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“There is a mysticism about men. There is a quiet confidence. You look a man in the
eye and you know he’s got it. This guy has got it. If he doesn’t, Nixon has made a bum
choice.”

—RICHARD NIXON, ON SELECTING SPIRO T. AGNEW TO BE HIS VICE PRESIDENTIAL RUNNING MATE, AUGUST 1968



PROLOGUE

“WHAT’S A SPIRO AGNEW?”

When Lyndon Johnson requested airtime one evening at the end of March 1968, network

television bosses in the know assumed the president planned to address the nation on the
growing conflict in Vietnam. LBJ certainly had some explaining to do on that front. He had
campaigned for the presidency four years earlier on a pledge to keep America from getting
dragged into a full-on war in Vietnam. He had promised that he would not send thousands of
young American men “to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves,” that is, fighting
off the Communists. But then he had done just what he said he would not.

By the time the 1968 presidential primary season was in full cry, with Johnson fighting off
challenges from the peace-monger candidates in his own party, the war in Southeast Asia was
not only raging but escalating. Dozens of U.S. soldiers and marines died every single day in
Vietnam: every day, seven days a week. By that spring, many of the American boys being killed
over there were draftees, not volunteers. The Tet Offensive, launched by the North Vietnamese
forces at the end of January 1968, had spiked U.S. casualties on the battlefield. And spiked the
number of troops Johnson said he needed on the ground in Vietnam. More than half a million.
And all of that spiked doubt and frustration back home. After the surprise of Tet, the war
suddenly seemed far from winnable anytime soon. More than a thousand American boys were
dying every month, and nobody was sure this dear and bloody sacrifice would achieve anything
worth having.

Johnson’s nationally televised address on March 31, in prime time, unfurled—at the start—
about as expected. While many Americans doubtless fumed about missing the new episode of
Bonanza or The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour, the president spent nearly three-quarters of an
hour defending the war in Vietnam and restating its purpose. He granted the “pain [the war] has
inflicted” and “the misgivings that it has aroused,” but would not apologize for doing what he
thought best. “What we are doing now, in Vietnam,” he said, “is vital not only to the security of
Southeast Asia, but it is vital to the security of every American.” He was aiming for peace, and
soon, he explained, but refused to give away the store to the Commies. “Our common resolve is
unshakable,” the president asserted, “and our common strength is invincible.” He insisted that
the enemy’s recent campaign of attack was a failure. “[The Tet Offensive] did not collapse the
elected government of South Vietnam or shatter its army—as the Communists had hoped,” he
said. “It did not produce a ‘general uprising’ among the people of the cities as they had
predicted.” But you could almost hear it in his hangdog voice; Johnson’s own confidence
seemed shaky.

And then, right at the end of his address, the president said something unthinkable,
something nobody saw coming. “With America’s sons in the fields far away, with America’s
future under challenge right here at home, with our hopes and the world’s hopes for peace in the
balance every day,” he said, “I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to
any personal partisan causes or to any duties other than the awesome duties of the office—the
Presidency of your country. Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination
of my party for another term as your President.”

I shall not seek, and I will not accept. Good God.

A sitting president of the United States, constitutionally eligible to run for another term,
decided—without warning to even his closest aides, without confiding completely in his own



vice president—to call it quits.

That bombshell tossed into the middle of the presidential nominating process sent both
Democrats and Republicans scrambling to recalculate their odds and their strategy. Each major
party’s nominating process had been a pretty wild political slalom that year. But now, with the
incumbent’s stunning announcement that he was leaving of his own accord and the race for the
White House suddenly wide open, both the Democrats and the Republicans eventually decided
to settle on tried-and-true figures for the top lines of their respective tickets: LBJ’s incumbent
vice president, Hubert Humphrey, would run for the Dems, and Eisenhower’s old VP, Richard
Nixon, would be the man for the Repubs. The only surprise on either slate turned out to be the
man whom Nixon picked to be his running mate: a little-known first-term governor from a mid-
Atlantic border state—a novice and novel political figure who would ultimately turn out to have
far more impact on our national trajectory than most Americans have ever stopped to consider.
His now-all-but-forgotten story has also turned out to be an odd historical doppelganger, almost
a premonition, for what the country would go through with the next Republican president who
would face impeachment, after Nixon.

On paper, the Democrats’ 1968 nominee—Humphrey—was a stolid, predictable, no-
nonsense choice. Not only was he a household name for his long service as LBJ’s vice president,
but he had been a lion of the Senate, a brave and early champion of civil rights. A safe choice for
the Dems. You might think. The optics of the Democrats’ 1968 convention were considerably
less reassuring. There were fits of pandemonium on the floor of the convention hall in Chicago,
led by antiwar Democratic delegates who were sure that Humphrey was poised to continue the
grinding, disastrous war that was ripping the country apart.

And the action inside the hall was nothing compared with the energetic and riotous activity
that all but shut down the streets surrounding the site of the convention, Chicago’s International
Amphitheater. Those frantic scenes became the enduring images of the 1968 presidential
election: outrage and antiwar protests laced with paroxysms of violence; Mayor Richard Daley’s
Chicago police, joined by National Guardsmen, clubbing the “agitators” first into submission
and then into paddy wagons.

A young Republican political operative sent to monitor the Democratic convention
surveyed the scene and reported back on his findings. “We should side with Daley and the cops,”
twenty-nine-year-old Patrick Buchanan told his boss, the party’s newly minted presidential
nominee, who really didn’t need to be told. Law and order, that was his thing.

The Republicans had held their own convention a thousand miles south of Chicago, in
sunny Miami Beach, Florida, a few weeks earlier. And while the action inside the hall made it
appear, at least to those watching at home, to be a considerably more genteel affair, the goings-
on outside were something akin to the chaos that would soon unfold in Chicago.

Just as Republicans from across the country were in the midst of coronating Richard Nixon
as their nominee, a torrent of violence and unrest was erupting just across town, in one of
Miami’s predominantly African American neighborhoods. What began as a “Vote Power” rally
organized by local black leaders quickly turned into a violent confrontation with police.

Miami’s malignantly bigoted police chief, Walter Headley—who had famously proclaimed
a year earlier that “when the looting starts, the shooting starts”—confidently assured the public
that his officers “know what to do.” Hundreds of Miami city police, county police, and,
eventually, National Guardsmen met the protesters with a show of force that included armored
military vehicles, bayonets, and “clouds of tear gas.” When all was said and done, three people
were dead. And dozens more were injured, including a five-month-old baby who was teargassed



by police. The officer responsible said of the incident, “I’d do it again.” Though he added, “I’'m
sorry the baby got gassed.”

Inside the protected confines of the Miami Beach Convention Center, it was lawful and
orderly, with about as much drama as a gathering in Mamie Eisenhower’s drawing room. Which
was exactly what the Republican pooh-bahs were hoping for. They needed their party to be the
real safe choice in these roiling times.

The GOP had kicked around the idea of nominating for president the moderate, aristocratic
governor of New York, Nelson Rockefeller. Or maybe the Michigan governor, George Romney.
There was a late flurry of interest in a comely new California governor named Ronald Reagan.
Reagan had Barry Goldwater’s hard-right politics, presented with a polish and sheen burnished
on Hollywood’s back lots. But Reagan was a novice. He’d run his first political race just two
years earlier. Republicans instead settled on their own safer bet—a man with a big résumé, a
reputation for political genius, and the tenacity of a rat terrier.

Richard Milhous Nixon was already, by then, a very familiar face in American politics. He
was elected first to Congress in 1946, then to the Senate just four years later. He had been
Dwight Eisenhower’s vice president for two full terms, eight years dutifully serving at the
shoulder of the most popular Republican president of the century to that point. Nixon had come
within a whisker of the presidency himself in 1960, losing to John F. Kennedy in a race that was
defined by Nixon flop-sweating his way through a debate with the slightly younger and much
more telegenic senator from Massachusetts.

But even after that loss in 1960, even after an even more humiliating defeat in the race for
governor in his home state of California two years later (even after he told the reporters who
covered him, “Just think how much you’re going to be missing. You don’t have Nixon to kick
around anymore”), he still refused to quit. He campaigned for Republicans across the country in
the off-year election of 1966, earning due credit for helping Republicans rack up big gains in the
House. And, cashing in those chits in the race for his party’s presidential nomination, he handily
dispatched all his rivals in 1968. He started as the front-runner, won almost every primary
contest, easily batted down weak attempted challenges from Rockefeller on the left and Reagan
on the right, and then won the nomination easily, on the first ballot of the convention in Miami.

Whatever else there is to be said about Richard Nixon, he was one hell of a political
gamesman. Nixon understood that if he was to avoid losing the presidency—again—in what was
sure to be another close race, he needed a number two on the ticket who added value, who
shored him up where he was weakest. And so, the real business of the Miami Republican
convention didn’t happen on the floor, or even out in the streets beyond the convention hall. The
real business of the convention happened in Richard Nixon’s head and heart as he calculated his
choice of a running mate.

There was plenty of buzz on the convention floor about the next veep nominee, on both
sides of the party’s political wings. The short list drawn up by the delegates and the network
commentariat included that conservative up-and-comer from California, Ronald Reagan, as well
as the moderate John Lindsay, the mayor of New York City. Nixon was reportedly agonizing
over his pick; the press pack stalked the convention, in the sweltering August heat of Miami,
hunting for word on the only real news to be had. Nixon pushed the decision later and later, until
he finally made up his mind at the very last minute, on the last day of the convention.

At just before 12:30 that afternoon, with the hungry reporters duly alerted and assembled,
Nixon finally emerged with the news they had been after. But first he teased, for drama’s sake.
“Our deliberations took place, for your information, throughout the night last night, except for
one hour. I took that hour off for sleep,” Nixon said. “They began again this morning at 9



o’clock and have continued until the present time.” Then, finally, mercifully, Nixon came out
with it. “I have now made a decision. I shall recommend to the convention that it nominate for
vice president on the Republican ticket Governor Agnew of Maryland.”

Governor Who? Of Where?

Even Governor Spiro Agnew himself was a bit taken aback, the way Nixon later told it.
When a reporter on the convention floor asked how his running mate had reacted when he got
the call, Nixon responded with glee and a rare flicker of humor. “I think the best indication of
surprise is when a lawyer has no words,” he said. “Governor Agnew, as you know, is a lawyer
and is a very articulate man....I’d say there’s about 20 seconds before he said a word!”

In a year of boldfaced political names like Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, Bobby
Kennedy, Ed Muskie, Nelson Rockefeller, and Richard Nixon, this newcomer just didn’t seem to
fit the bill. Who the heck was Spiro Agnew?

Or, as the joke went at the time, “What’s a Spiro Agnew?”

The country, like most of the working press, could be forgiven its ignorance. Spiro Agnew,
aged forty-nine, had been governor of Maryland only eighteen months, having won office
largely because the competing Democratic machines in Baltimore accidentally blew up their
own party’s primary and let the nomination go to a kook perennial candidate segregationist who
publicly accepted the no-longer-quite-so-coveted endorsement of the Ku Klux Klan. Agnew’s
gubernatorial victory certainly didn’t owe to his long history in Maryland state politics. He had
won exactly one race in his entire career to that point, serving as county executive, which is sort
of like being mayor of Baltimore County, from 1962 to 1966. So of course nobody outside
Maryland knew much about him. Really, nobody inside Maryland knew much about him. Spiro
Agnew had gone from obscure local official, to fluke governor of Maryland, to the nominee for
the vice presidency of the United States in less than six years.

The choice was a genuine surprise to everyone: to Agnew, to the Republican Party, to the
national political press corps, to the rest of his fellow Americans, most of whom were just
learning his name. And then puzzling out why exactly a guy with a Greek name was an
Episcopalian.

The Nixon team, however, knew exactly who (and what) Spiro Agnew was, even without
taking the time to learn much about him and even without bothering to vet him too awfully
closely. For Nixon and his team, Spiro Agnew represented political expediency. What looked to
outsiders like a roll of the dice, a dangerous gamble, was actually a result of Nixon’s reading the
political landscape from thirty thousand feet. Humphrey would be tough enough to beat on his
own, and Nixon was already worried about a third-party challenge from the populist, racist
former Alabama governor George Wallace—a potential shot to the heart of the Republicans’
emerging southern strategy. Nixon had seen enough of Agnew to know he could help where it
counted most.



Governor Spiro Agnew of Maryland

Dueling narratives about the new vice presidential nominee emerged before the
Republicans even broke camp in Miami. The GOP message gurus introduced Spiro T. Agnew
—*“Ted” to his friends—as a political figure best captured by the catchy radio jingle created
when he ran for Maryland governor just a few years earlier, sung to the tune of Frank Sinatra’s
“My Kind of Town (Chicago Is)”:

“My kind of man, Ted Agnew is!

“My kind of man, Ted Agnew is! Our great new talent for! Governor! And what’s more, he’s
your kind of man, Ted Agnew is! Taking your stand, Ted Agnew is!”



In the Republican telling, Agnew was a blue-collar, tell-it-like-it-is leader who could appeal
to working-class voters because he was one of them. He was not a career politician but the son
of Greek immigrants who put himself through law school after honorably serving the country in
the military (including earning a Bronze Star for his service during the Battle of the Bulge). He
was a political outsider, a straight shooter defined by straight-up American ideals: hard work,
honesty, integrity. Agnew was that kind of man. “Well, I like him because he’s honest,” one
supporter offered, “he’s really honest.”

The Dems wasted no time in constructing a Spiro Agnew counter-narrative, releasing their
own TV ad highlighting Agnew’s complete lack of experience on the national stage. It was, well,
kind of mean-spirited when you get right down to it. The spot begins with a tight and inelegantly
framed shot of a small corner of a television set, with its ungainly fat channel-changing knob as
the focus. Then comes the sound of a man, off camera but apparently tuned in to the set,
beginning to chuckle. The camera slowly pulls out as the man’s laughter grows louder and more
insistent, to the point of hysteria, until the lettering on the television is revealed in full: “Agnew
for Vice-President?” The laughing fit continues after a hard cut to the next screen, white lettering
on a black background: “This would be funny if it weren’t so serious.” As the 1968 general
election season got under way, the Democrats seemed intent on having sport with Spiro Agnew.
They were going to make him a laughingstock. A national joke.

But a funny thing happened on the way to the White House that year. The Dems soon found
out Spiro Agnew could give as good as he got. They learned that if you wanted to play nasty,
Spiro Agnew was all in. He was blunt. He was vociferously politically incorrect. He was likely
to answer any opposition jabs with a flurry of roundhouses and haymakers. And that made his
campaign events a sensation the national news media could not ignore.

Agnew could be counted on to taunt antiwar protesters, East Coast “elites,” and the
unwashed “hippies” who, in his telling, contributed nothing useful to society. “I’ll tell you this,”
Agnew said at a rally in York, Pennsylvania, “they can’t run a bus, they can’t serve in a
governmental office, they can’t run a lathe in a factory, all they can do is lay down in the park
and sleep or kick policemen with razor blades!”

“Somewhere, somebody failed you,” Agnew barked at a group of hecklers, while the
cameras rolled. “Your churches must not have gotten through to you because you don’t even
know anything about the golden rule!...I’m frankly ashamed of you. And I think you ought to be
ashamed of yourselves.”

The crowds who came out to his rallies reveled in Agnew’s unapologetic take-the-paint-off-
the-walls partisanship. His increasingly confrontational taunts became a constant presence on the
network newscasts. What news executive could pass on scenes like this?

Governor Agnew’s lack of filter occasionally led him into controversy on issues of race and
ethnicity that might have shamed other pols. Like his law-and-order insistence that petty looters
ought to be shot by police. Sure, the cops should try to make an arrest first, but if that fails, “the
officer should not hesitate to shoot him.” After the collective horror generated by that position,
Agnew clarified that he just meant that taking aim at a few looters “would be a tremendous
deterrent.” During one short stretch of the campaign, he was forced to apologize for crudely
referring to Polish American voters as “Polacks,” and then immediately thereafter for describing
a Japanese American newspaper reporter as a “Fat Jap.” Agnew promised that he meant no
offense with the remarks, apologizing, he said, “if I have inadvertently offended anyone.” But
close observers began to get the feeling there was nothing inadvertent about it. Reporters
covering him on the trail at the time said he was undaunted by the criticism, apology
notwithstanding. They started calling the incident “the boo-boo in a muu-muu.”



Spiro Agnew’s political brand was built around the idea that he was an outsider who had
never been a card-carrying member of the patrician establishment. It would have been off
message, off brand, for him to start acting like a career pol either—careful, measured, mealy.
And if he didn’t actually appear to care whom he had offended, that became a feature of his
candidacy, not a bug. Rather than hurting him, his “slip-ups” seemed to solidify his support with
the Republican base.

“I guess by nature I’'m a counter-puncher,” he proudly told reporters. “You can’t hit my
team in the groin and expect me to stand here and smile about it.”

Agnew counterpunched himself all the way to the White House, at the side of Richard
Nixon. And he didn’t stop once he settled in behind his new desk on Pennsylvania Avenue. “In
Spiro Agnew,” wrote that young Nixon political op, Pat Buchanan, “I found a fighting ally in the
White House, a man with guts and humor, willing to give back as good as he got, who did not
flinch from battle. He relished it.”

Funny thing this, old habits die hard. And when the exercise of those habits has delivered
fame and glory and raucous applause, they are unlikely to die at all. It is a rare man or woman
who is ever really changed by ascension to high office, or tempered by the solemnity of the oaths
they have sworn or by the national duties they have shouldered. And Spiro Agnew was certainly
not among that rare breed.

Temperamentally, ethically, he was largely untouched by office. But the reverse is hardly
true. Spiro Agnew left indelible marks on his office, on his party, on his government, and on his
country.

And yet, for all his very real impact, Agnew’s story is largely forgotten today. Even fairly
assiduous students of America’s modern political history can be forgiven for being a tad fuzzy
on what exactly prompted Agnew’s dramatic resignation from office in 1973. It was some
penny-ante tax evasion back in Maryland, right?

Part of the reason for the lost history of Spiro Agnew is the simple factor of time. It’s been
more than fifty years since that 1968 campaign season, and nearly fifty since he resigned the
vice presidency in disgrace. But time alone does not account for Agnew’s obscurity. Agnew’s
downfall, of course, was also overwhelmed by the sheer epic sprawling disaster of Richard
Nixon and the Watergate scandal—the only scandal in living memory to unseat a president.

But it’s definitely worth stopping and considering Spiro Agnew and his crimes and
misdeeds all on their own. Because Agnew’s is a story of a scandal so brazen that, had it not
occurred at the same time as Watergate, would likely be remembered as the most astonishing and
sordid chapter visited upon a White House in modern times. Heck, in any times.

Agnew’s is a tale of a thoroughly corrupt occupant of the White House whose crimes are
discovered by his own Justice Department and who then clings to high office by using the power
and prerogative of that same office to save himself.

