one-year-old summer intern from UCLA, was making use of the committee’s free long-distance telephone. He called friends and family back home in Lorain, Ohio, pausing only to step onto the balcony and relieve himself in one of the potted plants. He was observed by a man stationed in Room 723 of the Howard Johnson Motor Lodge, across the street, who passed word to the men in Room 314 of the Watergate Hotel that the DNC suite was still occupied.

At 11:51, Frank Wills returned to the Watergate Office Building to begin his midnight to 8:00 A.M. shift. He made his rounds and discovered tape on the door locks at levels B-2 and B-3. He removed the tape, returned to his desk in the lobby and documented his discovery in his logbook. He called the answering service for GSS, the private security firm for which he worked, and left a message for his supervisor to call him.

Shortly after one in the morning, on Saturday, June 17, 1972, five men took the elevator from the second and third floors of the Watergate Hotel down to the underground garage and made their way to the Watergate Office Building.

Within a few hours, the Watergate—and the nation—would never be the same.





Part I





Chapter One: The Foggy Bottom Project

Recognizing the outstanding possibilities of the site on the River; its strategic location to the Center of the City; the close proximity of significant developments (both actual and planned—The State Department, Lincoln Memorial, National Cultural Center . . . ); the architects approached the problem by providing a “Garden City within a City” where people could live, work, shop, and play, with cultural opportunities within walking distance.

“The Watergate Development,” February 28, 1962

IN 1946, THE WASHINGTON GAS LIGHT COMPANY BEGAN switching its customers in Maryland, Virginia and the District of Columbia to “natural” gas, which meant the West Station Works, where coal was converted to “mixed” gas, was no longer needed. The land beneath the plant, a six-and-a-half-acre parcel bordered by the Potomac River and Virginia and New Hampshire Avenues, was now for sale at $3 million. There was some flexibility in price—the company was “open to offers,” subject to approval by the board of directors of the Washington Gas Light Company—but the property was only available in its entirety. Any “piecemeal” offers, the Washington Post reported, would be rejected.

John Nolen, Jr., the staff director of the National Capital Planning Commission, the federal agency formed in 1924 to oversee planning within the District of Columbia on behalf of the federal government, said he would support residential or other uses for the gas company site—as permitted under existing zoning—provided they were “harmonious” with the major federal buildings planned nearby, including the massive new State Department headquarters. The gas company printed up a brochure with illustrations of eight- and five-story apartment buildings that could potentially be constructed on the property. According to the brochure, a buyer would find support among city planners for closing streets and merging the lots spanning F, G, H, 26th and 27th Streets—on the same grid originally laid out by Charles L’Enfant—into a single buildable site, “thus adding materially to the value of the property.” The gas company, however, retained an adjacent parcel where two massive gas storage tanks were located. “It could be the best residential area in town,” observed the District of Columbia’s top planning bureaucrat, “were it not for those tanks.”

One week after Harry S. Truman surprised Thomas E. Dewey, the Chicago Daily Tribune and the nation by winning the 1948 presidential election, a crowd of two hundred “real estate men” gathered in the East Room of the Mayflower Hotel, a thirteen-minute walk from the White House. Local auctioneer Ralph Weschler, hired by the gas company to sell the property, called it the District’s “most strategic” development opportunity, by virtue of its location overlooking the Potomac River, within a two-mile radius of the city’s most important office buildings. Hotelier Conrad Hilton read the auction prospectus carefully, but decided not to bid. He could not figure out what to do with the oddly shaped site. Roy S. Thurman, a local developer with an uneven track record, was undeterred by the nearby gas storage tanks. He thought the waterfront parcel would make a good spot for apartments and a shopping center and opened the bidding at $750,000. Stanford Abel, treasurer of a local engineering firm, who told a reporter he had “nothing special” in mind for the land, raised his paddle. The two men bid against each other until Abel dropped out, leaving Thurman the high bidder at $935,000. Marcy L. Sperry, president of the gas company, promptly declared the bid unacceptable. Weschler then offered each of the six lots individually. He looked around the room, but was met only with stares. There were no bidders. Within a few minutes, the auction was over.

When the Washington Gas Light Company finally announced plans to dismantle its unsightly gas storage tanks, George Preston Marshall, owner of the Washington Redskins football team, decided to pounce. With John W. Harris, developer of the Statler Hotel in New York, Marshall formed a syndicate and purchased an option to develop most of the gas company land in Foggy Bottom, about ten acres. In September 1953, they revealed plans for Potomac Plaza Center, a “high character” project, including a thousand-room hotel, a two-thousand-car garage, six office buildings, two apartment buildings, a shopping center, an ice rink and a yachting marina, at a total cost of $75 million. Time magazine called the proposed development “Rockefeller Center–like.” The firm of Harrison & Abramovitz, architects of Rockefeller Center, had designed the project. In the summer of 1955, Harris brought in a new investor, American Securities Corp. of New York, which agreed to supply working capital for the project and help raise up to $100 million in financing for the Potomac Plaza Center project. American Securities made a “substantial cash deposit” with the Washington Gas Light Company, extending the option on the land another five years.

LA SOCIETÀ GENERALE IMMOBILIARE DI LAVORI DI UTILITÀ pubblica ed agricola (in English, “General Building Society of Works of Public and Agricultural Utility”) was the largest real estate development and construction firm in Italy. To the company’s employees, it was known as Immobiliare. In the media, the firm was usually identified as either Società Generale Immobiliare or by its initials, SGI. The company was as old as Italy itself: Founded in the northern city of Turin in 1862, SGI moved its headquarters to Rome in 1870, just as that city became the capital of the Kingdom of Italy. Over the decades, SGI cleared slums, enlarged plazas throughout Rome, and created large suburban developments outside the city. These subdivisions had all the amenities, from roads and utilities to churches and soccer fields. For the 1960 Olympic Games in Rome, SGI built the Olympic Village. In partnership with Hilton Hotels, the company built the Cavalieri Hilton on a hilltop overlooking Vatican City, beating back protestors who wanted the site preserved as a public park. Eugenio Gualdi, an engineer and former president of the Lazio soccer organization, was managing director and chairman of the board. But the key figure in transforming SGI into a “construction titan,” according to Time magazine, was Aldo Samaritani.

