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Like other primordial
clashes of Good with Evil,
Watergate spawned sym-
bolic heroes and villains in
profusion. But of the heroes
(or villains), only Dan

' Rather ever confronted
Richard Nixon face to face
in full view of millions of

. Americans.

To some, he became a sin-
gle-minded Lincoln Steffens
of the tube; to others, a per-
sonification of the destruec-
tive media power that drove

the President from office.

Perhaps he was just an an-
gry little bull terrier, not ca-
pable of crippling but deter-
mined to bite with his sharp
CBS teeth.
At any rate, he did a good
job of it. All through the
long months when it seemed
Nixon might really escape,
Rather offered hope, and for
that reason alone we should
forgive him the lachrymose
“instant analysis” he pro-
vided on the night Nixon
quit.

But should we buy his
book? That’s a more ‘diffi-
cult question. In the after-
math of Watergate, heroes'
and villains alike are trying
to -cash in as. authors; a
healthy skepticism will soon
be the only consumer pro-
tection available against dis-
"appointed expectations and
bookstore-induced insol-
vency. ;

“The Palace - Guard” is
likely to trigger just such
skepticism, at least for those
who never bought a Sam Er-
vin T-shirt. The publishers
have taken care to emblazon

Rather’s name across the'

caver, adding in somewhat
smaller type the name of
Rather’s co-author, CBS col-
league Gary Paul Gates.
And for reviewers, there’s a
special irritant: a two-page
publicity blurb—accompany-
ing a Dan Rather book
rushed into print before
Watergate fever subsides—
that waits until its final sen-
tence to note, “This is not a
book about Watergate . ...”
So what is “The Palace
Guard,” if not a book about
Watergate? It’s really an in-
stant history of the Nixon®
administration, and useful
in reminding us that the ad-
ministration acquired its
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sinister character over time,
in response to certain defin-
able events and personali-
ties. The theme throughout
is How Haldeman Became
Boss, and the explanation,
essentially is that he found
an opening for himself and
Ehrlichman when Arthur
Burns and Daniel Patrick
Moynihan fell indecorously
on their respective swords
of long-windedness and
flamboyance.

By then, Chappaquiddick
—deus ex machina—had re-
moved from the White
House “the restraint pro-
vided by the daily thought
that Nixon might have to
tface Kennedy for re-elec-
tion.” The administration
felt safe in veering toward
the right, and in stretching
the law to wiretap inces-
santly, block the Kent State
investigation, and hamper
school desegregation-in the
South. )

Rather and Gates con-
clude that “the brazen felo-
nies that brought the Nixon
administration to its knees
grew out of a fundamental
disregard for the law that
took root in the first two
years.” All it required was
the humiliation: of the 1970
elections—plus a barrage of
polls showing Muskie ahead
of Nixon—to make Halde-
man and his followers de-
cide that “drastic measures
would be needed to assure
their man of a second term
as President. And drastic
measures are what  they
took.”

This is the story the au-
thors tell, albeit in the di-
gressive manner of a selfim-
portant dinner guest who’s
confident of not being inter-
rupted. On the strictly tech-
nical level, “The Palace
Guard” is a frustrating
work, filled with all the Ilit-
erary abbreviations we ae-
cept on the evening news
but normally reject in print.
The pages are studded with
cliches  (Hickel, Romney,
Stans and Volpe graduated
“from the school of hard
knocks™), idiot-card ellipses
instead of punctuation (“to
invade Cambodia . . . to side
with Pakistan in the Bangla-
desh war . .. to modify U.S.
position aft the SALT talks).
and shorthand conclusions

that here sound like non-
sense  (Ehrlichman “was
against intergrated housing
in the suburbs, but he had
no alternative remedy of his
own for dealing with the
plight of the cities”).

Despite its uneven liter-
ary style, “The Palace
Guard” does accurately re-
construct the major inci-
dents of Richard Nixon’s
pre-Watergate  presidency.
Yet it is one thing to re-
count events, another to elu-
cidate them. Rather and
Gates offer an explanation
that centers on Haldman: he
did become the boss, he val-
ued nothing above Richard
Nixon’s political fortunes,
and he staffed the White
House with feckless aides of
unquestioning obedience.
But isn’t Nixon himself still
the key? If indeed he sur-
rendered the reins, what
qualities or quirks of mind
made him do it?

That Nixon manages to
wriggle through “The Pal- !
ace Guard” unidentified and |
unexplained is not, in itself,
surprising. After all, he
eluded Archibald Cox, the
United States Senate, and
now-—thanks to his succes-

sor—he will  probably
elude the special pro-
secutor, the grand jur v,

and the courts as well. But
here he has eluded Dan
Rather—and that’s \a  pity.
What’s worse, he has evi-
dently persuaded Rather
and Gates that he need not
be explained at all. Like T.E |
Lawrence (“of Arabia”),
whose most passionate de-
sire was to baffle anyone
who tried to understand
him, Richard Nixon can still
claim a peculiar vietory.
As for Dan Rather, he has
left the White House beat
for bigger (and, says CBS,
better) things. Gone are the
days when the mere sound
of his name on Mr. Nixon’'s
lips, at a televised press con-
ference, could make us tin-
gle with anticipation; he |
was Hank Aaron in the big-
gest league of all, and we
Vearned for that Final Home
Run. He never hit it, and
now we will probably search
the hookstalls for some sub-
stitute until all our Water- |
gate. symbols begin to fuzz. 5




