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Introduction

Watergate is a compelling story of botched government that in two years went from the implausible to the unthinkable—the first resignation in history of a U.S. president. If it was a self-destruct tragedy for Richard Nixon, for the American people it was a drawn-out ordeal that tested the robustness of democratic processes. Despite some alarms, institutions held steady, law was upheld, and a chastened republic survived.

Modern leaders have had their terms of office involuntarily terminated in a number of ways. In the Communist party of the former Soviet Union, Nikita Khrushchev was simply replaced by a secret politburo vote; in its dog days, Mikhail Gorbachev was deposed in a coup, restored, then found that the entity for which he was president, the USSR, had itself been dissolved, and he was left officeless. Equally firmly, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who had never lost a vote in Parliament and had won three elections, was, when her party feared she might lose the fourth, “persuaded” to step down—in what she has since reviled as an act of “treachery” by Cabinet colleagues.

In the United States, no living president had involuntarily given up office until the thirty-seventh president, Richard Nixon. He resigned two and a half years short of completing his second term rather than risk being removed from office by a congressional vote for impeachment.

Myth would have it that what Nixon’s men did was no worse than their predecessors, except that they were caught. Or that Nixon, admittedly a difficult character, fell victim to the vicious partisanship of the opposition Democrats who controlled Congress. Like all myth, there is a core of truth. But the greater truth is that no president, least of all as powerful a man as Nixon, faces impeachment for purely partisan reasons or for misconduct on the level of bugging opponents. It was a pattern of malfeasance by him and his men that led to the damning—and bipartisan—vote in Congress. Had it not been for the defection of Republicans and pro-Nixon conservatives, he would have survived.

Watergate, the name of a luxury apartment-office complex by the banks of the Potomac River in Washington, D.C., came in the early 1970s to symbolize such an all-encompassing presidential scandal that, twenty years on, it has gone not just into the language but into many languages. The suffix “-gate” now routinely connotes government cover-up and almost invariably the corruption of power. But this, notwithstanding Iran-, Iraq-, and now Whitewater-, is still the mother of all “gates.”

When five men hired by Nixon’s election committee and equipped with electronic bugging devices were caught red-handed by police in the Democratic Party headquarters at the Watergate on June 17, 1972, it might have been only a “third-rate burglary attempt.” But it was also the tip of an iceberg of lawless abuses of office on which the Nixon presidency was to founder.

Nixon felt trapped and therefore tried to cover up. He dared not turn on those involved because they were either close to him or had earlier been involved in secret illegal schemes done at his direction. To have risked unraveling the whole scandal, he and his men feared, might cost him reelection later that year. Ironically, the cover-up was probably unnecessary; the opposition candidate had so little support that Nixon, fresh from foreign policy triumphs, could probably have made a clean breast of Watergate and still been reelected. But Nixon, while claiming to have dared greatly, did not dare in small things. One of his own associates and speechwriters, William Safire, was even harder on him: “Those who invested their lives in the causes he shared will never forget that Nixon failed, not while daring greatly, but while lying meanly.”

To protect himself and his closest lieutenants, the president ran a conspiracy in which his oath and his office were abused and justice obstructed. Two years later, he was found out, squealed on by accomplices, and most thoroughly convicted by the tapes of his own conversations, recorded secretly for his own use.

In the extraordinarily tense climate of war and superpower crises, Richard Nixon was a bold and far-thinking president. He ended America’s role in the Vietnam War, reopened American relationships with China, laid the foundations for detente with Russia, and planted the seeds for a Middle East settlement. All of that heightens the tragedy of self-infliction that this complex man, so effective and visionary in high policy—as he himself lamented shortly before he died on April 22, 1994—should have as his epitaph: Watergate.


Cast of Characters


Spiro T. Agnew: vice president (1969–73); resigned after pleading nolo contendere (no contest) to a tax evasion charge.

Howard Baker: senator (R-TN); vice-chairman of the Senate Watergate Committee.

Alfred C. Baldwin: bugging lookout at the Watergate break-in who turned state’s evidence.

Bernard L. Barker: leader of Cuban American teams for break-ins; served twelve months in jail.

Alexander P. Butterfield: deputy to H. R. (Bob) Haldeman (1969–73); first disclosed Nixon’s taping system.

J. Fred Buzhardt, Jr.: Nixon’s Watergate counsel.

John J. Caulfield: White House investigator (1969–72); author of the Sandwedge political intelligence plan.

Dwight L. Chapin: Nixon’s appointments secretary (1969–73); served eight months in jail.

Charles W. Colson: special White House counsel (1970–73); served seven months in jail.

Archibald Cox: first Watergate special prosecutor.

Samuel Dash: chief counsel to the Senate Watergate Committee.

John W. Dean III: counsel to the president (1970–73); served four months in jail.

John Doar: special counsel to the House Judiciary Committee’s impeachment inquiry.

John D. Ehrlichman: chief domestic policy adviser to the president (1969–73); served eighteen months in jail.

Sam J. Ervin: senator (D-NC); chairman of the Senate Watergate Committee.

Gerald R. Ford: House Republican minority leader; vice president; president who pardoned Nixon.

Leonard C. Garment: White House adviser (1969–74).

Virgilio R. Gonzalez: lockpick of the Watergate break-in; served fifteen months in jail.

L. Patrick Gray III: acting director of the FBI (1972–73), resigned; burned documents from E. Howard Hunt’s safe.

Alexander M. Haig: White House chief of staff (1973–74).

H. R. (Bob) Haldeman: White House chief of staff (1969–73); served eighteen months in jail.

E. Howard Hunt, Jr.: longtime CIA clandestine officer; White House consultant; White House Plumber; member of the Fielding and Watergate break-in teams; served thirty-three months in jail.

Leon Jaworski: second Watergate special prosecutor.

Herbert W. Kalmbach: Nixon’s personal lawyer; raised hush money; served six months in jail.

Henry A. Kissinger: national security adviser (1969–73); secretary of state (1973–77).

Richard G. Kleindienst: attorney general (1972–73); received a suspended one-month jail sentence.

Egil (Bud) Krogh, Jr.: deputy to John Ehrlichman; White House Plumber; served four and a half months in jail.

Frederick C. LaRue: chief adviser to John Mitchell; served five and a half months in jail.

G. Gordon Liddy: White House Plumber; counsel to reelection committee; led the Fielding and Watergate break-ins; served fifty-two months in jail.

James W. McCord, Jr.: longtime CIA security officer; bugging man; left tape on the door in the Watergate break-in; wrote a letter implicating higher-ups; served four months in jail.