Samaritani, trained as a banker, joined SGI in his late twenties and was now vice director of the firm, second only to Gualdi, with the understanding he would take control of SGI when Gualdi retired. With his neatly trimmed mustache and slicked-back hair, Samaritani appeared easygoing and modest, but he was shrewd, competitive and disciplined. Colleagues called him “a human computer” for his ability to juggle financial and other details for every SGI project. He worked twelve-hour days, which left him little time for his seven children and eleven grandchildren. He looked forward to retirement. “Many of my colleagues fear the vacuum that will be created in their lives when they stop working actively,” he told a reporter. “But I will have more than enough to do—seeing hundreds of movies I have missed, reading hundreds of books that I have left unread, listening to phonograph records that others have heard.”

Under Samaritani’s direction, SGI had expanded into the rest of Europe and now looked to North America. “We once considered Italy’s boundaries as our frontiers,” he said. “Now we consider the whole Western world as our country.” There were plans for a $25 million shopping mall on the Champs-Élysées in Paris, a $100 million office complex in Montreal and a $300 million housing project ten miles outside Mexico City. Geographical diversification served an important purpose: Assets and revenues from abroad reduced the financial risks to the company from Italy’s perennially unstable domestic political climate.

After earning his engineering degree from the University of Milan, Giuseppe Cecchi went to work at SGI’s Milan office. He had a strong jaw, light brown hair and the physique of a wrestler. While working in the project-planning department of SGI’s headquarters in Rome, Cecchi learned about the company’s prospective New York office and volunteered for a position there. He listed his qualifications: He was young, single, and he had “a little knowledge of English.” He was also the son of Antonio Cecchi, a senior executive at SGI. Samaritani signed off on the transfer and Giuseppe Cecchi set off for New York and reported to the office of Nicolas Salgo and Company.

Tall and distinguished, with a deep voice and prominent eyebrows, Nicolas Salgo was fluent in four languages—German, French, English and his native Hungarian. He was born in Budapest and lived in Geneva during World War II, working in various Swiss-run trading and investment firms. After the war, Salgo, married with two children, moved to New York and became a U.S. citizen in 1953. He managed U.S. investments, including a real estate portfolio, for a prominent Swiss family and went toe-to-toe with William Zeckendorf, head of Webb & Knapp and a legendary figure in New York real estate, over a deal. Zeckendorf was impressed and hired Salgo, sending him to Rome to manage Webb & Knapp’s involvement in the EUR district, an industrial park south of the city. The lead developer on that massive project was SGI.

Shortly after Salgo returned to New York to start his own investment firm, Samaritani attempted to recruit him to lead SGI’s expansion into the American market. But Salgo wasn’t interested in working for someone else. He made a counterproposal: Within six months, he promised to bring SGI three potential development projects to consider. “You will have the liberty to refuse one, two, or all three,” he told Samaritani. “If you refuse, you don’t owe me a nickel. If you accept any one of these proposals, you don’t owe me a commission—because I want to be your partner.” Salgo also promised to help see any development through to completion. “But I will never be on your payroll. I will always be independent.” Samaritani accepted.

Salgo let brokers and former colleagues know he was on the hunt for large-scale projects that could be built in or near urban centers, with a mix of offices, residences and other amenities. Within a few weeks, a friend called him from American Securities Corp. They did not have the funds to proceed with the Potomac Plaza Center, which had yet to win approval from federal and local agencies. Their option on the Washington Gas Light Company site was expiring in six months and they were ready to sell. When Salgo first saw the gas company site, he thought it looked “simply awful.” Warehouses and other industrial structures had been demolished, leaving behind cracked foundations barely visible among the weeds. Homes in the area were selling for as little as $2,000. The noise of rush-hour traffic rose from a busy street just a few hundred feet away. “No one wanted to live there,” he recalled later. Yet despite its flaws, the site was a rare opportunity to have a major footprint in America’s capital city. Salgo presented three possible sites to SGI, two near New York City and the Washington Gas Light Company land in Foggy Bottom. Giuseppe Cecchi was keenly aware the local real estate community considered the site to be inferior. But it was on a river—and people were always attracted to live or work with a view of a river, he knew—and it was close to downtown and to the White House. Cecchi believed the locals were wrong.

On February 1, 1960, at the SGI board meeting in Rome, Chairman Gualdi announced the “Potomac deal.” Two plots of land, “centrally located” at Virginia Avenue and New Hampshire Avenue, had been purchased at a total cost of $3.75 million. There were two separate contracts, including an outright purchase of one parcel from the Washington Gas Light Company and the purchase of an option from American Securities Corp. Salgo became a partner, with an 8 percent share, in a new subsidiary of SGI, to be named Island Vista, Inc., the sponsor of the as-yet-unnamed development.

Cecchi hoped to avoid the bureaucratic gridlock that had stalled the Potomac Plaza Center. He met informally with William E. Finley, known as Bill, the new executive director of the National Capital Planning Commission, to introduce himself and the project. Finley listened to Cecchi’s tentative plans and recommended the design “harmonize” with plans for the National Cultural Center.

On September 4, 1958, while vacationing in Newport, Rhode Island, President Dwight D. Eisenhower had signed legislation to authorize a National Cultural Center, and the following June, the center’s first board of trustees selected Edward Durell Stone to design the building. An Arkansas native, Stone had worked as a junior architect on Rockefeller Center with Harrison & Abramovitz—the same firm that designed Potomac Plaza Center—and went on to launch his own firm, winning a series of important commissions, including the U.S. embassy in New Delhi, India, and the U.S. pavilion at the 1958 international exposition in Brussels. In September 1959, Stone unveiled his plan for the National Cultural Center—a curved, concrete-and-glass structure, resembling a large clamshell, facing the Potomac. The center’s executive committee endorsed the design unanimously and commended Stone and his team “for their exceptionally fine work.” The Washington Post called it “little short of breath-taking.” The estimated construction cost—up to $60 million—shocked Representative Frank Thompson, Jr., of New Jersey, an original sponsor of the bill to create the National Cultural Center. He called Stone’s vision “beautiful but grandiose.”

Cecchi forwarded images of Stone’s dramatic design to the offices of Luigi Moretti, SGI’s top consulting architect, in Rome. In his early fifties, Luigi Moretti was at the top of his game, a member of Rome’s arts and business elite. He entered restaurants like a Renaissance prince and rode through town seated next to his chauffeur in a two-toned, black-and-white Chevrolet convertible with red upholstery. A former athlete, he was now overweight and diabetic. He had a bearlike presence, a powerful gaze and a legendary temper. But he also had a poetic and passionate soul, and sometimes displayed a sad, melancholic expression. He was fundamentally an introvert, his nephew would later recall.