And the playbook Agnew wrote to try to save himself has left its own long legacy. For the
elected official who prides himself on busting through political norms—and insists on always
punching back harder than hit—it’s a pretty straightforward set of plays. And leaves no time to
fret over the destruction you leave behind. If saving yourself means undermining the institutions
of democracy—the Department of Justice and the free press, for starters—well, fire up the
backhoe. Obstruct the investigations of your crimes; smear and threaten and demand
investigations of the investigators; play the victim; indict the press; throw up a smoke screen of
legal argument, no matter how bizarre or foundationless. The vice president of the United States
cannot be indicted while in office. Says so in the Constitution. Sort of. And by all means
convince your legion of supporters that the allegations against you are all vicious lies, that the



evidence against you is conjured and concocted by enemies threatened by your overwhelming
political strength. That it’s all just a big witch hunt.

But there is another piece of the Agnew story also worth considering, one with a slightly
happier tincture. Because the whole story of Agnew’s crimes and his downfall and his descent,
ultimately, into something between ignominy and obscurity is not all bad, or entirely dispiriting.
This is also the story of faceless but faithful public servants doing their jobs with thoroughgoing
integrity. It’s the story of determined young federal prosecutors who uncovered the crimes of a
politician at the very top, faced down a torrent of threats to their persons and to their
investigation, and refused to stop until the truth emerged. It’s also the story of their bosses at the
Department of Justice who shielded them from the predations of Agnew and his partisans.

Terrible people doing terrible things is a (terrible) fact of life, but it doesn’t ordinarily bring
on a constitutional crisis; it’s the reason we have law enforcement. But when the very worst
people are at the top of American government, and willing to use the awesome powers of their
office to stay there and thwart justice, the protection of the Constitution requires the very best
people, also in office, willing to stand up and do what’s right. This is that story, too.

And if any of this sounds familiar, it’s because history really is here to help.



CHAPTER 1

=

DIVIDER IN CHIEF

«
N BC interrupts its regular program schedule to bring you the following special report.”



The urgent, static-filled announcement cut into NBC’s prime-time lineup on the evening of
April 4, 1968, just four days after President Johnson’s dramatic withdrawal from the race for the
presidency.

The election was still seven months away. Richard Nixon had not yet secured the
Republican nomination, and Spiro Agnew had only just passed the one-year mark of his
undistinguished and unremarkable term as governor of Maryland. He was an afterthought or,
more precisely, a non-thought in national Republican politics. But the bulletin of April 4, and the
days that followed, began to change all that.

It was a Thursday evening, in the heart of prime time, when NBC News broke into its
regular programming. “Martin Luther King Junior was killed tonight in Memphis, Tennessee,”
the newsman Chet Huntley somberly reported, “shot in the face as he stood alone on the balcony
of his hotel room. He died in a hospital an hour later.”

The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had been in Memphis in support of African
American sanitation workers striking in protest of insufficient pay and unsafe working
conditions, marching with signs that read, 1av v Dr. King’s murder sent waves of shock, panic,
fear, and anger rippling through the country.

The Democratic presidential candidate Bobby Kennedy—whose own brother had met the
same fate four and a half years earlier, and who himself would be brought down by an assassin’s
bullet months later—delivered the news to a stunned, mostly African American crowd on the
streets of Indianapolis. “Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice between
fellow human beings,” Kennedy said. He recognized the understandable human responses of
“bitterness, and hatred and a desire for revenge” in the face of this injustice and pain. But he
begged for understanding and calm, in keeping with King’s lessons of nonviolence. “I shall ask
you tonight to return home to say a prayer for the family of Martin Luther King,” Kennedy
implored, “but importantly to say a prayer for our own country.”

Indianapolis did remain calm. But as the news of the assassination spread late that night and
early into the next morning, parts of America were convulsed by shock, and outrage, and, in a
handful of cities, full-fledged riots. One of those cities was Baltimore. In that critical moment,
with so much hanging in delicate balance, Maryland’s new Republican governor, Spiro T.
Agnew, decided to respond to the crisis in his state’s largest city with brute force. And with
political posturing that would make a peacock blush.

Agnew ordered more than five thousand Maryland National Guard troops onto Baltimore’s
streets, armed with live ammunition. Those troops joined a force of twelve hundred city police
officers and an additional four hundred state troopers who had already been dispatched to the riot
areas. The soldiers and police systematically swept the city, arresting thousands of residents
involved, or suspected to be involved, in the riots.

When nearly seven thousand National Guardsmen and police officers weren’t enough to
quell the unrest, Agnew declared that an “insurrection” was under way in his state. This
permitted him to make a formal request to President Johnson, asking for an additional two
thousand active-duty U.S. Army soldiers to join the Guardsmen. The arrival of soldiers from the
Eighteenth Airborne Corps Artillery marked the first time federal troops had been deployed in
Baltimore since just after the Civil War. U.S. military jeeps with barbed wire across their hoods
rolled through city streets, while Governor Agnew presided over the law-and-order response
from the state capital.

Six days into the crisis—with more than five thousand protesters jailed, six people dead,
and Baltimore still aflame—Agnew finally reached out to somebody other than law enforcement
and the military. The governor called a select group of African American community leaders to a



meeting at a state government building in downtown Baltimore. Black Baltimore had voted
overwhelmingly for Agnew against his Klan-endorsed, nutball Dixiecrat opponent, so they
represented a real bloc of the governor’s voting base. Which meant most of these men and
women had reason to expect a frank and respectful discussion about how best to join with law
enforcement to help calm the violence. What they got at the meeting—which was televised live
at the governor’s invitation—was something altogether different.

Agnew filibustered from the start, wagging his finger at the assembled black leaders, laying
the blame for the violence at their feet, lecturing them about how they had failed to stand up to
the younger and more militant black champions, whom Agnew called “the circuit riding...
caterwauling, riot-inciting, burn-America-down type of leader.” The group understood pretty
quickly that Agnew had invited them to this meeting for one simple reason: they were props in
his scripted and televised set piece.

More than half of the community leaders walked out in protest during Agnew’s screed. “He
is as sick as any bigot in America,” one pastor said on his way out. “He is as sick as anything I
have seen in America.”

Letters and calls to the governor protesting his high-handed and disrespectful treatment of
the African American community in Maryland were swamped by letters and calls in support of
Agnew’s performance. Among those in support was Richard Nixon’s brash, young, white-
nationalist speechwriter, Pat Buchanan. “Agnew had called in these civil rights leaders and
asked, ‘Why aren’t you condemning the violence?’” Buchanan later said. “And the objection a
lot of people made was he brought in TV cameras and read them the riot act.” Agnew had pulled
off the kind of twofer Buchanan appreciated. The governor had come down hard on the uprising
in his state, and he had created his own made-for-television moment to publicly browbeat his
opposition. This guy knew how to use television, and without breaking a sweat. Buchanan
immediately sent Agnew’s speech to Nixon, “and he was very impressed by [Agnew’s]
toughness.”

Agnew’s specific brand of “toughness” appealed to Nixon at that moment in particular
because he was already anticipating a snag in his election plans—a snag named George Wallace.
The unreconstructed segregationist and recent governor of Alabama had thrown his hat in the
ring as an independent candidate for president, which made for a perilous new challenge from
the far-right flank. Nixon was counting on overwhelming support from conservative whites in
the Deep South to defeat the Democrat Hubert Humphrey that November, but if George Wallace
managed to peel off enough of that vote, he might starve the Republican ticket of enough
support to cost Nixon the White House. By another maddeningly slim margin. Again.

And so what Nixon and Pat Buchanan saw in Agnew that April in Baltimore looked like an
answer to their electoral map problems by August. “His toughness would help us in the border
states,” Buchanan said of Agnew. “If we’re running against Wallace, we’re not going to win
Alabama, Louisiana, Georgia, Mississippi. But Tennessee, Arkansas, Texas, Florida, the
upper/outer South? We could win that.”

Spiro Agnew was Richard Nixon’s kind of man.

Nixon campaigned across the country that fall, while Spiro Agnew concentrated on those
southern border states, delivering what Buchanan described as a “hard-line” message. And while
George Wallace did manage to pick off Deep South states like Alabama and Mississippi that
November, the Nixon-Agnew ticket won Tennessee and Florida, and the Carolinas, and Virginia
and Missouri and Kentucky. They held on and—in a squeaker—won the White House, beating
Hubert Humphrey with a little more than 43 percent of the popular vote.



Richard Nixon’s calculation worked. But what he got in his new vice president was
something more than he bargained for, in a few different ways. Not the least of which was that
Agnew was becoming a star in the making in the Republican Party, a politician whose appeal to
the conservative base would quickly outstrip even Nixon’s own.

Agnew on the campaign trail

* K Kk

ms~ororren that a vice president manages to command so much of the spotlight in the first years
of a new presidency. And Spiro Agnew didn’t even have to work that hard at it. From the
moment he stepped into the White House, Agnew just did what he had been doing since he was
tapped to be running mate—and since the riots in Baltimore.

Nixon was maybe a bit too educated, and too versed in the intricacies of governance and
policy, which meant he came across as wonky at times, or overarticulate, which translated to
most of the voting public as inarticulate. Agnew was like Nixon’s id—without the burden of
much actual knowledge or curiosity or responsibility to the country at large. He was a heat-



seeking political missile who embraced the power of television and the value of a well-landed
attack, low blow or not.

If anything, Vice President Agnew got more aggressive over time. His default setting was
attack mode. He cheerfully derided liberals, the establishment, ivory-tower professors, and the
press. It wasn’t that he was proselytizing for his own cause or for pet policy ideas; instead, he
made a marquee act out of just taking a flamethrower to the other side. Which itself effectively
became Agnew’s cause. At least it became his mission as vice president. Why sermonize about
the superiority of your ideas and values when it was so much more effective to attack the
motives and character of your opponents, to call them names, to question their love of country.
The vice presidency of Spiro T. Agnew marked the birth of the bruising, know-nothing
confrontational conservatism that has been eating the lunch of seemly, Kiwanis Club
Republicanism ever since.

So while Nixon worked to find accommodation with Democrats on policy issues in
Washington, Agnew flew around the country to antagonize and belittle those same members of
Congress. “You know how it is with the radical liberals,” he opined to one crowd in Connecticut,
“you zing one of them—call his hand, cite his voting record, quote his speeches, tell America the
harm he’s done—and he howls like a coyote with his tail caught in a snake hole!” The response
was rapturous applause.

During one post-election stop in Springfield, Illinois, Agnew played to a raucous crowd by
railing against weak-kneed liberals whose un-American character “translates into a whimpering
isolationism in foreign policy, a mulish obstructionism in domestic policy, and a pusillanimous
pussyfooting on the critical issue of law and order!” He dismissed critics of the Nixon
administration as “nattering nabobs of negativism.” He joked that they had formed their own 4-
H Club, “the hopeless, hysterical hypochondriacs of history.” He even coined a phrase for the
nation-threatening lefties: “radic-libs,” short for “radical liberals.”

Hell, Agnew seemed to love the partisan political work assigned him as vice president—
especially now that he had the benefit of some excellent White House—grade staff work. Some of
his best lines were written by Buchanan and William Safire, the young wordsmiths who
specialized in derisive appellation. “Nattering nabobs of negativism” was the brainchild of
Safire. Buchanan penned “pusillanimous pussyfooters.” But Agnew wanted it known that he,
too, was pretty good at an insult. “An effete corps of impudent snobs who characterize
themselves as intellectuals”—that was all me, Spiro would say. “Agnew told me years ago that
he had come up with it himself,” reported another former speechwriter, “and Safire subsequently
confirmed it.”

If the emerging public image of Agnew was as a singularly divisive national figure, he
embraced it. “He was asked why he—more than other politicians—was accused of dividing the
country,” NBC’s David Brinkley reported in 1971. “Agnew said it was because he was the
foremost destroyer of liberal dogma, and that when liberals are attacked, they salivate like
Pavlovian dogs.”

Republican partisans loved him, and the bolder the better. “They saw somebody who they
thought they could rely on, they thought they could trust, they thought they could like, and so
they were attracted to him,” says one of Agnew’s top White House aides, David Keene. “The
way he said things was sort of refreshingly courageous.”

“Enthusiasm for Agnew’s knock-heads maledictions against the protesters, the youth
marchers, the TV commentators, the New York Times, the Washington Post, et al has swept
through Middle America like the croup,” Life magazine noted in 1970. “If, in the process, he is



maybe further polarizing the country, widening the rift with the young’uns, at least the oldsters
are finding in him a great source of solace.”

“He said what a lot of us have always suspected,” said one Nebraska Republican official,
“and we’re glad to have it confirmed as so.”

It wasn’t just among his supporters that Agnew was having a very real effect. The vice
president’s unflagging and unapologetic partisanship drove his antagonists, well, a tad bonkers.
After the vice president publicly attacked the nation’s black leaders for blaming the rest of
society for their own community’s ills, one of the most prominent African American members of
Congress—Representative William Clay of Missouri—took to the floor of the House to deliver a
condemnation that can still make your eyes water, even today.

“[He] is seriously ill,” Clay began. “He has all the symptoms of an intellectual misfit. His
recent tirade...is just part of a game played by him called mental masturbation. Apparently, Mr.
Agnew is an intellectual sadist who experiences intellectual orgasms by attacking, humiliating,
and kicking the oppressed.”

Intellectual orgasms? The man could inspire, that’s for sure.

A confidential source informed the FBI in October 1970 that a group known as the East
Side Crazies had drawn up a detailed plan to assassinate Agnew on his next visit to New York
City. “There are a lot of people around here who would like to blow the [obscenity] up,” one
female member had reportedly bragged. The group even had “numerous places where bombs
and ammo are stored” on the city’s East Side, the informant reported, to be used in such an
attack. (The FBI was concerned enough to pass along the tip to the Secret Service.)

There were other, more creative plots targeting Agnew, including one involving an antiwar
activist who worked backstage as a page on ABC’s Sunday public affairs show Issues and
Answers. The young peacenik was tasked with preparing the drinks of choice for the show’s
guests. And when Spiro Agnew was booked as a guest one Sunday, the page, John Henry
Browne, saw the perfect chance to take some measure of revenge on the vice president. “I’d
brought a tab of LSD to the studio,” Browne later wrote, long after he had become a famed
defense attorney. “It was in my pants pocket. As I slowly prepared Agnew’s Manhattan, I
awaited my chance.

“The national audience would see the man undergo a psychotic breakdown. I didn’t
care....Agnew deserved it.”

In the end, Browne couldn’t pull the trippy trigger; he left the tab of LSD in his pocket,
sparing Vice President Agnew a television appearance for the ages and likely sparing himself

some prison time.

mar sam, e prospect of Agnew experiencing an acid trip live on the set of a national news
program might have felt like karma to some, because the group that he reserved the most venom
for, his favorite target of all, was the press.

In his first year in office, the vice president set himself to the task of what he believed was
justified revenge on the fourth estate. The negative press he had received as a candidate, he told
David Keene, was due not to his numerous gaffes but to biased news reporters who had turned
on him once he joined the Republican ticket. “He said, ‘You know, I was governor of Maryland.
According to The Washington Post, I was the brightest governor in the East, I was this wonderful
guy. And then, one night, Richard Nixon picks me as his running mate, and the next morning



I’m the dumbest son of a bitch ever born.” He said, ‘Now, they might have gotten it wrong the
first time, but I didn’t change that much overnight.””

The White House was a pretty nice platform to use for evening the score. And Agnew had
the blessing of President Nixon, who was himself nursing some pretty significant and growing
resentments against the press. When Agnew let it be known he wanted to take Buchanan’s
advice to use his appearance at the Midwest Regional Republican meeting in Des Moines to
attack the national press—and specifically the big three network news organizations—Nixon
was all in. Buchanan took the proposed speech over to the president for his review. Nixon read it
carefully, pen in hand, ready to make emendations. “As he quietly read,” Buchanan later wrote,
“I heard Nixon mutter, ‘This’ll tear the scabs off those bastards.’ ”

In a series of speeches at the end of 1969, with the seal of the vice presidency on every
lectern and podium, Agnew delivered scabrous attacks on the major news networks and the
“little group of men” who ran them. The way he told it, he pitted average Americans against the
“elite” newsmen in New York and Washington who, he ominously noted, “wield a free hand in
selecting, presenting, and interpreting the great issues in our nation.”

What Joe McCarthy had done to try to stir up fear and suspicion in the general public about
the Commies in the 1950s, Agnew was effectively trying to replicate a decade and a half later
when it came to members of the press.

“What do Americans know of the men who wield this power?” Agnew asked during a
nationally televised speech from Des Moines. “Of the men who produce and direct the network
news, the nation knows practically nothing. Of the commentators, most Americans know little
other than that they reflect an urbane and assured presence, seemingly well-informed on every
important matter.”

These newsmen, Agnew asserted, were subtly injecting their own bias into each report: “A
raised eyebrow, an inflection of the voice, a caustic remark dropped in the middle of a broadcast
can raise doubts in a million minds about the veracity of a public official or the wisdom of a
government policy.”

Presidents and vice presidents had, of course, tangled with the press before, but Agnew
didn’t stick to the old playbook of disputing specific facts or arguing specific reports. He was
going one step further. At a time when tens of millions of Americans got their news from the big
three television networks—NBC’s newscast alone had twenty million viewers each night—Spiro
Agnew was sowing distrust in the judgment and patriotism and credibility of all news executives
and anchors and correspondents. Who elected them? He was attacking the institution of the free
press itself.

Republicans in Congress rushed to Agnew’s side. “I think the networks deserve a thorough
goosing,” said the party leader in the Senate, Hugh Scott. “We have truth in advertising and truth
in labeling. I think television might experiment with some straight news.”

The Republican senator Paul Fannin of Arizona cheered Agnew’s remarks as well, saying,
“The plain fact is the vice president has applied the prod to a sacred cow and the bellowing is
being heard across the land.” The political power of the media that Agnew was drawing attention
to, Senator George Murphy of California added, “could become the greatest danger to the future
of our democratic system of government.”

The vice president, emboldened, also began to make what the networks viewed as not-so-
veiled threats of government censorship. Agnew reminded Americans that the federal
government “licensed” television airwaves and that it was—to put a fine point on it—*“a matter
of immense importance to the American public that information flow credibly and freely to
them.” Seemingly following Agnew’s lead, the Nixon administration’s FCC chairman took the



extraordinary step of requesting the transcripts of Vietham commentaries aired on the three
major news networks.

The president of NBC News appeared on the nightly newscast to push back. “Evidently, he
would prefer a different kind of television reporting,” he said of Agnew, “one that would be
subservient to whatever political group happens to be in authority at the time. Those who might
feel momentary agreement with his remarks should think carefully about whether that kind of
television news is what they want.”

The president of the American Society of Newspaper Editors went a step further, saying
that Agnew’s speeches against the press were an attempt to bring newspapers and broadcasters
“under some form of covert control,” as in Russia.

The suggestion, also voiced by Democrats in Congress, that Agnew’s attacks were creeping
dangerously close to some form of Soviet-style authoritarianism had little effect. Agnew refused
to back down. Nixon and Agnew, they were the real victims here. “I’m not out to vilify or attack
anybody,” Agnew told a crowd in Alabama, “but I think if this country is going to remain great,
it’s extremely important that the people who are in positions of leadership are not intimidated by
the news media, and I don’t intend to be intimidated!”

