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To my dad—whose ideals for my life I have tried, not always successfully, to fulfill—and whose strength and support is with me today.

To Patty—the gentle spirit who comforts me when I fail, keeps me humble in success, giving of herself always—in love.



The butterfly is nature’s most visible illustration of rebirth. Once drab and earthbound as a caterpillar, the butterfly emerges from its cocoon in beautifully radiant colors, soaring upward into the sky. Free—born again—just as each of us can be when we are, through Christ, born again in the Spirit.
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Introduction to the 2008 Edition

When Born Again was first published in February 1976, I was invited by Barbara Walters for a fourteen-minute interview on The Today Show. We met in the green room before the program went on the air, and Barbara suggested that we not haggle over whether we would talk politics or religion, but that we talk both. I agreed. So we devoted exactly seven minutes to my experience as one of President Nixon’s senior aides who went to prison, and seven minutes to my encounter with Jesus Christ.

The interview turned out to be electrifying—I believe God used it mightily—and the bookstores across America were sold out that very night. Almost half a million copies were published and sold in 1976 amid the reemergence of what was known as the “born-again Christian movement.” The cover of a Newsweek that fall read “The Year of the Evangelical,” and Jimmy Carter, a born-again Georgia farmer, was headed for the White house.

God used this book not only to challenge his believers in a renewal movement, but also to launch my ministry both in the prisons—Prison Fellowship is now in 113 countries around the world—and in writing. Since Born Again I have written more than twenty books, which God has used to challenge believers and nonbelievers alike.

But none of these books has been as personal to me as Born Again. After years in politics, I knew how to spin a story, whether doing “damage control” by taking something questionable we had done and giving it a positive twist, or mustering up some “dirt” on a person we considered a political rival. I was not as sure about writing the raw, unvarnished truth about myself and how I had fallen into disgrace.

What motivated me was that my disgrace was not the end of the story—or even the main part of the story. The real story was that Christ had reached down to me, even in my disgrace and shame, and revealed himself as the One who forgives and makes new. Born Again is the story of a broken man transformed by the love and power of Jesus Christ—who continues to transform me every passing day.

It is the kind of story Christ has created in countless people’s hearts for two thousand years: the story of hope and renewal, the story of Romans 8:28 in action—of God using all things for good to those who love him and are called according to his purpose.

I know it was Watergate that cast me unceremoniously into the public eye and prompted many people to pick up my book when it was first published. Some sought an “insider’s perspective” on the Nixon Administration and the scandal that finally brought it crashing down. Some came to the book with skepticism, expecting, I imagine, another “spin” on political shenanigans. And some who had heard of my conversion wanted to determine for themselves if it was real.

Whatever their reason, I am humbled to know that through the years, God has continued to use this book to give hope and encouragement to many. For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God—whether they stand at the heights of political power or the depths of prison confinement. I have been in both spots. And no matter where a person is, God will meet him or her there with an invitation to forgiveness and new life.

This is my story. My prayer is that God will graciously use it in his work to create new life stories in people everywhere.

Charles Colson



Introduction

In one sense I had lost everything—power, prestige, freedom, even my identity. In the summer of 1974, as prisoner number 23226 at Maxwell Federal Prison Camp, I stared at the screen of a small black-and-white television set. Along with the rest of the country, I watched as President Richard Nixon, whom I had served faithfully for three and a half years, resigned his office. It was one of the most desolate experiences of my life.

But in another sense I had found everything, all that really matters: a personal relationship with the living God. My life had been dramatically transformed by Jesus Christ.

In the dreary confines of that prison, I began to scribble notes, trying to describe the dramatic change in my life and what it meant to go from the White house to prison. I had received lucrative offers to write political memoirs, but I felt compelled to tell people the simple story of what God had done in my life.

So I began to scratch out on a yellow pad the story that later became Born Again. I had no idea there even was a Christian publishing industry. All I knew was that I had a story I must tell, a story that might bring hope and encouragement to others.

Little did I dream that the book Born Again would become an international bestseller; that millions of copies would be printed; that tens of thousands of people around the world, from prisoners in dark cells to prime ministers and princes in palaces, would read it; that the holy Spirit would use its words—God’s work in my life—to spark new life in hearts everywhere.

In one sense this book tells an old story—of politics in one of America’s most convulsive times, the Watergate era, which led to the only presidential resignation in history. But it is a much older story than that—one that has echoed through the centuries. It is a story of truth, of hope, of the wonderful Good News of Jesus Christ’s power to change a human life.

It is this Good News that I hope you will encounter in the pages that follow.

Charles W.Colson



Before We Begin

The origins of this book go back to a sultry late-summer day in 1974. President Nixon had only recently resigned; the government was in disarray and the country, exhausted by the convulsions of Watergate, was in numbed shock. I was languishing in an Alabama prison, a casualty of the greatest political upheaval in American history.

My own spirit was crying out in agony. how could all this have happened? My mind wandered back over two decades from the days when I was a crew-cut Marine lieutenant to the years when I sat in the Oval Office at the side of the President of the United States. I had served all the time with a burning idealism about my country.

How could we who had the trust of the nation have strayed so far a field? There must be lessons for my life—for others—for an anguished nation. What was the redemptive answer?

Around me in the dreary confines of that prison were hundreds of men trapped as much by the circumstances of their own lives as by their captor’s chains. On their sorrowful, forlorn faces were written countless tales of human tragedy. I reflected back on the men with whom I served—haldeman, Ehrlichman, Mitchell, Nixon. They had been trapped as well—by their own pretensions of power, victims of their own human frailties.

As I kept probing for the deeper meaning of what had happened to me and to so any others, I began writing—pages of copy evaluating the men and events, forming conclusions, groping for corrective ideas. My focus was on institutions, and the words as I reread them day after day seemed heavy, ponderous and wide of the mark.

Prayer was still new to me. In my own inadequacy I sought God’s help. First of all, was I supposed to write a book? There were offers—one very attractive—to write about the Nixon years. But the more I prayed and searched, the more my thoughts centered about my own experiences. What had I discovered in my own life?

Then answers were supplied in unexpected ways. As I wrote letters to my new Christian friends in Washington, I tried to tell them how real God was to some of us in prison. Somehow the Lord helped me make the words in my letters come alive. Convictions deepened. Yes, I was to write a book—but only if I sought his guidance as I wrote.

What form was it to take? Again I prayed for help. Again the answer came through events. As I recorded more of my prison experiences in letters to my friends, I felt God’s hand on my shoulder. Put aside all their theories for now, I seemed to hear. Tell the story of one life—yours.

But who was I to moralize, to preach to others? I’d botched it, was one of those who helped bring on Watergate and was in prison to prove it. Yet maybe that very fact, plus some unusual things that had happened to me, could give me some insights that would help others. Could there be a purpose to all that had happened to me?

And then I began to see it. The nation was in darkness; there was anger, bitterness and disillusionment across the land. While my inclination was to think in terms of grandiose reforms, God seemed to be saying that the renewal of our national spirit can begin with each person—with the renewal of individual spirit. If you want to do something, submit yourself to Me and I will guide you were the words implanted on my mind.

Submit yourself. Our founding fathers had built a nation on this principle, that fallible men are nothing unless they learn to depend upon God. It was to establish a true community of believers that the Puritans came to this continent. Somewhere at sea, aboard the Arbella, John Winthrop articulated the vision: “The God of Israel is among us … we shall be as a city upon a hill.” They saw their destiny not as political conquerors but as disciples of Jesus Christ.

“With a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence …” are the solemn words of the Declaration of Independence. And our greatest President—Abraham Lincoln—humbly acknowledged that without God, “I must fail.”

How magnificently has God honored the covenant of our forefathers. how richly has he blessed our nation. So deep are our religious roots, but so far have we strayed.

As I wrote, it became clear to me that Watergate could work a healthy cleansing in the nation if it is understood for what it truly is. Were Mr. Nixon and his men more evil than any of their predecessors? That they brought the nation Watergate is a truth. But is it not only part of a larger truth—that all men have the capacity for both good and evil, and the darker side of man’s nature can always prevail in any human being? If people believe that just because one bunch of rascals are run out of office all the ills that have beset a nation are over, then the real lesson of this ugly time will have been missed—and that delusion could be the greatest tragedy of all.

Watergate has raised so many questions. Can humanism ever be the answer for our society? There is an almost sanctified notion that man can do anything if he puts his will to it. This was once my credo. having seen through Watergate how vulnerable man can be, I no longer believe I am master of my destiny. I need God; I need friends with whom I can honestly share my failures and feelings of inadequacy.

It was in this framework that I wrote this book: an inexperienced writer and a baby Christian, but in submission to the Almighty, praying that others might find hope and encouragement from my experiences. Out of prayer has come the help needed from experienced editors and publishing specialists.

From prayers answered by events came the title, which may amuse those who believe that Born Again is an overworked Protestant cliché. While accompanying my wife at her Roman Catholic church one Sunday, Patty flipped open the hymnal, smiled and nudged me. We both knew at that moment that after long weeks of searching and rejecting hundreds of ideas, the title was on that page; the hymn was “’Born Again.”