Moretti was the illegitimate son of Luigi Rolland, a Belgian architect, and Maria Giuseppina Moretti. After graduating from Italy’s Royal School of Architecture in 1929, Moretti, like many of his peers, found work designing buildings for the Fascists. He designed the headquarters of a Fascist youth organization and joined the team of architects working on the Foro Mussolini, a massive sports complex north of the Vatican. According to a Mussolini biographer, the dictator and the young architect often met early in the morning hours and walked the site, contemplating “the rapport between man and the city and between the city and the countryside.” At Foro Mussolini, Moretti designed the public square extending from the Il Duce Obelisk to the main stadium, the headquarters of the national fencing academy and the interior of Mussolini’s private gymnasium before World War II intervened and work on the site was halted.

After the Fascist government collapsed in July 1943, Mussolini fled north with his mistress. Moretti, like hundreds of other Fascist sympathizers, followed Mussolini across the border and joined him in exile. After Mussolini’s execution in April 1945, Moretti was arrested and sent to San Vittore Prison in Milan, where he met and befriended another inmate, Count Adolfo Fossataro. Upon their release from prison—under a general postwar amnesty—the two men formed a business partnership to design and develop buildings in Rome. Moretti soon thereafter struck out on his own and established Studio Moretti in the vast Palazzo Colonna, property of one of Rome’s most prominent families, with deep ties to the Vatican. Moretti’s studio spanned three apartments: one for his personal office and administrative staff, a second for draftsmen and other support staff, and a third “design development office” for projects commissioned by the Vatican, including a cathedral to commemorate the Second Vatican Council. He founded Spazio magazine in 1950, devoted to a “Festival of Arts and Architecture,” and published seven issues with the assistance of another survivor of the Fascist era, Felicia Abruzzese. Moretti was “the talent,” an associate later recalled, but Abruzzese was “the connection”—to top officials in the Vatican and senior executives of SGI.

Moretti rejected boxy buildings with right angles, which he considered “extreme modernism.” He drew inspiration from the Spanish architect Antoni Gaudí, who had transformed sections of Barcelona with his sweeping designs, and the Finnish architect and designer Alvar Aalto. Moretti considered the circle a Renaissance shape; the oval, baroque; and the “free unstructured shape,” modern. He preferred to work in “the Roman way,” a junior architect later recalled, which meant an “endless number of drawings, changes of ideas, going away for a long vacation, come back and start all over again.” Moretti began each project with free sketches, which he then translated into paintings, through which he was able to express his “feeling for the site.”

When SGI’s new U.S. project arrived at his studio, Moretti had yet to visit Washington. For source material, he had only Edward Durell Stone’s “clamshell” design for the National Cultural Center, with which the new project was expected to “harmonize,” as well as maps and photographs of the site. After careful study of these materials, Moretti concluded the site was a “transition zone” between the natural environment of the Potomac River and Rock Creek Park, and the “man-made” city designed by Charles L’Enfant, whom he admired. Moretti told associates he saw himself as another European architect leaving his mark on America’s capital. He recognized the new project from SGI as more than a typical commission. It was an opportunity to create an international symbol of Italian genius and creativity.

Moretti’s first sketches for the new SGI development show three curved buildings parallel to the Potomac, rising behind a small cluster of waterfront villas inspired by the noble houses of Pompeii. In subsequent sketches, the buildings were reshaped, curving around three separate open spaces facing the water. Moretti obsessed over the buildings’ facades, likening them to walls surrounding gardens. The facades, he said, would make the buildings “sing.” As his studio assistants translated these freehand sketches into architectural drawings, Moretti insisted every line be inspired by “comme un police arrabiata”—in English, “the action of an angry thumb.” He vetoed any translations that were too mechanical or stiff.

Back in Washington, in the Connecticut Avenue offices of Island Vista, Cecchi and Salgo searched for an American architect who could translate Moretti’s drawings into workable plans. A local developer put them in touch with Milton Fischer, an architect with the firm of Corning, Moore, Elmore and Fischer. Cecchi shared Moretti’s design concepts for the “Foggy Bottom Development” with Fischer, who reacted to them in a detailed memo. Fischer carefully limited his comments to technical issues. Regarding floor-to-ceiling heights, Fischer noted eight feet was “considered satisfactory” and met local building code requirements, but nine feet, the typical ceiling height for “older apartments in town,” was appropriate for an “ultra-luxury apartment.” Fischer recommended setting the ceiling heights for typical units at eight feet six inches. He offered no comments about Moretti’s overall design.

Antonio Cecchi visited the United States to check in on his son Giuseppe—who was now known as Joe to his American colleagues—and review progress on SGI’s new project. The elder Cecchi met personally with Milton Fischer and reported back to Aldo Samaritani with his impressions. The American architect, Cecchi wrote, was “professional” and appeared to have an “in-depth understanding of the laws, regulations, and best practices in the construction field” and “in-depth knowledge of the local market,” but was artistically “mediocre” and not particularly “assiduous when it comes to exercising his skills.” In other words, Fischer was perfect for the job. “It seems to me,” Cecchi concluded, “that he would be particularly suited for collaborating with Architect Moretti.”

THREE MONTHS INTO HIS NEW ADMINISTRATION, President John F. Kennedy appointed Elizabeth Ulman Rowe to the National Capital Planning Commission. Rowe, known as Libby to her friends and family, was born in Maryland but considered herself a third-generation Washingtonian. She attended Madeira School in Virginia before heading off to Bryn Mawr, on the Main Line outside of Philadelphia, a region she later recalled “as conservative and as Republican as any section of the country.” She found politically like-minded friends while volunteering for Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1932 presidential campaign and, after graduating in 1935, returned to Washington and took a job with the United Mine Workers. Nearly all her coworkers were men, either retired miners or the sons of working miners. Her duties included writing articles for the United Mine Workers Journal, including the “Women’s Page,” which featured recipes, fashion tips (she modeled a “charming daytime frock of heavy silk” in the January 1936 issue) and profiles of notable women.

During the 1936 presidential campaign, Libby wrote speeches for Roosevelt supporters to deliver in mining communities. She also met a bright, handsome young lawyer with the Securities and Exchange Commission, James Rowe. Jim and Libby married in 1937, International Women’s Year. Although the United Mine Workers was progressive on organizing black miners, it was less supportive of women in the workplace and did not employ married women. After Libby Ulman became Mrs. James Rowe, she was terminated.

