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				“There is a mysticism about men. There is a quiet confidence. You look a man in the eye and you know he’s got it. This guy has got it. If he doesn’t, Nixon has made a bum choice.”

					—RICHARD NIXON, ON SELECTING SPIRO T. AGNEW TO BE HIS VICE PRESIDENTIAL RUNNING MATE, AUGUST 1968
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				“WHAT’S A SPIRO AGNEW?”
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				When Lyndon Johnson requested airtime one evening at the end of March 1968, network television bosses in the know assumed the president planned to address the nation on the growing conflict in Vietnam. LBJ certainly had some explaining to do on that front. He had campaigned for the presidency four years earlier on a pledge to keep America from getting dragged into a full-on war in Vietnam. He had promised that he would not send thousands of young American men “to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves,” that is, fighting off the Communists. But then he had done just what he said he would not.

				
				By the time the 1968 presidential primary season was in full cry, with Johnson fighting off challenges from the peace-monger candidates in his own party, the war in Southeast Asia was not only raging but escalating. Dozens of U.S. soldiers and marines died every single day in Vietnam: every day, seven days a week. By that spring, many of the American boys being killed over there were draftees, not volunteers. The Tet Offensive, launched by the North Vietnamese forces at the end of January 1968, had spiked U.S. casualties on the battlefield. And spiked the number of troops Johnson said he needed on the ground in Vietnam. More than half a million. And all of that spiked doubt and frustration back home. After the surprise of Tet, the war suddenly seemed far from winnable anytime soon. More than a thousand American boys were dying every month, and nobody was sure this dear and bloody sacrifice would achieve anything worth having.

				Johnson’s nationally televised address on March 31, in prime time, unfurled—at the start—about as expected. While many Americans doubtless fumed about missing the new episode of Bonanza or The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour, the president spent nearly three-quarters of an hour defending the war in Vietnam and restating its purpose. He granted the “pain [the war] has inflicted” and “the misgivings that it has aroused,” but would not apologize for doing what he thought best. “What we are doing now, in Vietnam,” he said, “is vital not only to the security of Southeast Asia, but it is vital to the security of every American.” He was aiming for peace, and soon, he explained, but refused to give away the store to the Commies. “Our common resolve is unshakable,” the president asserted, “and our common strength is invincible.” He insisted that the enemy’s recent campaign of attack was a failure. “[The Tet Offensive] did not collapse the elected government of South Vietnam or shatter its army—as the Communists had hoped,” he said. “It did not produce a ‘general uprising’ among the people of the cities as they had predicted.” But you could almost hear it in his hangdog voice; Johnson’s own confidence seemed shaky.

				
				And then, right at the end of his address, the president said something unthinkable, something nobody saw coming. “With America’s sons in the fields far away, with America’s future under challenge right here at home, with our hopes and the world’s hopes for peace in the balance every day,” he said, “I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to any duties other than the awesome duties of the office—the Presidency of your country. Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your President.”

				I shall not seek, and I will not accept. Good God.

				A sitting president of the United States, constitutionally eligible to run for another term, decided—without warning to even his closest aides, without confiding completely in his own vice president—to call it quits.

				That bombshell tossed into the middle of the presidential nominating process sent both Democrats and Republicans scrambling to recalculate their odds and their strategy. Each major party’s nominating process had been a pretty wild political slalom that year. But now, with the incumbent’s stunning announcement that he was leaving of his own accord and the race for the White House suddenly wide open, both the Democrats and the Republicans eventually decided to settle on tried-and-true figures for the top lines of their respective tickets: LBJ’s incumbent vice president, Hubert Humphrey, would run for the Dems, and Eisenhower’s old VP, Richard Nixon, would be the man for the Repubs. The only surprise on either slate turned out to be the man whom Nixon picked to be his running mate: a little-known first-term governor from a mid-Atlantic border state—a novice and novel political figure who would ultimately turn out to have far more impact on our national trajectory than most Americans have ever stopped to consider. His now-all-but-forgotten story has also turned out to be an odd historical doppelgänger, almost a premonition, for what the country would go through with the next Republican president who would face impeachment, after Nixon.