The Washington Post was among the many news outlets to identify a particularly perfidious
by-product of Agnew’s repeated targeting of East Coast newsmen. “One little noted and wholly
unintentional result of Vice President Agnew’s speeches against the press and television,” the
Post reported, “is a renewed wave of public expression of anti-Semitism. It was noticeable at
once in this city where local television stations were swamped for three days after Agnew’s first
speech with obscene phone calls protesting ‘Jew-Commies on the air.” ”

Agnew was not directly espousing anti-Semitic beliefs, but his dog-whistle references to the
hidden hand of a “little group of men” in New York and Washington emboldened a segment of
his base already inclined toward such views. A Jewish newspaper editor in Louisville, Kentucky,
reported he had been “buried under an avalanche of sick [anti-Semitic] mail” in the wake of
Agnew’s speeches. A leading Jewish organization warned at the time that extremist groups
across the country appeared to be “using Agnew’s speeches to justify their hate campaigns and
urging their followers to support him.”

The way Agnew saw it, any backlash against him was overblown and manufactured, more
unhinged ranting from those “hopeless, hysterical hypochondriacs of history.” This was just
Agnew being Agnew. “I’ve always lived by my instincts,” he once said. “If people are telling me
25 good reasons for doing A, and yet there’s still a feeling I have that I should do B, I go with
my feeling....It’s a subliminal type of intelligence.”

And what was Agnew’s reward for this reliance on his own gut instinct and his own
subliminal intelligence? How about a second term! How about a Nixon-Agnew victory in the
1972 election that was in actual fact a political annihilation of the radic-libs and their standard-
bearer, George McGovern? The Republican incumbents in 1972 won forty-nine states, won the
electoral college 520 to 17, and won the popular vote by nearly twenty million votes, 61 percent
to 37 percent.
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Spiro Agnew ( right) and his wife, Judy (second from right)

January 20, 1973, was a warm and balmy evening in Washington, D.C., a beautiful night to
celebrate an inauguration, the kind of weather that portended all good things for the future.
Among other things worth celebrating: Spiro Agnew, the now-second-term vice president, was
the apparent front-runner for the 1976 Republican presidential nomination. Agnew and his wife,
Judy, were feted that night at a party the Smithsonian threw in their honor. Judy Agnew appeared
both ecstatic and relieved. She told NBC’s Barbara Walters that the festivities were a little easier
than the first time around, four years earlier, because “this time, I know more or less what to
expect!”

As Walters asked Judy what she did expect, Agnew quickly interjected on his wife’s behalf,
“She expects to have fun!”



When the sound of a single shotgun blast ruptured the quiet dawn of a beautiful spring

morning on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, the caretaker of Mulberry Hill Farm was pretty sure
it came from inside the property’s stables. He rushed to the horse barn that morning, May 24,
1973, and discovered a man lying face up, with a gaping wound in his chest and a shotgun at his
side. The caretaker knew the man on sight. The victim had boarded his horses at Mulberry Farm
for years and made regular early morning visits to the stables. And he was no ordinary citizen,



but the U.S. congressman for Maryland’s First District, William Oswald Mills. Mills was in the
middle of his first full term, a former telephone company executive who was, by all accounts, a
likable guy. He was an Elk and a Rotarian. Only forty-eight years old, Mills was already
possessed of a reassuring grandfatherly countenance. He had a round, friendly face and big,
slightly goofy, black-rimmed glasses.

What had happened to him that late May morning was no great mystery. A note found at the
scene was among seven Mills left behind. “I’ve done nothing wrong, but there’s no way I can
prove it,” read one. “This is the only way out.” The State’s Attorney told reporters that the
gunshot wound appeared to be “self-inflicted.”

Congressman Mills was not a well-known political figure outside his home district, but
news of his death spread across the country. A newspaper in California went with this headline:
“First Watergate Suicide.”

Watergate was a slow-developing scandal. The actual break-ins at the Democratic National
Committee headquarters at the Watergate office complex had taken place about a year earlier,
when the 1972 general election campaign was just getting under way. The burglars were caught
red-handed on their final attempt, and it took only a matter of days for newspaper reporters and
the FBI to tie the five Watergate burglary perps—and the cash they were carrying—to Nixon’s
Committee to Re-elect the President (the unfortunately named CREEP) and to one of the
president’s key political advisers. But it wasn’t until the following spring that investigators
began to follow a trail of misdeeds right into the Oval Office. And President Nixon embarked on
ever more frantic efforts to sweep away the bread crumbs that led to his own door.

On the last day of April 1973, Nixon was already sweeping hard, scapegoating his closest
aides in the White House, H. R. Haldeman, John Ehrlichman, and John Dean. He went on live
television to tell the nation he was accepting “full responsibility” for the questionable actions of
these subordinates. Which was his way of saying that the questionable actions were his
subordinates’, and not his own. And yes, Haldeman, Ehrlichman, and Dean were all losing their
prized White House sinecures. But the fact that the president had cleaned house, had removed
the malefactors, did not altogether satisfy. “This rotten vine of Watergate has produced
poisonous fruit,” said the Senate Republican leader, Hugh Scott, “and all nourished by it should
be cast out of the Garden of Eden.”

A month later, there were two full-on investigations under way. Nixon’s own attorney
general had sworn in the former solicitor general Archibald Cox as the special prosecutor in
charge of the Department of Justice’s probe into the Watergate burglary and the possible cover-
up that followed. Cox told reporters he had been given, and he promised to exercise, the
authority to follow the facts wherever they led. “Whatever else I shall be,” he said, “I shall be
independent.” The Senate Watergate Committee, meanwhile, had begun its hearings, which
meant that an endless stream of fascinating, obscure personalities and subplots were all
beginning to play out like a soap opera on national television every afternoon.

Among the unexpected walk-on characters in the first week of the Senate hearings had been
Congressman Mills from Maryland. It was in connection not with the actual break-in at the
Watergate complex but with the political group behind it: the Committee to Re-elect the
President, which was suspected of being the source of “hush money” payments made to the
Watergate burglars. Amid efforts to account for that group’s profligate and questionable
spending, Representative William Mills’s name popped up.

Records showed the Mills congressional campaign was the recipient of a mysterious
infusion of cash from CREEP: $25,000. The payment was arranged through Nixon’s then
campaign manager, John Mitchell (who would later be sent to prison), and though it was a



relatively small amount of money, the contribution, for some reason, was never reported. Mills
insisted to reporters that he had done nothing wrong. He claimed that it was just an innocent
accounting oversight by his campaign.

But then, four days after the revelation about the phantom $25,000, the congressman was
dead, by his own hand. Watergate was no lark, no empty exercise. While it was unfolding, no
one knew where it would end, or whom it would expose. For the country at large, it was an ever-
growing, slowly building political spectacle. But for people caught in its web, it must have been
terrifying.

The Watergate-era suicide of Congressman William Mills also brought together two
seemingly disparate law enforcement story lines: the riveting national scandal of Watergate, and
the long-simmering non-scandal of everyday corruption and bribery in the home state of both
Mills and Spiro Agnew. In Maryland, in the early 1970s, unexplained campaign contributions
and questionable accounting practices—that was politics on a good day.

Notorious dens of political corruption like New Jersey and Illinois captured the national
headlines in the 1960s and 1970s, but it was Maryland’s politicians who were being marched off
to federal prison at a steady and pretty impressive clip: a sitting U.S. senator from Maryland
indicted on ten separate counts of soliciting and receiving bribes while in office (the charges
were later reduced); a two-term U.S. congressman sent to federal prison after pocketing cash
bribes from local banks; a former Speaker of Maryland’s House of Delegates sentenced to three
years for his involvement in a savings and loan scheme.

Corruption in Maryland was not just expected; it was so yawn-inducingly common that
when one county official was convicted for taking bribes and sentenced to eighteen months
behind bars, his constituents threw him a going-away party. And more than a thousand of them
showed up to cheer their man! Hooray for you! See you when you get out! We’ll hold your seat
for ya!

So in 1973, while the rest of the country might have been in the grip of “Watergate fever,” a
handful of young federal prosecutors working out of the U.S. Attorney’s office in Baltimore—
Tim Baker, Ron Liebman, and Barney Skolnik—were fishing closer to home, trawling for
evidence of good old-fashioned Maryland corruption. “In essence it was follow the money,” says
Liebman. “Get the documents, follow the money.”

Inside or outside Washington, if the Watergate era had a theme song, this was it. The FBI
and congressional investigators and intrepid reporters from The Washington Post and even a
special prosecutor were all busy “following the money” in the burglary and the vast cover-up
that reached deep into Richard Nixon’s inner circle. All over the country, prosecutors seemed,
well, inspired by the times. By October 1972, the U.S. Attorney in Baltimore, working sotto
voce with a team of local IRS agents, had developed enough leads into financial irregularities in
Baltimore County to warrant assigning three young prosecutors to a corruption case there, full-
time. “Investigate!” Barney Skolnik, the senior prosecutor on the team, says they were told.
“Which is like throwing catnip. ‘Okay, fine! We’ll investigate!””
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From left: Assistant U.S. Attorneys Barney Skolnik, Tim Baker, and Ron Liebman

Skolnik, at the ripe old age of thirty-two, was at the time already perhaps the most feared
federal prosecutor in the state of Maryland. A gruff New Yorker—with the accent to prove it—
he had already sent to prison a handful of crooked county officials and businessmen and, most
impressively, two members of Congress. One of Skolnik’s quarry suggested the young
prosecutor was making the state look bad. Maryland didn’t necessarily have worse corruption
than other states, he insisted: “The difference between Maryland and other places is Skolnik. If
you put that man in another state, he’d do exactly the same thing. I’ve never seen a man with
such drive.”

If Skolnik was the grizzled veteran on the team, with a belt full of notches to prove it, Ron
Liebman was the noob. He was twenty-nine years old and brand-new to the U.S. Attorney’s
office, having just arrived from a tour with the “other side.”

Tall and lanky with a big bushy head of hair, Liebman had been working as an apprentice
for one of the most sought-after criminal defense attorneys in Maryland, a legendary lawyer
named Arnold Weiner. Weiner had often defended the allegedly corrupt Maryland political
characters whom Skolnik was going after, and Liebman had sometimes watched from Weiner’s
second chair. By the time Liebman decided to become a prosecutor, the young lawyer was
familiar with the general odor of Maryland politics, having once defended a local businessman
accused of bribing an elected official with, among other things, a John Deere tractor.

Tim Baker, the third member of the team, was the one with the gold-plated pedigree. Son of
a wealthy Maryland real estate developer, Baker was a graduate of Harvard Law School; he had
been a member of the prestigious Law Review there, and then won a coveted Supreme Court
clerkship with Chief Justice Warren Burger. He was thirty years old.

The three young prosecutors complemented one another: Skolnik the experienced and
irascible leader, Liebman the rookie who had taken a peek behind the curtain on the other side,
and the book-smart Baker, who quickly fell into the role of de facto “chief of staff,” keeping the
team organized and on task.



And the team pretty immediately got results. Within three months of getting the assignment
to go after Baltimore County corruption, the three had gained authorization from a federal grand
jury to blanket the county with more than two dozen subpoenas.

The wave of court orders was set to go out on January 4, 1973, just two weeks before Nixon
and Agnew were to be inaugurated for their second term. Not that the Baltimore prosecutors
were much concerned about that, except insofar as it meant they had the assurance that their
boss, who had been appointed by Nixon, would likely be around for a good long while.

That was good, because the prosecutors expected to need some time to develop their case.
The IRS agents they were working with were tasked with uncovering instances of engineering
and architectural firms in Baltimore County withdrawing huge sums of cash from their bank
accounts, which was a big tell. “Rule one,” a veteran federal prosecutor had counseled the
Baltimore team, “look for pools of cash....Cash is the medium for corruption.” As they
considered their potential targets for criminal charges, the key questions for the prosecutors were
these: How much of this cash from the engineering and architectural firms was finding its way
into pockets of local elected officials who awarded construction contracts, and who exactly were
those officials? For Skolnik, Liebman, and Baker, step one was that boatload of subpoenas,
which were addressed to the firms that had received the highest number of contracts from the
county—plus one subpoena earmarked for the Baltimore County government itself.

On the appointed day, a team of specialized IRS agents fanned out across Baltimore County
to hand deliver the document demands to the companies at the center of the investigation. The
prosecutors served all the subpoenas at once, with no warning. They hoped to unsettle their
marks. “When you serve these subpoenas, if you can serve it at a guy’s home rather than the
office, do it,” Ron Liebman recalls telling the agents. “And if you can do it in the evening in
between his martini and dinner, fine.” Two overzealous and literal-minded agents took those
instructions too much to heart, bursting into the home of one executive during dinner and
terrifying the man whose cooperation they would ultimately need. “That you can’t do!” Liebman
told the agents. “That’s Gestapo tactics.” The federal prosecutors did mean to unsettle, but not to
terrorize. There’s that delicate balance again.

The idea was to “try and give the tree as big a shake as we could,” Baker remembers, and
see what would fall out. The shaking part succeeded, judging from the blaring headline in The
Baltimore Sun the next morning: “Subpoenas Catch Baltimore County Off Guard.”

The legal papers, delivered to twenty-six separate private firms, demanded years of records
related to county contracts. The subpoena served to the county government itself demanded a
vast trove of documents the prosecutors suspected would reveal how public works contracts had
really been awarded. There were also going to be invitations to appear at the federal grand jury
already impaneled in downtown Baltimore.

“They’d never experienced a federal grand jury investigation before,” Baker says, “let alone
having [dozens of] grand jury subpoenas dropped on them within a matter of an hour.”

One slightly stunned Baltimore County official, William Fornoff, complained to the Sun
about the amount of documents the prosecutors were asking for. “It’s going to be a helluva big
bunch of records” they would need to get together, Fornoff complained to the reporter. “Just the
stacks of cancelled checks for the two-year period [alone],” he estimated, “would form a wall 5
feet high and 15 feet long.”

The prosecutors didn’t much care; they wanted all of it. Notes, minutes of meetings,
everything the county had on its process for awarding contracts. The information was eventually
loaded onto a truck and dropped on the doorstep of the U.S. Attorney’s office, where IRS agents
were eagerly waiting.



A “war room” had been set up in a fourth-floor office at the federal courthouse. The small
room quickly overflowed with files and stacks of papers—years of county records and boxes of
canceled checks from the businesses—as IRS agents bent themselves to the painstaking and
picayune task of sifting through every jot and tittle in the paper trail. “They would just go
through them, hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of checks,” Baker says. “But they knew
what they were looking for.”

The IRS team was looking for something very specific in the financial documents:
suspicious-looking transactions with no obvious on-the-books application. They flagged things
like frequent “bonuses” paid out to company executives, which was a good way to generate cash
to pay bribes. Where that loose cash ended up would be harder to trace. “The general thinking
was maybe we’d be able to find a corrupt congressman, maybe a state legislator,” remembers
Ron Liebman.



Dale Anderson

If this was a bit of a fishing expedition in the early stages, the prosecutors hooked a big fish,
fast: the sitting Baltimore County executive at the time, a Democrat named N. Dale Anderson.
Anderson had held that position for six years, and although the job title sounds more middle
manager than man in charge, being Baltimore County executive made Dale Anderson one of the
most powerful Democrats in the entire state. The prosecutors had heard some unsavory whispers
about the way Anderson conducted county business.

“The word on the street,” says Barney Skolnik, “the rumor, the scuttlebutt, is that Dale
Anderson is corrupt and is taking bribes.”



Anderson’s alleged racket was that he demanded cash kickbacks from contractors for the
county projects he controlled, things like road and bridge engineering contracts. A kickback is
the kind of move you learn on day one of gangster and corruption school: I make sure you get
the contract, you then pay me (cash, please) a portion of what that contract is going to pay you.
You win, I win, the taxpayers can suck it. In Anderson’s case, the kickback scheme was not only
widely discussed; it wasn’t even much of a scandal. At least he wasn’t doing much to hide it.
Anderson’s wife, the prosecutors heard, had regularly been paying the couple’s mortgage at the
bank in crisp $100 bills.
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William Fornoff



As the three prosecutors and the IRS agents began digging into the documents at hand, they
discovered that the scuttlebutt about Dale Anderson was considerably more than talk. They
quickly generated hard evidence that Anderson was, in fact, pocketing cash payoffs from the
architects and engineers to whom he was awarding big-dollar contracts for county projects.

That stunned-seeming county official, William Fornoff—the one who complained to the
newspaper about how difficult it was going to be to produce the records the prosecutors wanted
—was, it turned out, in on the whole thing, too. “The game,” says Skolnik, “was you put cash in
white envelopes and you give it to Fornoff. And Fornoff was the only one who actually handed
the cash to Dale Anderson.”

That made Fornoff the “bag man”: the buffer between the architects and engineers paying
the cash kickbacks and the politician receiving them. It was textbook bribery and corruption.
And the Baltimore prosecutors were just starting to peel back the layers of it. They figured
Anderson and Fornoff couldn’t be the only malefactors. And, like the Watergate special
prosecutor Archibald Cox, they were determined to follow the facts, to follow the money,
wherever it might lead.



Federal prosecutors have bosses, and while those bosses are expected to be independent
arbiters of justice, they are also political animals, appointed by elected officials and usually



along party lines. The U.S. Attorney in Baltimore was no different. George Beall, still in his
early thirties, had a boyish face that made him look even younger than he was and a perfectly
coiffed head of dirty-blond hair. He was clean-cut, handsome, and very much a known quantity
in the world of Maryland politics. A graduate of Princeton University and the University of
Virginia Law School, Beall had made himself a dependable cog in the state’s Republican
machine—a member of the party’s central committee and a recipient of political appointments
from Republican administrations.

More than that, though, George Beall was something akin to Republican royalty in the state
of Maryland. His father had been a long-serving U.S. senator, and his oldest brother, Glenn, had
been elected to the U.S. House of Representatives before moving on to the Senate, regaining for
the family (and for the GOP) the seat his father had lost to an upstart Democrat. The Beall
family Republican pedigree seemed the best explanation for why, in the spring of 1970, Richard
Nixon had picked the thirty-two-year-old neophyte prosecutor to be the U.S. Attorney for the
District of Maryland.

His relative youth notwithstanding, nobody questioned Beall’s good sense or his motives,
even when, less than two years into his stint as U.S. Attorney, he made the decision to prioritize
the pervasive and embarrassing problem of political corruption in his home state.



U.S. Attorney George Beall

The investigative work began, rather inconspicuously, with a letter Beall wrote to the
commissioner of the IRS in March 1972. “In the past this office has received allegations which
suggest that there have been violations of the criminal tax laws in Baltimore County,” the letter
read, “some of which appear to involve local political corruption.” Beall was planning a grand
jury probe into the rumors and would welcome some IRS manpower for the effort. There was
reason to believe that the criminality went well beyond just tax evasion, but Beall made a
decision to put IRS personnel on the front lines of the investigation, rather than FBI agents,
because the feebs tended to leave big red flags in their wake. Beall preferred to keep this
investigation under the radar at first. Why make people nervous?