Jim and Libby befriended a young couple from Texas, Lyndon Johnson and his wife, Lady Bird, and it was Johnson, Libby later said, who “made me into a planner.” In 1955, then–Senate Majority Leader Johnson arranged for Libby to take one of the two Senate appointments on the D.C. Auditorium Committee, tasked with finding a home for the National Cultural Center. “You’re my oldest Washington friend,” Johnson told her. “I need a real Washingtonian on that committee, and you’re gonna do it.”

Rowe worked closely with Jacqueline Kennedy during the 1960 presidential campaign and helped manage the inaugural parade. When Kennedy’s staff asked Rowe where she would like to serve in the new administration, she suggested the National Capital Planning Commission. As a member of the Auditorium Committee, she had seen firsthand the planning commission’s power to affect the physical layout of the federal city: Its refusal to support relocating a segment of the proposed Inner Loop freeway, for example, had helped doom the initial location for the National Cultural Center. The planning commission also appealed to her because the work was part-time, and she was raising three children: Betsy, Jimmy and Clarissa.

On May 18, 1961, Elizabeth Rowe was sworn in as a member of the planning commission, replacing Claude W. Owen. “We should have had a lady on the Commission a long time ago,” Owen said. Her colleagues welcomed Rowe with a standing ovation and an orchid plant. Another Kennedy appointee soon joined her on the planning commission: Walter C. Louchheim, Jr., a Harvard philosophy graduate and a banker. He seemed to be from another time, a character from a Henry James novel, perhaps. He was a fastidious dresser. He read history, poetry and philosophy, but drew the line at novels. Although he never learned to play a musical instrument, he could whistle all the themes from Beethoven’s quartets.

At the June meeting of the commission, Dr. Archibald M. Woodruff, a land economist and dean of the School of Government, Business, and International Affairs at George Washington University, became the commission’s chairman, and Rowe was elevated to vice chairman.

The same day, Giuseppe Cecchi sent a memorandum to Rome, summarizing a recent meeting with representatives of the National Cultural Center. Cecchi, Milton Fischer and Royce Ward, an executive who had joined Island Vista after working on the Potomac Plaza Center, presented the “general trajectory” of their project to Jarold A. Kieffer, the center’s executive director. Kieffer said he was “very concerned” about the “form and height” of any buildings near the center and was “definitely negative” when told that one of the buildings would be on the border of the parcel, “nearly at the front door” of the center. Fischer reassured Kieffer the final design for the development would be “harmonious” and would “conform with the Cultural Center’s architectural forms.”

The subject line of Cecchi’s memorandum of June 8, 1961—“WATERGATE—CULTURAL CENTER”—is the earliest use of the word “Watergate” in the surviving files of SGI at the Central State Archives in Rome.

LIKE THE EVENTS THAT TOOK PLACE AT THE WATERGATE on the evening of June 16, 1972, and the early-morning hours of June 17, 1972, the origin of the Watergate name remains in dispute.

Warren Adler, who would go on to become a major novelist, playwright and screenwriter, managed his own public relations firm in Washington. The new owners of the Washington Gas Light Company site asked him to come up with a name for their project. He recommended Watergate, drawing inspiration from the nearby Water Gate Inn, which had opened its doors in August 1942, serving Dutch-inspired dishes, such as pork tenderloin and red cabbage, to the thousands of new federal employees flooding into Washington in support of the war effort, and from the floating concert shell known as the “Potomac Watergate” or “Watergate Barge,” the home of the summer music series of the National Symphony Orchestra since 1935.

According to Giuseppe Cecchi, the Watergate name was “obvious.” Everyone was well aware of the Water Gate Inn and the Watergate concert barge, he said, and the development was “right by the water.” Cecchi said he and Salgo, along with Royce Ward, recommended the name to SGI headquarters. “Everything had to be approved by Rome,” Cecchi later recalled.

Marjory Hendricks, the owner of the Water Gate Inn, hoped the planned National Cultural Center would attract thousands more visitors—and potential diners—to Foggy Bottom. She asked Washington architect Donald H. Drayer to design an “Apartment Hotel” to replace her existing restaurant. Between October 1959 and January 1960, he completed detailed drawings for a modern seven-story building with ninety apartments, mostly studios, with a restaurant, cocktail lounge and gift shop on the ground floor. Across the top of the structure, in capital letters, was the proposed building’s new name: WATERGATE.

According to Nicolas Salgo, he regularly ate lunch at the Water Gate Inn and was looking for someone to operate a restaurant in the new hotel planned for Island Vista’s new development. He persuaded Marjory to bring her restaurant into the hotel, along with the name Watergate.

Several months later, Salgo was eating lunch at the Water Gate Inn when she came by his table with bad news.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I have to welch on our deal.”

“How can you do that?” he asked.

The National Cultural Center wanted the land, and her lawyers had advised that if she closed down, she would receive “millions more” for it than if she moved her restaurant to a new location. Salgo said he would let her out of her contract, but only if she gave up all rights to the name Watergate.

“That’s how the Watergate name came over to us,” Salgo later recalled.

Marjory Hendricks would never receive “millions more” for her property. The Kennedy Center trustees eventually offered her only $450,000. She took them to court and settled for a payment of just $650,000.

BILL FINLEY, THE STAFF DIRECTOR OF THE National Capital Planning Commission, circulated a glowing report to the commission on the “Proposed Watergate Towne Development,” which concluded the project was “very sound” and predicted “the community will gain a great deal from the development as designed.” The developers could, under existing zoning and without closing any streets, build “the typical cross-shaped apartment buildings found in Northern Virginia and parts of the District,” which would result in “buildings tightly packed and without distinction.” Instead, the Watergate architects had designed structures “with graceful curves and unusual elegance.” To execute this design, the developer was asking for more flexibility under Article 75 of the District’s zoning code, which directed the planning commission to make recommendations regarding the height, mass, parking and overall treatment of the project and allowed the District Zoning Commission to waive various zoning rules. The net effect of Article 75 was to enable “more creative use of land and more successful large scale developments.”