For me it is anything but a cliché suggesting that someone has arrived at some state of spiritual superiority; it means only a fresh start at putting my life in order—but it had to come with the renewing of my spirit.

I have prayed especially for honesty in my writing, knowing only too well that my basic nature would want to present myself in the most favorable light. As I have fallen down, picked myself up, and fallen down again during the past few years, I am learning how God can break us in order to remake us. And through my dependence on him has come a surprising sense of freedom—and an exhilaration in my spirit.

I have been given a tremendous eagerness to share all this with others. As you travel with me through these pages, my hope is that you will ask for God’s hand on your life. And my most sincere and humble prayer now in this time of judgment is for a revival of the flagging national spirit. It can come in only one way—as each of us bows in submission to him and as the Almighty leads us from dark-ness into light—so that once again we might stand together, truly one nation under God.

Charles W. Colson
October 31, 1975
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Something Wrong

I stood there with my wife, Patty, and son Wendell, puzzled. This night—election night, 1972—should have been the proudest of my life. Certainly a Victory Party was called for—the landslide reelection of Richard Nixon to the presidency of the United States.

Nothing was amiss about the setting. The high-ceilinged ornate ballroom of Washington’s Shoreham hotel was packed with distinguished gray-suited men, elegant ladies in rich furs. Yet the picture was out of focus. Something wrong.

I stood there thinking that, unlike any celebration I had attended in twenty years in politics, there was no air of triumph here. The faces before us were unsmiling, looking, in fact, disappointed and even imposed upon. Around the big boards where the continuing returns were posting record-breaking margins for Nixon, there was scarcely a ripple of excitement.

My mind went back to the comparable scene four years before at the Waldorf in New York. What a contrast! That 1968 Victory Party had been alive, high drama indeed. I recalled the scene so vividly—the Waldorf ballroom jammed with eager young people who had worked so hard for months to oust the Democrats. All that long night as the brass ring neared their grasp, the excitement mounted until the sweet smell of victory filled the air. As the vote count on the big boards edged up, precinct by precinct, how they ooh ed and sighed and laughed and slapped one another on the back and roared their approval.

But tonight?

Patty turned to me. “What’s wrong, Chuck? You’re so quiet.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong. Just exhausted, I guess.” With a nod and a gesture I indicated the throng pushing and shoving four deep around the bar. “The only thing these people seem to care about is the free booze.”

“Let’s walk around,” Wendell suggested. “See what people are saying.” In only two weeks as a campaign volunteer, Wendell had learned a lot. Now he sought further insights to take back to his political-science course at Princeton.

And I wanted insights, too.

In the VIP area the comments were griping ones. Where was Nixon? Shouldn’t their $25,000 contributions entitle them to at least a handshake on election night? Then we were cornered by Senator Bob Dole, the Republican national chairman. Angrily he jabbed his finger at me: “The President didn’t even mention the Committee in his speech.”

After that a group of dour-faced party hangers-on surrounded us. “I want to see you about my job,” one old stalwart said unsmilingly as he clutched my arm. None of the other senior White house staffers were there, and in minutes I was being swamped with requests.

No, I wasn’t imagining the sour mood. But something was also wrong in me. My insides were as deadened as the air in the room and the slow beat of the music. My lack of exhilaration made no sense. Being part of electing a president was the fondest ambition of my life. For three long years I had committed everything I had, every ounce of energy to Richard Nixon’s cause. Nothing else had mattered. We had no time together as a family, no social life, no vacations. So why could my tongue not taste the flavor of this hour of conquest?

Just then my little beeper, the radio receiver that I snapped to my belt whenever I was out of telephone reach, went off. There was a shrill whistle. Then as I lifted the gadget to my ear, came the command, “Colson, Colson, report to the White house operator.”

It was the President. he wanted me at once in his office, the operator said when I called in. A limousine sped Patty, Wendell and me through the darkness, past nearly deserted Rock Creek Park, to downtown Washington and at last through the iron gates to the White house grounds.

A blue-suited officer, his braid glittering in the glow of floodlights, snapped a salute and told me that Mr. Nixon was in his “working” office in the Executive Office Building, called the E.O.B. Nixon used the traditional Oval Office in the West Wing of the White house chiefly for formal meetings, preferring to work in the quiet intimacy of the den like office in the E.O.B. across the alleyway. This mammoth gray Victorian structure bristling with gingerbread, arches and turrets had once held the entire State and War Departments, but now housed only the White house staff.

When we got there we found one lone Secret Service agent in the marble-floored hallway. he waved us in and watched while I deposited Patty and Wendell in my office next to the President’s. “I’ll only be a few minutes,” I told them. “Then we’ll go home to bed.”

Back in the darkened hall, the Secret Service agent spoke softly: “he’s waiting for you, Mr. Colson.” I swung open the ten-foot-high door to find Richard Nixon reclining in his favorite easy chair, smiling and puffing contentedly on his pipe. The President was wearing the light blue checked sport jacket he always slipped on when in the privacy of his office and I blinked a little at the eye-blurring combination of blue checks with the dark blue pinstripe of his trousers.

A few feet away Bob haldeman, Nixon’s chief of staff, was sitting at a small antique table poring over election returns. his back was to the door and he never looked up as I walked in.

The President greeted me with a big grin and “Good job, boy, good job.” haldeman still did not look up.

“Sit down, Chuck, and have a drink with me,” he said. The President rang for Manola, his Cuban valet, who scurried in with two Scotch and sodas.

Haldeman never drank, and I imagined Nixon had been anxiously awaiting my arrival. “here’s to you, Chuck. Those are your votes that are pouring in, the Catholics, the union members, the blue-collars, your votes, boy. It was your strategy and it’s a landslide!” Nixon lifted his glass to me and then gulped almost half its contents in one swallow.

 “The way the votes are piling up, you are going to top 61 percent, Mr. President. That’s a record,” I said and then reminded him of a modest bet we’d made the day before.

Haldeman was still busy totaling up numbers, once snatching the phone beside him to berate his young assistant, Larry higby, for not providing the latest figures. Watching Bob’s scowling face, I saw a replay of the faces at the Shoreham. From Bob’s attitude, I could have thought we were losing the election.

“Bob and I were just talking before you came in, Chuck,” the President rambled on. “It was ten years ago almost to the day that they wrote us off. We were ‘dead’ in California, finished, all through. Look at us now—on top—biggest vote ever,” he chortled. “I guess we showed ’em! Right?” he smacked a fist into his outstretched palm.

Nixon drank again, emptying his glass, then went into the large lavatory off the far side of the room. I turned to the grim-lipped haldeman. “What’s eating you?”

Bob’s eyes, blue and steely cold, darted up from his papers, meeting mine for the first time, a deep frown on his forehead. his short crew cut seemed to bristle, too. “I’m trying to add the actual figures—don’t be giving him your guesses,” he snapped.

Haldeman, I assumed, was tired. Perhaps he was also resenting the fact that I was sharing this moment of victory with the President. Of course there were always petty jealousies in the White House.

“What’s wrong, Chuck? Why aren’t you smiling and celebrating?” Nixon asked, returning to his chair.

“I guess I’m a bit numb, sir.”

“This is a night to remember. have another drink. Let’s enjoy this.” I had always followed Nixon’s orders, but you can’t order somebody to be happy.

The President then began composing one draft after another of a telegram to send to his vanquished opponent, Senator George McGovern. It was now close to two in the morning. McGovern had conceded hours earlier. By the rules of the game Nixon’s response was long overdue. Yet as fast as the words rolled off his tongue, he would reject them. “how can I say something nice after he kept comparing me to hitler?”

Haldeman handed him a draft written by another aide. Nixon scanned it. “No, I won’t say that.” he flung the sheet of paper across the little table between haldeman and myself.

That he could show no charity in this hour of his greatest triumph dramatized the paradox of Richard Nixon. In 1960 evidence suggested that the cliff-hanger election had been stolen from him. “Demand a recount,” his aides urged. But Nixon had refused: it would create uncertainty, be bad for the country, and it was his job to help unite the electorate behind the man who defeated him. Noble in defeat, he was now without grace in victory.

Time and again I had seen the President show rare courage when others around him shrank in fear. For this he had won my deepest admiration. Since I had come to respect the President for what he was in his best moments, I learned to accept him for what he was in his worst. I suppose loyalty, like love, creates its own image of what we see.

If someone had peered in on us that night from some imaginary peephole in the ceiling of the President’s office, what a curious sight it would have been: a victorious President, grumbling over words he would grudgingly say to his fallen foe; his chief of staff angry, surly and snarling; and the architect of his political strategy sitting in a numbed stupor. Yes, the picture was out of focus. If this was victory, what might these three men have looked like in defeat?