Jeb Stuart Magruder: deputy director of the 1972 reelection campaign; served seven months in jail.

Robert C. Mardian: assistant attorney general (1969–72); his conviction at the main Watergate trial was later quashed.

Eugenio Rolando Martinez: CIA anti-Castro boat captain; member of the Fielding and Watergate break-in teams; served fifteen months in jail.

John N. Mitchell: attorney general (1969–72); director of the 1972 reelection campaign; served nineteen months in jail.

Richard M. Nixon: president (1969–74); resigned from office and accepted a pardon.

Lawrence F. O’Brien: chairman, Democratic National Committee.

Paul L. O’Brien: lawyer for the reelection committee.

Kenneth W. Parkinson: lawyer for the reelection committee; acquitted at the main Watergate trial.

Henry E. Petersen: assistant attorney general in charge of prosecutions.

Herbert L. (Bart) Porter: assistant to Jeb Stuart Magruder; served thirty days in jail.

Elliot L. Richardson: attorney general (1973); appointed Archibald Cox as Watergate special prosecutor; resigned when ordered to fire him.

Peter W. Rodino, Jr.: congressman (D-NJ); chairman of the House Judiciary Committee.

Donald H. Segretti: Nixon campaign dirty trickster and saboteur; served four and a half months in jail.

Earl J. Silbert: assistant U.S. attorney; prosecuted the first Watergate case and trial.

John J. Sirica: chief judge, U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia; presided over the Watergate break-in and cover-up trials and Nixon tapes litigation.

Hugh W. Sloan, Jr.: treasurer of the reelection committee.

Maurice H. Stans: secretary of commerce (1969–72); finance chairman of the reelection committee; fined $150,000.

Gordon C. Strachan: H. R. (Bob) Haldeman’s liaison to the reelection committee; charges during the main Watergate trial were dismissed.

Frank A. Sturgis: member of the Watergate break-in team; served thirteen months in jail.

Anthony T. Ulasewicz: ex-NYPD; private eye for the White House; made hush money drops; sentenced to one year’s unsupervised probation for failing to declare expenses for income tax.

Rose Mary Woods: secretary to President Nixon; said she “must have” erased part of eighteen and a half minutes from a tape.

David R. Young: aide to Henry Kissinger (1969–71); White House Plumber; granted immunity from prosecution in return for prosecution testimony in the Fielding break-in trial.

Ronald L. Ziegler: Nixon press secretary (1969–74).




CHAPTER 1

Breakthrough and Break-in

The contrast between what was happening in Moscow that Sunday, May 28, 1972, and what was happening in Washington was extraordinary. In Moscow, Richard Nixon was nearing the climax of the first-ever summit to be held there between American and Soviet presidents. Five thousand miles away in Washington, the first of several illegal entries into the Democratic National Committee (DNC) headquarters in the Watergate complex was taking place.

Nixon was preparing to make a television speech to the Soviet people, a speech he would later reckon to be one of the best he ever made.1 It was to be high-minded and inspiring, an attack on the fear that he believed had poisoned the relations between the United States and the Soviet Union and which made the world a dangerous place.


Through all the pages of history, through all the centuries, the world’s peoples have struggled to be free from fear, whether fear of the elements or hunger, or fear of their own rulers, or fear of their neighbors in other countries. And yet time and again people have vanquished the source of one fear only to fall prey to another. Let our goal now be a world without fear …



Back home, however, the president’s election managers had fallen prey to another fear, one in the end as irrational and dangerous as it could be. For despite Nixon’s high standing, they—like Nixon himself—were obsessed with fear of losing, the fear of not having as much dirt on political opponents as they might have on you. The president had imbued his staff with a determination to do whatever it took to win. This came to mean an insatiable need for political intelligence, sabotage, smearing, and bugging.

This urge to do down his political enemies, along with Nixon’s vision in policy making, were the dominant traits of this most perplexing politician. They were never more in evidence than in the middle of this, his third and last campaign for the presidency, more such campaigns than any other man since World War II.

In 1972, the last year of Nixon’s first term, he was well prepared to run for a second. His political position seemed unassailable. The Moscow triumph was only the latest. He had started the year with a bang, confounding the Democrats, who had been ceaselessly pressing him to negotiate an end to the Vietnam nightmare, by revealing in January that he had been secretly talking to the Communist side for years. Then in February, completely upstaging the first primary elections, came his highly publicized summit with Chairman Mao in Beijing.

Now Nixon had pulled off the summit double with Moscow. This had looked against the odds because only two weeks before his Kremlin arrival, Nixon had boldly countered a renewed Communist offensive in Vietnam with an action the Joint Chiefs of Staff had been urging for years. He ordered the mining of Haiphong, the North’s main port, and the bombing of hitherto off-limits targets in Hanoi. Some Soviet merchant sailors were reported casualties, and few thought the Kremlin would stand idly by.

But the Soviet leaders, not wishing to take second place to China in the superpower triangle, neither reacted nor cancelled the rendezvous; so the White House had “its mining and bombing and summit too,” in the words of Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security adviser. In the face of alarmist comment, even worries over World War III, Nixon was exultant and, typically, instructed his staff to see that all the doomsayers among politicians and commentators ate their words.2

Despite the blitz on Hanoi, he had reduced the number of American troops in Vietnam from the half million he had inherited on taking office to some fifty thousand. In the Cold War, he believed he had made great progress in engaging the Soviet leaders in what he called a structure for peace, slowing the nuclear arms race with the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) talks—which were to produce the first SALT treaty during this Moscow visit.

Nixon, in short, was at the height of his powers. His achievements made all the more ironic what was being done on his behalf back home in Washington.

Bugging was hardly an invention of the Republicans or the Nixon campaign team. The Kennedys and Lyndon Johnson had resorted to it. They had both used, and abused, the legitimate functions of the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Central Intelligence Agency. Lawful, court-authorized, telephone tapping and other electronic eavesdropping were carried out, mainly against organized crime, by the FBI; the FBI also had, still has, a lawful counterintelligence function against foreign espionage within the confines of the United States. By law, the CIA was prohibited from engaging in domestic (as opposed to foreign) intelligence activity. What marked out Nixon’s people was that, when they were thwarted by the FBI and CIA, they decided to act themselves.

Most Americans accepted that there was such a thing as political espionage, just as commercial and foreign espionage existed. But most people believed that their own affairs were safely protected by the Bill of Rights, which—like England’s common law—guaranteed them freedom from unlawful search and seizure.