At the September 1961 meeting of the planning commission, Milton Fischer said the Watergate was designed to “attract people to Washington” and “assist in reversing the suburban trend.” The developers had set out to create not only an “income-producing” project but one that also “had beauty, that had a relationship to the city that would add to the character of the entire environment.” He presented a design for the site, including three apartment buildings, an office and a hotel. The tallest of the buildings would reach 155 feet into the sky, measured from their foundations. Two levels of penthouses would sit atop each of the fourteen-story residential buildings. Two-story “Pompeiian villas” would be placed on the grounds between the buildings.

Finley explained to the commissioners that the Watergate developers were not requesting any action at this time, but only wanted to know if they were “on the right track.”

“I think the apparent consensus is favorable,” replied Dean Woodruff, the chairman.

Mrs. Rowe had no questions.

THE COMMISSION OF FINE ARTS, KNOWN BY ITS INITIALS, CFA, was established by Congress in 1910, with control at first only over the appearance of public buildings. In 1914, President Woodrow Wilson expanded this authority to include all major buildings in the District of Columbia, both public and private, with the exception of the U.S. Capitol grounds. While the CFA could not grant construction permits, it could veto any building on purely aesthetic grounds.

The chairman of the CFA, David E. Finley (no relation to Bill Finley, the planning commission staff director) was the only son of a Democratic congressman from South Carolina. Finley served in World War I and practiced law in Washington until 1921, when he joined the legal staff of the treasury department, headed by Secretary Andrew W. Mellon. Among other duties, Finley provided Mellon with legal assistance as he assembled his spectacular art collection, and in 1927, when Mellon started the National Gallery of Art, Finley became Mellon’s special assistant. Following Mellon’s death in 1937, Finley supervised the completion of the gallery and served as its first director. In 1943, President Roosevelt appointed Finley to the CFA. At the end of World War II, as vice chairman of the Roberts Commission, Finley played a key role, with the famous “Monuments Men,” in saving the artistic treasures of Europe. When Jacqueline Kennedy undertook the renovation and restoration of the White House, she turned to Finley for guidance. There was no heavier hitter in Washington arts and culture than David Finley.

The day before Milton Fischer was scheduled to brief the CFA on the Watergate for the first time, commissioners met privately to examine Moretti’s sketches and a scale model of the complex. They were uneasy about the height of the buildings and “the use of such unconventional architecture in an area of such importance,” but agreed to withhold comments until they met with the architect and the development team.

The next day, in public session, the commissioners told Fischer they did not have enough information to reach any conclusions about the design, but praised the spacing of the buildings, which they said created “an impression of openness.” They noted, however, that nearly all of the open areas were taken up by the proposed “Pompeiian villas.” They had no objection to the buildings being as tall as 130 feet, but recommended that more of the land should be set aside as open space between buildings. On October 2, Finley wrote to the District of Columbia’s chief of permits, Julian Greene, informing him the CFA would approve closing streets “in order to encourage the builders to plan these squares of land in a unified manner, and to avoid producing a series of separate and unrelated designs.” Finley added the commissioners “would also not oppose a limited deviation from the planning and zoning standards that are followed in other areas of the city, if relaxing these standards would afford the designers the opportunity to achieve a character more consistent with the open park-like nature of this site.” Finley’s letter did not raise concerns about the height of the complex, but recommended the Watergate developers include more open space in their plan. The final judgment of the CFA, however, would have to wait “until such a time as a detailed study of the land usage, density of occupancy, and other planning matters have been fully explored.”

Back in Rome, Samaritani read Finley’s letter carefully. Despite its calls for more open space, Samaritani was encouraged. The CFA appeared open-minded about the Watergate. He wrote “Molto bene!”—“Very good!”—in red ink on his copy.

ON NOVEMBER 9, 1961, THE NATIONAL CAPITAL PLANNING COMMISSION met to consider the Watergate. The commission was under new management: Libby Rowe was now chairman.

David Finley attended the meeting and spoke first. Over the past month, he had soured on the Watergate. He warned that the buildings would overpower both the Lincoln Memorial and the planned National Cultural Center. He suggested the entire parcel be set aside as a public park.

District Engineer Commissioner Frederick J. Clarke, a retired general and a member of the District Zoning Commission, said the developer had “a perfect right” to “build a series of apartment houses in this area.” He estimated the unimproved land was now worth approximately $7 million. “Unless someone can write a check for the land,” he said, “I think we have to let it go.” A subcommittee of four commissioners, including Rowe and Louchheim, the two Kennedy appointees, was directed to delve further into the details of Watergate Towne and report back to the full planning commission the next month.

When the National Capital Planning Commission released its December meeting agenda, however, there was no mention of the Watergate. Cecchi sent an urgent telegram to Rome:

PLANNING COMMISSION IS TRYING TO PUT OFF DECISION UNTIL JANUARY STOP

FIGHTING TO GET THE COMMISSION TO LOOK AT OUR PROJECT ON THE 7TH SALGO WILL BE THERE STOP

Bill Finley called Cecchi and told him it would be “impossible” to place the Watergate on the December 7 agenda. Rowe, Finley confided, was working with an unnamed aide in the Kennedy White House, who was abroad at the time, to get the federal government to purchase the land and turn it into a public park. “Mrs. Rowe,” Finley said, “does not want to make any decision or take any action before she consults with that person.” He advised Cecchi to “put up a strong fight, at the same time acting in a respectful manner, at least for the moment.”

A clerk in the District’s zoning department told Royce Ward a park was “impractical” and offered to “go to the newspapers with a strong blast against the delaying tactics.” Another member of the Watergate team urged Cecchi to send a telegram to each member of the planning commission “informing them of our frustration.” Finley recommended patience. “Mrs. Rowe’s visionary dream cannot come to fruition,” he told Cecchi, and the Watergate developers “should not do anything that might make her feel antagonistic.” Finley suggested instead that Cecchi and his colleagues consider preparation of a “conventional” design for the site, allowed under existing zoning, to use as leverage in future negotiations—“but without giving the impression it’s some kind of shakedown.”

Cecchi called Rowe at her home and offered to set up a meeting with Salgo on December 7. She put him off, saying she had been ill and could not meet that day, but agreed to meet another time, perhaps on Salgo’s next trip to Washington.

Samaritani, who was closely monitoring events in Washington, weighed in: “I believe now is not the time to dramatize what has happened by undertaking a publicity campaign that might, in the end, place us at a disadvantage,” he wrote Cecchi. It would be “a mistake,” he added, to alienate anyone whose support would be useful, especially Mrs. Rowe, considering “her political point of view, and her influential contacts at the White House.”