Nixon told Manola to find us something to eat. That meant waking up a couple of the White house stewards. Shortly before 3:00 a.m. they appeared, sleepy-eyed, carrying three plates of fried eggs and ham. I wished that they had brought some food for Patty and Wendell next door, but decided not to trouble the tired stewards further. The President was chattering on about one Senate race after another, on such a reminiscing kick that we could easily be there until dawn. how could I rescue Patty and Wendell?

The answer came in a report from haldeman’s assistant; both the Associated Press and United Press wire services had shut down for the night; there would be no more vote totals until morning. That welcome news plus my drooping eyelids must have convinced the President to call it a night.

As we were leaving, Mr. Nixon paused at the top of the long flight of gray cement steps leading to the driveway. Directly in front of us the chalk-white mansion rose up majestically in the darkness. “Chuck,” he said, “I just want you to know—I’ll always be…”

Knowing how hard it always was for him to show emotions, I interrupted. “Thank you, Mr. President. Tomorrow will be a good day.”

With that he turned and started down the steps, with the Secret Service agent in front of him, glancing mechanically from side to side. I stood for a moment, watching the 37th President of the United States, now with the greatest mandate in history by which to govern, slowly descending before me. Lights still burning in a few windows cast an orange glow over the green shrubs and velvety lawns. The night air was clear. In the background rose the Washington Monument, tall and proud, a sight that had never ceased to thrill me. But tonight not even this could penetrate the deadness inside me….

The shrill sound kept hammering at my eardrums. I pulled the blanket over my head, rubbed my eyes and stared at the clock—8:00 a.m. The ringing came from the White house phone beside my bed. I nearly knocked the phone off the nightstand fumbling for the receiver.

“Chuck, sorry, but he wants you in his office right away.” It was Steve Bull, the President’s scheduler and office aide-de-camp.

“Come off it, Steve; I’ve only had four hours of sleep. The election is over, and the top of my head is coming off.”

“Sorry, but the President wants you.”

A few shaving nicks and two cups of coffee later, I was on my way, blurry-eyed, with a throbbing head. When I arrived at the White house, the senior staff was already assembling in the Roosevelt Room for a meeting with the President. If the President wanted to thank us, I thought to myself, why doesn’t he do it by letting us sleep late? he ought to be walking on air; the morning vote totals were confirming our most optimistic projections—a record-breaking 49 states for Nixon, 61 percent of the total vote.

The assembled staff, most red-eyed like myself, rose to their feet when the President entered, applauding enthusiastically. Nixon smiled and waved for us to be seated. The clapping continued and the chief dropped his eyes for a moment, gripping the back of his chair at the end of the long conference table. Richard Nixon looked fresh, surprisingly rested, in fact. he was precise, crisp and to the point.

“I believe men exhaust themselves in government without realizing it,” he began. Turning to a favorite period in history, the mid-nineteenth century in England, Nixon recalled that Disraeli defeated Gladstone immediately after Gladstone’s great work in reforming the British government. Gladstone was “an exhausted volcano,” Disraeli had charged. The parallel as Nixon meant it was clear: we had done well, but were we exhausted volcanoes with no fire left for the battles ahead?

The President turned to Bob haldeman, who was glaring sternly at the rest of the staff. “Bob will explain the procedures we’ve worked out. We need new blood, fresh ideas. Change is important.”

Why is he doing this? I wondered, as my eyes quickly scanned the still figures around the table.

“You are my first team,” he continued, “but today we start fresh for the next four years. There are great goals to be achieved for the country and we must not lose a day. Bob, you take over.” With that, he smiled and headed for the door leading to the hall. It took a long painful moment for us to realize the President was through—it had taken exactly twelve minutes—and the applause, more restrained now, had scarcely begun when he was gone.

Haldeman was blunt. “I will expect resignations from every member of the staff to be delivered to the staff secretary by noon on Friday, from each of you and each person who works for you. Also submit memos stating your preferences for new assignments.” he cleared his throat, paused, and added, “That is, of course, the courtesy customarily extended a president at the start of each new administration.” he then passed out envelopes filled with detailed instructions and forms.

His last point did not altogether take the sting out of the chilling announcement. Okay, Bob, I thought, everyone appointed by a president serves at his pleasure. But why this, so soon and so crudely? I had forbidden my staff any vacations during the election year, promising them instead a rousing celebration, good vacations and help in finding better positions if we won. Now, according to haldeman, I was to convene all thirty men and women in my office and inform them they were to look for new jobs.

I told myself that I didn’t care. I had already told the President in July that I was leaving his staff after the election to return to my law practice. Even so, I felt surprisingly let down. Perhaps I had thought that the out-of-focus picture of the night before would disappear with the bright morning light. It was a shock to encounter the same sour-ness in this room.

Men stared at one another in disbelief, dazed by the suddenness of it all. Then the grumbling began, first only murmurs of surprise, soon everyone seemed to be talking at once as anger replaced incredulity. Herb Klein, the longtime loyal press aide who had been with Nixon for 25 years, quietly left, his head bowed and the bounce gone from his short, quick steps.

Just as the din in the room was reaching a crescendo, Steve Bull summoned me to the President’s formal Oval Office. Ill at ease, Mr. Nixon explained that I was not in the same category with the others. Before he left that day for key Biscayne, he said, he wanted to ask me again to reconsider my resignation.

I convened my staff and assured them that notwithstanding the formality of submitting letters of resignation, I would assist each of them in locating the right positions in the new administration, and told them to take vacations.

But the mood was subdued. The victory that had come as the result of such long months of grueling work now seemed tasteless.

I saw Nixon off that afternoon, watching as Marine One, the presidential helicopter, lifted gracefully from the South Lawn. Then I headed back to my office, walking slowly through the West Wing. It was always calm when the President was traveling because half the staff went with him. Normally there would be a few secretaries typing, workmen in the halls repairing lights, a few staffers standing around chatting. But this afternoon there was only one lonely uni-formed policeman standing at the open door of the Oval Office. The emptiness was unreal, the stillness haunting—as if some deadly plague had swept through…. I could almost hear the muffled drumroll of distant artillery.

The President had spoken of great goals, and at long last they seemed within reach. For the first time in years, there was stability in the country. The war in Vietnam was nearly over and we had won an overwhelming vote of public confidence. What was it that was now unsettling us, invading our midst, right here at the heart of govern-mental power?

Bringing the question closer to home, what was spoiling inside of me? Just tired? Or was there something very wrong?
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“Good Enough”

The afternoon papers headlined the huge Nixon victory and already contained speculation about personnel changes. Briefly I thought about my own decision. Always in the past it was the drive to climb new heights that gave life meaning. But what happened when there were no more mountains to scale? I was only 41. Surely there must be other stiff challenges. But what? What could I do next that would ever be as fulfilling as helping elect a president, being one of the small handful of men who each day made decisions that shaped the future of a nation?

Yet I knew I must move on. I was one of those “exhausted volcanoes” the President spoke about in his strange speech. Back to my law practice? It was the obvious thing to do and right for my family. This way I could replenish the bank account we had drained while living on a government salary. But money—is that any real goal in life?

No, the more I thought about it, the more one word seemed to sum up what was important to me. Pride. Richard Nixon’s deep sense of pride in his office was the quality that I most admired. In fact, pride was at the heart of the Nixon presidency in its reach for historical importance and greatness. And pride had been at the heart of my own life, too, as far back as I could remember….

It was a sunny day in early June 1949 for graduation ceremonies at Browne and Nichols, a small private school in Cambridge. Rows of wooden chairs were stretched across the football field on the banks of the gently flowing Charles River. A half mile away were the ivy-covered, Colonial brick buildings of harvard Yard. Editor of the school newspaper, voted most likely to succeed by my classmates and an honor student, I was selected to give the valedictory for the graduating class. Seated behind me on a raised wooden platform were my forty classmates, over half of them ready to take their places in the fall as harvard freshmen.

Pride was the keynote of my speech. “We are proud, very proud, of the lessons we have learned in democracy—of the school—of our class.” As I looked out over the rows of distinguished Bostonians, there were no faces in the crowd more filled with pride than those of my mother and dad, who had sacrificed to send me to a school beyond our means or status.

My parents’ example molded my early life. Dad had to drop out of high school before earning a diploma, in order to support his mother and sister after his father died in the influenza epidemic that followed World War I. he married my mother, then spent twelve years in night school, first accounting, then law, all the while holding down a thirty-two-dollar-a-week job as a bookkeeper in a meat-packing plant. how impressed I’d been at age eight, sitting in the crowded auditorium watching my father in black cap and gown, graduating from Northeastern Law School.

When Dad wasn’t studying, maybe late on a Sunday afternoon, we would talk. “Work hard, study hard; nothing comes easy in this life,” he used to say. “There are no shortcuts. No matter how menial the job you have, the important thing is to do it well.” It was the Puritan-inspired work ethic. And then he would always add: “Tell the truth—always—lies destroy you.” I’d tried to follow that and always did with him.