But the evidence turned out to be so flagrant it threatened to speak for itself. The volley of
surprise subpoenas sent out just before inauguration day in January 1973 pretty immediately
started to reveal signs of possible bribes being paid for government contracts—the evidence that
first implicated Baltimore County’s sitting chief executive, Dale Anderson.

If Anderson was corrupt and taking bribes, Beall and his prosecutors thought, perhaps they
could nail a few other county-level officials as well. This seemed likely to be a pretty
noteworthy prosecutorial haul, but hardly earth-shattering; what the IRS agents and the trio of
young prosecutors under Beall were halfway already to proving was basically garden-variety
Maryland political corruption, in this case by old-guard Democrats. So it was kind of a surprise
when Beall got a phone call about the newly developing case early one afternoon in February
1973. A call from Richard Kleindienst. The attorney general. Of the United States. Especially
because Beall hadn’t yet informed the AG about the investigation. And why would he? The U.S.
Attorney’s office in Baltimore had a proud legacy of independence, and no one on the case
thought the attorney general needed—or even wanted—to be clued in to the early stages of a
middling corruption investigation involving local pols.

“If you’re investigating a county executive, particularly a Democrat, it wouldn’t even occur
to you to tell the department,” says Tim Baker. “None of their business!...As far as [Beall] was
concerned, there was nothing to report.”

Beall took the unexpected call from Attorney General Kleindienst that February afternoon.
And then he gathered Skolnik, Liebman, and Baker to give them a readout: “Kleindienst was
basically calling to say, “What’s going on here?!””

The reason Kleindienst was pressing, Beall reported to his prosecutors, was that he had just
had an encounter—that morning—with someone who seemed “very nervous” about the
investigation in Baltimore County. That someone was the vice president of the United States.
Vice President Agnew had gotten word that federal officials were poking around in his old neck
of the woods, so he went right to the top—Agnew was never a subtle man—and grilled the
attorney general, over breakfast, for answers about an investigation that Kleindienst hadn’t even
known existed.

Beall told his team that he had assured the attorney general that they were only looking into
local public officials. Their investigation had nothing at all to do with Vice President Agnew. As
Beall talked, though, Tim Baker’s antennae went up. The vice president had served a four-year
term as Baltimore County executive before moving up to the governor’s mansion. He was the
man who had held Dale Anderson’s job before he did—the very last man to hold the exact job
the prosecutors were now discovering was a hive of corruption. Agnew’s immediate successor
was under federal investigation for taking bribes in a well-feathered kickback system that did not
appear to be particularly, um, innovative.

The attorney general reaching out, on behalf of the vice president, to the chief federal
prosecutor in Maryland—the prosecutor appointed by Richard Nixon—seemed more than
suspicious to Tim Baker; it seemed like a flashing red light. “I immediately thought to myself,
‘Why is [the vice president] so upset?’ He’s upset because he’s got something to hide!” Baker
remembers.

“We’re going to get Agnew!” Baker blurted out to the rest of the group. He was sure of it.

His fellow prosecutors waved him off. “I remember thinking, ‘So the vice president [talked
to] the attorney general,”” says Liebman. “He’d been governor, he’d been in county government,
maybe he was just being careful.”

“[We] had a consciousness that [Agnew] was the predecessor,” Skolnik remembers. But the
prosecution team also knew that Spiro Agnew was, legally speaking, off-limits. Not because he



was the sitting vice president, but because the statute of limitations had run out on anything that
Agnew had possibly done while county executive. It had been more than six years since Agnew
ran Baltimore County. Even if he had done something wrong back then—and that was still a big
“if”—enough years had passed that he was now safe from prosecution. So long as he had been
clean since then. Which, of course, he had to be, right? How on God’s green earth could a
national figure, a man second in line to the most powerful office on the planet, a sitting vice
president of the United States of America, be so dumb, or so venal, to still be pocketing bribes?

It couldn’t be.
* % %

westenmarzkvew D€ Was on the prosecutors’ radar in the spring of 1973, and he was plenty nervous
about it. He really, really, really didn’t want to have to tell them all he knew or all he had done.

Matz and his partner, John Childs, ran a local engineering company that had been scooping
up valuable contracts from the Baltimore County government for years. By some estimates,
Matz, Childs & Associates received more than twice the county contracts as any other similar
firm.

Business was booming right up to the moment the IRS agents came knocking with one of
their subpoenas in January 1973. The physical subpoena was followed up by a personal phone
call from the prosecutor Tim Baker, who didn’t exactly beat around the bush. “I want to advise
you in a formal way that you’re in a lot of trouble,” Baker said. “What I think you should do is
to get yourself a lawyer, a criminal lawyer, and have him get in touch with me as soon as
possible.”

Turned out to be good advice. It was only a matter of weeks after the subpoenas were
served on Matz, Childs & Associates before its lower-level executives were summoned for
questioning about a very specific oddity in the company’s books. IRS agents had turned up a
pattern of suspicious “bonus” checks, issued to executives, who were then withdrawing that
supposed bonus money from the bank in crisp $100 bills. The prosecutors suspected this was a
scheme to generate the cash to pay bribes. And once you suspected it and knew where to look,
the money was pretty easy to follow. Yes, on the company’s books, the payments were just
supposed to look like compensation to select employees. But the employees wouldn’t actually
get to keep the money; they’d deposit the bonus checks in their own bank accounts, keep a small
amount to cover the taxes on the purported “bonus,” withdraw the rest in cash, and then give the
cash back to the company. It was simple money laundering, using the personal bank accounts of
their own employees as the Laundromat. Sometimes the employees did get to pocket a little
sliver of the money to keep them happy enough (and quiet enough) about the whole rigamarole,
but the bottom line was that the company ended up with the un-booked cash. The question was
why. To find out, the prosecutors needed people at the company to tell them who was ending up
with all those crisp hundreds.



Lester Matz

One by one, Tim Baker summoned the executives from Lester Matz’s firm for questioning
in front of the federal grand jury. “We’d show them the checks,” he recalls, “and then say, “You
got X hundred dollars. You withdrew nineteen $100 bills. What’d you do with them?’”

What Baker and his fellow prosecutors got in return, over and over, was nada. “You get a
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lot of ‘I don’t know. I can’t remember. I can’t remember,’” says Ron Liebman.

They would remind the witnesses that failing to recall a key fact was fine, as long as the
prosecutors didn’t learn later that they were actively trying to cover up something. “If you do
remember,” Liebman would tell them, “and we find out that you should have remembered and



should have answered that question, you’ll be very unhappy.” Sitting in federal prison unhappy.
But the witnesses continued to bob and weave, avoiding straight answers.

Barney Skolnik had no patience for non-answers. When it came to recalcitrant witnesses,
Liebman says, Skolnik was “an absolute master”—especially when tangling with those who had
convenient losses of memory in the grand jury room. “If he was questioning a witness,”
Liebman says, “and that witness had a fact in his head, Barney was going to get that fact out.
Without question.” He did it in the fashion of Columbo, the disheveled and shuffling TV cop of
the time, the detective who always managed to herd the stray facts into the pen by episode’s end.

While Liebman and Baker furiously pressed a witness for some piece of information, only
to come up empty, the physically unassuming Skolnik sat back and watched. “Barney would
come in late,” Liebman says. “He looked like he just got out of bed. He’s kind of tired, maybe
he’d shaved in the morning, maybe he didn’t. And he’d sit there with a Styrofoam cup of coffee,
to all intents and purposes appearing not to even be paying attention.”

And then, Liebman remembers, suddenly Skolnik “would put his hand on my arm, raise his
finger, and say, ‘Can I take it from here?’ And it was incredible. I mean, the kind of lawyering,
the kind of not only brilliance but the ability to interrogate someone who is holding on for dear
life to something that’s terribly incriminating and get it out every time, was incredible.”

Sometimes, as Skolnik closed in on some suspicious “bonus” check or some other detail, a
witness would make a grab for the magic get-out-of-jail-free card: his Fifth Amendment rights. I
will respectfully decline to answer that question on the grounds that it might incriminate me. The
young federal prosecutors were ready for that, too, in a Swiss Army knife sort of way. They were
armed with an all-in-one carrot-and-stick response. And they had it courtesy of Richard Nixon’s
law-and-order agenda—a dubious new provision in the Organized Crime Control Act of 1970
called “use immunity.” (On the day the Senate passed that law, Nixon turned to his then attorney
general, John Mitchell, and the then FBI director, J. Edgar Hoover, those twin paragons of
justice, and said, “I give you the tools. You do the job.”) Use immunity was like a trapdoor in the
Fifth Amendment.

There was no need for the executives to fear incriminating themselves, the prosecutors
explained to the witnesses in the Baltimore grand jury room, because the government was
hereby granting them immunity to tell exactly what they knew. Their testimony could not be
used as evidence against them in any prosecution, and so their Fifth Amendment right to avoid
self-incrimination was protected. That was the carrot.

But those witnesses also thereby lost the ability to keep their mouths shut about any crime
they were involved in that they didn’t want to talk about. With the judge’s okay, prosecutors
effectively forced immunity onto their witnesses—whether they wanted it or not—compelling
them to testify, or face the consequences.

“We had a court order that they had to testify,” says Baker. “[The judge] would say, ‘Look,
you don’t testify, I’ll hold you in contempt. You can go across the street, spend a couple days in
the Baltimore City Jail, see how you like that.” I mean, the Baltimore City Jail, in those days,
was a dungeon.”

That was the stick, and a good one, too.

“We started getting these guys to tell us what happened. They had expected to be in there
for five minutes and leave, and instead they were in there for an hour, grilled, blabbing away!”

The witnesses eventually sketched the outlines of a textbook criminal bribery scheme and
began to shade in the detail. A Matz, Childs employee would receive a “bonus” check, deposit it
in the bank, withdraw the money in $100 bills, and pass it back to Lester Matz. Matz would then



stuff it in an envelope and hand it over to Dale Anderson. Not to Dale directly, of course, but to
County Administrator William Fornoff. The bag man.

With the banking records in hand, and grand jury testimony to explain the transactions and
their purpose, Skolnik, Liebman, and Baker were building an airtight case not only against
Fornoff and Anderson for extortion but also against Matz for paying the bribes. Prosecutors had
solid evidence of at least five separate kickback payments totaling $5,000. And, the noose was
tightening in May 1973. Word around Baltimore was that Fornoff was starting to talk to the
prosecutors and might turn on his co-conspirators.

And then Lester Matz himself opened a line of communication with the prosecutors,
through his lawyer Joe Kaplan. Tim Baker took a hard line with Kaplan. The government had
overwhelming evidence against his client, and conviction at trial was pretty much a slam-dunk
proposition. Matz was also a little late booking passage to safe ground. Baker told Kaplan he
wanted him to persuade Matz to cop to the bribery scheme and cooperate with the prosecution.
And do it fast. Matz would be much better served making a deal now than trying to fight a battle
he couldn’t win in court. Kaplan wouldn’t agree. He kept telling the prosecutors that Matz and
his partner, John Childs, had compelling reasons to keep quiet. And then he went one step
further, hesitantly relaying to Baker that Matz and Childs were “very concerned about the
national implications of the information which they possess.”

“[Kaplan] said something to Tim,” recalls Ron Liebman, “to the effect that ‘you don’t want
to know what you have here.’ ”

Baker kept up the pressure, but Kaplan remained frustratingly noncommittal. He said he
wasn’t sure Baker’s higher-ups would even be “interested” in the type of information his clients
had—an obvious reference to George Beall, who had, after all, been appointed to his job by a
Republican president.

The entire U.S. Attorney’s office, right to the top, “was interested in doing its job” no
matter who was involved, Baker insisted. Kaplan remained maddeningly slippery on the subject
of his client until the end of May, when Baker got the call he’d been waiting for: Kaplan was
coming in for a serious talk.

“I have this vague recollection of him sitting in front of my desk,” Baker says of that
meeting with Kaplan, “and he’s very nervous....He says, ‘This goes much farther than you
realize.””

The information Matz and his partner possessed “was sufficient to convict a high federal
official of serious offenses,” Kaplan told Baker, and his clients expected “full immunity” in
exchange. Kaplan then provided the outlines of what Matz knew.

Skolnik, working right down the hall, didn’t even know the meeting was on the schedule,
until it was over. “Timmy Baker comes into my office and he closes the door, which is unusual,”
Skolnik says. Baker explained to his team leader that Kaplan “wants to bring Matz in, and Matz
wants to be brought in, but there’s a problem.”

Baker hesitated for a beat. “What?! What?!” Skolnik interjected.

“Uhh, they paid off Agnew,” Baker replied.

And it wasn’t only back in the day, when Agnew was county executive. Matz, it seemed,
had continued making the payoffs when Agnew became governor of Maryland and then right
into his tenure in his latest government position. Agnew was still taking bribes? As vice
president? In Washington? Now? Yes, yes, yes, and yes.

“Timmy was, like, peeing his pants,” Barney Skolnik says. To Skolnik, the grizzled veteran,
this unmasking of the sitting vice president seemed like “one of those things that can’t be true
because it’s too good to be true. I mean cash in white envelopes? I mean, that’s crazy.”



If it did turn out to be true, which now seemed at least plausible, the three young
prosecutors had just uncovered a case that would surely be the biggest of their lives, no matter
how many more years they worked. This was high-stakes prosecutorial poker. If they pushed this
against a sitting vice president and won, the three men and their boss could end up heroes. On
the other hand, if they pushed it and failed, they could end up pariahs in the legal profession and
in the country at large. “We realized at that moment,” Liebman remembers, almost fifty years
after the fact, “that we had a tiger by the tail.”
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When Lester Matz finally came into the U.S. Attorney’s office in Baltimore to tell his

story to prosecutors, he started at the beginning. Matz and his partner, John Childs, had been in




the engineering consulting business for more than two decades by then, and had built one of the
most successful firms in the state of Maryland. But he was still nursing grievances from the early
days, back in the 1950s, when he was shut out of the lucrative engineering and surveying
contracts being handed out in Baltimore County. There were a handful of favored companies
who got all the engineering contracts. These favored firms had long-standing relationships with
the county officials who awarded the contracts, and a big part of the relationship, it was
understood, was a willingness to kick back a percentage of the money in the contract to the
county executive and his friends.

Matz’s luck changed when a recent acquaintance, Spiro T. Agnew, was elected Baltimore
County’s new executive in November 1962. Matz had made a sizable donation to Agnew’s
campaign, and Agnew thought the engineer could be even more help to him in office. The newly
elected county executive, Matz said, was already clued in to the pay-for-play schemes that ruled
the bidding process for the county’s public works contracts. But Agnew apparently thought Matz
could bring a patina of rational professionalism to the process. Through an intermediary, Agnew
asked Matz to draw up a game plan: a chart, with real numbers, about how much engineers could
reasonably be expected to pay on various sizes of contracts. Engineer that he was, Matz ran the
numbers, calculated expected profit margins on different types of road, bridge, and sewer
projects, and filled in the chart. Agnew seemed pleased with the results. Generally speaking,
from a rational business point of view, the kickbacks would average around 5 percent of the
value of each contract.

This could mean real money, because when Agnew took office in December 1962,
Baltimore County, like suburban areas all over America, was in the clover and growing fast. The
increase wasn’t just folks from farm country heading closer to the cities, where the jobs were, as
in the decades before World War II; in the years after the war, city dwellers were leaving urban
areas for the sylvan dream of the suburban ranch house with a yard for the kids. The population
spike in places like Baltimore County necessitated new roads and bridges and sewer lines and
sewage treatment plants and police stations and firehouses and on and on. The growing tax base,
and generous grants from federal and state governments, meant a lot of money was sloshing
around in the system, controlled by the Baltimore County government, which was now run by
Spiro T. Agnew.

Word got out pretty fast in the Agnew years: if you were an engineering firm hoping to land
a big project from the Baltimore County government, you had to schmear Spiro. Not simply a
handshake and a few hundred bucks, or a meager drive-by contribution to his next campaign.
Even then, before he became a national figure, Agnew was no piker; he expected a kickback of 3
to 5 percent of the total value of county contracts (thank you, Lester Matz). And he wanted to
make sure there was no traceable record of the payments. So he wanted them delivered by hand.
In cash.

When he traded up to the governorship of Maryland on January 25, 1967, Agnew took the
cash-in-an-envelope maneuver with him to Annapolis. As governor, of course, he would control
much larger and more lucrative state contracts. Enormous contracts. When Matz sat down and
did a back-of-the-envelope calculation on what he owed Agnew for the contracts he had won in
Agnew’s first year as governor, he was shocked by the total. But Matz was a man of his word,
and 5 percent was the agreed-upon price. He felt honor bound to fulfill his “obligation” to the
governor. And in July 1968, just a month before Nixon chose Agnew as his running mate, Matz
set up a one-on-one meeting in the governor’s office and delivered to Agnew an envelope stuffed
with $20,000 in cash.



He personally handed Agnew the cash while “standing by the fireplace in Agnew’s office in
the State Office Building.”

“At that point, he told Agnew what the money was for,” Tim Baker wrote in his notes, “and
the ensuing conversation was not about ‘political contributions’ but about the connection
between the money and the [engineering] jobs.”

Baker and his fellow prosecutors still remember Matz reluctantly recounting that story, full
of shame, which fit a mold Skolnik, Liebman, and Baker were already well acquainted with: a
lot of people agonized over choices they had made, or had been forced to make. “These were
otherwise decent [businessmen],” Liebman says, “and it was killing them. They were doing it,
but it bothered them. And once they started telling us these stories, we could see how really
troubled they were.”

But there it was. As county executive and then as governor of Maryland, Agnew conducted
a full-on bribery racket, extorting businessmen across his state—and pocketing a fat cut of the
funds appropriated for public works projects. Nobody doing business with the state was
confused about the extracurriculars required to win a bid.

“All these business guys understood that if you’re competent and you want your fair share
of the work, you gotta pay,” says Liebman. “If you don’t pay, you don’t get [the work]. It doesn’t
matter that you’re the guy who can design the Chesapeake Bay Bridge better than anyone else. If
you want that work, you’ve got to kick back.”

But all this paled against Matz’s other revelation: a remarkable fact, and the most
potentially far-reaching one, something the attorney Kaplan had hinted at in his earlier meeting
with Baker. The expectation of payment, according to Matz, did not end when Agnew left the
governor’s mansion for his next job, in the White House. Liebman still recalls in vivid detail a
story Matz related: “After the election [in 1968], the vice president’s temporary office was in the
basement of the Old Executive Office Building. And Lester Matz went to see the vice president
elect with an envelope stuffed with cash in his suit jacket pocket. He walked in to see Agnew—
as he told us the story and as I recall it—and one of them, I think maybe Agnew, pointed to the
ceiling like, ‘Don’t say anything because we could be overheard or taped or something.” And
Matz took out this envelope with $10,000 in cash and handed it to Agnew. Agnew took it, put it
in the center drawer of his desk, and closed his desk.”

And Matz’s visits did not stop once the vice president settled into his permanent office,
right across from the White House on the second floor of the Old Executive Office Building.

