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			The Watergate scandal

			Key information

			
					When: from 17 June 1972 to 9 August 1974.

					Where: Washington, D.C.

					Context: Richard Nixon’s reelection.

					People involved:	Richard Nixon, American president (1913-1994).

	Sam Ervin, American politician (1896-1985).




					Impact:	Crisis of confidence of the American general public regarding the president and his administration.

	Nixon’s replacement in the White House by Gerald Ford (1913-2006).




			

			Introduction

			How did a seemingly ordinary burglary lead to the resignation of the President of the United States two years later? The Watergate scandal, which resembled something between a detective novel and a legal battle, was followed by the resignation of many senior officials between 1972 and 1974, with the paranoid and omnipotent madness of the Nixon administration in the crosshairs. Additionally, it showed that American democracy was built on safeguards and a free press, avoiding the excesses that a president who was greedy for power and control could cause.

			For the United States, the Watergate scandal was one of the major events of the second half of the 20th century. Coinciding with the end of the Vietnam War (1954-1975) and the economic crisis that had appeared on the horizon, this scandal marked the end of an era and plunged the United States into a period of uncertainty.

		


		
			Context

			The presidential election

			In 1972, the incumbent president Richard Nixon was facing the Democrat George McGovern (1922-2012) in the presidential election. Nixon had been elected in 1968 and could boast of having calmed the tense relations with the Soviet Union, boosted the economy and sent astronauts to the moon. But, above all, he was obsessed with security and control. Thus, during his first term as president, he removed all responsibility from his Cabinet in order to better concentrate the power in the hands of a few collaborators whom he trusted completely, such as Henry Kissinger (born in 1923), John Ehrlichman (1925-1999) and H. R. Haldeman (1926-1993). Haldeman, who had previously worked in advertising, helped the Californian to transform the White House into a permanent communication tool by using information and controlling his image, which the president was obsessed with.

			Up against the incumbent president was the Democratic Senator from South Dakota, George McGovern, a fierce opponent of the Vietnam War. He advocated the establishment of a minimum wage and supported improving relations with Fidel Castro (Cuban head of state, 1926-2016). Considered too left wing, the Democrats’ candidate was not particularly eminent and, moreover, only owed his nomination to the withdrawal of the party’s two leading figures, Edmund Muskie (1914-1996), the Senator for Maine, and Ted Kennedy (1932-2009). The former was the victim of a conspiracy orchestrated by the Republican Party, which sent a letter in which Muskie badmouthed French Canadians to the media. The letter later turned out to be fake, but his reputation would never recover from it. Ted Kennedy, on the other hand, quit the race in 1969, following the Chappaquiddick incident, for which he was responsible and which caused the death of his companion, Mary Jo Kopechne. Consequently, for Nixon, the election was nothing more than a formality.

			An air of contestation

			The early 1970s were marked by various protest movements in the United States. The Black Panther Party (an African-American revolutionary movement) and the Weather Underground (an American anti-racism and anti-capitalism collective), to name just two, sent shockwaves across the American white middle classes, causing fear that added to that already provoked by the race riots of the late 1960s, thus destroying all the progress made by President Lyndon B. Johnson (1908-1973) regarding civil rights. What had been a central question in the 1960s became secondary after the assassination of the pacifist leader Martin Luther King (1929-1968) on 4 April 1968, a period during which violent groups appeared. While the Americans did not experience chaos on the same level as the events in France in May 1968, everyone still felt and believed that society should evolve towards greater equality and that it should focus on its internal problems, notably by pulling out of the stalemate that was the Vietnam War.

			During the 1968 elections, the Vietnam War was thus at the heart of nearly all the debates. With Johnson’s leadership widely criticised, Nixon had no choice but to promise to rapidly withdraw troops from the war, while maintaining America’s honour, to win over the electorate. While he began to withdraw troops as soon as he was elected, paradoxically, the bombardments intensified. Additionally, the United States invaded Cambodia on 29 April 1970 without the prior agreement of Congress. Many anti-war student protests subsequently broke out across the country. Some were violently repressed, but all of them illustrated the absolute will of the people to put an end to the war, even more so after the Pentagon Papers.