Our home was a walk-up rented apartment in an old Victorian house in Winthrop, a small middle-class town on a jetty of land north across the harbor from Boston. By Depression standards, we lived fairly well; my mother saw to that, always spending slightly more than my dad earned. Moderately comfortable, we were also moderately in debt. When bills mounted too high, Mother would hold sales of our furniture and other possessions. I remember the shock of coming home from school one day, seeing perfect strangers carrying chairs out of our living room. Being in debt, being unsure where next month’s rent would come from, created an insecurity that, combined with my father’s exhortations, doubtless fueled my later drive to achieve.

With his law degree my dad shot ahead in business, but his success was soon curtailed by poor health. he was forced to quit his job with General Foods, the company that had acquired the meat-packing plant he once worked in. By the time of my graduation, Dad was struggling to make it as a lawyer practicing on his own in a city whose legal fraternity, like most of its institutions, was tightly controlled by harvard men. Only by a stroke of good fortune was my father able to land a small case in the spring of 1949 that enabled him to pay my last tuition installment at Browne and Nichols. Without it I would not have graduated.

Though so bursting with pride on that day in June that I was straining the seams of my new blue double-breasted suit, I was also filled with uncertainty over how I would possibly meet the tuition payments in college. Every summer since I was eleven I had worked to help with school expenses. But college would be exactly double prep-school costs. I took the highest-paying job I could find that summer as a messenger for a Boston brokerage firm and anxiously awaited the results of scholarship applications I had filed at harvard and Brown.

Brown was the first heard from—a notification that I had been accepted for a full Navy ROTC scholarship, plus fifty dollars a month for living expenses. Then in early June I was invited for an interview with the dean of admissions at harvard.

Promptly at the appointed hour I was ushered into a handsome corner office in the two-hundred-year-old administration building looking out over the quiet of harvard Yard on one side and bustling harvard Square on the other. The office had a slightly musty smell, the patina of fine antique brass, glowing random-width floorboards. An elegant old Colonial desk sat between sagging bookshelves filled with memorabilia of harvard. The dean, perfectly cast for his role, wore a baggy tweed coat, with wiry gray hair close cropped and the unmistakable air of fine breeding essential for harvard men of those years.

“I am very happy to inform you, Mr. Colson—you are a fortunate young man—that the Board of Overseers has granted you a full scholarship to harvard University.” he paused a moment for me to express my elation.

I felt it, all right, but I was aware of a second reaction deep inside me: resentment built up over the years to the superior attitude of the whole harvard academic establishment, the condescension of aristocratic men to those who came out of less fortunate backgrounds. I thanked him politely and waited.

There was a pause as he lighted his pipe and took a long puff. “Well, I assume you have a lot of questions, the house you will live in, and of course your academic schedule,” he said.

“But I haven’t really decided, Dean, whether I will be coming to harvard,” I said.

He stared at me for a moment, openly nettled. “I can’t imagine anyone turning down a scholarship to harvard,” he said.

Pride. As a boy I used to stand on the pebbly beach looking across the gray-green waters of the harbor at the city then run by the Brahmins, the Beacon hill establishment that traced its ancestry through generations of harvard classes back to the Mayflower. We were neither the new ethnics—Italians, Irish Catholics just seizing political power in the wards of Boston—nor old stock. “Swamp Yankees,” we were called. Acceptance was what we were denied—and what we most fervently sought. Now in this one moment, I had it—admission to the elite. And in my pride I believed I had something better still—the chance to turn them down. It was warped pride, no doubt, but the resentment against Eastern intellectualism stayed with me and shaped some of the tumultuous events of my later life.

And so that September, with twenty dollars in the pocket of my blue graduation suit, I headed for Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, which harvard men looked upon as a poor Ivy League cousin.

Pride—mixed with a deep-seated patriotism I’d felt since a small boy—was also the reason for my joining the Marines. With the korean War at its height during my sophomore year at Brown, and the Marines needing volunteers, a strong recruiting pitch was made on our campus. A senior in my fraternity whom I greatly admired, also in the NROTC, Bill Maloney, had decided to take his commission in the Marine Corps. Bill talked about the Marine Corps with such pride and feeling that a week later I found myself standing before the desk of a Marine recruiting officer, a tall arched-back first lieutenant named Cosgrove.

“Midshipman Colson, sir,” I said. “I’d like to inquire about the Marine Corps.”

Cosgrove, a Naval Academy graduate, frowned, looked me up and down and snapped, “You are a bit premature, Colson. First, we will have to see whether you are good enough for the Marine Corps.”

I stood before his desk speechless for a long moment. What did he mean—“good enough”? I ranked high in my class in all military attributes. For the next two months I smarted over Cosgrove’s putdown. One day a week NROTC students wore uniforms to class and afternoon drill sessions. From then on, the night before I spit-shined my shoes, polished my uniform brass, studied every detail of the next day’s drill. I began to try to walk like Cosgrove, back straight, chin in. At every drill session I noticed Cosgrove watching me.

Finally, one day in the spring, I found a typed notice on the bulletin board: “Midshipman Colson, report to Lt. Cosgrove.” My heart fluttered for a moment; I never had really decided I wanted the Marine Corps; I just wanted to be “good enough.”

When I stood stiffly at attention in front of Cosgrove’s desk, he leaned back in an old wooden swivel chair, twirling his pencil in front of him. Finally he sat upright and scowling fiercely said, “Colson, we think you’re good enough.”

Before he could continue, I interrupted with—“Where do I sign up, sir?” I later discovered that the Marine Corps was under its allowed quota and needed recruits badly.

How different the world around me looked from inside the suit of Marine green, with the globe and anchor on my cap. As a young platoon commander, I was assigned to the division led by General “Chesty” Puller, the salty old warrior whose heroic exploits made him the only man in history to earn five Navy Crosses. The gruff-talking Puller was a Marine’s Marine; though he led men to die, they loved him. Like thousands of my comrades I would have walked off a cliff if he so ordered me and, in fact, one day almost did.

On one training exercise in the Caribbean (the korean War having ended) my platoon was landed on a small stretch of beach on the mountainous island of Vieques. There were two routes to our assigned objective: one around a long circuitous path over relatively flat terrain, the other straight up a craggy cliff rising sixty feet in the air. The order came: “Up the cliff.”

For a few moments I couldn’t believe it. It was only a training exercise and as I stared at the menacing volcanic ash, I thought it was not only foolhardy but impossible. Someone, maybe me, would get killed. But Marines can do anything, I reminded myself, and then led my 45 men up and over the cliff, clawing every inch of our way with picks, ropes and bare hands. When we got to the top I looked back at the beach below, the sea beyond, and in that instant realized that Puller was right; when a man throws everything into it, he can do the impossible.

It was that same summer of 1954 when orders came to me at Camp Lejeune: “Report at once with seabag, an emergency.” Within hours my battalion was loaded aboard an old World War II “rust bucket,” the U.S.S. Mellette. With several tons of ammunition in the hold beneath us, we headed for Guatemala, then in the midst of a Communist uprising. Our overt mission was to protect American lives. Off the rocky coast of the tiny Latin American republic, live ammunition was handed out to the troops while I and other platoon leaders were briefed on landing plans. Final orders were to come from Washington.

The sea that night was like glass, the air heavy and hot. As I stood on deck everything was blackness except for the red and green running lights of other ships in our task force and the thousands of stars flickering in the sky. I’d never seen so many stars, a shower spray of tiny pinpoints of light, like a Fourth of July sparkler.

It was almost midnight and I was fearful about what might lie ahead, how I would handle myself, realizing that I was responsible for the lives of 45 men. I felt suddenly insignificant staring out into the universe, knowing that I was but a tiny dot standing on a slightly larger dot, floating on a sea that was huge and endless to me, but was only another tiny dot compared to the vastness around me. Where does it all end? I wondered.

My parents had taken me to an Episcopal Sunday school and church as a boy, but it had never made much impression on me. That night I suddenly became as certain as I had ever been about anything in my life that out there in that great starlit beyond was God. I was convinced that he ruled over the universe, that to him there were no mysteries, that he somehow kept it all miraculously in order. In my own fumbling way, I prayed, knowing that he was there, questioning only whether he had time to hear me.

Later that night the emergency was cancelled: the pro-U.S. regime in Guatemala beat back the Communists without our help, though we stayed for six weeks just to be sure. And my awareness of God faded as personal interests crowded my life.

Feeling I had proved myself in the Marines, eager for new challenges, I resigned and switched my commission to the Reserves. Law school beckoned. Also politics. A job in a much-heralded management intern program in the Navy Department in Washington enabled me to work days and go to law school at night at George Washington University.

The first year in Washington I met the senior senator from Massachusetts, a grand old patrician gentleman, Leverett Saltonstall, who offered me a job in his office and two years later, despite my youth and inexperience, named me his chief assistant.

Saltonstall was a towering and respected figure in the Senate but he’d neglected his political fences back home in a state whose politics were changing fast as the Italians and Irish displaced the Old Guard. John F. kennedy, the junior senator, was the rising star and leading candidate for the Democratic presidential nomination.