Agnew instructed Matz to visit the White House anytime he had cash to deliver. All he had
to do to get a meeting was call his secretary and tell her he had “information” for the vice
president. So Lester Matz returned. Each time secretly handing the vice president of the United
States envelopes stuffed with “information”: $9,000 on one visit; $10,000 the next; and another
$5,000 the next.

“I was shocked, just shocked. We all were,” Liebman says.

“What stuck in my mind about it,” adds Tim Baker, “was this was in the White House.”

As it turned out, there was documentary evidence backing Matz’s extraordinary claim—a
record of the vice president’s meetings inside his office on the White House grounds. The
prosecutors were able to access the Secret Service logs of every visit to the vice president’s
office. What the prosecutors found in those logs corroborated Matz’s statement: a trip by Matz to
see the vice president on March 18, 1969; a return on April 18; another just a week later, on
April 24.
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U.S. Secret Service appointment record for one of Lester Matz’s visits to Vice President Agnew in April 1971

After one of these visits, Matz told the prosecutors, he returned home to Maryland shaken
by what he had done. He solemnly confided in his partner, John Childs, that they had just paid
off the vice president of the United States.

“I mean, taking large sums of cash in a succession of white envelopes—over and over and
over again—is about as crass as it can be if you’re a public official,” says Barney Skolnik. “It
doesn’t even deserve the appellation ‘scheme.’ It wasn’t a scheme; it was just a payoff.”

The prosecutors turned up a similar arrangement Agnew had with a Maryland engineering
company executive named Allen Green. Green had been handing cash to Agnew in return for
state engineering contracts since early in his term as governor, after listening to Agnew cry



poverty. Agnew had never made any real money before he assumed public office, he whined to
Green. He didn’t have an inheritance. His term as county executive had been a great financial
sacrifice, because the salary was so paltry. The governor’s salary was better, but hardly sufficient
for Agnew to live in the style he felt his new public position demanded. Green understood, as the
prosecutors noted, “he was being invited in a clear and subtle way to make payments.”

The payments from Green continued after Agnew decamped for Washington, when Agnew
had grown less subtle in his asks. Green was given to understand that an Agnew associate had
drawn up a list of all the state contracts Green had been awarded in the previous two years,
contracts that would continue to pay out. So starting at the end of 1968, and throughout the
entire first term of the Nixon administration, Green told prosecutors, he made trips to Agnew’s
office three or four times a year, each time carrying $2,000. Always in envelopes. Always in
cash. In all, Green paid Agnew a total of almost $30,000 in cash over his first term as vice
president. Agnew would usually take the envelope and, without a word of acknowledgment, tuck
it into his desk drawer or his coat pocket.

The White House logs confirmed Green’s visits also: a trip to see Agnew on February 10,
1969, just a few weeks after the inauguration; another trip in July; another appointment that
October. The entry for one visit noted that Green even “had [a] gift” when he arrived at the
White House—an expensive new “Pulsar watch.”

Green’s deliveries weren’t confined to the White House grounds. In 1969, when Agnew and
Nixon were first sworn into office, vice presidents didn’t get an official residence at the U.S.
Naval Observatory as they do now. Free to live where he wanted, Spiro Agnew and his wife,
Judy, chose to take up residence in a fancy suite at the Sheraton-Park Hotel. Inside that suite
rented for the vice president by U.S. taxpayers, Agnew accepted more deliveries of cash. Green’s
payments had continued until just a few weeks before Agnew was sworn in for a second term.

The cash payoffs that Agnew was demanding from Green and Matz during his time in the
White House were primarily for previous contracts he had awarded to them while he was
Maryland governor, which continued to generate handsome profits for the engineers. Just
because he had moved on to a higher office didn’t mean he no longer deserved a taste of those
profits, Agnew told them. But with his new office came new opportunities as well. And so, in
addition to the old contracts Agnew had given out as governor, he quickly got to work on
steering brand-new federal contracts to the businessmen who were now streaming into his office
with those wads of cash.

With his eyes constantly on the prize, Agnew rankled the top Nixon aides H. R. Haldeman
and John Ehrlichman by effectively trying to wrestle control of the federal contract-awarding
process and centralize it inside his vice presidential office. The not exactly doe-eyed Ehrlichman
was stunned after witnessing Agnew trying to grab control of plum federal government contracts
by telling President Nixon that he was concerned “our friends” were being discriminated against
when it came to how those lucrative contracts were being handed out.

Though Agnew failed in his larger effort to get all patronage contracts on the Eastern
Seaboard cleared through him personally, his attempts were not entirely in vain. Agnew got
word to Lester Matz, on at least one occasion, that a particular federal job up for grabs could be
his for the princely sum of $2,500 cash in Agnew’s pocket. Matz arranged for the job to go to a
friend whose firm Matz had a financial stake in. He met the friend across the street from the
White House, gathered up the required amount of cash, placed the envelope on the vice
president’s desk. And magically, the job went to Matz’s friend who had quietly bought and paid
for it. It was the federal government, for sale.



These young public servants from Baltimore had not set out to find this level of corruption.
But now they had turned up rock-solid evidence that the vice president of the United States was
running an undercover bribery and extortion scheme from inside the White House. And their
discovery had come at a particularly delicate moment in the nation’s history—a moment when
an entirely different, and much more public, scandal was first beginning to close in on President
Nixon.

“Like everybody else in the country, we were fascinated and obsessed with what’s going on
with Watergate,” Baker says, “and we could see how it related to us.”

“The president of the United States, to put it mildly, is under a cloud,” says Liebman, “and
here we three Baltimore federal prosecutors are being told that the next guy in line, the guy a
heartbeat away, he’s also under a cloud!”

Says Baker, “We could certainly see the gravity.”



CHAPTER 5

“OH MY GOD”

The car ride down I-95 from Baltimore to Washington in George Beall’s sedan was

uncomfortable on a number of counts. The temperature was climbing toward ninety on July 3,
1973, and the humidity was already 90 percent. Beall’s Audi 100LS was a boxy affair, without



much horsepower and without much air-conditioning oomph, and here were four grown men,
one of whom stood six feet five, stuffed into its seats, understandably fidgety and uncomfortable.
This was a day George Beall, Barney Skolnik, Tim Baker, and Ron Liebman had been
anticipating with equal measures of excitement and anxiety; they were about to meet with the
Big Boss of the entire U.S. Department of Justice, Attorney General Elliot Richardson.

The federal prosecutors stuffed into the Audi had been sitting on a big secret—one with
national implications. And the decision on when exactly to tell the attorney general what they
had discovered about Agnew had not been an easy one. “On the one hand, as soon as we have
evidence against Agnew, it’s perfectly clear to George and to us that this is something you need
to report upstairs,” says Tim Baker. “On the other hand, we didn’t want to report it upstairs until
we had our case pretty much in hand.”

The Baltimore prosecutors’ instincts had been to take the time to build the case to a point
where it couldn’t possibly be taken away from them, but they worried every day that something
would leak to the press. A lot of people outside the U.S. Attorney’s office in Baltimore had
knowledge of the investigation. Skolnik, Baker, and Liebman had brought a lot of witnesses into
the grand jury room, and every one of them had an attorney, or attorneys.

“If Richardson reads this in The Washington Post one morning and hasn’t heard anything
from Beall, we’re all in a lot of trouble, and should be,” says Baker.

Near the end of June, with the testimony from Lester Matz in the bag, Beall and his team
determined that the case was finally ripe. It was time to tell all to Attorney General Richardson
and to ask permission to pick the fruit.

Beall had been trying to get his team on the attorney general’s calendar for almost two
weeks and had actually managed to get on that busy calendar a few times. But always, at the last
minute, somebody from Richardson’s office had called to cancel. There were other, more
pressing matters that took precedence. This was perfectly understandable, what with the two
separate Watergate investigations now under way. But Beall and his team were growing
impatient.

By July 3, the Baltimore prosecutors were unwilling to wait any longer. When Richardson’s
secretary had called in the morning to cancel a meeting scheduled for later that day, Beall
refused to be put off. This was an emergency, he told the secretary, one he could not talk about
over the phone. The attorney general needed to find some time in his schedule, that day, because
the team from Baltimore was on its way. “George decides that no matter what they say, we’re
just going to go,” Baker remembers.

Beall and his prosecutors spent the ride strategizing how to present their findings about the
vice president to Richardson. They figured they had one shot, and not a lot of time, to make their
case to the attorney general. Once they turned their findings over to Nixon’s new handpicked
man at Justice, the decision about how to proceed would be out of their control, and the
prospects for moving forward would lean toward grim. At least that was how Barney Skolnik
saw it.

Watergate investigators were already starting to turn up evidence that implicated Richard
Nixon in a cover-up. So there was a perfectly reasonable case to be made that the possibility of
criminal charges against a sitting president and a sitting vice president would be too great a
shock for the country to absorb. “I had a very conscious realization,” Skolnik says, “not just that
it was possible, but that under all the circumstances it was highly likely that [Attorney General
Richardson] was going to say—perhaps for the most honorable of reasons—‘shut it down.””

“I mean, he probably wouldn’t say ‘shut it down,” but he could say words that would
amount to ‘shut it down.””



suorrcnaroson, at age fifty-two, was a veteran of the Nixon administration. After an upright and
distinguished career in Massachusetts Republican politics—including a stint as lieutenant
governor—he had become Nixon’s go-to utility player for open cabinet posts in need of urgent
filling. His first assignment was as secretary of the now-defunct Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare. He next took over the Department of Defense, after Nixon decided the
previous secretary was insufficiently supportive of the escalation of the war in Vietnam. (Nixon
had actually ordered the wiretapping of phones in his defense secretary’s office.)

In May 1973, the president asked Richardson to move again, to what would be his third
cabinet job in four years, and easily the most pressure-packed position in the Nixon
administration at that moment. During an emotional meeting at Camp David, Richardson later
recalled, a visibly depressed Nixon “told me that I was more needed at Justice than at Defense.”

Nixon had gone through two attorney generals by then, both victims of the Watergate
scandal. His first, John Mitchell, was eventually convicted and sent to prison for his role in the
cover-up. His replacement, Richard Kleindienst, was forced from the job in Nixon’s purge of the
scapegoats at the end of April 1973—the same purge that saw the exit of the felons-to-be John
Dean, H. R. Haldeman, and John Ehrlichman.

“He knew that Nixon was under a cloud,” recalls one of Richardson’s closest aides at the
time, a young lawyer named J. T. Smith. “He knew that the mood in the White House on the part
of the president and his staff was quite bleak.”

Richardson took the job, in spite of the outlook. There was no shortage of hot seats in
Washington during the second term of the Nixon administration, but none was hotter than the
attorney general’s. Watergate was already a three-alarm fire when Richardson took office in May
1973, and by early July the blaze had grown considerably worse.

President Nixon’s recently canned White House counsel, John Dean, had begun his
dramatic testimony in front of the Senate Watergate Committee on June 25, 1973. Dean’s six-
hour, 245-page opening statement was akin to a crime novel, and the author fingered Nixon as
one of the culprits. The president knew of the burglary, Dean explained, and a slew of other dirty
tricks against his political opponents, and had been complicit in obstructing the investigations
into the crimes. Dean had begged absolution for his old boss. “It is my honest belief, that while
the president was involved, that he did not realize or appreciate at any time the implications of
his involvement. And I think that when the facts come out, I hope the president is forgiven.” But
Congress did not seem to be in a forgiving mood; it had direct evidence that the president had
abused the power of his office for personal ends. And Congress wasn’t alone.

Archibald Cox, the special prosecutor Richardson had just appointed, was beginning to
work up a serious case against the president, too. And he was very interested in Dean’s
assistance for his own investigation. Worried about death threats against the former Nixon aide,
Special Prosecutor Cox had asked the U.S. marshals to keep Dean and his wife under armed,
round-the-clock protection.

That was the lay of the land at noon, on July 3, 1973, when Richardson learned there were
four officials from the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the District of Maryland waiting anxiously in
his anteroom, and apparently there with news about an entirely new “emergency.”

“So we get there, we’re ushered up to the attorney general’s office, which to say
‘impressive’ is to understate it,” remembers Ron Liebman. “And we wait and we wait.”

Until, finally...

“Richardson comes in and he’s annoyed,” Tim Baker says. “You know, ‘What’s so
important that you’re interrupting my day and you won’t even tell my secretary what it’s about?



What’s so important?’ ”

Beall started talking fast, executing the strategy the four men had finalized on the ride
down. He began his presentation by introducing his team, one by one, detailing their résumés so
Richardson wouldn’t get hung up on the team’s obvious youth.

“George talks about himself,” Liebman recalls, “University of Virginia Law School, he
knew his brother was a senator. He turns to [Barney] says, ‘This is Barney Skolnik.” And Elliot
Richardson is making notes: ‘Barney Skolnik went to Harvard College, Harvard Law School,
was in the Justice Department, senior prosecutor, very experienced.” ‘This is Tim Baker.” He
looks at Tim Baker, starts making notes: “Tim Baker went to Williams College. He went to
Harvard Law School. He was on the Harvard Law Review. He clerked for the chief judge of the
Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals. He clerked for the chief justice of the United States.’
Richardson is making notes. [George] says, ‘This is Ron Liebman.” And George said, ‘He went
to Western Maryland College,” and before he even got to University of Maryland Law School,
Richardson puts his pen down and looks at me. Stops taking notes. And to my dying day, I will
remember thinking, ‘He’s looking at me; he’s thinking one of two things: either ‘what the hell
are you doing here?’ or ‘good for you!” And I didn’t know which, but he stopped taking notes!”

“He’s sitting there,” Tim Baker says, “but then more doodling and more and more
impatient! And just at the point where we’re sure [George is going to get to Agnew], the
secretary comes in and gives him a note! He just up and leaves, no explanation, just gets up and
leaves.”

“The minute he leaves,” Liebman says, “of course we’re saying, ‘George, say this, say
that!””

Richardson returned several minutes later, and Beall launched into a circuitous explanation
of the Baltimore County investigation. “When George gets a little closer to the vice president,”
says Liebman, “another note comes in. Elliot Richardson gets up and he leaves. Doesn’t say
‘excuse me.’”

Richardson eventually acknowledged that he was summoned to the phone in the first
instance by Alexander Haig, Nixon’s new White House chief of staff, and in the second instance
by Nixon himself. Nixon was furious. The president had seen news reports that Richardson’s
handpicked special prosecutor, Archibald Cox, was nosing around Nixon’s private real estate
deals. Nixon wanted Richardson to order Cox to put out a press release denying that he was
looking into the financing of Nixon’s purchases of his properties in Key Biscayne, Florida, and
San Clemente, California. Pronto!

“That’s all going on outside of our hearing,” Liebman says. “And the attorney general of
the United States has got these guys in there—three of whom are kids—from Baltimore. And he
came back in, and finally George got to the meat of the matter.”

“We have evidence that Vice President Agnew took bribes as county executive, governor,
and even as vice president,” Baker recalls Beall saying.

Richardson perked up at that. Even as vice president. Finally, they had the attorney
general’s full attention.

“It was my job to lay out the evidence we had,” remembers Baker. “And [the attorney
general] is very interested in the evidence. What he, of course, wants to know is, how good a
case is this? And it’s a good case. I mean, we’ve got good stuff and we know it. I just start
banging away on ‘so-and-so will testify, and he’s got documents, and he’s backed up by...” Nail
after nail after nail after nail.”

While Baker talked, the rest of the team was trying to get a read on Richardson. “If you’re
asking me if I got the impression that he was surprised, the answer is no,” says Barney Skolnik.



“If you were sentient in those days, you had a sense of what kind of a human being the vice
president was. And Elliot Richardson, to put it mildly, was sentient.” Unsurprised, perhaps, but
clearly far from sanguine about what he was hearing.

“I read [Richardson’s] expression as saying, ‘I need this right now like I need another hole
in the head,’ ” says Liebman.

At that moment, a little after noon, July 3, 1973, Elliot Richardson had been in the job of
attorney general for a grand total of thirty-nine days and was already overseeing the most
sensitive criminal probe, maybe, in the history of the Justice Department. And here were these
barely out-of-law-school prosecutors, none of whom he had ever laid eyes on before, saying,
“We know you’re investigating the president, but we need you to investigate the vice president
as well.” They needed his blessing for a freaking criminal investigation against Spiro T. Agnew,
the most combative man in the White House. (And that was saying something in 1973.)
Anybody watching the vice president in action the last five years knew he was sure to fight back
like a cornered marmot.

If you were the attorney general, how many pitched battles would you be willing to fight at
the same time? What would you do?

Here’s what Elliot Richardson did: He told the prosecutors that “he was greatly concerned
for the nation if these allegations proved to be accurate, particularly in view of the Watergate
matter,” Tim Baker wrote in a memo to file after the meeting. “However, he unequivocally stated
that the allegations must be fully investigated.”

“What he did,” says Liebman, “was, he started crawling into the case. ‘What about this?
What are you going to do about that?’ Like he was a collaborator with us, which he was. It was
extraordinary.”



Attorney General Elliot Richardson

Elliot Richardson’s momentous decision, made without hesitation, has stuck with the
prosecutors, even decades later. “We don’t know him,” Skolnik remembers. “I mean, I’ve heard
good things about him, but we don’t know him, and it’s very much with a great sense of anxiety
that we are going to say to him, ‘Here, what do you want us to do?’ and then, figuratively
speaking, hold our breath until he tells us what he’s going to tell us.”

Fighting back tears, Skolnik continues, “I knew—I think we all knew—that we were in the
presence of a very special human being.”

Richardson was taking on the responsibility of overseeing active criminal investigations
into the president and the vice president...at the same time. This was two entirely separate



cases. This was Nobody Is Above the Law, squared. The Baltimore office would continue to
work the case, Richardson said. Beall and his team needed to keep going, keep digging, keep
building the case against Agnew. But he wanted it done in absolute secrecy. Nobody outside this
room, Richardson implored, could know. The clear mission, while never explicitly voiced, was
to pry the vice president of the United States from office before it was too late. Before he could
ascend to the presidency.

“We were all about now: You’ve got this completely corrupt guy as vice president of the
United States,” says Baker. “We’ve got to do this right; we can’t make any mistakes here.”

Richardson’s own top aide, J. T. Smith, has very clear memories of that day also. Most
vivid of all is Richardson coming out of the meeting when it was finally over, shell-shocked,
muttering something nobody was meant to hear: “Oh my God.”



CHAPTER 6
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Richard Nixon was obsessed with his own physical health, unusually proud of his ability

to ward off illnesses large and small. And as president, let the record show, he really had proven
healthy as a horse. Early in 1973, right around the time of his sixtieth birthday, Nixon had
reportedly asked his aides to find out if any other president in the history of the Republic had
gone through an entire term without taking a sick day—as he had. He had earned the right to
brag. And he did. “I’ve been blessed with a strong physical makeup,” the president said. “I never
had a headache in my life.” Give the man a gold star.