Most, but not all. Shortly after Nixon’s image disappeared from the television screens, a group of men in Washington finally completed a very frustrating Memorial Day weekend. Starting on the previous Friday, they had made not one but three attempts to gain entry to the Democratic headquarters in the Watergate building. It would have been hilarious had it not been so sinister. They had failed in their first attempt on Friday to get past what they thought was an alarm. They were thwarted in their second attempt next day by not having the right lockpicking tools. Finally, on the Sunday Nixon was speaking in Moscow, having sent the locksmith back to Miami on a day round-trip, they got the door wrenched open, and went in.

One member of the gang was actually caught. Felipe De Diego, a former U.S. Army intelligence officer, was intercepted inside the Watergate complex by a security guard but simply told to leave the premises.3 The others, ordered to continue regardless, photographed documents and planted a couple of listening devices inside telephones. They left undetected and a few days later were making plans for the next target.

Two of the men were employees of the Nixon campaign organization known as the Committee to Re-Elect the President (CRP). The six others were paid with CRP funds.

On June 6, the man virtually certain to be Nixon’s rival in the November election all but clinched the Democratic presidential nomination by winning the California primary. He was ultraliberal Senator George McGovern, the opponent Nixon had least expected and most wanted because he seemed easiest to beat. McGovern’s campaign headquarters on Capitol Hill was next on the list for the Nixon campaign’s bugging. Entry day was set for June 17, 1972, but there was a snag. The Watergate bugging had been unsatisfactory. One of the bugs did not seem to be working. Before penetrating McGovern’s offices, the break-in gang was ordered to go back into the Watergate.

Information and money. These two indispensable political commodities were immediately pinpointed by Richard Nixon—with the election victory barely savored in 1968—as cardinal to his reelection four years later. Even before Nixon’s first inauguration, the instructions to White House chief of staff Bob Haldeman were meticulous. In a memo inadvertently released by the National Archives over Nixon’s objection, he wrote that he wanted a huge buildup of funds during his first year. It stated: “Funds should now be collected to take care of our deficit and transition expenses from those who failed to contribute before the election …”4

In fact, rather than a deficit, Nixon carried away a secret surplus from the 1968 campaign. But even so the ominous note in that memo about “those who failed to contribute” did not go unheeded by Nixon’s collectors. And the difference from what his predecessors had done was Nixon’s secrecy; there was to be a private fund for secret political purposes. The Nixon men were to run up huge amounts by methods close to extortion. This approach, as we shall see later in the story, contributed mightily to Watergate and to the abuses associated with its initial cover-up.

Political intelligence was regarded as crucial. “I decided that we must begin immediately keeping track of everything the leading Democrats did,” Nixon wrote. “Information would be our first line of defense.”5 And if possible, attack. Ever since his first congressional campaign in 1946, Nixon had had the reputation for indulging in smears while self-righteously denying any such thing. Very early in his first term, Nixon told John Ehrlichman, his other trusted top staff man, that the White House needed a “private eye,” someone outside government channels who could get them dirt.6

Ehrlichman engaged a former New York City policeman, John Caulfield, known to Nixon as part of his security detail in the presidential campaigns. But Caulfield suggested that from inside the White House he supervise the detective, a former police colleague named Anthony Ulasewicz. To ensure that this connection was at one remove from the White House, Tony was to be paid through the president’s personal lawyer, Herbert Kalmbach, but out of the secret political funds.

One of Ulasewicz’s first tasks in July 1969 was to monitor events after Chappaquiddick. When Senator Edward Kennedy drove his car off the bridge there and Mary Jo Kopechne drowned, Nixon had a live interest in seeing a feared potential rival for 1972 damaged beyond repair in the scandal. Ulasewicz spent weeks around the investigation posing as a news reporter. From these small beginnings of political nosiness, the White House do-it-yourself taste for investigation was to develop into a habit and an obsession.

It could never be said of Richard Nixon that he wanted merely to be president; unlike some of his successors, he had clear ideas of what he wanted to achieve. He wanted to roll back what he saw as the permissive influences of the sixties, and on some issues, like welfare reform, he was before his time. Abroad, rejecting fashionable defeatism, he sought a recasting of America’s influence amid a new balance of superpowers.

Yet the hair’s breadth margin by which he had gained office in 1968 seemed to have affected his hold on it; for him, winning by 1 percent was not enough. Having felt the opposition’s breath down his neck, he wanted revenge. Nixon seemed driven by the need to win overwhelmingly and unchallengeably next time.

The seeds of Richard Nixon’s insecurities lie deep within his character, but they must also have been born in large part from the truly amazing seesaws of his political career. Most men are happy to contest one presidential campaign; some are lucky enough to succeed twice, in reelection. Nixon, unique in his generation, was a candidate in five presidential campaigns. In the first two he was elected vice president and served the classic heartbeat away under Eisenhower. In the next two, with an eight-year gap separating them, he was the Republican presidential nominee, losing the first time to John Kennedy by a mere 113,000 votes.

The abiding suspicion that Democratic vote fraud in Illinois and Texas had stolen that election led Nixon to a special fear and hatred for the Kennedys. At the time Nixon resisted the temptation to challenge the 1960 result. He later wrote, “I vowed that I would never again enter an election at a disadvantage by being vulnerable to them—or anyone—on the level of political tactics.”7 For a fighter who needed lessons from no one in political skulduggery and manipulation, that was a declaration of all-out political war.

Yet as voters went to the polls in 1968, Nixon was made frantic by the Democrats’ tactics in support of their candidate, Vice President Hubert Humphrey. The president, Lyndon Johnson, suddenly announced a bombing halt in Vietnam and the opening of negotiations. On election night, Nixon had to wait into the next morning to be certain he had defeated Humphrey. Still, as he told his relieved supporters, “It sure beats losing.”

It was one of the most phenomenal comebacks in American political history, but there was a problem. Nixon was the first president in 120 years to take office with both houses of Congress controlled by the opposition. As many of his closest associates later noted, Nixon never seemed to have accepted that he had finally won. Indeed, from the outset of his presidency in 1969, Richard Nixon seemed obsessed with the fear of being a one-term president.

“Without the Vietnam War there would have been no Watergate,”8 says Bob Haldeman, who went to prison for it. Certainly, the Vietnam War Nixon inherited from the Democrats had to be his first order of business. It brought him his worst problems and brought out his worst responses.