In an interview with the Washington Post, Rowe went public with her concerns. She said many of her fellow commissioners had a “substantial feeling” the Watergate site should be “reserved for public purposes.” The Washington Star blasted her for “fuzzy thinking on several counts” and scoffed at any suggestion Congress would appropriate funds to condemn the land, seize it and compensate the developers. The Lincoln Memorial, the Star editorialized, was a half mile away and in no danger of being “overshadowed” by the Watergate.

OVER THE HOLIDAYS, A STORY APPEARED IN THE Washington Post with the headline: FOGGY BOTTOM PROJECT SPONSORS SAID TO HAVE VATICAN FINANCIAL TIES. According to the Post’s Rome bureau, “Loopholes in Italian law make it impossible to determine who controls the world-wide real estate organization that is sponsoring a proposed 50-million-dollar apartment project in Washington’s Foggy Bottom. But the general consensus here is that the largest single shareholder in the Società Generale Immobiliare is the Vatican, through its several financial departments and agencies.” As evidence, the Post noted four of twelve members of SGI’s board “are known to be very close to the Vatican,” including Count Enrico Pietro Galeazzi, vice president of the firm and head of the Vatican’s technical and economic department; Prince Marcantonio Pacelli, a nephew of the late Pope Pius XII; Marquis Giovanni Battista Sacchetti, holder of a “high honorary office in the Vatican”; and Luigi Mennini, “an official of the Institute for Religious Works, which is one of the main arms of the Vatican’s financial administration.”

The story was read closely by Glenn Archer, executive director of Protestants and Other Americans United for Separation of Church and State, known by its initials, POAU. With 100,000 members and supporters nationwide, POAU was familiar to the Kennedy team. During the 1960 presidential campaign, POAU published at least three pamphlets raising questions about Senator Kennedy’s Catholic faith. “The Church of the Catholic candidate asserts absolute control over its members in regard to what it defines as ‘moral and spiritual’ issues,” Archer warned in one broadside. “These are frequently civil issues as well.” If elected, POAU warned, Kennedy “would be subject to considerable clerical pressure.”

The January 1962 issue of Church and State, POAU’s monthly newsletter, carried an article with the headline: WORLD’S RICHEST CHURCH SEEKS GOVERNMENT SUBSIDY. “Watergate Towne, a project of the largest real estate company in Italy—a company owned by the Vatican—is working its way through the federal and local zoning agencies.”

CECCHI MET WITH BILL FINLEY PRIVATELY AFTER THE FIRST of the year and gave him a book about Italian parks and cities. Finley assured Cecchi that Rowe’s idea for a park on the Watergate site was going nowhere, although she “is still holding onto every hope.” He told Cecchi not to “surrender” to his chairman’s demands and predicted the Watergate would end up with the support of “a majority” of the planning commission votes. He advised Cecchi to request approval for a height of 180 feet “and allow them to do the cutting.” The Watergate, Finley assured him, “is good for Washington.” Finley pushed the commission’s consideration of the Watergate off another month, until February, to give Cecchi and his colleagues more time to prepare.

When the National Capital Planning Commission met on February 1, 1962, Morton Hoppenfeld, a staff architect, declared “the proposed design is of high architectural quality.” Although the relationship between the Watergate and the proposed National Cultural Center was “difficult to evaluate” because the center’s plans were in flux, Luigi Moretti’s “qualifications and previous work” should give the commission “every indication of a singular goal of good design quality.”

Dean Woodruff, the commission’s vice chairman, warned that failing to support the Watergate proposal might drive the developers away, as had happened with the team behind Potomac Plaza Center just a few years earlier. “It is costing these people a lot of money to stand still,” he said. “Their taxes are coming along day by day.” If these developers walked away, he said, more than twenty buildings might sprout on the existing streets. The choice was between the Watergate’s “very imaginative treatment” and a more conventional plan, which would “look exactly like so many lumps of sugar stacked neatly along the streets.”

“As Chairman of this Commission,” Rowe said, “I am always looking for public interest. It is a very ephemeral thing. . . . In this case I think I have found it. I may be wrong, but I am persuaded . . . that approval would not, in the way I understand it, be in the public interest.”

Commissioner C. H. Bronn moved the planning commission approve “in principle . . . the land use and design concepts” of the Watergate Towne application, with a “maximum height of 130 feet,” and direct the National Park Service to enter into negotiations with Island Vista, regarding the exchange of lands within and adjacent to the site. Rowe called the roll. The motion passed by a vote of seven to three, with Rowe, Louchheim, and Conrad L. Wirth, the National Park Service director, voting no.

Bruno Foa, an Italian economist based in New York, sat in on the planning commission hearing as an observer for SGI and sent Samaritani a report. The “marginalization of Mrs. Rowe, because of her opposition to the project,” he wrote, was “conspicuous.” He specifically praised Finley, the planning commission’s staff director, whose “cooperation” enabled the meeting to be moved from January to February, which “allowed us to gain at least one more month.” The vote was “a turning point,” Foa wrote, which “gives us a psychological edge” in the battles ahead. He predicted, however, that Rowe and the Commission of Fine Arts “will continue to set up barriers along the way.”

Foa sent a second letter, this one to Antonio Cecchi. The planning commission vote was “a truly decisive step toward the realization of the project,” Foa wrote. He praised Nicolas Salgo, who “conducted everything with great skill and diligence.” Foa predicted the “battle with all of the bureaucrats is going to be played out over several months” and “might be won within the next two months.” Anticipating a fatherly interest, he wrote that Giuseppe “like always, has been working around the clock.”

As Foa had predicted, David Finley and the CFA took aim at the Watergate at its March 20 meeting. Commissioners approved a resolution with a detailed and wide-ranging case against the development, objecting to the proposed height; the “sweeping, curvilinear forms”; the “continuous arrangement of building masses,” which would, “for all intents and purposes, shut off the important views of the Potomac River and Roosevelt Island”; and the “overpowering mass of the total composition.” The CFA resolution mocked the Watergate’s vision of itself as a “Garden City within a City,” as set forth in its brochure. “The Commission adheres to the principle that large-scale developments should be subordinate to the city as a whole, especially in instances where the site is of such importance and in close proximity to important monumental areas.”