That extraordinary run of presidential good health was interrupted on July 12, 1973. The
president woke that morning with a “stabbing” pain in the right side of his chest. Summoned to
the presidential bedroom that morning, Chief of Staff Alexander Haig grew alarmed by what he
saw. “[Nixon’s] skin was pasty, his eyes bloodshot and feverish, his voice weak, his breathing



shallow,” Haig wrote. “He coughed spasmodically and the pain this caused him showed in his
face. He sat up in bed, clutching his chest, and I noticed that his pillowcase was spotted with
blood.”

Loath to mar his perfect attendance record, Nixon tried to tough it out. He hauled himself
out of his sickbed and put in a full day’s work. But by nightfall, the White House medical staff
was nervous; they rushed Nixon to the hospital, where doctors found his fever had spiked to 102
degrees. The diagnosis was pneumonia. The prognosis was, well, wait and see. Haig was even
more shaken than he had been that morning. He’d served in the military for more than twenty
years, and had seen a thing or two in that time, in both Korea and Vietnam; he said the
president’s condition looked “life-threatening.” This assessment remained entirely private.

Nixon ended up hospitalized for a full week, and the evening newscasts filled with updates
on his condition: he was suffering “pain in his right lung”; he wasn’t sleeping much; his
temperature was still too high. Nixon’s doctor addressed the media from the hospital, telling the
American people in somber tones that the president was “a sick man.”

It’s never a good thing to have a president hospitalized, much less for an entire week. And
this was no ordinary time. This was July 1973. The Summer of Watergate.

The day after Nixon was rushed to the hospital, a White House aide named Alexander
Butterfield informed the Senate committee investigating Watergate of a recording system in the
White House, revealing the existence of thousands of hours of tapes of the president’s
conversations. The tapes could be incriminating. The White House staff was concerned. The
Senate committee was concerned. The special prosecutor was concerned.

But one man was more concerned than anyone else in the nation’s capital, and that man was
Attorney General Elliot Richardson.

What if this illness was something worse than garden-variety pneumonia? What if Nixon’s
illness really was life threatening? What if the president was cracking under the strain of
Watergate? There were what-ifs enough to keep Richardson up all night. Because just ten days
earlier he had been told that the next man up, Vice President Spiro Agnew, appeared to be
running an active criminal operation, taking thousands of dollars of cash bribes, from inside the
White House. Oh my God.

“Richardson was quite worried about the overall mental and physical health of Nixon,” says
his former aide J. T. Smith. “There were rumors that (a) he was drinking heavily, and (b) he was
out of his mind....[Richardson] knew it wasn’t a good scene, to the point where he didn’t think it
tolerable to have Agnew remain in the line of succession.”

Richardson and his own team at the Justice Department already knew the stakes. George
Beall and his team knew. A few key witnesses like Lester Matz knew. But no one else in the
country knew just what kind of man was Spiro Agnew. And the fact of a very unhealthy
President Nixon lying flat on his back in the National Naval Medical Center in Bethesda,
Maryland, added urgency to the mission of ousting Spiro Agnew from office. Speed mattered
more than ever now.

“It really was “We’re all in this together and we gotta figure out what to do for the country
because this is some heavy shit,”” Barney Skolnik recalls. “We’re talking about the summer of
’73; Watergate hearings are going on. Everybody was conscious that Nixon, aside from being a
‘crook,’ in his memorable word, might not last.”

* % Kk



w e wiost Of those very heavy prospects, some good news ended up rolling in the door at the
U.S. Attorney’s office in Baltimore. The prosecutors had brought on board another key
cooperator, Jerome B. “Jerry” Wolff. By the middle of July, Wolff was helping to lock down the
case against Agnew. He was an engineer by trade and had paid a few kickbacks to Agnew when
he was county executive in Baltimore County. When Agnew became governor, he recruited
Wolff to be the chairman-director of the State Roads Commission. The appointment had upset
one of their mutual friends, a big-time real estate developer and mortgage broker named I. H.
“Bud” Hammerman. Wolff had been doing the engineering on Bud Hammerman’s private
projects in Maryland, and Hammerman didn’t want to lose him to some state government
sinecure. But Agnew essentially told Hammerman to quit his whining. “You won’t lose by it,” he
told the developer. And then he made sure of it. Agnew concocted a scheme by which he, Wolff,
and Hammerman would all profit from Wolff’s new state job, at least in the short run. At least
until they got caught.

It was Hammerman who came knocking on Jerry Wolff’s door to outline the key elements
of Agnew’s plan. It wasn’t exactly rocket science; it was based on a long-standing game that was
already in play at the statehouse. Engineering firms had been paying kickbacks for state
contracts for years, and they knew exactly who had to be paid. The authority to grant each and
every contract for road and bridge construction was vested in the State Roads Commission,
subject only to approval by the governor. The governor controlled the whole thing. This was like
Baltimore County, only bigger. So Agnew wanted to scale up his operation, and to scale up his
efforts at concealment. “It was explained to him you want a ‘bag man,”” Liebman says. “You
don’t want to take directly; you want to insulate yourself.” It was the prudent course. If
accusations were made, Agnew would have some distance between himself and the contractor
paying the bribe. He could plead ignorance or, at the very least, retain plausible deniability.
Hammerman was to be Agnew’s bag man.

When Hammerman laid out Agnew’s plan to Wolff, the new head of the State Roads
Commission was all in. Wolff would oversee the bidding process, award the contracts, run it by
Agnew, and then alert Hammerman as to the winners. Then Hammerman would collect the
kickback.

“Over the course of 18 to 20 months, the scheme was fully implemented,” Skolnik, Baker,
and Liebman would report. Wolff kept Hammerman informed as to which engineers were to
receive state contracts, and Hammerman kept Wolff informed as to which engineers were
making cash payments. It was soon generally understood among engineers that Hammerman
was the person to see in connection with state roads engineering contracts. Engineering firms
would inform Hammerman of their interest in obtaining state work, and Hammerman would
reply that he would see what he could do. In some cases, an engineer would specify the
particular work in which he was interested; in most cases, the engineers would not specify any
particular job.

“There was no need for Hammerman to make coarse demands or to issue threats because
the engineers clearly indicated that they knew what was expected of them. The discussions were
generally about ‘political contributions,” but the conversations left no doubt that the engineers
understood exactly how the system worked—that is, that cash payments to the Governor through
Hammerman were necessary in order for their companies to receive substantial state contracts.”

When Wolff and Hammerman were still engineering their three-man extortion ring, Wolff
suggested that they split the proceeds evenly among themselves. Agnew was not enthusiastic
about the proposed arrangement. He didn’t see why Wolff should get any of the money, he told
Hammerman. Governor Agnew settled on this: He would take 50 percent. Hammerman and



Wolff could split the rest between themselves. So Agnew pocketed 50 percent of the bribe
money; Jerry Wolff got 25 percent; Bud Hammerman kept the remaining 25 percent.

“The deal was the contractor would pay Hammerman,” Liebman says. “He’s holding the
money and paying the money directly to Agnew.”

Hammerman opened up a safe-deposit box at a local bank and would deliver the money to
Agnew as needed. The two men worked out a coded language, just in case their phones were
tapped. Each thousand dollars they took in was a “paper.” When Governor Agnew was in need
of cash, he’d call Hammerman and ask how many “papers” he had, and his bag man would then
deliver however much he wanted.

Agnew, in addition to going through Bud Hammerman, occasionally took money directly.
From old discreet pals like Lester Matz and Allen Green. Why give up a percentage to the bag
man, even if Bud was a friend? “He was greedy,” Liebman says of Agnew, “absolutely greedy.”

And, speaking of greed, Wolff used some of the bribery money he accepted to pay off other
public officials to obtain work for a pair of consulting firms in which he had his own financial
interest. Call it re-bribing.

Jerry Wolff was, by his own admission, one venal SOB. But he was also fastidious in his
bookkeeping. “Wolff kept detailed contemporaneous documents on which he recorded dates,
amounts, engineering firms, sources of the moneys that he received from Hammerman as his
share of the proceeds,” the prosecutors noted. Wolff had turned all of these notebooks over to the
U.S. Attorney’s office in Baltimore, and the nervous prosecutors, just to be certain, sent them to
lab specialists at the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms to have the ink on each page
dated and tested for authenticity. When the results came back, Wolff’s gold mine of documentary
evidence was deemed real.
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Lester Matz’s payments to Jerry Wolff, as reflected in Wolff’s documents

Even with testimony from Matz and Wolff and ultimately even Hammerman in the bag,
Richardson was not entirely satisfied with the case against Vice President Agnew. The attorney
general also favored the prudent course. Richardson and the prosecutors had already decided to
focus their efforts on the witnesses who were actually implicated in the scheme and likely to be
convicted if they went to trial. But Richardson wanted something more from those witnesses
than sworn testimony and contemporaneous diaries. He directed that each of the prosecutors’
key witnesses submit to a polygraph exam by FBI agents, to ensure that their testimonies could
be trusted. The Baltimore team was confident their informants had been truthful, but the lie
detector gambit was anxiety inducing—for witnesses and prosecutors alike.

“We had been assigned this FBI lie detector specialist,” says Ron Liebman, “who—when he
met with the prosecutors—said to us, ‘I’m gonna prove these guys are lying.” And we were
saying, ‘No, no, no, no! We don’t want you to do that! We want you to tell us whether they’re
lying, but don’t prove that they’re lying!” And the guy said, ‘Absolutely, I understand. One
hundred percent. When I’m finished with them, I’'m gonna show you where they’re lying.””

The prosecutors had deliberately kept the FBI out of the investigation, having opted to use
the IRS instead. Now the G-men were threatening to upend all of their careful work. “Holy cow,
this is it,” Liebman remembers thinking, all these months into the investigation. “This is where
we’re gonna screw up this entire case.”



Liebman and his colleagues were not in the room as the agent administering the test
instructed Wolff to take off his suit jacket and roll up his sleeve, and attached the already
nervous engineer to the polygraph machine. They were not in the room when the agent began the
questioning.

“Have you intentionally given the Government any false information about the corruption
investigation?

“Are you now withholding any information whatsoever about your part in this kickback
setup?”

After a pause in the test, the FBI agent wrote in his notes that Jerry Wolff appeared “visibly
upset. He said he knew he had not done well. He said he could ‘feel’ the reactions occur” as he
gave his answers. He was in “such an emotional state,” the lie detector specialist recorded, “that
it was no longer possible to continue.”

The prosecutors, waiting nearby, were alerted that something had gone wrong. “The FBI
guy came into our room,” Liebman recalls, “and he said, ‘You better get in here. This guy, he’s
having a nervous breakdown! He’s really having a nervous breakdown.’ ”

The polygraph test had only just begun, and it appeared that the train might already be
coming off the tracks.

Liebman, George Beall, and Wolff’s attorney spoke with Wolff in private, and soon learned
exactly what had sent the polygraph readings spiking in every direction. “It turns out,” Liebman
says, “what Jerry Wolff was lying about...was an affair. Nothing to do with the case at all. I
remember Jerry Wolff laughing nervously and hysterically crying at the same time, with his one
sleeve rolled up, still attached to this machine, and I felt so bad for him.”

Wolff and all of the other witnesses did eventually pass their polygraph tests, save for a few
tense moments. And once the results were in, the attorney general decided it was time to take the
next big step, a step that would certainly change everything.

On August 1, 1973, George Beall hand delivered a letter to Judah Best, a high-end defense
attorney who had been retained several months earlier by Vice President Spiro Agnew, no doubt
out of an abundance of caution. Beall was well aware that the vice president had laid on legal
representation, because Jud Best had started badgering Beall aggressively, pressing for any hint
about where the Baltimore County investigation was heading. Best had even called Beall at
home one Saturday morning, demanding information, because, he said, “my guy is hopping up
and down.” Beall had given the defense lawyer non-answers that day, as he had every other day,
right until August 1, when he personally handed Best a letter that dispensed with the careful non-
answers and got right to the devastating point.

“This office is now conducting an investigation of allegations concerning possible
violations by your client and others of federal criminal statutes,” the letter began. The vice
president’s alleged crimes, Beall wrote, were of the highest severity, and included potential
“extortion,” “bribery,” “conspiracy,” and violations of tax law.

This was not just a courtesy heads-up to Agnew’s lawyer. It was a direct request from the
U.S. Attorney’s office to the vice president of the United States for a cache of documents related
to Agnew’s possible criminal activities. The nature and scope of the request was not just
comprehensive but bordering on proctologic: “All bank statements, cancelled checks, check
vouchers, check stubs, check books, deposit tickets, and savings account books...for any and all
checking and savings bank accounts in the United States and elsewhere.” If Agnew wished to
cooperate, Beall explained, he had a little over a week to have the documents delivered to
Baltimore.



If, on the other hand, “he believes that the materials might tend to incriminate him,” Agnew
was free to assert his Fifth Amendment rights.

The note was brief and to the point, but its historical weight was hard to miss. The sitting
vice president, his lawyer was hereby informed, was at very real risk of criminal indictment. “I
remember when we handed that letter to Jud Best,” says Ron Liebman. “He took it. And he said,
‘I feel like jumping out the window.” ”

* K Kk

we e Week of August 1973, the defense attorney Martin London had just wrapped a high-
profile case representing Jackie Kennedy, the former First Lady, in a battle with a paparazzi
photographer who had harassed her and her children to the point of Secret Service intervention.
London was a partner at the time in the white-shoe New York City law firm Paul, Weiss.
Another partner in the firm, Jay Topkis, a sought-after specialist in criminal tax cases, came to
Marty London that week with a pitch for a high-profile new client for the both of them. The way
Jay put it, it was a pitch that Marty would never forget.

“He says to me, ‘Marty, I just got the strangest call,”” London remembers. “ ‘A fella calls
me and he says he’s from Chuck Colson’s firm in Washington, D.C. And he asks me if I can
come to Washington, D.C., tomorrow morning to meet a new client.” ”

Chuck Colson was a former White House lawyer who would himself later be sent to prison
for his role in the 1972 campaign’s “dirty tricks.” But that August—a year before he got his
prison stripes—Colson was a lawyer in private practice, and his firm had a client who needed
additional high-powered representation fast. The kind you might find at Paul, Weiss.

As Topkis explained the call, Marty London assumed they were about to get sucked into
defending some new figure or other who was about to emerge from the Watergate investigations.
But Topkis was slow to get to the bottom line, choosing instead to recite a blow-by-blow of the
call. Who was the client? Topkis had asked the caller. “I can’t mention his name on the phone,
it’s so confidential, I’m not allowed to mention his name,” he said.

“Okay,” Topkis said. “Well, what is he?”

“A very high government official,” the caller said.

“Is he a congressman?”

“Higher.”

“Is he a senator?”

“Higher.”

“Oh my goodness, is he a cabinet official?”

“Higher.”

“Oh my God, you’re talking about the president of the United States!” Topkis finally
exclaimed.

The caller replied, “Well—not quite so high.”

The potential new client, Topkis told London, finally, was Spiro Agnew.

“Is there any reason we shouldn’t represent this guy?” Topkis asked.

London was taking it all in. His bottom line was—the bottom line.

“Are we gonna get paid?” London asked.

“Yes,” said Topkis.

“Then there’s no reason we shouldn’t represent him,” London said.

A few days later, London and Topkis traveled from New York to Washington to sit down
for the first time with their new (paying) client. The meeting came at what was, undoubtedly, the



most perilous moment in Spiro Agnew’s political life and career. He had just been formally
notified five days earlier—in the letter from U.S. Attorney George Beall—that he was under
investigation for bribery and extortion. Conviction carried with it the possibility of serious time
in prison, maybe years. And a handful of his co-conspirators, it seemed, were already spilling
what they knew. Jud Best was a fine attorney, but this required a lot of additional brainpower.

“We were with the vice president for about an hour,” London says. “And at some point, he
called the president. Or the president called him, I don’t remember. I could hear the timbre of
Richard Nixon’s voice. It was not on speakerphone, so I could hear him speaking to the vice
president, [but] had no idea what he said.”

A few minutes after Nixon got off the phone, Attorney General Elliot Richardson came
knocking at Agnew’s door, asking if he might join the discussion.

Richardson, in fact, had walked straight over from a meeting in President Nixon’s office,
where he had just spent an uncomfortable few minutes briefing the president on the vice
president’s situation. According to handwritten notes from the Oval Office meeting, Richardson
had told Nixon, who was still recovering from his recent bout with pneumonia, that “indictments
are certain unless there is a miraculous answer [by Agnew] to the anticipated testimony” of
witnesses.

These witnesses, the attorney general had told Nixon, “have little or no motive to implicate
[Agnew],” and the testimony they had given the Justice Department was already “damning.” The
U.S. Attorney in Maryland was thoroughly “convinced” by the evidence and was not, in
Richardson’s words, “the captive of zealots on his staff.” Nixon was probably relieved that he
had ordered the White House taping system disconnected three weeks earlier.

After that sobering briefing, Nixon asked Richardson to walk over and meet with Agnew
and his lawyers immediately. They deserved to know where the investigation stood.

Richardson did not play coy with the vice president and his legal team. “He said, ‘Look,
this is a serious case,”” London recalls. “ ‘It’s not a political putsch. There is serious evidence.’”

Richardson’s own contemporaneous account of the meeting matches London’s, and goes a
bit further. “I told the Vice President that I was there at the request of the President,” he wrote in
a memo to file, “in order to give him a summary of the status of an investigation being
conducted by the U.S. Attorney for the District of Maryland.” When he informed Agnew that the
prosecution had witnesses who “could testify to having made payments directly to the Vice
President,” Agnew grew irate.

“The Vice President remarked at various points that the whole thing was a fabrication, that
[Lester] Matz was crazy,” Richardson wrote, and “he particularly stressed his lack of confidence
in the objectivity of the U.S. Attorney and his staff, implying that if the investigation were being
conducted by a more ‘objective’ team, his reaction might be different.”

Richardson figured that last point, about the prosecutors, was where Agnew was sure to
train his fire. Those early surprise subpoenas and the interrupt-a-man’s-martini tactics by which
they were served would be a toehold for Agnew in his first efforts to vilify the prosecutors and
the case against him. “In the light of the various instances of arrogance that had come to his
attention...he believed that U.S. Attorney Beall had lost control of the investigation,”
Richardson wrote. “He therefore asked that the prosecution be placed in the hands of an
experienced professional prosecutor.”

Richardson explained to Agnew that Beall’s “demeanor, sincerity, and professionalism had
been very impressive to me,” but the attorney general also knew enough to be wary of the vice
president. Agnew was already signaling that he was willing to employ a scorched-earth survival
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strategy. The allegations against him were “fabrications,” the witnesses against him were
“crazy,” and the prosecutors were “zealous” and out to get him. It was a witch hunt.

* ok K

aerve ocrock that afternoon, having returned to the Department of Justice, Richardson put out a
call for backup. He summoned to his office Henry E. Petersen, the assistant attorney general in
charge of the Criminal Division. Petersen, tanned and rested on his first day back after a peaceful
vacation on his boat, knew not a single whit about the Agnew investigation. He was already up
to his ears in Watergate. He was scheduled to testify before the Senate committee the next day.
But now, Richardson said, he needed Petersen to undertake a full review of the case down in
Baltimore. He wanted him to re-interview every single witness against Agnew; he further
wanted Petersen’s professional assessment of the office in Baltimore and of their work product.
The attorney general then ushered Petersen out of the office with a combination apology and
warning: “You’re going to be sorry you came back from vacation.”