				
				On paper, the Democrats’ 1968 nominee—Humphrey—was a stolid, predictable, no-nonsense choice. Not only was he a household name for his long service as LBJ’s vice president, but he had been a lion of the Senate, a brave and early champion of civil rights. A safe choice for the Dems. You might think. The optics of the Democrats’ 1968 convention were considerably less reassuring. There were fits of pandemonium on the floor of the convention hall in Chicago, led by antiwar Democratic delegates who were sure that Humphrey was poised to continue the grinding, disastrous war that was ripping the country apart.

				
				And the action inside the hall was nothing compared with the energetic and riotous activity that all but shut down the streets surrounding the site of the convention, Chicago’s International Amphitheater. Those frantic scenes became the enduring images of the 1968 presidential election: outrage and antiwar protests laced with paroxysms of violence; Mayor Richard Daley’s Chicago police, joined by National Guardsmen, clubbing the “agitators” first into submission and then into paddy wagons.

				A young Republican political operative sent to monitor the Democratic convention surveyed the scene and reported back on his findings. “We should side with Daley and the cops,” twenty-nine-year-old Patrick Buchanan told his boss, the party’s newly minted presidential nominee, who really didn’t need to be told. Law and order, that was his thing.

				The Republicans had held their own convention a thousand miles south of Chicago, in sunny Miami Beach, Florida, a few weeks earlier. And while the action inside the hall made it appear, at least to those watching at home, to be a considerably more genteel affair, the goings-on outside were something akin to the chaos that would soon unfold in Chicago.

				Just as Republicans from across the country were in the midst of coronating Richard Nixon as their nominee, a torrent of violence and unrest was erupting just across town, in one of Miami’s predominantly African American neighborhoods. What began as a “Vote Power” rally organized by local black leaders quickly turned into a violent confrontation with police.

				
				Miami’s malignantly bigoted police chief, Walter Headley—who had famously proclaimed a year earlier that “when the looting starts, the shooting starts”—confidently assured the public that his officers “know what to do.” Hundreds of Miami city police, county police, and, eventually, National Guardsmen met the protesters with a show of force that included armored military vehicles, bayonets, and “clouds of tear gas.” When all was said and done, three people were dead. And dozens more were injured, including a five-month-old baby who was teargassed by police. The officer responsible said of the incident, “I’d do it again.” Though he added, “I’m sorry the baby got gassed.”

				Inside the protected confines of the Miami Beach Convention Center, it was lawful and orderly, with about as much drama as a gathering in Mamie Eisenhower’s drawing room. Which was exactly what the Republican pooh-bahs were hoping for. They needed their party to be the real safe choice in these roiling times.

				The GOP had kicked around the idea of nominating for president the moderate, aristocratic governor of New York, Nelson Rockefeller. Or maybe the Michigan governor, George Romney. There was a late flurry of interest in a comely new California governor named Ronald Reagan. Reagan had Barry Goldwater’s hard-right politics, presented with a polish and sheen burnished on Hollywood’s back lots. But Reagan was a novice. He’d run his first political race just two years earlier. Republicans instead settled on their own safer bet—a man with a big résumé, a reputation for political genius, and the tenacity of a rat terrier.

				
				Richard Milhous Nixon was already, by then, a very familiar face in American politics. He was elected first to Congress in 1946, then to the Senate just four years later. He had been Dwight Eisenhower’s vice president for two full terms, eight years dutifully serving at the shoulder of the most popular Republican president of the century to that point. Nixon had come within a whisker of the presidency himself in 1960, losing to John F. Kennedy in a race that was defined by Nixon flop-sweating his way through a debate with the slightly younger and much more telegenic senator from Massachusetts.

