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By ANTHONY MARRO

WILLIAM SAFIRE seems to be one of
those people who habitually—perhaps
compulsively—stash away anecdotes, bon
mots, and other people’s quotes, much as
squirrels stash away nuts for the winter.
In the years that he worked .as a
speechwriter in the Nixon White House.
he used the bottom left-hand drawer of
his desk as a repository for tidbits-of this
sort, occasionally telling reporters that
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he was saving them for his planned in-
sider book on the Nixon presidency,
which he intended to call A Hurry to Be
Great. ) .
Safire has emptied out his desk drawer
and—from the looks of it—several file
cabinets as well, and the result is a hefty
(704 pages) anecdotal history of Nixon’s
first term that is lively, sometimes enter-
taining, and ultimately defensive of his
former boss, whom he repeatedly praises
for his courage, refers to as “RN,” and
compares (usually favorably) to both of
the Roosevelts and to Winston Churchill.

- Watergate forced Safire to change his ti-

tle to Before The Fall,and required him to
make some observations about the darker -
side of the Nixon character that one gath-
ers he would just as soon have ignored.
(“No sweat,” as he quotes Haldeman as

*saying. “Adds to the credibility.”) But the
purpose of the book clearly is not to re-
‘hash Watergate and the disgrace of a

‘President; among other things, he says, it

‘is “an effort not to lose sight of all that

went right in examining -what went
wrong.”’ ’

A recurrent theme of Before The Fall
‘seems to be that the final verdict on
"Nixon is not yet in, and that the present
one might someday be reversed on ap-
peal. “Should a baseball slugger who is
thrown out at home be denied credit for
hitting a triple?” he asks. “Will a ‘distant
replay’ show him to have been safe at
home after all?” This comes early on in

- the book, and serves as fair warning that

there will be little comfort here for those
who insist that Safire’s slugger had never
hit more than a broken-bat single to be-
ginwith.

Inits style, this is a magpie sort of book,
cluttered with first drafts of speeches,




presidential scribblings, press clips, me-
mos, anecdotes and doodles, along with a
collection of puns that would cause even
a Grossinger’s comic to wince. (Leonard
Garment on a bureaucrat named Lapin
who was refusing to be quietly eased out
of his government job: “Lapins makes
lousyleavers.”) _
Parts of the book read like a press re-
lease (“Nixon stumped the country, blaz-
ing away at Lyndon Johnson on the infla-
tion front ...”), and Safire has a weakness
for overly-dramatic chapter endings,
many of which seem to have been written

“The President liked to
refer to himself in the third
person and kept a music box
on his desk that played ‘Hail -

‘o The Chief.” ™

for tympani accompaniment. (“Then he
strode quickly out of the room and the.
breakfast was over.”) There also is the .-

problem of the Safire humor, which—like

dandelion wine—is pleasant enough if- .
you've acquired a taste for it but bother-. '

some if you haven't.

Safire says that one of his self-ap-".

pointed roles was to loosen up the “rever- -
ential atmosphere” around Nixon—no.
-mean - feat considering -that the

President likedto refer to himself in the - -

third person and (Continued on. page2) -
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kept a music box on his desk that played

“Hail To The Chief.” Just how well he suc-
ceeded isn’t clear, but one of the annoy-
ing things about Safire’s book is the
lengths to which he goes to work in some
of his own punch lines that might better
have 'been lost to posterity. An anecdote
about Kissinger’s alleged tendency to
look back and agonize over decisions af-
ter they had been made, and about Nix-
on’s admonition to him to remember Lot’s
wife, ends with Safire’s observation that

- later in Moscow “Kissinger did- indeed

turn into a pillar of SALT.” A long pas-
sage about diplomatic jargon seems no
more than an excuse for Safire to tell us.
how he once had cautioned Ron Ziegler
that “when a participant in a meeting
threw -a tomato at another head of state,
that was a ‘fruitful exchange.””

By the time Safire tells how he re-
sponded to a query about whether the
Mayor of Limerick, Ireland, and his wife
should be given an appointment with
Nixon (“When the Mayor of Limerick ar-
rives/We could take him to all the dives/But
the Mayor and spouse/Should see the White
House/Which they’ll remember all of their.
lives”) it becomes easier to understand
why his original publishers, William Mor-
row & Co., decided that they didn’t want
the book after all, and asked for their ad-
vance money back.

For all this, Before The Fall is a serious
book, ogat least a book that will have to
be taken seriously. It will be hard to write-
about Nixon in the future without con-
sulting Safire’s sympathetic but telling
account of the ‘“us against them” mental-
ity of the Nixon White House, which saw
preventive retaliation. as not just a
‘through-the-looking-glass rationalization
forair strikes in Asia, but also as a basic
rule for domestic political power: “do it
unto others before they do it unto you.”
Ditto, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger,
who is depicted as “a fierce reinforcer of
Nixon’s penchant for secrecy ...” as a
man whose tolerance for. wiretapping

‘(Safire was among the victims) “watered

the roots of Watergate,” and as tantrum-

‘prone, two-faced and insecure. And Sa-

fire’s descriptions of the day to day run-
ning of the White House and the mechan-.
ics of presidential speechwriting will as-

" sure the book of a place in the bibliogra-



phies of studies of the Nixon presuiency
yetto'come.

