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President Richard Milhous Nixon entered the White House on January 20, 1969 with the promise that he would end the war in Vietnam. Although the conflict was still winding down when he left office in 1974, he was successful, with the help of Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, in opening diplomatic relations with China and easing political tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union. However, the legacy of Nixon's presidency has little to do with his diplomatic achievements, and is focused instead on Watergate, the worst political scandal in US history.

CREEPs and Plumbers 
At the outset of Nixon's presidency, his supporters had already begun to make plans for his re-election. To this end, the Committee to Re-elect the President (CRP), sometimes referred to as CREEP, was established. Under Nixon's orders, members of the CRP began conducting electronic surveillance of government officials and members of the press, in an attempt to control the flow of information regarding Nixon's activities. In the period between 1969 and 1971, wiretaps were installed on telephones around Washington DC in the name of "national security," and the Oval Office was equipped with voice-activated tape recorders, a decision that would later come back to haunt Nixon.

On June 13, 1971, the "New York Times" began printing excerpts from the "Pentagon Papers," a series of top-secret documents which contained national defense information pertaining to America's involvement in the Vietnam War. The White House received word that Dr. Daniel Ellsberg, a Defense Department analyst, had leaked the documents to the press.

Nixon established the Special Investigations Unit, known as the "plumbers," in an effort to plug any further security leaks and to keep an eye on his political enemies. On September 3, 1971, the plumbers broke into the office of Dr. Lewis Fielding, Daniel Ellsberg's psychiatrist, in an attempt to find damaging information to use against Ellsberg in his upcoming espionage trial. Once again, Nixon and his aides maintained that the break-in was conducted for "national security reasons." It was only the beginning of Nixon's secret campaign of illegal activity.

Eavesdropping on the Democrats 
In 1971, the CRP began to ramp up its political intelligence-gathering activities in preparation for the upcoming presidential election. The group planned to infiltrate the Democratic National Committee (DNC) headquarters, located on the sixth floor of the Watergate apartment and office complex in Washington DC. Leading the conspiracy were US Attorney General John Mitchell, deputy director of the CRP Jeb Magruder, and CRP counsel G. Gordon Liddy. Their goal was to photograph campaign materials and place bugging devices in the office of Democratic National Chairman Lawrence F. O'Brien. Cuban agents were assigned to study O'Brien's movements and determine the best opportunity to conduct a break-in.

On May 26, 1972, the Cuban burglars checked-in to the Watergate Hotel under assumed names. Two days later, they broke into O'Brien's office, planted the listening devices and took a number of photographs. Several weeks later, on June 17, the burglars entered the DNC for a second time, however this time they were caught red handed. At 2:30 AM, the five men, all wearing surgical gloves and carrying wiretapping equipment and cameras, found three police officers waiting for them in the office of the deputy chairman's secretary. The burglars, along with CRP security coordinator James McCord, were placed under arrest.

The Smoking Gun 
The burglary was quite puzzling and many questions were being raised with very few answers. President Nixon claimed to have been utterly unaware of the CRP's scheme to spy on the Democrats, and was convinced that his people had no part in it. On June 23, Nixon first learned of Mitchell's involvement in the Watergate affair from H.R. Haldeman, his chief of staff. Nixon began discussing the incident with his closest advisers, and talk of a cover-up began. As was Nixon's habit, his conversation with Haldeman was recorded, and later became known as the "smoking gun" that would link the administration to the conspiracy.

Despite widespread speculation, there was no conclusive evidence to connect the White House to any wrongdoing. In August, Nixon stated publicly that no one employed in his administration was involved in Watergate. The following month, the burglars, along with McCord, Liddy, and E. Howard Hunt (one of the "plumbers"), were indicted on charges of conspiracy, wiretapping, and burglary. On November 7, 1972, Nixon was reelected, receiving nearly twice as many popular votes as his Democratic opponent, Senator George McGovern, in the largest Republican landslide in electoral history.

The local media, led by "Washington Post" reporters Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward, soon began its own investigation of the Watergate affair, and uncovered evidence that White House aides had helped fund the CRP's plan to sabotage the Democrat's 1972 presidential campaign. Bernstein and Woodward's findings were the basis for the 1974 best-selling book "All the President's Men," as well as the 1976 motion picture adaptation of the same name.