				But even after that loss in 1960, even after an even more humiliating defeat in the race for governor in his home state of California two years later (even after he told the reporters who covered him, “Just think how much you’re going to be missing. You don’t have Nixon to kick around anymore”), he still refused to quit. He campaigned for Republicans across the country in the off-year election of 1966, earning due credit for helping Republicans rack up big gains in the House. And, cashing in those chits in the race for his party’s presidential nomination, he handily dispatched all his rivals in 1968. He started as the front-runner, won almost every primary contest, easily batted down weak attempted challenges from Rockefeller on the left and Reagan on the right, and then won the nomination easily, on the first ballot of the convention in Miami.

				
				Whatever else there is to be said about Richard Nixon, he was one hell of a political gamesman. Nixon understood that if he was to avoid losing the presidency—again—in what was sure to be another close race, he needed a number two on the ticket who added value, who shored him up where he was weakest. And so, the real business of the Miami Republican convention didn’t happen on the floor, or even out in the streets beyond the convention hall. The real business of the convention happened in Richard Nixon’s head and heart as he calculated his choice of a running mate.

				There was plenty of buzz on the convention floor about the next veep nominee, on both sides of the party’s political wings. The short list drawn up by the delegates and the network commentariat included that conservative up-and-comer from California, Ronald Reagan, as well as the moderate John Lindsay, the mayor of New York City. Nixon was reportedly agonizing over his pick; the press pack stalked the convention, in the sweltering August heat of Miami, hunting for word on the only real news to be had. Nixon pushed the decision later and later, until he finally made up his mind at the very last minute, on the last day of the convention.

				At just before 12:30 that afternoon, with the hungry reporters duly alerted and assembled, Nixon finally emerged with the news they had been after. But first he teased, for drama’s sake. “Our deliberations took place, for your information, throughout the night last night, except for one hour. I took that hour off for sleep,” Nixon said. “They began again this morning at 9 o’clock and have continued until the present time.” Then, finally, mercifully, Nixon came out with it. “I have now made a decision. I shall recommend to the convention that it nominate for vice president on the Republican ticket Governor Agnew of Maryland.”

				
				Governor Who? Of Where?

				Even Governor Spiro Agnew himself was a bit taken aback, the way Nixon later told it. When a reporter on the convention floor asked how his running mate had reacted when he got the call, Nixon responded with glee and a rare flicker of humor. “I think the best indication of surprise is when a lawyer has no words,” he said. “Governor Agnew, as you know, is a lawyer and is a very articulate man….I’d say there’s about 20 seconds before he said a word!”

				In a year of boldfaced political names like Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, Bobby Kennedy, Ed Muskie, Nelson Rockefeller, and Richard Nixon, this newcomer just didn’t seem to fit the bill. Who the heck was Spiro Agnew?

				Or, as the joke went at the time, “What’s a Spiro Agnew?”

				The country, like most of the working press, could be forgiven its ignorance. Spiro Agnew, aged forty-nine, had been governor of Maryland only eighteen months, having won office largely because the competing Democratic machines in Baltimore accidentally blew up their own party’s primary and let the nomination go to a kook perennial candidate segregationist who publicly accepted the no-longer-quite-so-coveted endorsement of the Ku Klux Klan. Agnew’s gubernatorial victory certainly didn’t owe to his long history in Maryland state politics. He had won exactly one race in his entire career to that point, serving as county executive, which is sort of like being mayor of Baltimore County, from 1962 to 1966. So of course nobody outside Maryland knew much about him. Really, nobody inside Maryland knew much about him. Spiro Agnew had gone from obscure local official, to fluke governor of Maryland, to the nominee for the vice presidency of the United States in less than six years.

				
				The choice was a genuine surprise to everyone: to Agnew, to the Republican Party, to the national political press corps, to the rest of his fellow Americans, most of whom were just learning his name. And then puzzling out why exactly a guy with a Greek name was an Episcopalian.