Nixon had barely been in office a month when he was confronted with a test of his mettle. He had persisted in Johnson’s bombing halt over North Vietnam, with the associated “understanding” that there would be no major attacks by the other side on cities. Yet in February, the Communists launched an offensive in the south. United States ground strength in Vietnam was then at its peak at 549,000 men. But there was another figure that had prime significance for the American public: By early March, in three successive weeks the toll of American soldiers killed in action was running near record levels: 351, 453, 336. And, of course, uncounted Vietnamese.

Nixon’s options in ending the war as he had promised were limited. The joint chiefs could offer him only more of the same. Military escalation had been discredited under Johnson, and was opposed by an extraordinarily vigorous antiwar movement. The Democratic Congress was rapidly detaching itself from responsibility for American involvement.

Nixon chose to be bold and different. He ordered B-52s to bomb not Vietnam but Vietnamese Communist (Vietcong) bases inside neighboring Cambodia. Cambodia was officially neutral but its neutrality had long been violated by the Vietcong who used these “sanctuaries” to launch attacks in South Vietnam without fear of serious retaliation. Most important, and characteristic of Nixon, the new bombing operation was begun in secret, partly to avoid arousing what Henry Kissinger later called “the dormant beast of public protest” and partly to test key diplomatic reactions.9

There were none. The enemy being bombed kept it secret. So did the ruler of Cambodia, then Prince Norodom Sihanouk. And even more impressive diplomatically, there was complete silence on the issue in Moscow and Beijing. Nixon and Kissinger, who had never officially informed Congress, could hardly believe their luck.

It could not last, of course. Washington is a competitive place for the news media, especially in the first days of a new administration. And in a bursting forth of leaks about the Nixon policy-makers’ innermost thinking, March and April stories about bombing of Cambodian targets were followed by the full story of the “unprotested” secret B-52 bombing of Cambodia, leaked onto the front page of The New York Times on May 9. It was attributed, like so much in those days, to Nixon administration sources. The president and Kissinger were enraged.

Nixon’s response was typical and, as it turned out, fateful. He turned to two men to throttle at birth what he believed was a conspiracy to undermine his new administration from within. The first was John Mitchell; the second J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI.

Mitchell was a man Nixon counted as “[his] most trusted friend and adviser” whose counsel he wanted “not just on legal matters but on the whole range of presidential decision making.” Nixon appointed him attorney general, but so powerful was Mitchell that he came to be regarded in that first term as deputy president. Mitchell had spent years and made millions as a lawyer specializing in municipal bond launches, that arcane mechanism by which American cities and local authorities bring their funding issues to market. His work and contacts gave Mitchell unique insights into state and city politics, especially in the Republican Party.

Mitchell and Nixon became New York lawyers around the same time in 1963. According to an associate in New York, they were attracted to each other because they were both new boys and outsiders in typically East Coast law firms. Their friendship prospered and eventually their firms merged into Nixon Rose Mudge Guthrie and Mitchell. Mitchell was all bluff pipe-smoking taciturnity, but if Nixon seemed to others to be in awe of his partner, Mitchell showed unwavering devotion to Nixon. Mitchell was the boss of Nixon’s 1968 campaign and the first man to call Nixon “Mr. President,” a moment that Nixon says affected him deeply.10

Two days after he assumed office, Nixon, coming from lunch with his new attorney general, told the writer Theodore White that he had instructed Mitchell to control wiretapping with an iron hand; Nixon wanted “no climate of fear in this country, no wiretapping scare.”11 Oddly, Nixon makes no mention of this in his own memoirs. He goes on at length, in a different context, with claims about how much more wiretapping previous administrations, above all the hated Kennedys, had conducted than he did. It is difficult, therefore, to judge how sincere the remark was—for the sentiment did not last long. What is certain is that in that spring of 1969, when Nixon turned to his attorney general for advice on what to do about leaks, Mitchell said call in the FBI.

Enter John Edgar Hoover, legendary and feared director of the FBI. Hoover had served under eight presidents. He had cut his teeth catching spies in the United States who were working for the Germans during the First World War. Hoover was in charge not only of the investigation of federal crimes but also of counterintelligence inside the United States. His unofficial brief, it was assumed, included keeping up-to-date intelligence on politicians. The dirt was lodged in his secret office files, which, to Nixon’s chagrin, eluded his grasp when Hoover’s loyal secretaries swiftly removed and destroyed them at his death in 1972.

Over his long career, Hoover amassed considerable political clout in Congress. At the age of seventy-six, he was past his best, yet nobody dared seek his resignation. Nixon always claimed that he had a great relationship with “Edgar,” meeting frequently with him socially and relying on him for the kind of conservative hard-line support he craved, but rarely received from others. Hoover’s support was something Nixon acknowledged inheriting from his predecessor.

The month before he assumed office, Nixon had been warned by Lyndon Johnson that “leaks can kill you.” Moreover, Nixon quoted LBJ as saying, “If it hadn’t been for Edgar Hoover, I couldn’t have carried out my responsibilities as Commander-in-Chief. Period. Dick, you will come to depend on Edgar. He is a pillar of strength in a city of weak men. You will rely on him time and time again to maintain security. He’s the only man you can put your complete trust in.”12

Summoned to the Oval Office with Mitchell, his nominal superior, Hoover told Nixon that the FBI could conduct background checks on the leak suspects, have them tailed, or tap their phones; but phone tapping was the only effective way to nail down who the leakers were. Dr. Kissinger was asked to join them and suggest the names of some of his officials who had access to the secrets being leaked.

Ever since that time Kissinger has sought to justify the tapping while minimizing his role in the selection of staff and close friends among those to be tapped. One insider account says Kissinger agreed to wiretapping even before the leaks began.13 But certainly the day the secret Cambodia bombing story broke Kissinger was on the phone instantly to Hoover, and he called him back three more times before the day was out.14

By 5 P.M. Hoover was back with a rundown of likely culprits; there was much talk of anti-Nixon people and Democrat holdovers in the Pentagon. But most fingers, Hoover’s memo recalls, pointed at one of Kissinger’s own men, Morton Halperin, chief of his National Security Council planning group. Kissinger responded, according to the memo, that “they will destroy whoever did this if they can find him, no matter where he is.”15

Not long before, Hoover had objected on security grounds to a number of Kissinger’s appointments, among them Halperin. At thirty-one, Halperin was an assistant professor at Harvard and had served in the State Department in the Johnson administration. Kissinger overruled the objections. Hoover, however, must have been primed, for within an hour of talking to Kissinger on May 9, the tap was working on Halperin’s home phone, and stayed there until mid-1971, a forerunner of political bugging pure and simple.