			
				
					The Pentagon Papers

					On 30 June 1971, the Supreme Court cleared the New York Times and the Washington Post for publishing a secret investigation into the United States’ involvement in Vietnam, ordered by the Defense Secretary Robert McNamara (American politician, 1916-2009). This 7000-page report, which was leaked to the press by the military analyst Daniel Ellsberg (born in 1931) at the start of 1971 and proved that the government had deliberately intensified the war via secret operations, scandalised the general public and eventually persuaded the Americans to end the Vietnam War. While it was mainly John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson who were discredited by the Pentagon Papers, Nixon was furious that his files had been leaked and saw the Supreme Court’s decision as an affront to the government. This incident reinforced his belief that the liberal press of the East Coast was a major enemy of his administration.

				

			

			The power of the Washington Post

			From the moment he entered the White House, Nixon privately gave ‘black marks’ to journalists who were too critical for his liking, and regarded the intellectual press of the East Coast cities with suspicion. And for good reason: Watergate would be mostly uncovered and investigated by the Washington Post.

			After the Second World War, the press changed dramatically in the United States. Many magazines and newspapers disappeared and each city had at most two or three different newspapers, often owned by the same person. Washington had two daily papers: the Post in the morning and the Star, which went on sale in the evening. The former, following a merger with the Times Herald under the Kennedy administration, became one of the country’s most influential publications. When its owner Phil Graham (1915-1963) died, his wife Katharine (1917-2001) became its sole commander-in-chief, and increased the paper’s financial revenue by acquiring a weekly magazine, a television channel and a radio station, among other things. With 530 000 copies printed during the week, and 720 000 at the weekend, the Post, due to its financial empire and its geographical location, became a point of reference for the media world. Independent and liberal-leaning, the newspaper had a team of experienced writers led by the editor Ben Bradlee (1921-2014).

			The newspapers played an essential role in American democracy, as freedom of speech and of the press were inscribed in the First Amendment to the Constitution. Thus, in a country with no national daily press, local publications competed and were always on the lookout for any potential scandal, paying particular attention to any wrongdoing by those in power.

		


		
			Biographies

			Richard Nixon, American head of state
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			Portrait of Richard Nixon.

			The son of a storeowner, Nixon was inaugurated as the 37th president of the United States on 20 January 1969, succeeding Lyndon B. Johnson. Before he won this election, the Californian had been a Member of the US House of Representatives from California's 12th district from 1950 until 1953. He was then chosen by the Republican Party to be Eisenhower’s (1890-1969) running mate in the 1952 presidential elections, and thus became his vice president from 1953 until 1961.

			In May 1960, he ran for the Republican nomination, but narrowly lost out to John F. Kennedy. He ran again successfully in 1968 when, by centring his campaign on the reestablishment of law and order, he defeated the Democrats’ candidate Hubert Humphrey (1911-1978). These elections were very unusual in that a third-party candidate made it to the final run-off. The Democratic Governor of Alabama, George Wallace (1919-1998), won 13.5% of the vote and 46 seats in the Electoral College.

			After his reelection in 1972, Nixon’s term was marked by the Vietnam War, the beginning of the détente with the Soviet bloc and astronauts Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin’s moon landing on 21 July 1969, a formative moment for the Americans which overrode the disappointment experienced in 1957 when the USSR had successfully launched its first Sputnik into orbit. Nixon’s second term met an abrupt end with the Watergate scandal, which forced him to resign on 9 August 1974.

			After being pardoned by President Gerald Ford, Nixon resumed an ordinary life. Recognising that he had made a blunder, he published his memoirs in 1978. From then on, the 37th US president’s life oscillated between that of an outcast, a well-known and sought-after speaker and a politician who was liked by various foreign heads of state, such as Deng Xiaoping (Chinese statesmen, 1904-1997).

			On 18 April 1994, Nixon suffered a heart attack and died four days later.

			Sam Ervin, American politician
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			Portrait of Sam Ervin.

			Ervin was from North Carolina and was the state’s Senator from 1954 to 1974. A hero of the First World War (1914-1918), during which he fought in France, he graduated with a law degree from Harvard in 1922. He was elected Representative of Burke County in 1922, 1924 and 1930.

			His time as senator was marked by his opposition to civil rights legislation, which led him to pronounce himself against the Supreme Court’s decision to repeal racial segregation in public schools in 1956. Nominated by the Democrats to preside over the investigation committee for the Watergate scandal, he resigned in December 1974, shortly before the end of his term. He then resumed his career as a jurist and became an advisor to a law firm.

			He died of an illness at the age of 88.