				The Nixon team, however, knew exactly who (and what) Spiro Agnew was, even without taking the time to learn much about him and even without bothering to vet him too awfully closely. For Nixon and his team, Spiro Agnew represented political expediency. What looked to outsiders like a roll of the dice, a dangerous gamble, was actually a result of Nixon’s reading the political landscape from thirty thousand feet. Humphrey would be tough enough to beat on his own, and Nixon was already worried about a third-party challenge from the populist, racist former Alabama governor George Wallace—a potential shot to the heart of the Republicans’ emerging southern strategy. Nixon had seen enough of Agnew to know he could help where it counted most.
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						Governor Spiro Agnew of Maryland

					
				
				Dueling narratives about the new vice presidential nominee emerged before the Republicans even broke camp in Miami. The GOP message gurus introduced Spiro T. Agnew—“Ted” to his friends—as a political figure best captured by the catchy radio jingle created when he ran for Maryland governor just a few years earlier, sung to the tune of Frank Sinatra’s “My Kind of Town (Chicago Is)”:

				“My kind of man, Ted Agnew is!

				“My kind of man, Ted Agnew is! Our great new talent for! Governor! And what’s more, he’s your kind of man, Ted Agnew is! Taking your stand, Ted Agnew is!”

				In the Republican telling, Agnew was a blue-collar, tell-it-like-it-is leader who could appeal to working-class voters because he was one of them. He was not a career politician but the son of Greek immigrants who put himself through law school after honorably serving the country in the military (including earning a Bronze Star for his service during the Battle of the Bulge). He was a political outsider, a straight shooter defined by straight-up American ideals: hard work, honesty, integrity. Agnew was that kind of man. “Well, I like him because he’s honest,” one supporter offered, “he’s really honest.”

				
				The Dems wasted no time in constructing a Spiro Agnew counter-narrative, releasing their own TV ad highlighting Agnew’s complete lack of experience on the national stage. It was, well, kind of mean-spirited when you get right down to it. The spot begins with a tight and inelegantly framed shot of a small corner of a television set, with its ungainly fat channel-changing knob as the focus. Then comes the sound of a man, off camera but apparently tuned in to the set, beginning to chuckle. The camera slowly pulls out as the man’s laughter grows louder and more insistent, to the point of hysteria, until the lettering on the television is revealed in full: “Agnew for Vice-President?” The laughing fit continues after a hard cut to the next screen, white lettering on a black background: “This would be funny if it weren’t so serious.” As the 1968 general election season got under way, the Democrats seemed intent on having sport with Spiro Agnew. They were going to make him a laughingstock. A national joke.

				But a funny thing happened on the way to the White House that year. The Dems soon found out Spiro Agnew could give as good as he got. They learned that if you wanted to play nasty, Spiro Agnew was all in. He was blunt. He was vociferously politically incorrect. He was likely to answer any opposition jabs with a flurry of roundhouses and haymakers. And that made his campaign events a sensation the national news media could not ignore.

				
				Agnew could be counted on to taunt antiwar protesters, East Coast “elites,” and the unwashed “hippies” who, in his telling, contributed nothing useful to society. “I’ll tell you this,” Agnew said at a rally in York, Pennsylvania, “they can’t run a bus, they can’t serve in a governmental office, they can’t run a lathe in a factory, all they can do is lay down in the park and sleep or kick policemen with razor blades!”

				“Somewhere, somebody failed you,” Agnew barked at a group of hecklers, while the cameras rolled. “Your churches must not have gotten through to you because you don’t even know anything about the golden rule!…I’m frankly ashamed of you. And I think you ought to be ashamed of yourselves.”

				The crowds who came out to his rallies reveled in Agnew’s unapologetic take-the-paint-off-the-walls partisanship. His increasingly confrontational taunts became a constant presence on the network newscasts. What news executive could pass on scenes like this?

				Governor Agnew’s lack of filter occasionally led him into controversy on issues of race and ethnicity that might have shamed other pols. Like his law-and-order insistence that petty looters ought to be shot by police. Sure, the cops should try to make an arrest first, but if that fails, “the officer should not hesitate to shoot him.” After the collective horror generated by that position, Agnew clarified that he just meant that taking aim at a few looters “would be a tremendous deterrent.” During one short stretch of the campaign, he was forced to apologize for crudely referring to Polish American voters as “Polacks,” and then immediately thereafter for describing a Japanese American newspaper reporter as a “Fat Jap.” Agnew promised that he meant no offense with the remarks, apologizing, he said, “if I have inadvertently offended anyone.” But close observers began to get the feeling there was nothing inadvertent about it. Reporters covering him on the trail at the time said he was undaunted by the criticism, apology notwithstanding. They started calling the incident “the boo-boo in a muu-muu.”