This first tap was thus already working when Kissinger’s military assistant, Colonel Alexander Haig, went on Saturday, May 10, to FBI headquarters with Halperin’s name and the names of three others on the initial target list. At the outset it was Kissinger and Haig who inspected the FBI summaries. Kissinger was said to have been shaken by some of the things he read. “It is clear,” he told William C. Sullivan, then number-two man at the FBI, “that I don’t have anybody in my office I can trust, except Colonel Haig.”16

At the same time Kissinger ordered others on his staff to keep a close watch on the Colonel. Haig, it has been written, used to monitor Kissinger’s phone calls without telling him, on a so-called dead-key extension.17

For the first twelve months, summaries of the conversations that took place on the phones bugged by the FBI—thirty-seven in all—were supplied by Sullivan to Kissinger; letters explaining tapped material were also sent by Hoover directly to Nixon. Suddenly in May 1970, the president cut Kissinger out and had the wiretap summaries delivered instead to Chief of Staff Haldeman, with some going to John Ehrlichman, until the wiretapping finally ended in February 1971.

In all, FBI taps were placed on the phones of thirteen U.S. officials working at the White House and State and Defense departments and on one foreign and three American reporters. Although he later denied authorizing them, Mitchell was found to have signed the requisite forms in each instance, though he did not bother to review them every ninety days as the law required. There was no attempt to secure a court order for them and they were operated, apparently at Hoover’s suggestion, “outside channels.” That is to say, the records were not kept in the routinely authorized wiretap files at the FBI, its so-called Electronic Surveillance Index. This was important in maintaining deniability. American judicial practice requires that any defendant in a court case inquiring whether his telephone had been tapped is entitled to be so informed if there is relevance to his case. The files are searched and any potentially incriminating or exculpatory material must be revealed to the court by the authorities. In this case, with the phone tap files sequestered “outside channels,” any such request could be answered with a denial that taps existed. And such false denials were eventually knowingly made. The “Kissinger taps,” as they became popularly known, to Kissinger’s fury, were the administration’s first dirty little secret.

The upshot of the early leaks and taps episode was twofold. First, it eased the administration’s slide into illegality. By repeatedly asserting the pretext of “national security,” it made resorting to bugging seem respectable. In a bizarre episode, the White House even had the president’s brother, Donald Nixon, tapped. The ostensible reason was to protect the businessman-brother from being contacted by suspected unsavory characters “who might be attempting to embarrass the President.”18

Second, the leaks themselves led to even tighter secrecy in policy making and to what some later described as paranoia. Indeed, members of Kissinger’s National Security Council staff, like his personal assistant, David Young, have recently disclosed how this episode caused all but a very few of their number to be excluded from policy making. The others were reduced to watching the comings and goings of limousines before racing down from the Executive Office Building to the White House West Wing on a pretext to try to find out what was going on.19

The paranoia, as Nixon himself admitted, was heightened that first year by the administration’s sense of siege. Nixon certainly could never hope to satisfy the antiwar movement. Indeed, his new policy of “Vietnamization”—withdrawing American forces and transferring the military effort to the supposedly strengthening South Vietnamese—together with his newly enunciated “Nixon Doctrine” of supplying only the arms and not the men to allies in need aroused, rather than mollified, the protesters.

That autumn of 1969 they staged some massive demonstrations, calling for yet more rapid withdrawal and an end to the Vietnam fighting. It was clear that Nixon was to be given very little breathing space. Nixon’s response was to acknowledge at a press conference on September 26 that there was opposition to the Vietnam War on campuses and in the nation at large and that he expected demonstrations. He then added: “However, under no circumstances will I be affected whatever by it.”

Nixon was actually intending his remarks for the leaders in Hanoi with whom—although no one knew—he had just opened secret negotiations and to whom he had also given a November 1 ultimatum. They were to agree to a settlement or face a renewed military onslaught. The North Vietnamese continued to send messages of encouragement to what they saw as the “broad and powerful offensive” of the peace movement. Nixon, believing the protests had destroyed what little possibility might have existed for ending the war in 1969, decided to appeal to a broader audience. The result was the the now-renowned “silent majority” speech of November 3, 1969. It was wrestled through twelve drafts; it came out as a surprise both for what it said about Vietnam and for its appeal on the home front.

The United States, Nixon said, would continue fighting in Vietnam until the Communists agreed to negotiate an “honorable settlement” or until the South could stand alone. Demonstrations would not affect policy. He believed his plan would succeed. “If it does succeed, what the critics say now won’t matter. If it does not succeed anything I say then won’t matter.… And tonight—to you, the great silent majority of my fellow Americans—I ask for your support.… Let us be united against defeat. Because let us understand: North Vietnam cannot defeat or humiliate the United States. Only Americans can do that.”

It was vintage Nixon. He remembered it long afterward as one of the great moments of his presidency, a rare speech that actually influenced history, he claimed. It struck a resonant chord. As if awakened, middle America’s support for their president flowed in a tide of phone calls and in telegrams, even if later it was proven some of the response was orchestrated by Nixon’s own White House staff.

Appealing to the silent majority made a better end to 1969 than the president had dared hope. It seemed to confirm to Nixon that he had won the election over again; that his view was the majority’s and the opposition’s the minority. The president’s favorable rating in a Gallup poll in late November soared to 68 percent, the highest since his assuming office. It also cheered up Nixon that he had just taken onto his staff Charles Colson, a Republican from Massachusetts, an ex-Marine who loved hardball politics. The two came to spend hours together discussing political grievances and possible counterattacks, and Colson rapidly gained a reputation for both power and playing to Nixon’s darker side.

Colson was to be the White House liaison with special interest groups, such as organized labor and white ethnic Americans. But Colson was a one-man presidential special interest group, as Nixon later explained in his memoirs. “His instinct for the political jugular and his ability to get things done made him a lightning rod for my own frustrations at the timidity of most Republicans in responding to attacks from the Democrats and the media. When I complained to Colson I felt confident that something would be done, and I was rarely disappointed.”20

But even a new political hatchet man was not much use for the travails Nixon faced in 1970, with midterm elections in November. Despite the support of the “silent majority,” he had made no progress over Vietnam. Nixon knew that with the Communists’ refusing to negotiate, his policy of unilateral troop withdrawals carried huge risks. The public expected the withdrawals to increase continually but that prospect caused fears among the military that they could be courting disaster on the ground.