Since 1948, when I became a volunteer worker in the losing effort of Massachusetts Governor Bradford, I had been getting an education in practical politics, Boston-style. I learned all the tricks, some of which went up to and even slightly over the legal boundaries. Phony mailings, tearing down opposition signs, planting misleading stories in the press, voting tombstones and spying out the opposition in every possible way were all standard fare.

As the 1960 elections approached, Saltonstall asked me to manage his campaign. The polls showed him trailing the popular Democratic governor, Foster Furcolo, the first Italian-American to occupy the executive mansion in the Bay State. It looked like a hopeless uphill struggle, particularly with kennedy leading the ticket on the other side. So the challenge was appealing.

We encouraged Tom O’Connor, the young, obscure mayor of Springfield, to run as a Democratic primary candidate against Furcolo. he did so well that he upset the governor and to our shock then appeared even more formidable in the polls than Furcolo had been.

We went all out. When your candidate is of the integrity and standing of a Saltonstall, the shrewd campaign manager sees that his man travels the high road and doesn’t know what his manager is doing down on the plains of battle. After several bogus mailings, plus inciting a taxpayers’ revolt in O’Connor’s hometown, we pulled neck and neck.

A late September poll showed that we were gaining among the Irish bloc whose votes held the key to the election. That information dictated a special tactic. I secretly rented a few rooms in a third-rate Boston hotel, installed new locks on the doors and packed it with young campaign volunteers who began addressing plain envelopes to every Irish-sounding name in the phone book, some three hundred thousand families. Then we inveigled six prominent Irish Democrats to sign a letter endorsing kennedy (running against Nixon) for President and Saltonstall for the Senate. The two senators, though in opposing parties, had worked together for so many home-state projects that the Saltonstall-kennedy hyphenation was synonymous with every federal goodie that had come to Massachusetts. The letter was a blatantly provincial appeal to help Saltonstall ride in on the kennedy vote. Saltonstall knew nothing of the ploy. In his speeches, of course, he continued to back Nixon.

The Friday night before the election I visited the hideaway hotel rooms. Twenty nearly exhausted volunteers were hand stuffing the mountain of envelopes. At midnight we’d scheduled two station wagons to arrive at the back-alley entrance; the kids would load box after box into the wagons and then drive them to an out-of-the-way post office where a friendly postmaster would process them for us.

There was only one hitch. A harvard freshman named Tom, in charge of the secret project, asked to see me alone. We stepped out of the room and walked together down the dimly lit corridor. “Chuck,” he said, “I’m worried about one of our girls. her father is an avid party man and she thinks we’re being disloyal to Nixon. I overheard her talking about going to Republican headquarters to tell the chairman what’s going on here.”

“Oh, no,” I moaned. “That’ll blow us right out of the water. Any publicity and this will boomerang. Nixon hasn’t a chance in this state and I’ve told his people what we’re doing. We’re trying to save a Re-publican senator, that’s all.”

I stood with my head down staring at the grease-stained carpet, a sick feeling in my stomach. We couldn’t let anyone know that Saltonstall’s committee was behind the mailing. It had to look independent, a genuine letter from kennedy supporters. The election could be riding on this one last-minute appeal that our opponent would never have time to rebut.

“Tell you what, Tom.” I looked up into his tired eyes. “Take this.” I handed him ten crisp ten-dollar bills, all I had in my wallet. “Take this girl out tonight and get her loaded. keep her diverted, whatever you have to do until Election Day.”

Tom, a ladies’ man, happily followed orders. The letters arrived in three hundred thousand Irish homes across the state the next Mon-day morning. Saltonstall, securely attached to kennedy’s coattail, was reelected handily by that many votes.

Heady over my success in managing the Saltonstall campaign, I spurned the senator’s urgings to remain his administrative assistant, a secure, well-paying job for the next six years. I turned down bids to join a number of Boston law firms. Instead, with five thousand dollars representing my accumulated savings, I joined forces with Charles Morin, a brilliant young lawyer I’d met in my political travels and who was soon to become my closest personal friend. Charlie, though harvard educated, was a Catholic of Canadian and Irish descent, like myself an outsider to the establishment, striving to make it. We opened a Boston-Washington law practice. I manned a two-room Washington office; Morin, a three-room Boston suite.

Fortunately, the clients began to come before the last of the five thousand dollars was gone; by midyear we had even hired our first lawyer, a bright young man named Joe Mitchell, recommended to us by our close friend, Elliot Richardson, who was then the U.S. Attorney. Joe was exceptionally well qualified and would have been snapped up by any firm but for one small drawback: he was black. Two months after Morin and I hired him and it was obvious he hadn’t “hurt” our business, several law firms in Boston were bidding for him. We not only had gotten a gifted lawyer but had broken the color line among the Boston Bar as well.

The firm grew fast, but not without anxious moments. Shortly before Christmas of 1962, Charlie and I spent a long evening in our Boston office, shirtsleeves rolled up and the ledger books of our young firm spread out on a rented conference table. Sometime after midnight Morin, anxious furrows across his brow, summed it all up: “We still owe ten thousand dollars for the furniture, the payroll is up to twenty thousand dollars a month, we are hiring too many people, the big firms are putting the blocks to us, and I don’t see enough business to get us through the spring.”

I couldn’t argue with a thing Charlie said. We had moved fast, maybe too fast. The next day, flying back to Washington, I found myself staring out of the window of the DC-6 at the snow-covered countryside below. But I wasn’t seeing sleepy New England towns, rather blue Caribbean water, an expanse of white beach and the craggy cliff I had scaled eight years before. The adrenaline started flowing. I began a long handwritten memo to Charlie.

“Next week I will see my friend at Grumman Aircraft. I feel sure he will retain us. With one trip to California, there are two companies….”

I went on for several pages, listing the new business I knew we could get—if we threw everything into it. Charlie kept the memo for years; we landed every one of those accounts.

Although I refused to admit it, my personal life was suffering from my preoccupation with politics and business. Nancy Billings, a lovely Boston-bred girl, whom I married the day I graduated from college, shunned the excitement I found so fulfilling in the political arena, spending all of her time tending our three young children—Wendell, born in 1954, Christian, born in 1956, and Emily, born in 1958. As the years passed we found less and less in common. her parents’ fine home and social standing, the correct wedding, had been, however subconsciously, important to me in my eager drive for acceptance; but the insecurity of my college days had long since given way to assurance, the certainty that I was totally self-sufficient. After a few years’ separation, divorce came in January 1964.

Later that year I married Patty hughes, a wholesome and warm-hearted girl from Springfield, Vermont, whose radiant smile and win-some ways made her one of the best-liked secretaries on Capitol hill. her zest for life and love of politics were like mine. Descended from Irish Catholic immigrants, her religion created our one problem. Patty, a onetime Cherry Blossom Princess with scores of friends, had to forgo a formal wedding; we were married in a simple civil service at an Army chapel adjacent to Arlington Cemetery. For a while I studied Catholicism, but my divorce appeared an insurmountable barrier to the blessing of her church and in time I dropped it.

Several years later Patty and I, with no children of our own, filed an application with a Washington adoption agency. The matronly interviewer suspiciously probed every facet of our lives. “You seem to have a very successful record, Mr. Colson. Why do you feel you need more children?”

After some sparring back and forth I realized she was implying that I was too busy for children and that I probably hadn’t done a very good job with the first three. I explained how much I loved Wendell, Christian and Emily, how we spent every minute possible together, but that Patty and I wanted children of our own as well.

“You’re very clear about what you want, aren’t you? I suppose you don’t think you have ever failed in anything in your life,” she said.

“That’s right, I haven’t,” I replied loftily.

“Don’t you think your divorce was a failure?” she pressed on.

The question stung. Deep down I knew I had failed but I couldn’t admit it to myself or anyone else. The turndown by the agency could have been a valuable checkpoint for me: a chance to take a hard look at the person I was becoming. But it wasn’t. I blamed it on the baby shortage, the Pill and liberalized abortion. The tough exterior coating that I had layered over myself during all the years of driving and succeeding was impenetrable.

I first met Richard Nixon when he was Vice President during the Eisenhower Administration. My brushes with him over the years im-pressed me; here was a man of uncommon intellect and capacity, with visions for his country and party that I enthusiastically shared. In the late spring of 1964 the two of us sat alone in his austere corner office on the 24th floor of Twenty Broad Street in New York City while I tried to persuade Mr. Nixon that only he could save the Republican Party from the debacle that would surely follow a Goldwater nomination.

“Okay, go ahead,” he told me. “Get on the phones and see how many delegates we can count on.”

Though he tried to appear casual about it, his eyes lit up at the thought of the campaign. “Johnson would have to debate me, wouldn’t he, Chuck? I mean, after all, I agreed to the debate with kennedy.” he turned and stared wistfully out the window at the skyline of his newly adopted city.

Nixon and I understood one another—a young, ambitious political kingmaker and an older pretender to the throne. We were both men of the same lower middle-class origins, men who’d known hard work all our lives, prideful men seeking that most elusive goal of all—acceptance and the respect of those who had spurned us in earlier years.

“But it will be tough this year,” Nixon mused. “The whole establishment is against us. If we don’t go this time, well, there will always be …” his voice trailed off.