				
				Spiro Agnew’s political brand was built around the idea that he was an outsider who had never been a card-carrying member of the patrician establishment. It would have been off message, off brand, for him to start acting like a career pol either—careful, measured, mealy. And if he didn’t actually appear to care whom he had offended, that became a feature of his candidacy, not a bug. Rather than hurting him, his “slip-ups” seemed to solidify his support with the Republican base.

				“I guess by nature I’m a counter-puncher,” he proudly told reporters. “You can’t hit my team in the groin and expect me to stand here and smile about it.”

				Agnew counterpunched himself all the way to the White House, at the side of Richard Nixon. And he didn’t stop once he settled in behind his new desk on Pennsylvania Avenue. “In Spiro Agnew,” wrote that young Nixon political op, Pat Buchanan, “I found a fighting ally in the White House, a man with guts and humor, willing to give back as good as he got, who did not flinch from battle. He relished it.”

				Funny thing this, old habits die hard. And when the exercise of those habits has delivered fame and glory and raucous applause, they are unlikely to die at all. It is a rare man or woman who is ever really changed by ascension to high office, or tempered by the solemnity of the oaths they have sworn or by the national duties they have shouldered. And Spiro Agnew was certainly not among that rare breed.

				
				Temperamentally, ethically, he was largely untouched by office. But the reverse is hardly true. Spiro Agnew left indelible marks on his office, on his party, on his government, and on his country.

				And yet, for all his very real impact, Agnew’s story is largely forgotten today. Even fairly assiduous students of America’s modern political history can be forgiven for being a tad fuzzy on what exactly prompted Agnew’s dramatic resignation from office in 1973. It was some penny-ante tax evasion back in Maryland, right?

				Part of the reason for the lost history of Spiro Agnew is the simple factor of time. It’s been more than fifty years since that 1968 campaign season, and nearly fifty since he resigned the vice presidency in disgrace. But time alone does not account for Agnew’s obscurity. Agnew’s downfall, of course, was also overwhelmed by the sheer epic sprawling disaster of Richard Nixon and the Watergate scandal—the only scandal in living memory to unseat a president.

				But it’s definitely worth stopping and considering Spiro Agnew and his crimes and misdeeds all on their own. Because Agnew’s is a story of a scandal so brazen that, had it not occurred at the same time as Watergate, would likely be remembered as the most astonishing and sordid chapter visited upon a White House in modern times. Heck, in any times.

				
				Agnew’s is a tale of a thoroughly corrupt occupant of the White House whose crimes are discovered by his own Justice Department and who then clings to high office by using the power and prerogative of that same office to save himself.

				And the playbook Agnew wrote to try to save himself has left its own long legacy. For the elected official who prides himself on busting through political norms—and insists on always punching back harder than hit—it’s a pretty straightforward set of plays. And leaves no time to fret over the destruction you leave behind. If saving yourself means undermining the institutions of democracy—the Department of Justice and the free press, for starters—well, fire up the backhoe. Obstruct the investigations of your crimes; smear and threaten and demand investigations of the investigators; play the victim; indict the press; throw up a smoke screen of legal argument, no matter how bizarre or foundationless. The vice president of the United States cannot be indicted while in office. Says so in the Constitution. Sort of. And by all means convince your legion of supporters that the allegations against you are all vicious lies, that the evidence against you is conjured and concocted by enemies threatened by your overwhelming political strength. That it’s all just a big witch hunt.

				But there is another piece of the Agnew story also worth considering, one with a slightly happier tincture. Because the whole story of Agnew’s crimes and his downfall and his descent, ultimately, into something between ignominy and obscurity is not all bad, or entirely dispiriting. This is also the story of faceless but faithful public servants doing their jobs with thoroughgoing integrity. It’s the story of determined young federal prosecutors who uncovered the crimes of a politician at the very top, faced down a torrent of threats to their persons and to their investigation, and refused to stop until the truth emerged. It’s also the story of their bosses at the Department of Justice who shielded them from the predations of Agnew and his partisans.