Nixon himself was furious that the Democrats, who had taken the United States into Vietnam in the first place, were now not only failing to support him but were also making political capital out of his inability to extricate the country from the morass. And the president fretted over the antiwar protesters. He wanted the law enforcement agencies to come up with proof not just of subversion, but of foreign Communist financing. It must be there, he insisted, and it exasperated him to contemplate what he saw as the inactivity and incompetence of the counterintelligence agencies.

A series of February 1970 memos traces the intensity of the president’s concern. Haldeman pressed his own assistant, Larry Higby: “Find out quickly for me from someone what the Subversive Activities Control Board does.… See if it would be within their appropriate area of authority to investigate the Chicago Seven and the Black Panthers and these other related conspiracy groups to find out whether they are involved in subversive activities and specifically what their funding sources are.… I’ve got to get a report to the President on it.”

In fact, the board was dormant. Two weeks later Haldeman sent an “eyes only” follow-up to Egil (Bud) Krogh, a young staffer then working under John Ehrlichman. Acknowledging receipt of a Krogh memo, Haldeman urged additional digging on “revolutionary groups” ’ financial support, singling out student groups. The memo notes that “many of the sources are not determined” and suggests a better rundown on sources and amounts given. There was no mistaking the president’s determination to unmask and deal with those Americans he had assured the silent majority were the only ones who could humiliate and defeat America. “I think the country is ready for some outspoken confrontations on this issue …”21 Nixon said in a memo to Haldeman.

The opportunity was about to present itself, though in a way no one could have foreseen. A coup in Phnom Penh overthrew Sihanouk, who ended up in Beijing. Sihanouk aligned himself with the Vietnamese Communist forces, and all of a sudden the North Vietnamese were the dominant force in Cambodia.

Nixon sensed quicker than most Americans that the stakes for his Vietnam policy were enormous. The Vietnamese Communists were seen to be in a position to turn Cambodia into one giant sanctuary for their war in the South. Vietnamization and the policy of an “orderly retreat” (as Kissinger much later called it) would look hopeless.

Nixon took six tense weeks to reach his decision, repeatedly viewing the movie Patton, which glorified the Second World War tank commander, for inspiration. In the interim he announced that 150,000 more Americans would be withdrawn from South Vietnam over the coming year, stating audaciously that “we finally have in sight the just peace we have sought.”

But then came a different announcement and it was momentous. The public was initially to see only the first move, a feint: South Vietnam’s army (ARVN) launched “incursions” into Cambodia’s sanctuaries, with U.S. air support. Still, the outcry in the United States was instantaneous. Nixon was widening the war. Demonstrations were immediately declared.

The president plunged forward. On April 30, 1970, having overruled the objections of his secretaries of state and defense, and having noted that Kissinger was “leaning against” his decision, the president took TV prime time to broadcast he was also sending American combat forces into Cambodia to “clean out the sanctuaries.” Nixon clothed his actions in near apocalyptic rhetoric and undoubtedly fanned the flames of protest. “I would rather be a one-term president,” he said, “and do what I believe is right than be a two-term president at the cost of seeing America become a second-rate power and to see this nation accept the first defeat in its proud 190-year history.”

In fact, Nixon made what he had done seem more cataclysmic than it was. He was certainly widening the war and defying parts of American opinion, yet he was not invading North Vietnam and not taking on the other superpowers. What was basically only a tactical military operation was now linked by Nixon to both his party’s fate in the midterm elections and his own in the still-distant presidential contest. It suggests how desperately close Nixon thought he was to “losing” the Vietnam War and the presidency.

The reaction in the United States was a convulsion, part fury, part numbing dismay, with very little cheering. Here was a president supposedly winding the war down by widening it and justifying it with pseudo-Churchillian flights of defiance. In the week that followed there was uproar. A Cabinet member, Interior Secretary Walter Hickel, protested publicly and three of Kissinger’s staff resigned, including Anthony Lake (who is now Clinton’s Kissinger). And around the country the campuses erupted. Some 450 colleges shut down or went on strike as riots raged with serious acts of violence.

Then there was tragedy.

On May 4, the Ohio governor called out the national guard to keep order at Kent State University after days of disorder and some damage; in a volley of rifle fire from the nervous undisciplined guardsmen, four students were killed and nine others wounded. Two were also shot dead and twelve wounded by police at Jackson State University in Mississippi, but they went almost overlooked in the paroxysm after the dramatic pictures from Kent State. Nixon, who had himself been under enormous strain, sent out his press secretary to state defensively that the killings “should remind us all once again that when dissent turns to violence it invites tragedy.”

The outraged reaction to Kent State made people largely forget the Cambodian operation and turn on each other. In New York City, a student demonstration in the financial district was met with violence when construction workers in hard hats waded into them with clubs and tools. In Washington, government employees conducted office sit-ins. That weekend a national day of protest had been called and tens of thousands were converging on the capital. The White House was itself in a state of siege, blockaded protectively behind a ring of ninety buses.

Something had to give. Nixon decided, on May 8, the Friday before the weekend protest, to hold a news conference in TV prime time, even at the risk of making things worse. He announced a surprise eight-week limit to the Cambodian incursion by American forces—a clear cave-in—and then tried, however awkwardly, to reach out to the students. Asked what he thought they were trying to say, Nixon ventured: “They are trying to say that they want peace. They are trying to say they want to stop the killing. They are trying to say they want to end the draft. They are trying to say that we ought to get out of Vietnam. I agree with everything they are trying to accomplish.… You can be sure that everything I stand for is what they want.” (Emphasis added.)

Did he mean it? It hardly mattered. The president’s credibility was at a nadir. Kissinger wrote afterward that Nixon was deeply wounded by the hatred of the protesters and that he would have given a great deal to gain their affection, the way the envied Kennedys had done. For Kissinger, Nixon had reached a point of exhaustion that caused his advisers deep concern, and what happened next was “only the tip of the psychological iceberg.” Nixon recalls saying to a Kissinger made disconsolate by attacks from his former Harvard friends, “Henry, remember Lot’s wife. Never turn back. Don’t waste time rehashing things.”22

Nixon’s daily diary records that after his 10 P.M. news conference he got on the phone, as was his wont, but that he was agitated and uneasy. It has gone into history as a sleepless night, but in his own memo at the National Archives Nixon wrote that he “slept soundly” between 2:15 and 4 A.M. In fact, his log of phone calls shows he was awake and talking again by 3:15.