The problem with Before The Fall, how-
ever, is that its anecdotes are so good and
its analysis so unquestioning that it may
in the long run become better known for
its trivia than for its substance. Safire the
storyteller is entertaining enough, but
Safire the historian has trouble divorcing
himself from Safire the presidential
speechwriter and flack. He shows no

‘qualms about describing Nixon’s trip to

Peking as “ripping off a national blind-

fold with -daring and panache”—and

barely pauses to acknowledge that it was
Nixon and his fellow Cold Warriors who
had-helped keep the blindfold in place

for three decades. He writes matter-of-

factly that career bureaucrats in IRS
“with George Shultz’s backing, prevented
zealots like John Dean from turning gov-
ernment power into a political weapon”—
‘and sidesteps the' evidence that Nixon

* ‘Do it unto others before
they do it unto you.””

was atleast as anxious as Dean to use the
IRS against his political enemies, and in
fact (according to Dean) once criticized
Shultz as a “candy-ass” for not going
along.

This' carries over to his defense - of
Nixon, a “yes, but ...” sort of defense that
includes an “everybody else did it” ra-

tionale and so permeates Before The

Fall that the book might well have been
subtitled What About Chappaquiddick?,
or Dantel Schorr Had It Coming. The Sa-
fire technique is to begin by saying it is
wrong to tap the telephones of reporters,
and to end by saying it is wrong to tap the
telephones of reporters, and in between
to make the strongest possible case to ra-
tionalize Nixon’s wrong-headed decision
to tap the telephones of reporters.

“No President,” he writes, “could have
had more noble motives than to end the

-arms race thatimperiled the human race;

to end the war that had bled and dispir-
ited the United States in the past decade;
and to begin the intricate, triangular di-
‘plomacy thiat would create a balance of

‘Roosevelt’s

power and perhaps a stable world order
for.the next generation.

“With reasons and motives like those . ..
Nixon indulged himself in despising re-
porters who—unwittingly or not—under-
cut his efforts for peace just to get a hot
story, or officials who betrayed the na-
tion’s trust just to curry favor with some
reporter.”

It is a virtuoso performance, managing
to balance the fate of the world against
the mindless ego-tripping of reporters
;and the near-treason of disloyal officials.
But one has to pause somewhere in here
to wonder just how long it would take a
parade of all the reporters who seriously
“undercut his efforts for peace just to get
a hot story” to march past Nixon’s shuffle-
board court at Key Biscayne, or how big a
room itwould take to handle a convention
of all the officials who “betrayed the na-
tion’s trust just to curry favor with some
reporter.”

Safire, now a columnist for The NeW
York Times, reverts most completely to

-his PR past when he indulges in exercises

that seem designed only to fuzz issues
and shrug off obvious wrongs. He tells us
that the government had spent millions
on facilities nearthe Kennedy and John-
son homes, and in the next sentence
equates it with money spent in Nixon’s
homes, adding as an afterthought: “What

‘the hell, Haldeman figured, Nixon plan-
‘ned to leave San Clemente to the public

in his will.” He complains that “some
newsmen who had cried out for a ‘shield’
‘to give them a privilege against testifying
to a grand jury were among the first to de-
nounce Presidential claims to confiden-
tiality or privilege on the Watergate tapes
demanded by grand juries”—an interest-
ing argument that overlooks the fact that
Nixon in this case was being investigated
for allegedly having obstructed Jjustice,

‘while the reporters clamoring_ for a
“shield law” were not (in most cases, at
least) trying to protect themselves from
-indictment,

. The purpose of the excuses, the lame
rationalizations, the straight out puffery
and the attempts to shift the blame onto
the likes of John Dean, of course, is to
clear the way for one of Safire’s larger
themes: that the Nixon we have come to
know from the White House tapes is not
the true Nixon. The “dark side” of Nixon
that emerges from the tapes is simply
Nixon at his weakest, he: ‘insists, and not
the Nixon who “sped the pace of. desegre-
gation,” brought us “peace with honor,”
and who even at the end courageously left
office without a guarantee of a pardon,

having “set aside the kind of plea bar-
gaining Spiro Agnew had engaged in as

‘unworthy of a President.”

Safire’s Nixon is not without flaws, of

. course; it’sitoo late for that. Safire allows

that Nixon at times could be small-
minded, vindictive and mean, and that
-despite his constant references to Teddy
“man. in the arena” who
failed  daring greatly, Nixon failed “not
while daring greatly, but while lying

-meanly.” But his unconvincing conclu-

sion is not just that the record on Nixon is

still open, but that to judge him by his
tapes is as misleading as to judge Ac-
hilles by his heel.

In the end the bdok gives us good (if

somewhat perverse) reason to be thankful

that Nixon installed the taping system in
the White House: if nothing else, it gave
the country a truly inside view of the
Nixon presidency that even a publicist as
skillful as Safire could not offset.. 0