				
				Terrible people doing terrible things is a (terrible) fact of life, but it doesn’t ordinarily bring on a constitutional crisis; it’s the reason we have law enforcement. But when the very worst people are at the top of American government, and willing to use the awesome powers of their office to stay there and thwart justice, the protection of the Constitution requires the very best people, also in office, willing to stand up and do what’s right. This is that story, too.

				And if any of this sounds familiar, it’s because history really is here to help.
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			DIVIDER IN CHIEF
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			“NBC interrupts its regular program schedule to bring you the following special report.”

			The urgent, static-filled announcement cut into NBC’s prime-time lineup on the evening of April 4, 1968, just four days after President Johnson’s dramatic withdrawal from the race for the presidency.

			The election was still seven months away. Richard Nixon had not yet secured the Republican nomination, and Spiro Agnew had only just passed the one-year mark of his undistinguished and unremarkable term as governor of Maryland. He was an afterthought or, more precisely, a non-thought in national Republican politics. But the bulletin of April 4, and the days that followed, began to change all that.

			
			It was a Thursday evening, in the heart of prime time, when NBC News broke into its regular programming. “Martin Luther King Junior was killed tonight in Memphis, Tennessee,” the newsman Chet Huntley somberly reported, “shot in the face as he stood alone on the balcony of his hotel room. He died in a hospital an hour later.”

			The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had been in Memphis in support of African American sanitation workers striking in protest of insufficient pay and unsafe working conditions, marching with signs that read, I AM A MAN. Dr. King’s murder sent waves of shock, panic, fear, and anger rippling through the country.

			The Democratic presidential candidate Bobby Kennedy—whose own brother had met the same fate four and a half years earlier, and who himself would be brought down by an assassin’s bullet months later—delivered the news to a stunned, mostly African American crowd on the streets of Indianapolis. “Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice between fellow human beings,” Kennedy said. He recognized the understandable human responses of “bitterness, and hatred and a desire for revenge” in the face of this injustice and pain. But he begged for understanding and calm, in keeping with King’s lessons of nonviolence. “I shall ask you tonight to return home to say a prayer for the family of Martin Luther King,” Kennedy implored, “but importantly to say a prayer for our own country.”

			
			Indianapolis did remain calm. But as the news of the assassination spread late that night and early into the next morning, parts of America were convulsed by shock, and outrage, and, in a handful of cities, full-fledged riots. One of those cities was Baltimore. In that critical moment, with so much hanging in delicate balance, Maryland’s new Republican governor, Spiro T. Agnew, decided to respond to the crisis in his state’s largest city with brute force. And with political posturing that would make a peacock blush.

			Agnew ordered more than five thousand Maryland National Guard troops onto Baltimore’s streets, armed with live ammunition. Those troops joined a force of twelve hundred city police officers and an additional four hundred state troopers who had already been dispatched to the riot areas. The soldiers and police systematically swept the city, arresting thousands of residents involved, or suspected to be involved, in the riots.

			When nearly seven thousand National Guardsmen and police officers weren’t enough to quell the unrest, Agnew declared that an “insurrection” was under way in his state. This permitted him to make a formal request to President Johnson, asking for an additional two thousand active-duty U.S. Army soldiers to join the Guardsmen. The arrival of soldiers from the Eighteenth Airborne Corps Artillery marked the first time federal troops had been deployed in Baltimore since just after the Civil War. U.S. military jeeps with barbed wire across their hoods rolled through city streets, while Governor Agnew presided over the law-and-order response from the state capital.