And of course there was no way that year to stop the Goldwater nomination and the subsequent November disaster for the Republicans. But for Richard Nixon and me the dream remained vividly alive.

I was, predictably enough, in the middle of his 1968 campaign, much to the distress of my clients and the law firm from which I took a four months’ leave of absence. “This race is too important to the country. The country needs Nixon right now. I will be back after the election,” I promised my partners, yet knowing in my heart where my deeper interest lay.

At the beginning of the Nixon Administration my old friend, John Volpe, former governor of Massachusetts and now secretary of transportation, asked me to take a post in his department. Under Secretary of State Elliot Richardson asked me to become an assistant secretary. I hedged. I was waiting for the one call, the one telling me that the President needed me.

It came in the late fall of 1969—a call from the White house.

“Right this way, Mr. Colson.” A tall, ramrod-stiff Navy commander, with a gold-braided aiguillette draped around his shoulder, was beckoning me toward what appeared at first to be the white plaster wall of the office occupied by the President’s appointment secretary. Then I saw the faint outline of a small door etched in it; a piece of the wall itself, molding, chair rail and all, forming a private entrance used only by the staff into the President’s formal Oval Office.

As I stepped for the first time into the sun-filled, stark-white, curving walled room, my heart was beating so hard I wondered if it could be heard. I walked over a huge blue and gold oval-shaped rug, the Great Seal of the United States colorfully embroidered in its center, directly beneath a matching white plaster seal molded in the ceiling. In front of the floor-to-ceiling windows looking out across the South Lawn, the President sat at a large mahogany desk.

He was leaning back in his chair, sun streaming in over his shoulders revealing the first specks of gray in his hair, intently studying the pages of a large brown leather folder propped in his lap. he glanced up, peering over reading glasses I never knew he wore, and flashed a broad, quick grin: “Sit down, boy. Good to see you again. I’ll be with you in a minute.” With that his eyes returned to the brown notebook on which I would read in gold embossed letters: daily intelligence summary and below that simply: the president.

The President. Not the person I’d known for so many years, but the President—and in this room constructed during Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, where so much of the high drama of the twentieth century had been enacted. Just to be in the room was exciting enough, but now I was here alone with the President, the single most important man in the world, and here as a member of his staff. My life, the whole 38 years of it, was about to be fulfilled.
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“Break All the China”

To most of the White house staff, I was suspect from the beginning: Ivy League-educated and from the citadel of liberalism, Boston. To make it worse, I was the original booster of Ed Brooke, the only black then in the Senate. Bob haldeman’s Orange County California Conservatives therefore regarded me as just another “Eastern lib.” An early interview with a young reporter from the Boston Globe didn’t help.

One of the questions asked me was about Attorney General John Mitchell and his Southern strategy for selection of Supreme Court justices. having had a run-in with Mitchell in the 1968 campaign and some questions about his judgment, I effusively praised Nixon and “no commented” Mitchell.

The resulting headline was a minor disaster: Mitchell No Hero: Colson. For months after the story appeared, the Attorney General would not return my phone calls. No one in those days challenged Mitchell privately, let alone publicly; one word from Mitchell and men were summarily dismissed. Perhaps Mitchell was so taken aback by my brashness, which he didn’t know was unintentional, that he failed to call Nixon to have me unceremoniously dumped out onto Pennsylvania Avenue. By the time he did try—a year later in the fall of 1970—I’d become firmly entrenched. For years afterwards at the mere mention of my name, Mitchell would grunt and puff furiously on his pipe until the bowl glowed red-hot.

On the job I began doing what I’d always done in politics and government—jump into the middle of situations. First the postal reorganization plan that was pigeonholed in Congress, later a threatened postal strike. The key union man was a friend; we hammered out compromise legislation and I brought him in for an off-the-record chat with Nixon cementing the deal and incidentally planting the first seeds of a new political alliance with labor.

One Friday afternoon early in 1970, Nixon flew into one of his angry tirades against the federal bureaucracy. For a year he had been asking for a simple executive order to create a commission to study ways to help Catholic schools. It was a campaign pledge. Several aides had been stalling on it. Mitchell questioned the constitutionality. The public-education lobby was death on the idea. I had brought in a group of Catholic-school educators to meet Nixon that morning; they told him of their needs and reminded him of his campaign promise. A few hours later I was summoned back to the Oval Office.

“Chuck, I want a commission appointed now,” he told me. “I’ve been thinking about what those men said this morning. I ordered it a year ago and no one pays any attention. You do it. Break all the china in this building but have an order for me to sign on my desk Monday morning.”

It was now 5:00 p.m. Friday. “I don’t know where to start,” I confessed to my secretary, Joan hall. My staff in those days was just the two of us. John Ehrlichman, Nixon’s chief domestic aide, was off skiing that week; Bob Finch, head of the Department of health, Education and Welfare, was vacationing in the South. One of Finch’s assistants found the file for me; it had been buried under a stack of papers on a mid-level career man’s desk.

I called the Department of Justice first; all executive orders are drafted and cleared there. But the assistant whose office handles such things curtly told me the department was closed for the weekend; he could not put anyone to work until Monday. No wonder, I thought, the President explodes in frustration. He probably thinks he’s running the government. I thought about calling Mitchell, but even if he took my call he’d probably refuse to help.

And so on Friday night, digging out some old orders to use as models, I dictated the document to Joan, the beginning of a frantic two days.

The next morning I reached Finch. “That’s the thing the boss has been asking about, isn’t it?” he asked, confessing he hadn’t been able to locate it for months. When I told him the file was now on my desk, he gave me his approval. Then the White house operator found the budget director, calling him off a golf course. In an exasperated voice, he approved the money. Ehrlichman was on a Colorado slope and didn’t return my several calls; his assistant was traveling and also unavailable. A strictly worded White house staff order required that Ehrlichman pass on all domestic matters. But the President had said Monday morning, and so Monday morning I placed the order on his desk.

When Mitchell and Ehrlichman discovered what had happened, they were furious. It set off a minor uproar within the staid offices at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Richard Nixon loved it. he had found someone to cut through red tape and “break china.” Soon I was doing it in other areas, winning a vote for the ABM missile program by finding a job for a senator’s friend, arm-twisting, making deals, leaking stories to cut down opponents and promote friends.

It wasn’t long before I was very much a part of the workings of the presidency. Soon after the “executive order” weekend a black limousine was assigned to me. It was a heady experience to speed through the streets of Washington in my first motorcade, close behind the sleek bulletproof limousine with presidential flags flying from small staffs on the front fenders, on our way to the Capitol. On this occasion the chamber of the house of Representatives was packed—the cabinet, the Supreme Court, the diplomatic corps and 535 elected members occupying every seat on the floor, the galleries overflowing.

I took my place standing along the wall just to the side of the Speaker’s rostrum as the voice of Fishbait Miller, longtime doorkeeper of the house, bellowed through the chamber, “Mr. Speaker, the President of the United States.” A thunderous, almost deafening applause began and went on. And on. My boss made his way down the crowded aisle, smiling, shaking hands with old colleagues, then up onto the platform to begin his constitutionally mandated duty to “give to the Congress [and, nowadays, millions of Americans watching on television] information on the State of the Union.”

But mostly there was grueling hard work, dizzying rounds of meetings and mounds of option papers detailing the conflicting views of government agencies on policy questions. Nothing that gets this far is simple, I remember discovering. Each paper demanded an opinion, a careful recommendation, but some days there was scarcely time to do more than react. Pressures were unrelenting, days vanishing into night, passing by like wisps of smoke. I never once doubted that I could get the job done, whatever it was. It was just straight ahead, pushing and driving, the simple formula I had followed all my life.

There were times, however, when I did have doubts—anxieties and even deep fears for the country and the government we were trying to run. It was in the aftermath of Nixon’s controversial decision in the spring of 1970 to order an invasion—“incursion,” we preferred to call it—of Cambodia that I first felt the full weight of being part of the presidency. The President was convinced that the action was necessary to relieve the pressure on our armed forces in Vietnam and was also aware that such a decision would provoke a fresh round of domestic dissent and political backlash. “We’ll catch unshirted hell no matter what we do, so we’d better get on with it,” Nixon told Ehrlichman and me when we warned him that an all-out assault, as distinguished from the more limited military operation proposed by the Pentagon, could inflame the country.

Nixon’s speech to the nation the night of April 30 gave our critics no quarter. “The U.S. would not be a pitiful, helpless giant,” he argued. Expressions of shock and outrage swept across the country from governors to local church leaders. Four senators—Mark hatfield of Oregon, George McGovern of South Dakota, harold hughes of Iowa and Charles Goodell of New York—bitterly assailed Nixon’s decision and introduced legislation to cut off all funds for Vietnam.