He could see knots of students gathering for the demonstrations on the Ellipse between the White House and the Washington Monument. To his Spanish-born valet, Manolo, appearing with coffee, he said that the Lincoln Memorial at night was the most beautiful sight in Washington, and he asked him if he’d ever seen it. Manolo said no, so Nixon said, “Let’s get dressed and go.” What ensued was one of the more remarkable episodes of Nixon’s presidency.23

“Searchlight on the lawn” were the first words heard in the White House command post by duty staff man Egil Krogh. “Searchlight” was Nixon’s code name, and Krogh, having confirmed that Nixon was leaving the White House before dawn with a tiny Secret Service detail, had to wake up his boss at home. Ehrlichman, who was rarely at a loss for a pithy phrase, said, “Go render assistance.”

Krogh caught up with Nixon at the Lincoln Memorial, showing Manolo the flood-lit massive seated statue and moving down the steps to talk to an amazed group of some eight or so students that grew to fifty. Krogh said they seemed traumatized. Twenty years later some of those who heard him still marvel at it. Some thought he was a Nixon impersonator. Some said he was white faced and mumbling.

After perhaps forty-five minutes, with the dawn now breaking, Nixon ordered that they drive to the Capitol as the tour for Manolo continued. They found a duty clerk to unlock the House chamber, and Nixon had Manolo sit in the speaker’s chair, urging him to make a speech while the president led the party in applause. Nixon then chatted with three black cleaning women, one of whom asked him to sign her Bible.

To close off this curious escapade, Nixon wanted to walk back to the White House, but it was impossible. The buses blocked off all access. What idiot put all these buses here? he shouted at the hapless Krogh. Krogh knew. He had organized the bus blockade himself. They drove back.

When reporters finally caught up with the story, the coverage was dominated by students who told them the president had talked to them about football and travel. Nixon was furious. He gave an off-the-record account to a reporter from the Washington Star. It too failed to counter the students’ versions.24 He dictated, for his closest staff, a long memo about the encounter. Its keynote was that he deliberately chose not to have a dialogue with the young people on the war but that he was trying “to lift them a bit out of the miserable intellectual wasteland in which they now wander aimlessly around.” He had been trying to communicate on “qualities of spirit, emotion, of the depth and mystery of life which the whole visit really was all about” and urged them not to let their opposition to his policies turn into hatred for their country.

The same day Nixon sent another memo to Haldeman about media coverage. He complained that he was the first president to come into office “with the opposition of the major communications powers” and that ever since, with only a few exceptions, he had been heavily opposed not just editorially, but also by slanted reporting. “You might say that this is really a time for soul searching on the part of the press to see whether it is they who are out of tune with the people rather than the President.”25

This was more like the real Nixon. Lesser men might have been overwhelmed by the Cambodia-Kent State crisis. But it was typical of Nixon that when he had his back to the wall he was the toughest of opponents. Within three weeks of Kent State he was even welcoming to the White House, under Colson’s tutelage, the leaders of the “hard hat” demonstrators who had attacked students. Looking back now it can be seen that the worst was over: In Nixon’s purely politico-military terms, the Cambodia operation was a success, and after Kent State, the student protest movement was never as strong again. But Nixon had decided that it was time to wage secret war on his domestic dissenters.


CHAPTER 2

“Dirty Tricks”

It was Nixon’s misfortune that just when he perceived the greatest need for counterintelligence on the most radical of antiwar and revolutionary groups, his great hero J. Edgar Hoover was being difficult. Instead of doing the president’s bidding and feeding his beliefs that the Black Panthers and the Weathermen were being funded and trained by North Korea and North Vietnam, or Algeria and Cuba, Hoover chose in early 1970 to cut off the FBI’s contacts with the other intelligence agencies.

Why this reluctance, when Hoover had so recently installed the Kissinger wiretaps, has never been properly explained. It has been put down to Hoover, now elderly and sensing retirement, wishing to preserve his beloved FBI’s reputation—and his own—from political damage. Perhaps Hoover didn’t want once again to arouse congressional interest in the FBI. (In 1966 Hoover had, in the face of a congressional investigation, summarily canceled all FBI break-ins—so-called black bag jobs—and canceled as well the planting of room bugs since they, too, required “surreptitious entry.”)

With the internal “war of the FBI succession” beginning, Hoover was inordinately concerned about invasions of his territory and infringement of his own prerogatives by would-be successors. He cut off contacts with the CIA when they refused to tell him the name of an FBI officer who had cooperated with them without his authorization. He punished FBI agents if he caught them circumventing his restrictions. Hoover cherished his access to the White House, but he and Nixon were soon to be at cross purposes.

Hoover’s recalcitrance had unsettled the Johnson administration, which, among other irregularities, had initiated a program of infiltrating protest groups with U.S. Army intelligence agents. The problem of radical violence was certainly real. The Black Panthers had since their inception in the mid-1960s urged murders and bombing; in Nixon’s first year they engaged in shoot-outs with the police. The Weathermen were an offshoot of the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), and they, too, began a campaign of bombings, sometimes blowing themselves up. As with all such tiny groups, advance intelligence was not easily come by. The surprise was not that Nixon wanted action; it was that he was resisted.

The president was already dissatisfied with the CIA. Although the CIA was banned by its founding charter, the 1947 national security law, from domestic spying functions, it had repeatedly and, of course, secretly broken that law in responding to presidential bidding with a large-scale program of spying on radical domestic organizations. But CIA Director Richard Helms was regarded by Nixon as an eastern establishment elitist, and it worsened their relationship when Helms could not produce the proof Nixon craved that campus radicals above all others were financed by foreign Communists.

This intelligence deadlock seemed miraculously, if momentarily, broken by the diligence of the first of a line of ambitious young men Bob Haldeman empowered in the Nixon White House. Tom Charles Huston had been national chairman of the archconservative Young Americans for Freedom and had been known to Nixon since the presidential campaign. He was a libertarian, extraordinarily articulate, and initially was assigned to the speechwriters team. But Huston also had a background in army intelligence and with the revival of the antiwar protest was, via the art of the sedulous memo, trying to get his masters interested in campus violence.1

His first appeal to their instincts in early 1969 was to suggest using the tax investigators of the Internal Revenue Service against radical organizations in probing their tax-exempt status. Huston, despite meeting twice, he said, “at the direction of the President,” with the IRS commissioner, could not make the bureaucracy dance to Nixon’s tune. And a year later Huston was complaining to Haldeman that “the truth is we don’t have any reliable political friends at IRS whom we can trust, and as I suggested a year ago, we won’t be in control of the government and in a position of leverage until such time as we have complete and total control of the top three slots at IRS.”2

In mid-1970, Huston propounded the view that the greatest danger to internal security was not so much the actions of a violent handful as the response, in a climate of fear, of those who demanded repression. So Huston, claiming a principled position, argued for secretly mobilizing the state’s own repressive resources to ensure the situation did not get out of hand.