			
			Six days into the crisis—with more than five thousand protesters jailed, six people dead, and Baltimore still aflame—Agnew finally reached out to somebody other than law enforcement and the military. The governor called a select group of African American community leaders to a meeting at a state government building in downtown Baltimore. Black Baltimore had voted overwhelmingly for Agnew against his Klan-endorsed, nutball Dixiecrat opponent, so they represented a real bloc of the governor’s voting base. Which meant most of these men and women had reason to expect a frank and respectful discussion about how best to join with law enforcement to help calm the violence. What they got at the meeting—which was televised live at the governor’s invitation—was something altogether different.

			Agnew filibustered from the start, wagging his finger at the assembled black leaders, laying the blame for the violence at their feet, lecturing them about how they had failed to stand up to the younger and more militant black champions, whom Agnew called “the circuit riding…caterwauling, riot-inciting, burn-America-down type of leader.” The group understood pretty quickly that Agnew had invited them to this meeting for one simple reason: they were props in his scripted and televised set piece.

			More than half of the community leaders walked out in protest during Agnew’s screed. “He is as sick as any bigot in America,” one pastor said on his way out. “He is as sick as anything I have seen in America.”

			
			Letters and calls to the governor protesting his high-handed and disrespectful treatment of the African American community in Maryland were swamped by letters and calls in support of Agnew’s performance. Among those in support was Richard Nixon’s brash, young, white-nationalist speechwriter, Pat Buchanan. “Agnew had called in these civil rights leaders and asked, ‘Why aren’t you condemning the violence?’ ” Buchanan later said. “And the objection a lot of people made was he brought in TV cameras and read them the riot act.” Agnew had pulled off the kind of twofer Buchanan appreciated. The governor had come down hard on the uprising in his state, and he had created his own made-for-television moment to publicly browbeat his opposition. This guy knew how to use television, and without breaking a sweat. Buchanan immediately sent Agnew’s speech to Nixon, “and he was very impressed by [Agnew’s] toughness.”

			Agnew’s specific brand of “toughness” appealed to Nixon at that moment in particular because he was already anticipating a snag in his election plans—a snag named George Wallace. The unreconstructed segregationist and recent governor of Alabama had thrown his hat in the ring as an independent candidate for president, which made for a perilous new challenge from the far-right flank. Nixon was counting on overwhelming support from conservative whites in the Deep South to defeat the Democrat Hubert Humphrey that November, but if George Wallace managed to peel off enough of that vote, he might starve the Republican ticket of enough support to cost Nixon the White House. By another maddeningly slim margin. Again.

			
			And so what Nixon and Pat Buchanan saw in Agnew that April in Baltimore looked like an answer to their electoral map problems by August. “His toughness would help us in the border states,” Buchanan said of Agnew. “If we’re running against Wallace, we’re not going to win Alabama, Louisiana, Georgia, Mississippi. But Tennessee, Arkansas, Texas, Florida, the upper/outer South? We could win that.”

			Spiro Agnew was Richard Nixon’s kind of man.

			Nixon campaigned across the country that fall, while Spiro Agnew concentrated on those southern border states, delivering what Buchanan described as a “hard-line” message. And while George Wallace did manage to pick off Deep South states like Alabama and Mississippi that November, the Nixon-Agnew ticket won Tennessee and Florida, and the Carolinas, and Virginia and Missouri and Kentucky. They held on and—in a squeaker—won the White House, beating Hubert Humphrey with a little more than 43 percent of the popular vote.

			Richard Nixon’s calculation worked. But what he got in his new vice president was something more than he bargained for, in a few different ways. Not the least of which was that Agnew was becoming a star in the making in the Republican Party, a politician whose appeal to the conservative base would quickly outstrip even Nixon’s own.
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					Agnew on the campaign trail
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			IT’S NOT OFTEN that a vice president manages to command so much of the spotlight in the first years of a new presidency. And Spiro Agnew didn’t even have to work that hard at it. From the moment he stepped into the White House, Agnew just did what he had been doing since he was tapped to be running mate—and since the riots in Baltimore.

			Nixon was maybe a bit too educated, and too versed in the intricacies of governance and policy, which meant he came across as wonky at times, or overarticulate, which translated to most of the voting public as inarticulate. Agnew was like Nixon’s id—without the burden of much actual knowledge or curiosity or responsibility to the country at large. He was a heat-seeking political missile who embraced the power of television and the value of a well-landed attack, low blow or not.

