WATERGATE, CARTER, AND THE NEW CONSERVATISM (1972-1988)

THE WATERGATE SCANDAL

The Break-in

What became known as the Watergate crisis began during the 1972 presidential campaign. Early on the morning of June 17, James McCord, a security officer for the Committee to Re-elect the President (CREEP), and four other men broke into Democratic headquarters at the Watergate apartment complex in Washington, D.C and were caught while going through files and installing electronic eavesdropping devices. On June 22, Nixon announced that the administration was in no way involved in the burglary attempt.

James McCord

The trial of the burglars began in early 1973, with all but McCord, who was convicted, pleading guilty. Before sentencing, McCord wrote a letter to Judge John J. Sirica arguing that high Republican officials had known in advance about the burglary and that perjury had been committed at the trial.

Further Revelations

Soon Jeb Stuart Magruder, head of CREEP, and John W. Dean, Nixon's attorney, stated that they had been involved. Dean testified before a Senate Watergate investigating committee that Nixon had been involved in covering up the incident. Over the next several months, extensive involvement of the administration, including payment of "silence" money to the burglars, destruction of FBI records, forgery of documents, and wiretapping, was revealed. Dean was fired and H.R. Haldeman and John Ehrlichman, who headed the White House Staff, and Attorney General Richard Kleindienst, resigned. Nixon claimed that he had not personally been involved in the cover-up but refused, on the grounds of executive privilege, to allow investigation of White House documents.

White House Tapes

Under considerable pressure, Nixon agreed to the appointment of a special prosecutor, Archibald Cox of Harvard Law School. When Cox obtained a subpoena for tape recordings of White House conversations (whose existence had been revealed during the Senate hearings) - and the administration lost an appeal in the appellate court - Nixon ordered Elliot Richardson, now the attorney general, to fire Cox. Both Richardson and his subordinate, William Ruckelshaus, resigned, leaving Robert Bork, the solicitor-general, to carry out the order. This "Saturday Night Massacre," which took place on October 20, 1973, amused a storm of controversy. The House judiciary Committee, headed by Peter Rodino of New Jersey, began looking into the possibilities of impeachment. Nixon agreed to turn the tapes over to judge Sirica and named Leon Jaworski as the new special prosecutor. But it soon became known that some of the tapes were missing and that a portion of another had been erased.

The Vice Presidency

Vice President Spiro Agnew was accused of income tax fraud and having accepted bribes while a local official in Maryland. He resigned the vice presidency in October 1973, and was replaced by Congressman Gerald R. Ford of Michigan under provisions of the new 25th Amendment.

Nixon’s Taxes

Nixon was accused of paying almost no income taxes between 1969 and 1972, and of using public funds for improvements to his private residences in California and Florida. The IRS reviewed the president's tax return and assessed him nearly $500,000 in back taxes and interest.

Indictments

In March 1974, a grand jury indicted Haldeman, Ehrlichman, former Attorney General John Mitchell, and four other White House aides and named Nixon an unindicted co-conspirator.

Calls for Resignatlon

In April, Nixon released edited transcripts of the White House tapes, the contents of which led to further calls for his resignation. Jaworski subpoenaed 64 additional tapes, which Nixon refused to turn over, and the case went to the Supreme Court.

Impeachment Debate

Meanwhile, the House Judiciary Committee televised its debate over impeachment, adopting three articles of impeachment. It charged the president with obstructing justice, misusing presidential power, and failing to obey the committee's subpoenas.

Resignation

Before the House began to debate impeachment, the Supreme Court ordered the president to release the subpoenaed tapes to the special prosecutor. C)n August 5, Nixon, under pressure from his advisors, released the tape of June 23,1972, to the public. This tape, recorded less than a week after the break-in, revealed that Nixon had used the CIA to keep the FBI from investigating the case. Nixon announced his resignation on August 8, 1973, to take effect at noon the following day. Gerald Ford then became president.

Legislative Response

Congress responded to the Vietnam War and Watergate by enacting legislation intended to prevent such situations. The War Powers Act (1973) required congressional approval of any commitment of combat troops beyond 90 days. In 1974 Congress limited the amounts of contributions and expenditures in presidential campaigns. And it strengthened the 1966 Freedom of Information Act by requiring the government to act promptly when asked for information and to prove its case for. classification when attempting to withhold information on grounds of national security. 