The seven indicted men went to trial in January 1973, and Liddy and McCord confessed that they had lied earlier in the investigation. They were convicted, and the investigation of the Watergate incident intensified.

Investigation and Cover-Up 
In February 1973, the Senate unanimously agreed to create the Select Committee on Presidential Campaign Activities, and assigned Democratic Senator Sam Ervin as chairman. Nixon allegedly encouraged his aides to either refuse to cooperate or lie if they were questioned. As the inquiry progressed, McCord implicated Magruder and Nixon legal counsel John Dean in the scandal, and they in turn abandoned the cover-up and implicated the White House and the CRP in the Watergate break-in. On April 30, Dean resigned along with Nixon advisors Haldeman and John Erlichman.

In May, Archibald Cox was appointed as special prosecutor, and the whole nation watched as the televised Senate hearings began. Dean admitted to discussing the cover-up with the president on as many as 35 occasions. Prosecutors also discovered a letter with John Ehrlichman's name on it, detailing the plans to burglarize Dr. Fielding's office. The most damaging evidence was disclosed on July 13, when Alexander Butterfield, a former presidential secretary, revealed to the committee that Nixon had been recording conversations in the Oval Office since 1971. A prolonged legal battle ensued, and Nixon refused to turn the tapes over, citing executive privilege (the right of the executive branch to remain immune from congressional investigation).

October 20, 1973 marked the infamous "Saturday night massacre," in which Nixon fired Watergate special prosecutor Archibald Cox, who had continued to pressure Nixon to surrender his unedited Oval Office recordings. Attorney General Richardson and Deputy Attorney General William D. Ruchelshaus resigned after refusing Nixon's orders to dismiss Cox. Texas attorney Leon Jaworski was appointed as the new special prosecutor, as criticism of Nixon's irrational behavior mounted.

Impeachment 
With rumors of impeachment beginning to circulate, Nixon finally agreed to turn over the subpoenaed White House tapes. The committee listened to the recordings and discovered an 18-minute gap on one of the tapes. It was surmised that someone had erased part of the tape, but investigators were unable to determine exactly what had happened. In March 1974, seven former presidential aides were indicted on charges of conspiracy to hinder the Watergate investigation, and Nixon was named as an unindicted co-conspirator. On July 24, the Supreme Court voted unanimously to order Nixon to release the rest of the White House recordings, considering them evidence in the case that came to be known as the United States v. Nixon.

The impeachment investigation culminated in late July when the House Judiciary Committee voted to approve three articles of impeachment, charging Nixon with obstruction of justice. However, on August 5, Nixon released three more tapes to prosecutors, revealing that he had known about the involvement of the White House officials and the CRP in the Watergate burglary. The tapes also proved that on June 23, 1972, six days after Watergate, Nixon had ordered the cover-up. These tapes were the "smoking gun" that prompted eleven Republican committee members who had initially voted against impeachment to change their votes.

An impeachment hearing was now inevitable, and calls for the president's resignation surfaced across the political landscape. On August 8, 1974, President Nixon addressed the nation and announced that he would become the first president ever to resign. The following day, Vice President Gerald Ford was sworn in as the 38th president of the United States. Ford, a former House Minority leader, had been chosen by Nixon to succeed Vice President Spiro Agnew, who was forced to resign due to earlier charges of bribery and income tax evasion. Ford was the first man to become chief executive of the nation as a result of the resignation of a president, and without having been elected president or vice president. He nominated Nelson Rockefeller as his vice president.

Aftermath 
On September 8, 1974, President Ford pardoned Nixon of all charges related to the Watergate scandal. His political career destroyed, Nixon spent the remainder of his life attempting to repair his shattered reputation. He died on April 22, 1994 at the age of 81.

During the course of the Watergate investigation, it was discovered that nearly forty different corporations and individual executives had made illegal contributions to both parties during the 1972 presidential campaign. As a result, Congress enacted sweeping campaign finance reforms in 1974, limiting the amount of contributions to political campaigns and establishing guidelines for the detailed accounting and reporting of donations and expenditures.

The Watergate affair amounted to an attack on many Americans' conception of the presidency, the election process, and democracy in general. The disillusionment of the public in the wake of the Vietnam War intensified as a result of the scandal, and confidence in the federal government experienced an erosion that is still in evidence today, marked by the popular assumption that politicians are uniformly corrupt and dishonest.
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