			
			If anything, Vice President Agnew got more aggressive over time. His default setting was attack mode. He cheerfully derided liberals, the establishment, ivory-tower professors, and the press. It wasn’t that he was proselytizing for his own cause or for pet policy ideas; instead, he made a marquee act out of just taking a flamethrower to the other side. Which itself effectively became Agnew’s cause. At least it became his mission as vice president. Why sermonize about the superiority of your ideas and values when it was so much more effective to attack the motives and character of your opponents, to call them names, to question their love of country. The vice presidency of Spiro T. Agnew marked the birth of the bruising, know-nothing confrontational conservatism that has been eating the lunch of seemly, Kiwanis Club Republicanism ever since.

			So while Nixon worked to find accommodation with Democrats on policy issues in Washington, Agnew flew around the country to antagonize and belittle those same members of Congress. “You know how it is with the radical liberals,” he opined to one crowd in Connecticut, “you zing one of them—call his hand, cite his voting record, quote his speeches, tell America the harm he’s done—and he howls like a coyote with his tail caught in a snake hole!” The response was rapturous applause.

			During one post-election stop in Springfield, Illinois, Agnew played to a raucous crowd by railing against weak-kneed liberals whose un-American character “translates into a whimpering isolationism in foreign policy, a mulish obstructionism in domestic policy, and a pusillanimous pussyfooting on the critical issue of law and order!” He dismissed critics of the Nixon administration as “nattering nabobs of negativism.” He joked that they had formed their own 4-H Club, “the hopeless, hysterical hypochondriacs of history.” He even coined a phrase for the nation-threatening lefties: “radic-libs,” short for “radical liberals.”

			
			Hell, Agnew seemed to love the partisan political work assigned him as vice president—especially now that he had the benefit of some excellent White House–grade staff work. Some of his best lines were written by Buchanan and William Safire, the young wordsmiths who specialized in derisive appellation. “Nattering nabobs of negativism” was the brainchild of Safire. Buchanan penned “pusillanimous pussyfooters.” But Agnew wanted it known that he, too, was pretty good at an insult. “An effete corps of impudent snobs who characterize themselves as intellectuals”—that was all me, Spiro would say. “Agnew told me years ago that he had come up with it himself,” reported another former speechwriter, “and Safire subsequently confirmed it.”

			If the emerging public image of Agnew was as a singularly divisive national figure, he embraced it. “He was asked why he—more than other politicians—was accused of dividing the country,” NBC’s David Brinkley reported in 1971. “Agnew said it was because he was the foremost destroyer of liberal dogma, and that when liberals are attacked, they salivate like Pavlovian dogs.”

			Republican partisans loved him, and the bolder the better. “They saw somebody who they thought they could rely on, they thought they could trust, they thought they could like, and so they were attracted to him,” says one of Agnew’s top White House aides, David Keene. “The way he said things was sort of refreshingly courageous.”

			
			“Enthusiasm for Agnew’s knock-heads maledictions against the protesters, the youth marchers, the TV commentators, the New York Times, the Washington Post, et al has swept through Middle America like the croup,” Life magazine noted in 1970. “If, in the process, he is maybe further polarizing the country, widening the rift with the young’uns, at least the oldsters are finding in him a great source of solace.”

			“He said what a lot of us have always suspected,” said one Nebraska Republican official, “and we’re glad to have it confirmed as so.”

			It wasn’t just among his supporters that Agnew was having a very real effect. The vice president’s unflagging and unapologetic partisanship drove his antagonists, well, a tad bonkers. After the vice president publicly attacked the nation’s black leaders for blaming the rest of society for their own community’s ills, one of the most prominent African American members of Congress—Representative William Clay of Missouri—took to the floor of the House to deliver a condemnation that can still make your eyes water, even today.

			“[He] is seriously ill,” Clay began. “He has all the symptoms of an intellectual misfit. His recent tirade…is just
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