		


		
			The Watergate scandal

			The White House Plumbers

			The Watergate scandal began on 17 June 1972, when the DNC headquarters were broken into. While the presence of five burglars in the prestigious Watergate complex did not shock the police, their profile, on the other hand, turned out to be unusual, and the questioning that followed only added to the confusion.
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			Aerial view of the Watergate building, photograph taken in 2006.

			The crooks were arrested with all the equipment of spies in training: rubber gloves, cameras, walkie-talkies and electronic equipment necessary for wiretapping were all retrieved as evidence. Four of the suspects were from Cuba and the fifth, James McCord (born in 1924), belonged to the Committee for the Re-Election of the President (CRP), an organisation established by Nixon’s allies for the 1972 presidential election. Even more surprisingly, McCord was also a former CIA and FBI agent, as well as a lieutenant colonel in the US Air Force Reserve. Additionally, the agents who carried out the investigation found a hotel room key in the possession of the Plumbers (a nickname given to them retrospectively, because they were the ones who had to stop the leaks) and, in the hotel room, a significant sum of money, as well as a notebook featuring the name of Howard Hunt (1918-2007), an American spy and author who was involved with the White House. What at first seemed like an ordinary burglary turned out to be a story worthy of a great detective novel. As Washington is a federal district, the FBI led the inquiry.

			As the days went by, everything seemed to point to the CRP and the White House. On 28 June 1972, a dramatic turn of events occurred: G. Gordon Liddy (born in 1930) resigned from his position on the CRP after refusing to answer the FBI agents’ questions, leading them to suspect that he was linked with the affair. On 8 July, John N. Mitchell (1913-1988), a former attorney general, stood down as head of the Committee. The investigators and the general public were left confused. Why had the Plumbers broken into the DNC headquarters? To wiretap it? Who was in charge of the operation? How much of the responsibility lay with the CRP and its leaders? Nixon, for his part, denied any White House involvement.

			Without the tireless work of the Washington Post and its two journalists Carl Bernstein (born in 1944) and Bob Woodward (born in 1943), the break-in at Watergate would certainly have remained an unclear affair, categorised as normal politician behaviour. But the two reporters persevered, and their determination eventually paid off. Helped by a secret informant, nicknamed Deep Throat, they unearthed information about the illegal funding of the CRP, whose money paid for the burglars’ defence. They also discovered that Donald Segretti (born in 1941), who was part of the same committee, had been tasked with destroying the Democrats’ campaign by stretching his ingenuity to defame the leaders of the opposition party. Bernstein and Woodward’s work showcased the disloyal manipulations of the Republican Party in the presidential campaign, as well as the link between the burglars and the key figures in the CRP, Hunt and Liddy, who had planned everything. It was not until 2005 that Deep Throat revealed his identity: the mysterious informant was none other than Mark Felt (1913-2008), the Associate Director of the FBI at the time the events happened.

			While the Washington Post did not uncover everything, the results of its investigation were corroborated and completed by the FBI’s detailed inquiry and the many witnesses who were called to the stand before a jury, which would allow light to be cast over some of the less clear facts. Throughout the affair, the press played its role of bridging the knowledge gap between the investigators and the general public perfectly, keeping the public informed and ensuring that the burglary was not quickly forgotten. Thus, faced with the evidence mounting against them, the perpetrators of the break-in were frightened and began to speak. The time for confessions had arrived.

			The time of revelations

			Although the Republican Party’s methods were discredited, the affair had not yet tarnished Nixon’s reputation, and he was elected with a clear majority (61% of the votes) over the Democrat George McGovern. Congress did not have a Republican majority, however, which showed that in the early 1970s the United States was more pro-Nixon than truly Republican.

			Nixon got carried away with his reelection and thought that Watergate would be forgotten and overshadowed by his victory. But on 8 January 1973, the trial of the seven charged suspects began, presided over by Judge John Sirica (1904-

			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			
			Nixon’s recordings

			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Saturday Night Massacre

			
			
			
			Nixon’s downfall

			
			
					the break-in at Watergate and the funding of the suspects’ lawyers;

					the 1972 electoral campaign and the abuses committed by the Republican Party;

					the surveillance by the White House Plumbers;

					the president’s funding – he was believed to have embezzled ten million dollars to fund his secondary residences;

					the use of state agencies to serve his campaign’s generous donors;

					the bombing of Cambodia (1969-1973), which happened without the prior agreement of Congress, as well as the illegal dismantling of the Office of Economic Opportunity.
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