The battle over the Watergate now shifted to a new venue, the District of Columbia Zoning Commission, composed of five members: District of Columbia Engineer Commissioner General F. J. Clarke and District Commissioners Walter N. Tobriner and John B. Duncan, each appointed by Congress; the head of the National Park Service, Conrad L. Wirth; and the Architect of the Capitol, J. George Stewart. Their first hearing on the Watergate, at 10:00 A.M. on Friday, April 13, began favorably for the developers when the zoning commission secretary read into the record an endorsement by the three-member Zoning Advisory Council, which found the development to be “in the public interest.” Attorney William R. Lichtenberg, representing Island Vista, described the Watergate as “a well-planned development” that was both attractive and efficient. “The architectural design,” he said, “is both creative and imaginative. A prime consideration in the design was that it would complement the unique area of the property involved and that, when completed, would add beauty to the city and the area, as well as enhance the values of surrounding areas.” After Lichtenberg returned to his seat, Chairman Clarke asked if any other supporters of the project were in the room. James C. Wilkes, Jr., a land-use attorney, introduced himself and submitted a letter of support for the record, signed by “Mrs. Marjory Hendricks, the owner of the Water Gate Inn, who favors the proposed project.”

Clarke called forward the first speaker against the proposal, Mrs. Harold B. Hinton, chairman of the Planning and Zoning Committee of the Progressive Citizen’s Association of Georgetown. “We don’t oppose the Watergate,” she began, but the developer’s plans, models and drawings, she said, were deceptive. “It is not going to be a low thing,” she said. “It is going to be a Trojan Wall.” She pointed to the model. “It is just too tall. Aesthetics is not un-American. It was planned into this capital.”

Charles Martin, the CFA’s counsel, presented a four-page statement in opposition to the Watergate, indicating “disappointment with the preliminary plans and designs for the proposed Watergate Towne and office complex.” The CFA was “greatly concerned” over the height and “character” of the Watergate, its size relative to the public monuments nearby and the inadequate amount of open space provided. The “strongly sculptural” and “sweeping” design was “overpowering.” According to the Washington Star, the Commission of Fine Arts considered the Watergate to be “neither fine nor artful.”

A week later, at the next public meeting of the CFA, District Engineer Commissioner Clarke acknowledged “several” of his fellow members of the District Zoning Commission had some “misgivings” about the Watergate’s impact on the surrounding area. But he urged the CFA to endorse the project, observing “it is in the interest of the city to allow some development to go ahead there as rapidly as possible, simply for tax considerations.” He presented a rendering of an alternative vision for development on the site—helpfully provided to him by the Watergate team, which got the idea from Bill Finley at the planning commission—showing a series of ordinary, cross-shaped apartment buildings that could be built on the site, using current zoning rules and regulations. “I am not here to sell anything,” Clarke said, but the proposed design for the Watergate was “something a whole lot better” than forcing the developers to construct “routine” apartments on the site.

THE FOLLOWING WEEK, CFA MEMBERS RALPH THOMAS WALKER and Douglas Orr, both architects, met with Milton Fischer, Nicolas Salgo and Giuseppe Cecchi in New York, at Walker’s office on Park Avenue. The CFA had given up on converting the land to a park and was now willing to allow some sort of development on the property, Walker said. But if the Watergate wanted approval from the CFA, the buildings would need to be smaller and shorter. As currently conceived, the Watergate was a nonstarter.

None of the Watergate representatives at that meeting had the authority to change Luigi Moretti’s design without his approval. Instead, they proposed bringing Moretti to the United States to discuss the matter in person, if the CFA would postpone its formal vote on the project. Walker and Orr agreed and a meeting was set for May 15. Fischer flew to Italy to brief Moretti.

“To those who oppose the project,” the New York Times reported, “the meeting represents a step toward saving the capital from what might prove to be an architectural catastrophe on a scale so grand that the city’s character would be irretrievably damaged.”

WHITE HOUSE ACTS TO CUT HEIGHT OF HUGE WATERGATE DEVELOPMENT, read the headline in the May 5, 1962, edition of the Washington Post. “The White House has been thrust into the billowing controversy over the proposed $50 million Watergate Towne development along the Potomac shore at Foggy Bottom,” the Post reported. “While it is not clear who on the White House staff notified District officials of the Administration’s interest in the zoning dispute, it was understood that the President had been briefed.”

Cecchi was aware, from his back-channel conversations with Bill Finley, that Rowe had sought support from a White House aide for her park proposal, but had made no progress. Finley called Lee White, an aide to Kennedy speechwriter Ted Sorensen, who said there was “no official White House position” on the project and the Watergate had “never become an issue” in the White House, and he suspected it would not be. The Washington Star, in an editorial titled WEAK IN THE KNEES, expressed skepticism about the Post report. “If this position has been taken by the President, which we doubt, it of course would carry considerable weight,” the Star wrote. “If, however, it was expressed by some White House assistant who was persuaded to do so by the opponents of the project, it is not entitled to serious consideration.”

Nerves were raw as the National Capital Planning Commission met in closed session on May 6. Commissioner C. McKim Norton charged Chairman Rowe and Commissioner Louchheim had “pulled the rug out from under us” by attending a meeting with the District Zoning Commission and the CFA without any representation from the majority of planning commission members who supported the Watergate. “The idea was, as the papers picked up apparently, the Commission votes one way and the chairman and somebody else didn’t like it,” fumed Commissioner Alexander C. Robinson. Woodruff, the vice chairman, said he was “greatly disturbed that an intimation could be made in the press that the Commission either had changed its mind without having formally done so or that you, Madam Chairman, were taking the reins in your own hands and speaking adversely to an opinion which had been expressed collectively by the Commission.”

“Everyone there knew exactly what the Commission had done,” Rowe objected. “I don’t feel as indefensible as you make me sound.”

General Clarke turned to Rowe. “I am not at all being critical of you expressing your personal views,” he said. “I admire you for expressing them. But here, in the case of the Watergate, we have known as a Commission for a year that our staff was actively engaged in that work. I just don’t feel that we can ever go back and say, ‘Well, that was only the staff acting.’”

“Mr. Louchheim and I didn’t know anything about this project until last fall,” Rowe replied. “I don’t know how informed the other members of the Commission were. You might have been well informed, but I did not know the staff was working closely with the developers.”

“I thought we all knew it,” said Clarke.

Louchheim proposed the planning commission release a statement as a placeholder, pending further developments, which read: “The National Capital Planning Commission has no new position on the Watergate project, but its staff will, of course, cooperate with the Fine Arts Commission and the architects of the project toward working out a satisfactory solution.”