But it was an event that took place on a sleepy college campus nestled in the hills of Middle America that set off shock waves around the world. On the afternoon of May 4 came the first flash bulletins from Ohio’s kent State University—the National Guard had fired on a student demonstration. Grim-faced White house aides, haunted by memories of the domestic violence that erupted after Martin Luther king’s shooting two years earlier, clustered around the chattering ticker-tape machines in Ron Ziegler’s press office as the ugly story unfolded: four dead, eleven wounded.

I was working late that evening and went to the White house staff mess for a quick dinner. In a corner of the small oak-paneled dining room on a large color-television set were scenes of National Guards-men advancing through tear gas, volleys of shots fired, bleeding bodies of college students lying on the ground. There was the horrifying picture that remains in my consciousness, as vivid today as it was then, of a young girl screaming in anguish, kneeling over the body of a friend.

I looked around the crowded room. Like a scene from a stop-action camera nothing was moving: dinner plates were untouched, red-jacketed stewards stood frozen in place, White house staffers sat in stunned silence, their eyes fixed on the grisly tragedy being replayed before them. Then on the screen appeared a sobbing grief-stricken face, the father of Allison krause, who was dead. “The President is to blame!” he cried out.

My first reaction was: How unfair! What a terrible thing to say. The President didn’t have anything to do with Allison’s death. And then I thought, Supposing it were my Emily? I, too, would lash out at the leader of the government, the symbol of authority against which my daughter was protesting. Maybe I’d do more.

Then the sickening thought crossed my mind that if his accusation was fair, even in part, then I, too, was responsible; I’d helped the President make the Cambodia decision. For one awful instant I felt that Mr. krause was right in that room, that his tear-filled eyes were looking straight into mine, and I felt unclean. I skipped dinner.

I learned in time that if I was to remain in the White house, advising the President on decisions that meant life or death to real people, I could afford no personal feelings. how easy it used to be to read history, to study someone else’s decisions, to ponder the merits with detachment—how different to make and live with those decisions. When word came of prisoners taken in a raid we had ordered, the picture would flash into my mind of a man crouched in a bamboo cage, rats and spiders picking at his flesh; I could actually hear his cries of pain. They were daytime nightmares, real as life.

Soon I forced myself to think only in numbers; the larger the numbers, the more impersonal it all seemed. Comparative statistics were anesthetizing, too: only ten U.S. servicemen killed in Vietnam last week compared with fifty the same week a year ago.

In the wake of the kent State shooting, student and faculty strikes erupted on scores of campuses from Stanford to the University of Maryland. Two black students lay dead at Jackson State campus in Mississippi, shot by state police. Mirroring a fear-gripped nation, the stock market plummeted one hunded points. Independent-minded Secretary of the Interior Walter hickel released a private letter to Nixon, chastising his chief for turning a deaf ear to the student pro-testers Nixon had in an unguarded moment labeled “bums.” Publicly Nixon praised hickel as “courageous,” privately vowing to fire him.

The secretaries of state and defense leaked to friends in the press the stories that they had opposed the President’s decision. Some of henry kissinger’s most valued brain trusters resigned, including longtime Vietnam expert Morton halperin who, with his close friend Dr. Daniel Ellsberg, drafted Nixon’s first top-secret option paper on Southeast Asia, “National Security Study Memorandum Number One.”

There were public calls for Nixon’s removal from office by student leaders and the head of the Wholesale, Retail and Office Workers Union. In the Capitol cloakrooms the first impeachment murmurs could be heard. Nixon had been President slightly more than fifteen months.

On the weekend of May 9, throngs of students, estimated at over 150,000, descended upon the nation’s capital. Streets surrounding the White house that Saturday morning were cordoned off several blocks in all directions. My car was met at a checkpoint at Nineteenth and E Streets and escorted in by helmeted police. As an emergency precaution several hundred D.C. Transit buses were strung out, end to end, around the White house, blockading Pennsylvania Avenue to the north and the Ellipse to the south. Riot-squad police were stationed at key points behind the buses; in the E.O.B. basement was a battalion of troops from the Eighty-second Airborne Division, soldiers in full combat dress with field packs and camouflage-covered helmets.

As I walked through the basement chatting with the troops, most of them bright-faced kids, some sprawled on the cold marble floor sleeping, others reading or playing cards, it was hauntingly reminiscent of what I had seen twice before in Central American countries: uniformed troops guarding the palace against its enemies. But here—in the strongest democracy in the world?

Later from an upstairs window as I watched the crowd filling the streets, I struggled with my thoughts. What holds our society together is not force or even laws but moral suasion. Presidents rule not by fiat, but by the sufferance of free men. Without the collective goodwill of 200 million Americans, glibly called “public confidence,” government is impotent, anarchy—or worse—inescapable.

Yet as far as I could see in every direction were angry citizens shouting defiance. Whatever was right or wrong in our foreign policy was irrelevant if moral leadership could not be regained. Maybe we were the “pitiful, helpless giant” Nixon spoke of—not our armies in battle as he meant it—but right here as the delicate fabric that binds a free people together was being stretched to its breaking point.

As the day passed the anxious expectancy inside the besieged White house mounted. In midafternoon a warning was flashed from the command post in the White house basement: a large gathering of demonstrators was moving toward the northwest corner of the grounds. Several rocks were thrown, shattering bus windows. I could hear the rustling of the troops in the basement—loosening rifle straps, fixing bayonets, laying out ammunition clips.

Suddenly there was the muffled thump, thump, thump of tear-gas guns firing canisters into the crowd, great puffs of smoke billowing in the air. Two of the buses crashed over on their sides. Police wearing gas masks and steel helmets began moving into the crowd—clubs swinging, men running, some falling. There were shouts and screams, the shattering of glass and steel. A gentle breeze from the west swept a mist of tear gas through the White house windows; I felt the acrid, burning sensation in my eyes and nose. Then all was quiet. The alarm ended as quickly as it had begun; the crowd routed, dispersed into small groups.

Nixon’s tough decision to go all out to rout the North Vietnamese from their sanctuaries in “neutral” Cambodia, and then his steadfast-ness in the face of mounting congressional protests and public demonstrations, seemed to pay off when great caches of enemy supplies were captured and destroyed. hanoi’s forces were badly crippled, American casualties reduced and troop withdrawals speeded up.

In late May more than one hundred thousand construction workers and longshoremen marched through the streets of New York bearing placards urging “Support the Troops,” their hard hats covered with Nixon stickers. Despite the opposition of most White house staffers, who saw the hard hat as the symbol of student oppression, Nixon had me telephone the march organizer, a burly two-fisted Bronx Irishman named Peter Brennan. Two days later a procession of hod carriers, bricklayers and ironworkers, wearing hard hats and flag pins on their coats, paraded through the Oval Office to meet a grinning, appreciative President. Photos of that meeting—which signaled an unprecedented political alliance between a Republican President and organized labor—flashed across the country.

Within days, telegrams of support were flooding the White house. Spirits buoyed, Nixon continued the momentum by inviting fifty Wall Street leaders to an elegant dinner in the State Dining Room. In two days the market jumped fifty points: stability seemed to be returning to the country, fears receding.

But the memory of May 9 would not be erased. Within the iron gates of the White house, quite unknowingly, a siege mentality was setting in. It was now “us” against “them.” Gradually as we drew the circle closer around us, the ranks of “them” began to swell.

Nowhere did our animosity run deeper than toward the media. Responding to what we viewed as the daily attacks of TV news commentators, the New York Times and the Washington Post, cryptic memoranda were circulated containing, as one did in 1971, the blanket order: “No one on the staff is to see any reporter from the New York Times for any purpose ever.”

One day I made the mistake of accepting an invitation to lunch with Joseph kraft, a liberal syndicated columnist. Lyn Nofziger, a hard-line conservative on the White house staff, spotted us at the posh Sans Souci. Nofziger came by our table and with a churlish smile berated me for having lunch with a “flaming liberal.” I thought it was in good fun, a little joshing for kraft’s benefit, until I was summoned to haldeman’s office that afternoon and dressed down: “If you want to stay around here, stay away from that,” he snapped. Stunned, I did.

In the fall of 1970 the President dispatched me to conduct “quiet” visits in New York with the presidents of the three networks simply to discuss regulatory matters and the fairness of network coverage. All-powerful within their own corporate domains, but with their eco-nomic fortunes held on a tight tether by the Federal Communications Commission, the three men were unusually accommodating. The significance of my visit was not lost on them. We engineered a successful legal challenge to a “loyal opposition” series giving free TV time to Democrats, and believed we had tamed our foes.

Vice President Agnew’s verbal assault on the press rallied the silent majority but unfortunately solidified the antagonism of most journalists toward us. As the networks became merciless in their nightly barrages against the Vietnam War and Nixon policies, we in turn lost our capacity to be objective, seeing ourselves more and more the victims of a conspiracy by the press. Our attitude hardened newsmen’s convictions that we were bent on destroying the free press. Thus the cycle continued.

Early in 1971, after a year of meticulous staff work by John Ehrlich-man’s domestic council, the President launched, under the banner of the “new American Revolution,” the first cohesive domestic initiative of the Nixon Administration. Revenue sharing, welfare reform and government reorganization turned out to have all the crowd-drawing power of a last-place baseball club in September. The quick demise of this ballyhooed domestic program merely confirmed to us that Mr. Nixon’s presidency would ride or fall on foreign policy.