It was what the president wanted to hear. Huston effectively proposed untying the hands of the intelligence agencies while quietly ignoring the Constitution. And who better—like Kissinger with foreign policy—to coordinate this new intelligence coup at the White House than the twenty-nine-year-old staff director, as Huston proposed he be designated?

On June 5—a month after Kent State—the president called a meeting of all his intelligence chiefs: Hoover; Helms; General Donald V. Bennett of the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency; and Admiral Noel Gayler of the supersecret communications monitor, the National Security Agency. Haldeman, Ehrlichman, Huston, and Bob Finch were also present—Finch was one of Nixon’s old line political confidants.3

In his memoirs, Nixon says very little about this meeting. He claims he wanted to know what the problems were in intelligence gathering; others recall a blistering dressing-down. They were overstaffed, they weren’t getting the story, they were spending too much money. He wanted a report submitted jointly by this ad hoc committee with—a neat bureaucratic trick—Hoover to act as chairman.4

It was a trick because Nixon appointed Huston staff director. Huston immediately convened a subordinate working group composed of deputies from the intelligence agencies. Deputizing for Hoover, and thus effectively chairman, was Hoover’s number-two man, William Sullivan, formerly head of the FBI’s domestic intelligence. Sullivan, who had often complained of Hoover’s restrictions, had been point man for the Kissinger taps and was very much regarded as the “White House man” at the FBI.

Even before the group’s first meeting, Huston moved quickly to test the levers of his new function. In a June 8 memo he asked Haldeman to ensure that anything Kissinger received from CIA, DIA, NSA, or the military services relating to “foreign activities of American revolutionary leaders” now be passed on to him for coordination with the FBI and other strictly domestic collection sources. He said under current practice that “CIA input goes to Henry while the FBI contribution comes to me—and never do the twain meet.”5

The next day at the first meeting of the working group, Huston told the impassive intelligence professionals that the president wanted them to recognize that “everything is valid, everything is possible.” Their report did not disappoint the president when it was delivered a few weeks later. The point to remember is that the Huston plan was first approved by the heads of all three agencies—CIA, DIA, and NSA. As Richard Helms claimed later, “You don’t say no to a president even if you don’t intend to implement it.” The odd man out was Hoover. The FBI director had footnoted his personal objections, mainly, it seems, out of worry over possible press disclosure.

The forty-three-page report opened with an analysis of the current threat. It suggested that the new left had a potential for serious domestic strife. It differentiated between supposed terrorist groups and those that merely indulged in rhetoric. At the time, Huston listed 776 bombing and arson attacks in the United States in the previous eighteen months.6 Nixon in his memoirs estimated the total for the same period to be 40,000, by adding in without differentiation attempted bombings and bomb threats and hoaxes. Even without the exaggeration, the threat was real: Forty-three people had been killed.

The report examined available counterintelligence techniques, the restrictions on them, and the pros and cons of lifting them. Hoover’s objections were central. He said he did not mind the NSA increasing its monitoring of overseas telecommunications (in fact, it sucked up everything). But the FBI director was against increased bugging, the resumption of black bag jobs, and domestic mail opening, as well as any increase in recruitment of campus informants.

Huston sent a separate memorandum to the president calmly discounting Hoover’s objections. He recommended that the president go ahead and select all the options for the maximum relaxation of restraint, all the above and more. His memo, speaking of surreptitious entries, noted particularly:


Use of this technique is clearly illegal; it amounts to burglary. It is also highly risky and could result in great embarrassment if exposed. However, it is also the most fruitful tool and can produce the type of intelligence which cannot be obtained in any other fashion.7



It was a “however” the paladins at Nixon’s court could not seem to get out of their minds. Certainly, the president liked what Huston had written even though the young aide had noted that problems remained to be worked out “since Mr. Hoover is fearful of any mechanism which might jeopardize his autonomy.” Nixon obviously believed these problems surmountable; typically he thought, as he wrote later, that Hoover was afraid that if he agreed to go along, the other agencies might undercut him by leaking word of his cooperation.8

One week later on July 14, Haldeman notified Huston that apart from vetoing an increase in military intelligence involvement, the president had bought his plan. Huston was to coordinate a permanent new interagency group as its new staff director. He should prepare a formal “decision memorandum” notifying all the intelligence bosses. This was Nixon’s routine if somewhat pointless precaution to keep the president’s signature off the document. Huston promptly issued the memo. The Huston plan was to go into force on August 1.9

The duty is clear on the part of elected government to act to protect life, ensure domestic tranquillity, and guard national security. But in resorting to methods beyond the law, the Nixon men fell into a classic trap: They failed to distinguish between what would be broadly accepted in a democracy as necessity in pursuit of the common good and what would be abhorrent as abuse when perverted for party interest.

The blur in the Nixon men’s minds between enemies of the state and political opponents of their administration was instantly illustrated. Even before the paperwork was authorized, the impatient Huston was supplying Haldeman with a ready target: The Brookings Institution, the liberal think tank in Washington, to which a number of Johnson and Kennedy administration officials had repaired to write critical analyses and hold seminars on Vietnam and other policies.

Toward the end of a long memo to Haldeman dated July 18, Huston remarked, “We really want to start playing the game tough.” He suggested Haldeman might again consider his suggestion of some months ago of “going into the Brookings after the classified material which they have stashed over there.” There were a number of ways it could be handled and risks in all of them, of course, “but there are also risks in allowing this government-in-exile to grow increasingly arrogant by the day.”10

There it was. More than a year ahead of Charles Colson and two years ahead of Watergate. Charles Colson has been rightly blamed for many Nixon White House schemes. Until today he has been singled out for his hair-raising suggestion to firebomb The Brookings Institution in order, at Nixon’s behest, to cover a White House-sponsored burglary to steal its papers—an option overruled in July 1971. But Huston was casing the joint a year before, a fact established in that astonishing paper trail of fantasy illegalities filed away by the methodical Haldeman and now to be found in the National Archives.

But even as Huston reached out to satisfy the president, he had reached too far. What followed was an illustration of the ability of great institutions like Hoover to frustrate presidential will. Despite Nixon’s belief that bugging and break-ins and the rest were justified by the
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