The motion passed. Rowe handed Louchheim’s notes to a staff member. “Would you get this typed up,” she asked, “so we can move on to something peaceful?”

The Washington Post reported the National Capital Planning Commission stuck by its support for the Watergate, despite “White House concerns about the impact of the massive development on the city’s skyline.” The Post added, however, at least two individuals “close to President Kennedy have said that he has expressed personal concern about the size of the project, but they differed as to how strongly he felt about it.”

LUIGI MORETTI ARRIVED IN WASHINGTON. IT WAS HARD FOR him to travel outside Italy—he was extremely ill, with diabetes and a heart condition—yet he recognized that in order to defend his design, it was imperative he do so in person.

The CFA met on May 15. Chairman Finley said the Watergate failed to “harmonize” with nearby buildings and was too tall. Moretti, through an interpreter, said he was open to discussion of his design, but on the matter of height, there could be no compromise. If the CFA insisted on keeping the Watergate to a height of no more than ninety feet, he said, the developers would simply abandon the project and sell the land to whoever wanted it, presumably to erect more “conventional” buildings. The meeting ended with an agreement to hold one final session three days later in New York.

After the meeting with the CFA, Moretti paid a call on the district commissioners. Speaking through an interpreter, Moretti said he had studied Washington and discovered a “deep commitment” in the federal city, inspired by English landscape design, to link nature and architecture through gardens and greenery. He assured the commissioners his design for the Watergate was solidly in that tradition and his overall design—which he called “a petrified garden”—was simply a modern take on Washington’s architectural heritage.

In New York, Moretti and three architect members of the CFA—Ralph Walker, Michael Rapuano and Douglas Orr—met for three hours and hammered out an agreement. According to the Washington Post, the developers agreed to “scale down” the square footage of the project and Moretti agreed to review his design “to create the impression of maximum space” between the buildings. Commissioners said they would “depend on Moretti’s judgment in the scaling down of building heights and other proposed changes.” SGI and the Commission of Fine Arts issued a joint statement that “expressed agreement in principle” with Moretti’s design, but noted “the height of 130 feet of the buildings should not exceed 25% of the total of the building complex to be erected”—a poorly crafted sentence that would cause the entire agreement to unravel within a year.

Moretti returned to Rome. The trip to America had exhausted him. While he recovered, architects in the Studio Moretti offices at the Palazzo Colonna, working with SGI architects, developed new designs consistent with the agreement reached in New York. CFA chairman David Finley informed District Engineering Commissioner Clarke that agreement had been reached and “there would seem to be no reason for delaying action on the zoning request.”

On July 13, 1962, the District Zoning Commission voted three to one to approve revised plans for the Watergate. The only opposing vote was Capitol architect J. George Stewart. The zoning commission added a condition requiring the height of the building closest to the planned National Cultural Center be subject to “a possible adjustment.” An SGI representative told the Washington Post final plans would be submitted to District building officials in the fall, and construction would begin in the spring of 1963.

That prediction would prove to be optimistic.

MEMBERS OF THE NATIONAL CAPITAL PLANNING COMMISSION met in June for a private lunch at the Cosmos Club in Washington, to resolve the bitter conflicts between Libby Rowe and Bill Finley, which had spilled out into the press. “It has been an open secret that Planning Commission Chairman Elisabeth [sic] C. Rowe, a Kennedy administration appointee, and planning director William E. Finley have not seen eye-to-eye on some key city planning issues,” including the Watergate, the Washington Post reported. Rowe could count on Walter Louchheim’s support, but the rest of her colleagues were in Finley’s camp. To avert a “potentially dangerous impasse,” agreement was reached on a “stronger role” for Rowe and the commission on planning issues, while “administrative authority” was retained by Finley. Authority shifted clearly—and publicly—to Rowe. Within a few months, Finley would step down as staff director of the National Capital Planning Commission to head the planning and development of the new town of Columbia on fourteen thousand acres in Maryland.

IN MID-JULY, DREW PEARSON, WASHINGTON’S MOST FORMIDABLE syndicated columnist, reignited the Watergate controversy, in a column headlined: VATICAN SEEKS IMPOSING EDIFICE ON POTOMAC.

“Some prominent Catholics in Washington,” Pearson wrote, “are concerned over the battle staged by Vatican representatives to override Washington building codes in order to erect a massive, Italian-type apartment house on the banks of the Potomac not far from the Lincoln Memorial.” Abigail McCarthy, wife of Senator Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota, a Catholic, had told her friends, “I feel certain that if some of us went to Rome and talked to the Pope, he would agree with us that the building ought not to be built.”

Fueled by the attention Pearson’s column generated, POAU kicked its anti-Watergate campaign into high gear. The Rev. Dr. C. Stanley Lowell, assistant director of the organization, urged supporters to protest the Watergate.

ROGER L. STEVENS, PRESIDENT KENNEDY’S PICK AS THE new head of the board of trustees of the National Cultural Center, discovered shortly after his appointment in September 1961 that the center’s ambitious fund-raising plan was a flop: The center’s bank account held just $13,425. Stevens, a successful New York real estate investor, sent Edward Durell Stone back to the drawing board to come up with a new design for the building—at half the cost of the concrete-and-glass “clamshell.”

On September 11, 1962, Stone presented his revised plans for the National Cultural Center to the trustees and First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy, at a meeting held at The Elms in Newport, Rhode Island. Stone called the center’s waterfront location “one of the most glamorous settings for a public building in the world,” adding that America had “not made sufficient use of our rivers as settings for great buildings.” He replaced his original “clamshell” design with a streamlined, rectangular structure housing a 1,200-seat theater, a 275-seat symphony hall and a 250-seat opera house, all under one roof. A “garden-like” area, for festivals, balls and other functions, included a retractable roof for year-round use. The center would be faced in white marble—following the Washington tradition of “white buildings in park-like settings.” And, as requested by Stevens, the new design cut construction costs in half.

MORE THAN FIFTEEN HUNDRED LETTERS ARRIVED AT THE White House by mid-November 1962. Charles Horsky, Kennedy’s aide for affairs in the capital, responded to every letter, assuring writers that “Watergate Towne” would be carefully vetted by the appropriate federal and local agencies; that “nothing will be done which will not enhance and improve the Nation’s Capital”; and that developers “would of course pay taxes” on the property. Horsky’s letters carefully avoided making reference to SGI, Italy or the Vatican. He described the Watergate developer only as “Island Vista, Inc., a District of Columbia Corporation” backed by
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