The blueprint for realigning world power that Mr. Nixon and his advisor, henry kissinger, conceived soon after the election was ambitious and farsighted. The President would announce at Guam in July 1969 that the United States could no longer be policemen of the world, and would help other nations only if they would help themselves. The speech’s significance was understood in Moscow and Peking; there would be no more Vietnams. But Mr. Nixon was also saying privately that he would begin squeezing the Soviet Union for an arms agreement and détente. By driving a wedge into the Communist world, pushing the Soviets, tempting the Chinese, he would strive for a new tripartite balance of power in world politics, one that would maintain its own peacekeeping equilibrium. Linkage was the key phrase; everything was interrelated: nuclear arms agreements, tensions in the Middle East, trade and, of course, the one big open sore—Vietnam.

To engineer the design from its first ingenious blueprint was quite another task and may, when the passions of this era subside, be re-corded as one of the great diplomatic juggling acts in history. “Buying time” for an honorable solution in Vietnam, as the President often described it to me, was critical to America’s bargaining position in secret negotiations with China and Russia. The talks themselves had to be managed in utmost secrecy. Leaks were more dangerous than the skills of our adversaries. It was nerve-racking business.

In May 1971 the kremlin relented on one key sticking point that had kept strategic arms negotiations deadlocked for over a year. A private message from Brezhnev was delivered to Nixon in mid-May, concluding four months of secret negotiations between kissinger and Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin. Both sides were serious now. An arms agreement could be concluded before year’s end. Simultaneous announcements were scheduled for May 20 in Moscow and Washington. The wording was to be guarded, but even the fact that the United States and Soviet Union could agree on issuing statements was significant.

To celebrate this breakthrough the President invited kissinger, Ehrlichman, haldeman and me to join him for dinner on the presidential yacht Sequoia the night before the announcement. Cruising the gentle waters of the Potomac was one of the few ways Nixon had discovered to escape the crushing weight of the presidency.

I rode with the President to the Navy Yard. In the soft-gray-velveted comfort of the big Cadillac, he talked steadily from the minute we left: how this strategic arms agreement would be the first building block of the new order. More was to come, peace in Vietnam within a few months—henry was about to deliver a generous offer at the secret Paris negotiations—then détente, a new understanding with the Soviets and the Chinese, bright promises for America. Dreams coming true—and for a change—good news to announce.

Twelve minutes later we were inside the grounds of the historic Naval Gun Factory, pulling up to a heavily guarded pier, the stately old yacht tied up alongside. Sailors in crisp starched whites snapped salutes. Nixon stopped at the head of the short gangplank, returned the captain’s salute, then turned, faced the ship’s stern and with obvious feeling saluted the flag. It wasn’t a politician’s showmanship; nobody but a few stone-faced sailors and his closest confidants would see him. But respect for the flag was deeply ingrained in the man. Later that evening, precisely at 8:00 p.m., Nixon led us all to the foredeck to stand at rigid attention while the colors were lowered at Mount Vernon in the distance. The Sequoia ’s ship’s bell rang in salute.

It was a balmy evening, the air clear; even the polluted brown water of the Potomac looked refreshing as it rippled past the long, narrow white hull of the presidential yacht. We sat on the top deck; Nixon, kissinger and I sipping Scotch and sodas, haldeman and Ehrlichman drinking ginger ale. I proposed the toast to the President, then to kissinger, who smiled appreciatively. It was a moment to savor.

Thoughts of triumph, however, brought to mind the critics who had been snapping so furiously at the President’s heels. “Maybe those in Congress will give us a little time now,” Nixon mused. “Do you suppose they will understand the meaning of this, Chuck?” Then before I could reply: “No, I suppose not. All they can see is Vietnam. They’ll never see what’s at stake. Peace, real peace—an end to the arms race—hope for your kids and grandchildren.”

It was well after seven when we went below to the mahogany-walled main cabin to take our seats around the long table, the Navy’s best sterling glistening on the stiff linen tablecloth. Nixon tucked his napkin into his collar and took his seat at the end of the table. I looked at him in surprise. Why should a President care if he spills something on his tie? I wondered, until I realized that this, too, like saluting the flag, was a part of the man. It was a vestige of his plain middle-class background, a habit from years of sitting at the kitchen table with Pat and the girls.

Over tender New York strip steaks and fresh corn on the cob, the President outlined his plans for détente with the Soviets. It was an extraordinary recitation, lucid despite the freely flowing wine, coldly analytical, brilliantly conceived. All at once he turned with a wink at me: “Do you think, Chuck, you’ll get me an SST to fly to China?”

It was a needling reference to my unsuccessful efforts to mobilize public pressure on the Congress to fund the supersonic jet passenger plane. But kissinger blanched, fearful that Nixon, his guard relaxed, was about to blurt out the details of the plans to visit China, fully known only to kissinger and haldeman. Nixon turned on kissinger: “Relax, relax. If those liberals on your staff, henry, don’t stop giving everything to the New York Times, I won’t be going anywhere. The leaks, the leaks; that’s what we’ve got to stop at any cost. Do you hear me, henry?”

Kissinger, who often did not know when he was being kidded, launched into an impassioned defense of his own office. It was all coming from “disloyal bureaucrats” in the State Department. haldeman smiled. he and I knew, as did Nixon, that henry himself was often the major source of leaks; not the serious ones, not ones that compromised security, but those that made henry look good in the press, often at Nixon’s expense.

The President continued to return to the subject of his critics. “Chuck, your job is to hold off those madmen on the hill long enough for henry to finish his work in Paris. Then we go for the big play—China, Russia.”

One of the “madmen” most nettlesome to Nixon was a freshman senator, harold hughes. The brawny ex-truck driver and self-confessed alcoholic was a particularly vocal leader of anti-administration forces in the Senate and a candidate for the Democratic nomination to op-pose Nixon in the next election. In March he had bitterly assailed Agnew as the “most divisive man” in American politics. he was in the forefront of each new antiwar demonstration and a leading sponsor of every end-the-war amendment. On April 7 he had been one of six Democratic senators to participate in a nationally televised denunciation of Nixon’s foreign policy, and two weeks before in a Law Day speech he’d accused the administration of “repression, wiretapping, bugging … surveillance … and attempts by government to intimidate the communications media.” Unaware of the Sony tape recorders hidden throughout the White house and the FBI wiretaps spread throughout the city, I dismissed hughes’s accusations as the paranoid prattlings of an ambitious politician.

The President’s finger circled the top of his wineglass slowly. “One day we will get them—we’ll get them on the ground where we want them. And we’ll stick our heels in, step on them hard and twist—right, Chuck, right?”

Then his eyes darted to kissinger. “henry knows what I mean—just like you do it in the negotiations, henry—get them on the floor and step on them, crush them, show no mercy.”

Kissinger smiled and nodded. haldeman said not a word, but the look on his face was one of hand-rubbing expectation. I spoke for all three of us: “You’re right, sir, we’ll get them.” Only Ehrlichman, expressionless and often a lonely voice of moderation, jerked his head back and stared at the ceiling.

And so on the Sequoia this balmy spring night, a holy War was declared against the enemy—those who opposed the noble goals we sought of peace and stability in the world. They who differed with us, whatever their motives, must be vanquished. The seeds of destruction were by now already sown—not in them but in us.
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Dear Chuck,

During the two months that we have been in
California since the Resignation and during the time
that I have baen grounded by the doctors, 1 just
wanted you to know that my thoughts and prayers have
been with you through this ditficult time.

When I think of the enormous service you
rendered to the Administration, your loyalty to me
personally, and your friendehip, my heart really goes
out to you in what I know must be a terribly trying time
for you.

Fortunately, you are a young man, you're a
strong man, and you are a good man, and in the end
this will pass and we will all live to fight another day.

God bl

you and let's keep in touch.

Sincerely,
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THE WHITE HOUSE

March 10, 1973

ot that I now officially accept your
resignation as Special Counsel to the President.

I shall not dwell on my reluctance at seeing you go, for
you know how highly I value your remarkable record of
achievements during the past four years. Let me simply
say that our Administration has been served by many
outstanding men and women, but few can match - - and
none exceed -- the skill and dedication you brought to the
post of Special Counsel.

Our association over the past years has been marked by
a deep and abiding friendship. Even more gratifying,
however, has been the knowledge that we share a com-
mon commitment -~ to make these years the very best
in our Nation's history. I shall always cherish your
loyal friendship, and in equal measure, 1 shall always
treasure the superb work you did for our Party, our
Administration, and the people of this good land.

It is good to know that we may continue to call upon you
rom time to time, and you may be certain that we will
take advantage of your generosity. As you return to
private life, Pat and I extend to your Pat and you our.
heartfelt good wishes for the success and happiness you
Both so richly deserve.

Sincerely,

Honorable Charles W. Colson
The White Houss
Washington, D. C.
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