_CHAPTER 7

s

“I HAVE NO INTENZI;ION TO BE SKEWERED
IN THIS FASHION”




Barney Skolnik happened to be the person who answered the phone when the Wall Street

Journal reporter Jerry Landauer called the U.S. Attorney’s office in Baltimore. Landauer already
had his scoop; he just needed a comment. You know, on the Agnew investigation. “I remember
coming into Barney’s office,” Liebman recalls, “and he’s on the phone with Landauer and he
mouthed to me, ‘They’ve got it.””

Landauer was an old hand with a long track record of enterprise reporting on corruption in
government and business. For a couple of years at least, he had been noodling around the rumors
of Spiro Agnew’s kickback scheme during his time in office in Maryland, but he had never had
enough to run with a story, until now. Among other things, Landauer seemed to have the letter
George Beall had sent to Agnew’s personal attorney a few days earlier. He said he was still
waiting for a statement from the vice president’s office before going with the story, but he wasn’t
going to wait much longer. And he didn’t.

“Vice President Spiro T. Agnew was formally notified by the Justice Department last week
that he is a target of a far-ranging criminal investigation by the U.S. attorney’s office in
Baltimore,” was his lede in the first edition of The Wall Street Journal on August 7, 1973. “The
allegations against him include bribery, extortion and tax fraud.” The Washington Post was right
behind, with a story co-authored by Carl Bernstein. Both news stories included a statement from
Agnew: “I will make no further comment until the investigation has been completed, other than
to say that I am innocent of any wrongdoing, that I have confidence in the criminal justice
system of the United States, and that I am equally confident my innocence will be affirmed.”

The story caught the rest of the national press corps off guard, and they scrambled to catch
up. “Washington was stunned today by the disclosure that Vice President Agnew is under
criminal investigation,” NBC’s John Chancellor led that night. “Involved are possible charges of
bribery, extortion, and tax evasion....Agnew says he is innocent, a member of his staff said today
you are probably going to hear more that is terribly serious.”

The investigation’s existence was news even to many on Agnew’s White House staff. David
Keene, a top political aide, who was supposed to be enjoying a vacation in South Carolina, took
a panicked call from a fellow staffer. Keene had to get on a plane and come back to Washington.
Now! The vice president was thinking about canceling his entire schedule. “What?!” said Keene.
The aide filled him in, and Keene packed his bags.

The sudden disclosure of the investigation was even more disruptive to the Baltimore
prosecutors. And even more galling. They could no longer conduct their work in the shadows:
they were in the national spotlight, for better or worse. Mostly for worse.

“It took about three seconds for the American press to attack the federal courthouse,” says
Liebman. “The FBI came in and talked to us about how we had to secure our files and put them
in lead file cabinets, and I had to take my name out of the directory assistance—the phone books
in those days. None of which we did. We told them, ‘Yeah, okay. You know, we really don’t
have the time for that right now!””

Their nondescript offices inside the courthouse, wholly devoid of any semblance of modern
security, became a magnet for intrepid reporters hoping to overhear some newsworthy nugget
about the case. Barney Skolnik appealed to George Beall to maintain order. “I strongly suggest
that, if at all possible,” Skolnik wrote, “some place other than right next to our office receptionist
be set up for the press to lounge during the day.” He had seen people relevant to the investigation
whispering to the receptionist “while ten or fifteen members of the press listen to the
conversation.” As an additional measure, the ever-vigilant Skolnik suggested, the prosecutors



should have all of their phones—in the office and at home—*“checked for bugs as soon as
possible.”

Ron Liebman, his home number still listed in the Baltimore phone book, realized how
relentless the press was when he received a late-night call from a reporter desperate to speak to
Beall. He “woke me up: “You’ve got to give me his home number! You got to give me a phone
number!’” When Liebman refused, the reporter pressed, “ ‘Listen, this is really important, Ron,
you have to understand this. If you don’t give me his home number, I’'m going to go to his house
and I’m going to wake him up.” And I said, ‘Great, have a nice trip!””

Hopes the pressure would die down a bit were exploded almost immediately, by Spiro
Agnew himself. The day after the story broke, Agnew made clear that he would fight his case in
the court of public opinion. And of course, because he was Agnew, he knew that the best defense
would be a good offense. So the vice president called a press conference and went on the attack
—against the prosecutors. “Because of defamatory statements that are being leaked to the news
media by sources that the news reports refer to as close to the Federal investigation, I cannot
adhere to my original intention to remain silent following my initial statement,” he announced at
the top. “I have no intention to be skewered in this fashion. And since I have no intention to be
so skewered, I have called this press conference to label as false and scurrilous and malicious
these rumors, these assertions and accusations that are being circulated.” He called the
allegations against him “damned lies”; denied receiving a single solitary kickback from “any
person, contractor or company doing business with the State of Maryland or with the Federal
Government”; asserted that he had not and would not obstruct the investigation; said that he had
informed President Nixon, who had offered his support “unequivocally.”

Most of all, and more than once, Agnew expressed his deep disappointment in the leaks and
implied that those leaks were coming from the U.S. Attorney’s office in Baltimore. Clearly,
those prosecutors had an ax to grind.

Agnew received a note from a supporter who had watched his remarks from nearby in the
West Wing. “That was one hell of a press conference,” Pat Buchanan wrote. He added, “Noli
Illegitimis Carborundum,” a Latin phrase that translates to “Don’t let the bastards grind you
down.”

Agnew fired off a response, assuring his friend, “I’ll watch out for the illegitimis.”

Agnew’s play seemed to work, judging from the mail. Bribery, extortion, cash payoffs in
the White House—these accusations were all now public. But Republicans across the country
really didn’t seem to mind! In fact, they seemed to regard it as a badge of honor, won by Sir
Spiro for his willingness to joust with those radic-libs.

The vice president’s office received hundreds of letters from supporters all across the
country. There are boxes and boxes of these missives held in Agnew’s files at the University of
Maryland, those he received and the replies sent. “Dear Mr. Vice President—We believe in your
innocence,” a couple from Kansas City wrote. “Give them hell—the press and the liberals are
out to get you and all conservatives.”

“I’m sick of what the media and the Democrats are doing,” a schoolteacher from Colorado
offered. “They lost and [they] can’t take it.”

Joe Taylor from Missouri wrote, “Dear Veep, Give the God damned sons-of-bitches hell.
It’s a good thing somebody in Washington has guts enough to say something, and fight back.”

Agnew wrote back to that one: “Dear Mr. Taylor: Thank you for your very kind letter—and
for your excellent advice! Warm regards.”

Among David Keene’s jobs on his hurried return from vacation was to shore up Agnew’s
political standing on Capitol Hill, a task that proved not very difficult. Republicans in Congress



rushed to Agnew’s defense, despite what you might think would be political peril in providing
cover for an executive officer accused of serious crimes. “[They] were hearing from their
constituents that ‘this is our guy!’” says Keene.

“The man has been put under incredible pressure,” the Conservative Party senator James
Buckley of New York protested to reporters. Agnew was being convicted via “trial by print,”
slandered by “thirdhand leaks of information that may or may not be sound.”

It was all an “injustice,” said Senator Bob Dole of Kansas. Of the allegations themselves,
Dole said, “We really don’t know what the facts may be.”

On the steps of the Capitol, Carl Curtis of Nebraska went one step further. “To condemn
someone, to have innuendos, to raise questions—‘When is he going to retire? Will he be
impeached?’—when no one has made a specific charge against him, damages him all across the
country. And, furthermore, it’s damaging our country.” Even the discussion that Agnew might be
in trouble—in the words of this Republican senator—was “damaging” to the country. Curtis was
downright conspiratorial in cast, suggesting that there was an illicit “scheme on” from some
“sadistic element” to destroy Nixon and take down his number two in the process.

Agnew wasn’t the only person in the capital accumulating mail from vice presidential
supporters. Attorney General Elliot Richardson’s office also began to fill up with mail. “I hope
you and all your smart Justice Department lawyers are pleased,” one woman wrote that fall.
“You have done a great wrong to this nation and one day you are going to have to pay.”

“Are you a Democrat, or has this been done by the Democrat Party?” a woman from
Lubbock, Texas, asked. “If so, that explains it, for it looks like they can’t bear for the
Republicans to get any glory or praise for anything.”

“I believe there is deliberate malice,” another man wrote, “from the liberal news media and
also from politicians who fear Mr. Agnew’s appeal to the average American.”

The Agnew stew simmered on at a low boil for the next few weeks, while the vice president
himself remained fairly quiet. He retreated to Palm Springs for a golf weekend with his friend
Frank Sinatra, who had made his personal attorney available to Agnew to provide legal advice.

The relative calm ended when a new edition of Time magazine hit the newsstands: “Despite
all the Vice President’s protestations of innocence, however, Time has learned that in the view of
Justice Department officials in Washington, the case against him is growing steadily stronger,
and that an indictment appears inevitable.” Agnew blew. He called another press conference and
renewed his attack. The past few weeks had convinced him the leakers were unquestionably
“persons involved in the investigatory process” who have “decided to indict me in the press
whether or not the evidence supports their position. This is a clear and outrageous effort to
influence the outcome of possible grand jury deliberations....I will fight. T will fight to prove my
innocence and I intend to remain in the high office to which I have been twice elected.” Agnew
took no follow-up questions after he had read his statement. But he did release to the press a
letter he had sent to Attorney General Elliot Richardson: “Some personnel of your Department
have regularly released information to the press—when their duty was to maintain silence.

“There can be no doubt that you now have the obligation to investigate these leaks and to
use all the tools at your disposal to expose and discipline those responsible. Only drastic and
immediate action will curb this vicious and illegal practice.”

The vice president was turning the tables—or trying to, at least. Forget Agnew’s crimes and
the ever-growing mountain of admissible evidence proving them; to hear him tell it, it was these
dirty prosecutors who were corrupting the justice system. It was time to investigate the
investigators.



And President Nixon agreed! He did not appreciate his vice president being buried under
unsourced “innuendo” and leaks. “I will say this,” Nixon told reporters at his nationally televised
press conference the next day. “Any individual in the Justice Department or in the prosecutor’s
office who is in the employ of the United States, who has leaked information in this case, to the
press or to anybody else, will be summarily dismissed from Government service. That’s how
strongly I feel about this.”

Elliot Richardson announced that he would conduct a “full-scale” internal investigation to
find any leakers at Justice. “I have today asked the Acting Assistant Attorney General for
Administration, who has had no prior involvement in this investigation, to undertake a
systematic inquiry using any and all departmental resources he sees fit,” Richardson wrote, in
responding to Agnew’s official letter of complaint. “I have also asked the director of the F.B.I. to
cooperate by making available F.B.1. personnel to assist in the inquiry as needed.”

You think the FBI might upset some applecarts looking into bribery in some out-in-the-
provinces county government? Just wait and see what they could do when wielded against the
Justice Department itself, and at the direct and personal insistence of both the president and the
vice president of the United States.



CHAPTER 8

“IS HE A GOOD BOY?”

Barney Skolnik, Tim Baker, and Ron Liebman were handed questionnaires to complete,

under penalty of perjury. “Have you made comments to anyone about: the substance or weight of
the potential evidence against the Vice President? The veracity of potential witnesses whose
testimony might be prejudicial to the Vice President?” As if they had time for this.

“It really was ludicrous,” Barney Skolnik says. “I mean, we’re investigating the case and
suddenly people are coming from Washington...and saying, ‘Here, this is an affidavit about
whether or not you have leaked and you must fill it out and you must sign it.” Everybody! I
mean, it wasn’t just—it was the secretaries. It was [everyone].”



In the end, no Justice Department officials were found to have leaked. This outrage about
leaks to the press was fine and good as a public relations strategy for Agnew and the White
House, and maybe it could carry some water as a legal strategy, too, to allege this kind of rule
breaking by the prosecutors. But the Baltimore County investigation had bumped up against a
gazillion witnesses and all their defense lawyers and everyone those witnesses and those lawyers
had talked to about the case. And so the chatter that reporters were picking up about the case just
didn’t, in fact, have to implicate anyone leaking from inside DOJ.

Nevertheless, Agnew’s lawyers were pleased at the outcome. At least for the time being.
They believed they had succeeded—for the moment—in pressuring the prosecutors and putting
them on the defensive. This was a matter of perception, though. “Bullshit,” says Tim Baker.
“There wasn’t any pressure about leaks,” he says, because the Justice Department trusted that no
one was leaking. “The pressure was get the guy out of the vice presidency. That was always the
pressure.”

The Baltimore team put their heads down and continued tying up the loose ends of their
case. “That was noise,” Ron Liebman says of the investigations into the leaks, “noise to be
pushed aside. We knew that—that’s all designed to distract you, don’t let it distract you. We
were too good for that.

“Kids that we were, we were too good for that.”

Kids that they were, Baker and his two partners in Baltimore didn’t know the half of it. The
three young prosecutors had been entirely shielded from another, more insidious pressure
campaign waged against the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the District of Maryland. There was no
paper trail on this campaign; it was hidden from public view. Hidden then and hidden for years
after was the stunning fact that Agnew had been attempting, from the very beginning, to use the
power of his office to obstruct the investigation or to shut it down entirely.

The scope of that secret effort would be a secret to the prosecutors it targeted, for years. For
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seiro acnew nan Teceived the first frantic phone call about an investigation in Baltimore County
from his personal lawyer, George White, in early February 1973. He was away on official
business, but the call from the attorney was urgent. “His voice was strained,” Agnew later
recalled of White, “and he sounded like a man under tremendous pressure. He said he had to
speak to me immediately about a matter that was too dangerous to discuss over the telephone.”

White had picked up indications that Agnew’s old associates were being approached by
federal prosecutors. Barney Skolnik, Tim Baker, and Ron Liebman were, at that moment, just
beginning to document and unravel the Baltimore County kickback operation. When they had
reached out to engineers like Lester Matz and Jerry Wolff, those men, in turn, called up George
White in a full-on panic.

“Matz and Wolff were threatening to implicate me,” Agnew recalled his lawyer telling him
in a face-to-face meeting. “He expressed great fear that their threats could be extremely harmful
to me.” Despite the urgency of the situation, and the request from Matz and Wolff that he get
involved, Agnew was firm in his response. “I said I could not stop the investigation and I would
not do so if I had the power.”

That’s the story Agnew told for decades: when he learned about the investigation early that
year, he just accepted the news and made no move to interfere. The records show that in fact he
began taking action, almost immediately, to shut it down.



We know this—in large part—because there are tapes.

Hours and hours and hours of tapes, secretly recorded inside the White House. The
recording system, installed in the Oval Office, the Cabinet Room, Camp David, and elsewhere,
famously led to Nixon’s political demise when conversations about the Watergate cover-up were
released to the public. But those tapes also caught other conversations, including several about
an unsettling little ongoing investigation in Maryland.

On top of the secret White House taping system, Nixon’s trusted White House chief of
staff, H. R. Haldeman, was making an entirely separate set of tapes that spring. Haldeman—
what was he thinking—sat down every evening and narrated the day’s events into a small voice
recorder, creating a contemporaneous and growing audio diary of his days at Nixon’s right hand.
Haldeman recounted White House happenings, important meetings, conversations with the
president. On the evening of April 10, 1973, he recorded his memory of this notable, and notably
unusual, meeting.



ADMINISTRATIVELY RESTRICTED

SCHEDULE FOR THE
VICE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES

TUESDAY, APRIL 10, 1973

8:30 a.m, ' Bipartisan Leadership Meeting, Cabinet Roam,
The White House

10:00 a.m.  Appointment with Prank Deford, Sports I1lustrated
(0B)  (Thomson)

11:00 a.m, r;mr.;ng oresentation by Manolis Galetakis ~(E0B)
Dnn

11:15 a.m.  Appointment with Governor Tim Baboock (ECB)
(Sohmer)

.00 pin '&ol% ﬁu\-l\lwm

8:00 p.m. fihite House Dinrer in honor of Prime Minister
and Mrs, Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore (ELACK TIE-
10NG DRESS)

Agnew’s schedule for April 10, 1973

HALDEMAN: The Vice President called me over today and said he had a real problem, because Jerry Wolff, who used to work for him back in Maryland,...is about to be called by the United States Attorney who’s
busting open campaign contribution cases and kickbacks to contractors. It seems that Wolff kept verbatim records of meetings with the Vice President and others, back over the years, regarding fundraising, and he has a lot
of quotes about how much we ought to get from a certain contractor, and so on, who has had good jobs.

Agnew knew that Jerry Wolff was a dangerous witness to him, maybe the most dangerous.
If Agnew’s former roads commissioner squealed to prosecutors, if he turned over the “verbatim”
notes in his possession, he could reveal the whole sordid scheme. What Agnew wanted
Haldeman to do—the reason he called him over that one afternoon in April 1973—was to help
him stop the U.S. Attorney’s office in Maryland from bringing Wolff in at all.

Agnew had already devised a plan aimed straight at the highest-ranking political appointee
in the Department of Justice’s offices in Baltimore. U.S. Attorney George Beall, Agnew knew,



was a young, ambitious Nixon-appointed Republican whose brother Glenn, conveniently,
happened to be one of Maryland’s sitting senators. And, also convenient, Glenn Beall was a solid
party man, a Nixon Republican through and through.

HALDEMAN: He made the point that George Beall—who’s Glenn Beall’s brother—is the U.S. Attorney there, and that if Glenn Beall would talk to him he could straighten it out. The Vice President’s tried to get

him to, but apparently not successfully, so he wanted me to talk to Glenn Beall—which, of course, I won’t do—in order to verify a White House awareness and concern. He feels the publication of this stuff would finish
the VP, because Wolff was with him for so long.

If you’re ever trying to explain the concept of “obstruction of justice” to a second grader,
this would be a good case study. The vice president believes that what this witness will say could
“finish” him. And so Agnew tries to enlist the White House chief of staff to stop prosecutors
from questioning that witness, by pressuring the lead prosecutor through his family. It is an
overt, spelled-out effort to use political power and leverage to shut down a criminal case.

If this was a failed effort—if it had ended here, with Haldeman saying he wouldn’t do it—
then you could maybe chalk things up to the vice president blowing off steam. Having
obstructionist inclinations.

But it did not stop at this conversation.

At that moment, it’s worth remembering, H. R. Haldeman was neck-deep in scrutiny for his
role in Watergate. And so, while he didn’t agree to pressure Senator Glenn Beall himself, he did
relay Agnew’s request to another top White House aide. Three days later—on April 13—that
aide, John Ehrlichman, brought Agnew’s plan into the Oval Office.
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H. R. Haldeman’s notes from his April 10 meeting with Vice President Agnew

JOHN EHRLICHMAN (ASSISTANT TO PRESIDENT NIXON): Did Bob [Haldeman] tell you about his meeting with Agnew?
PRESIDENT NIXON: No, I didn’t see Bob [unintelligible] what is it? He saw him?
EHRLICHMAN: Well, he saw him two or three days ago. And your Vice President has problems of his own.

Richard Nixon initially misunderstands Ehrlichman, assuming that Agnew’s troubles must
have something to do with Watergate. But Ehrlichman quickly corrects him, bringing the boss up
to speed on a whole new scandal approaching the White House.

NIXON: With this?
EHRLICHMAN: No, no, something else....Back when he was Governor. Apparently there’s an investigation going on in Maryland, and he asked Bob for help in turning it off.

“He asked Bob for help in turning it off.”
Again, if it stopped right there—if Nixon, Ehrlichman, and Haldeman all said, “Agnew is
trying to get us to interfere with this ongoing investigation, but we obviously can’t do that”—



then perhaps it would fall short of the legal definition of obstruction of justice. But it didn’t. On
June 14, with Lester Matz already cooperating with prosecutors and Jerry Wolff about to make a
deal, Agnew himself was in the Oval Office running through the details of his plan with Richard
Nixon and fuming to the president about this Nixon-appointed U.S. Attorney who was now
causing Agnew so much heartburn.

VICE PRESIDENT SPIRO AGNEW: Can you imagine a guy going into, on an in-depth investigation, and going into the county that I was in and beginning this? Well, I'm getting all kinds of subtle information
drifting back. They’re trying to put the heat on me to try to interfere. I said, “I couldn’t interfere if I wanted to. What do you want me to do, obstruct justice?” But what I’m afraid is going to happen: there are going to be
some accusations leveled against me before this is over. Nothing that’ll—that can stick in any fashion. But just the accusations now!

PRESIDENT RICHARD NIXON: What do you think they’re going to do? I don’t know. Look, I mean, what about—I’ll frankly be quite candid. Who is the U.S. Attorney that’s handling it? Is it Beall?

AGNEW: Beall.

NIXON: Is he a good boy? Why the hell did we appoint him?

As the conversation spools out, Nixon and Agnew begin to explore, er, options.

NIXON: Well, let’s talk about what we can do. I don’t want to just talk about what you’ve done.

AGNEW: Well—

NIXON: Let me say first, don’t—as far as the line is concerned here—it’s going to be hard-nosed. There isn’t going to be anything to talk about. [mimicking critics] “Well, we better get a special prosecutor, and
we’ve got to look into this,” and [unclear]. Balls! We’ve gone down that road [with Watergate]. We’ve made that mistake. No more.

AGNEW: Well, the way—

NIXON: The more you give them, the more they want.

AGNEW: The way this thing may come out, this—an engineer or somebody may accuse not only me, but the governor—

NIXON: Your predecessors.

AGNEW: —the governor, the county executive of Anne Arundel County, the mayor of Baltimore city. I mean, it may turn out to be—

NIXON: Accuse you of what?

AGNEW: Accuse me of —

NIXON: Putting the pressure on them to make contributions?

AGNEW: No, he may say he gave me a kickback of some kind. Came over here and handed me $50,000. Totally ridiculous. But—

NIXON: Oh, God.

AGNEW: I mean, they say it. I don’t know what this guy’s liable to say.

NIXON: And Ted, they’re—

AGNEW: They say he gave a federal judge some money. There are all kinds of rumors.

NIXON: Good God, isn’t it awful?

AGNEW: But this man is—

NIXON: Well, can we destroy him?

AGNEW: Well, I don’t think there’ll be much credence if he goes the whole way and says—and implicates every public official in the state of Maryland.

The man that Richard Nixon wonders about “destroying” is Lester Matz, who had been
toting envelopes of cash for Agnew across the White House lawn, right under Nixon’s nose.

Eventually, Nixon and Agnew agree they need to put some heat on U.S. Attorney George
Beall. To shut the probe down before it reaches the vice president.

AGNEW: Here’s the thing that needs to in some way—if he got it, [George] Beall can do it—somehow he’s got to finish out what he’s got on the burner.
NIXON: Who's this now?

AGNEW: Beall, the district attorney.

NIXON: Beall. Yeah.

AGNEW: He’s got these cases. Now he has to finish them out. And get these damn—he’s got 30 IRS people in there snooping around there. They’re looking at everybody, every—
NIXON: But how can we get that word to him, though? You know—

AGNEW: We’ve gotten it to him.

NIXON: No, now, you haven’t. See, Beall—George Beall—

AGNEW: George Beall.

NIXON: What about his—

AGNEW: Glenn Beall’s the only way to influence this.

NIXON: The senator?

AGNEW: Yes. And Glenn’s concerned because he got a pretty good contribution himself through the—

NIXON: Well, has Glenn Beall been talked to?

AGNEW: Yes.

NIXON: Who's this? This is [Glenn Beall’s] son?

AGNEW: His brother.

NIXON: Brother? Ah, I see. Well, Glenn Beall better take a real deep, we helped him bury [his Democratic opponent] in ’70. Bury him.

And there it is. Clear as a Beall.

Senator Beall, they believed, owed the White House a favor because Nixon and Agnew had
helped him get elected three years earlier. George and Glenn Beall’s father had lost his Senate
seat in 1964; when it came up again in 1970, Nixon and Agnew personally helped Glenn avenge
the loss by campaigning for him in Maryland, multiple times. And it worked: the Republican
Party got that Senate seat back, and so did the Beall family.

Now one of the Beall sons was going to try to destroy Spiro Agnew with this investigation?
No. Nixon and Agnew decided it was time for Glenn Beall to return the favor and lean on his
little brother, the prosecutor.

“Glenn Beall’s the only way to influence this,” Agnew tells Nixon.

At this point, the two men have openly discussed their plan to shut down the prosecutors
and to “destroy” a witness who might be particularly damaging. Then they go one step further.
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Senator Glenn Beall, newly elected, reenacts his inauguration with Vice President Spiro Agnew.

AGNEW: Now, let me ask one other question.

NIXON: But, now, wait a minute. Don’t leave this. What do we do with this?

AGNEW: Well, T don’t think we can do anything at this point except somehow get Glenn Beall [to get] George Beall, the brother, to realize that he’s—to get, go in there, finish up what he’s doing—
NIXON: Indict someone. Just like we told that [Watergate] jury: [unclear] indict [Jeb] Magruder or whoever is guilty and get the hell out.

AGNEW: Get this thing over with and get this guy Skolnik, who’s a Muskie volunteer, the hell out of this office.

End the investigation now, and fire the lead investigator, Barney Skolnik, while you’re at it.
He’s a Democrat.

The first article of impeachment drawn up against Richard Nixon a little more than a year
later would be “obstruction of justice” for his role in Watergate. But what these conversations
reveal is Nixon and Agnew carrying on an obstruction effort—in a totally separate matter. And
they weren’t just musing about doing this. They actually did it.



Decades later Nixon wrote in his memoir, “In view of all the other problems and our
strained relations with Capitol Hill, I did not see how we could do anything to help [Agnew]. In
fact, the climate was such that anything we did to try to help might boomerang and be made to
appear that we were trying to cover up for him.” That was a lie. Richard Nixon is caught on tape;
covering it up is exactly what he attempted to do.

And he enlisted a surprising deputy to execute the mission.
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Watergate—by the time Nixon and Agnew agreed on the plan to strong-arm George Beall. The
man Nixon chose to replace Haldeman was General Alexander Haig, a four-star U.S. Army
general who had sped through the White House ranks under the tutelage of Henry Kissinger.
When Haig got tapped as chief of staff, one of the things he walked into immediately was a
secret plan, already under discussion, to shut down the criminal probe of Nixon’s number two.
Haig turned out to be totally down with it. We know this, again, because there are tapes.

On June 19, less than a week after Nixon’s conversation with Agnew about “destroying” a
witness and strong-arming the prosecutor through his family, the president was in the Oval
Office with his new chief of staff trying to figure out who exactly should approach Senator
Glenn Beall about having a talk with his kid brother.

ALEXANDER HAIG (WHITE HOUSE CHIEF OF STAFF): T want to get Mel [Laird] to get Beall, Congressman Beall, to talk to his brother and say “you ought to sit in on these prosecutors you have intimidating
everybody.” Just to be sure that they’re doing it straight and fair.

NIXON: The Vice President talked to you about it again? Does he think they’re after him now?

HAIG: That’s right, he talked to me yesterday.

NIXON: Well, I'll tell you, I think you better talk to Mel, I don’t think I better—

HAIG: No, no, no!

NIXON: I can’t have it put out that I was trying to fix the case.

HAIG: No, no, no, you cannot do this. But I want you to be aware...

Nixon’s fingerprints could not be on this; he and Haig agreed on that point. But the question
they had was, whose could? Who could be trusted to deliver the message, and deliver it with
suitable discretion?

HAIG: So, if [Glenn] Beall can get his brother—who’s the U.S. Attorney—who we appointed, who’s a Republican, but who’s turned this thing over to two fanatical prosecutors, but if he just sits in on them and
supervises this [unclear]—

NIXON: You think Mel [Laird] or [Bryce] Harlow is the better one to do this?

HAIG: Well, Harlow is in St. Croix, unfortunately.

NIXON: Oh.

HAIG: Harlow would have been far better.

NIXON: Well, I just don’t think that Mel will deal with this, he’s likely to bleed the thing out.

HAIG: Yeah.

NIXON: I think [Bill] Timmons better do it, because Timmons is discreet. He can kind of talk with him and say, “look, you know, don’t embarrass the Vice President and this and that.”

HAIG: Yeah, all we’re asking for is to be sure he injects himself into this, to be sure this is being done not as a witch hunt, but as objective.

The very next day, Haig reported back to Nixon that the deed had been done. But the
middleman he used was not Mel Laird. It wasn’t Bryce Harlow or even Bill Timmons.
HAIG: The Vice President has been very nervous, he called me three times here.
NIXON: I know, I know, and you decided to have Harlow try to, well he isn’t here—
HAIG: He isn’t here, so I did it through George Bush on the first run.

NIXON: That’s good, that’s good.
HAIG: And Beall, Senator Beall, wasn’t as responsive as he might have been, although he’s damn upset about it.

“I did it through George Bush on the first run.”

Al Haig had turned to the chairman of the Republican National Committee: George Herbert
Walker Bush. The future director of the Central Intelligence Agency; the future vice president of
the United States; the future president.

This didn’t ever stick to Bush, maybe because these audiotapes have just been collecting
dust for the last four decades. But the documentation is clear: he was asked to take part in
obstructing an ongoing investigation into the vice president, an obstruction organized and
directed by the then president, Richard Nixon, to pressure the prosecutor through his family,
using political leverage. And George H. W. Bush did it. He delivered the message to Senator
Glenn Beall, who then relayed that pressure to his brother George.

George Beall donated his papers to Frostburg State University in Maryland. In those
records is an official “memo to file” from July 1973, acknowledging the attempted intervention.
“With respect to conversations with my brother Glenn,” Beall writes, “the discussions were most



superficial and very guarded. He occasionally mentioned to me the names of persons who had
been to see him or who had called him with respect to the Baltimore County investigation.
Names of persons that I remember him telling me about included Vice President Agnew, [the
engineer] Allen Greene [sic] and George Bush....The only specific information that he passed
along to me that I can recall related to a complaint that he had heard from Bush to the effect that
attorneys in this office were said to be harassing persons who had been questioned by us in the
Baltimore County investigation.”

There are a few amazing things to note here.

First, of course, is that a future president participated in what was likely a criminal scheme
to obstruct justice. George H. W. Bush would be no stranger to scandal in his time: as Ronald
Reagan’s vice president, he would have a front-row seat to the Iran-Contra scandal that nearly
crippled that presidency. Despite public insistence that he had absolutely no knowledge of an
illegal arms sales to Iran, Bush’s personal diaries later revealed, “I’m one of the few people that
know fully the details” of the operation. Weeks before the end of his own presidency, Bush
unexpectedly pardoned five Reagan administration officials who had been convicted of crimes
related to Iran-Contra, including perjury and obstruction of justice. (He issued those
controversial pardons in consultation with his attorney general at the time, William Barr.)

George Bush’s actions around Iran-Contra did ultimately mar his legacy. And yet he was
somehow able to escape scrutiny altogether for his role—nearly twenty years earlier—in an
equally brazen White House—led effort to interfere with an ongoing criminal investigation of the
vice president.

Aside from the surprising guest star, there’s also the fact that Nixon, Agnew, Haig, and
Bush would even attempt to carry this out when they did.

By June 1973, the Senate Watergate hearings were on TV every day. The cover-up was
actively unraveling. Nixon had just fired his chief of staff, his White House counsel, his attorney
general, his top domestic aide—all supposedly to scrub his White House of scandal. But right
then, at the very same time, Nixon and Agnew were ripping open a whole new bag of potentially
criminal dirty tricks.

Agnew himself, while not involved in the Watergate cover-up, had no problem getting his
hands dirty when it came to saving himself. While Nixon and Haig went to great lengths to
ensure their pressure on Beall’s family was through intermediaries, Agnew just did it himself.
Agnew personally lobbied Senator Beall over and over again. His notes and daily calendars,
archived among his vice presidential papers, contain multiple face-to-face meetings in his office
with Beall in the months before the investigation went public.

Perhaps the most remarkable revelation, though, is that the young prosecutors who were
building their case that spring and summer—the case the president and the vice president were
trying to shut down at the same time—have never known about any of this.

More than four decades later, this is all brand-new information to them.

During separate interviews, Barney Skolnik, Tim Baker, and Ron Liebman were provided
transcripts of conversations they had never seen before: the Oval Office discussions involving
Nixon, Haig, and Agnew, and the audio diary recorded by Haldeman.

“Oh, he had an audio diary? Jesus!” says Skolnik. “That’s the kind of classic crap that we
feared might happen,” he says of the plan laid out on Haldeman’s tapes. “Somebody like Agnew
going to somebody like Haldeman to go to somebody like Glenn Beall. I mean, that’s what our
president calls ‘the swamp.’ I mean, that’s the swamp in operation!” He adds that he and his
colleagues had “no idea” any of this was going on.



When Ron Liebman sees the transcript of Nixon talking about “destroying” a witness in
their case, he shakes his head. “Well, can we destroy him?” he repeats. “Forty-five years later,
and my blood still boils when I read stuff like that.

“This is the Nixon White House. This is what they did across the board.” What’s on these
tapes, the former federal prosecutor says, is “clearly obstruction of justice, or attempt to obstruct
justice. Clearly.” When asked if an obstruction of justice charge would have been on his mind
had he known about these recordings at the time, he responds, “You bet, you bet.”

Tim Baker is referenced directly in one of the conversations, as one of the “fanatical
prosecutors” digging in places the Nixon White House did not want them to go. When he reads
this, Baker laughs out loud. “Two fanatical prosecutors!” he exclaims. “That’s funny. Well, we
were—I mean, fanatical>—boy, once we thought he was guilty, then we were really focused. We
were gonna do this. We were gonna get this guy out of there and more.”

And that moment on the White House tapes when Nixon and Agnew also talked about
getting the lead prosecutor, Barney Skolnik, fired from the case? Skolnik himself never knew
about that, either. When he reads Agnew’s line “Get this thing over with and get this guy
Skolnik, who’s a Muskie volunteer, the hell out of this office,” he erupts in surprise. “Oh, there’s
my name! Wow! Agnew said my name! Oh, joy.” He stares at the words, going over them again
and laughing under his breath. “Makes my whole life worthwhile.” He repeats, “Get him the hell
out of this office.”

“This doesn’t just make my day,” he says, laughing, “this makes my decade.”

Skolnik, not for nothing, also agrees with Liebman’s legal assessment when it comes to the
issue of obstruction. “This is essentially somebody under investigation going to an authority—in
this case, happens to be the president—to say not just ‘stop the investigation’ but get a
prosecutor fired for no apparent reason other than he’s running the investigation. That’s
obviously illegal and obstruction of justice. And to have political pressure put on the lead
prosecutor—George—to stop the investigation, again for no discernible reason.” This wasn’t
“‘Stop the investigation because statute of limitations is run’ or, fill in the blank, some
legitimate reason,” Skolnik says. This was “ ‘Stop it because I want it stopped. Because I am
exposed to possible criminal prosecution.” Obviously that’s obstruction of justice. I mean, all of
these conversations are, if not literally illegal, they are certainly suggesting that illegal things be
done.”

All three prosecutors, reading through the conversations for the first time, reveal that their
emotions about this case are still very much on the surface. “It makes your skin crawl, doesn’t
it?” says Liebman. “It really makes your skin crawl. Even forty-five years later, with all the stuff
that we have come across in terms of public corruption, it still makes your skin crawl.”

There is a reason these three men never knew about any of these conversations. And it’s
because of a kind of heroism from their boss, George Beall.

The obstruction effort launched by Spiro Agnew and carried out by the whole machinery of
the White House and Republican Party...that plan was executed as intended. It got to Senator
Glenn Beall. Repeatedly. And Beall did, in fact, reach out to his little brother about it, repeatedly.
George Beall wrote in his files that his brother “relate[d] to me...expression[s] of concern” he
was getting from power brokers in Washington. The pressure to shut down the investigation
reached its target.

But George Beall took the heat, all of it, and refused to stop.

He memorialized the attempt to influence him for the record, for history, but we now know
that he never passed a word of it on to his team of public servants that was working around the
clock to build the case. “George never once said anything like ‘Hey, you know, my brother



called and he says, this is really causing a problem, are we really sure about this?’” Liebman
says. “Nothing like that ever, ever happened.” If it had, Liebman continues, “there would have
been the mutiny of mutinies on the part of Tim, Barney, and me. But it wouldn’t have happened,
because there’s no way that our boss, George Beall, would come near that. One hundred
percent.”

“There wasn’t any moment in which George hesitated at all about this,” Baker concurs.

“Whatever they wanted George to do,” Skolnik adds with amazement, “he didn’t do!”

George Beall was all of thirty-five years old at the time. He was a Republican on the rise,
with an entire career ahead of him. But he refused to bow to pressure coming right at him from
this Republican White House, through his direct family. The efforts of Agnew, Nixon,
Haldeman, Haig, George Bush, and others—they failed because Beall had an investigation to
pursue, and he had independent public servants to protect and stand up for, and he never once
blinked.



CHAPTER 9

Back in the summer of 1971, when Nixon was first starting to gear up for his reelection
effort, he made a curious—and, in retrospect, telling—decision concerning the tasks and
whereabouts of his vice president, Spiro Agnew. That July, the Nixon White House dispatched
Vice President Agnew on a monthlong, eleven-nation diplomatic mission through Asia, Europe,



the Middle East, and Africa. Agnew was to act as the administration’s roving “goodwill
ambassador,” promoting American interests across the globe. The Vice Presidential World Tour
would be good for Agnew, who still lacked for gravitas in international affairs, and thereby good
for the Nixon administration and their prospects for reelection.

But this ambitious little vice presidential trip turned out to be a bumpy ride from start to
finish. A raging monsoon washed out Agnew’s scheduled visit with U.S. troops at the Korean
DMZ. Morocco turned into a hastily abbreviated visit for “security reasons.” That country’s
sovereign was still a bit shaky from a coup attempt a few weeks earlier. The Kuwait leg was
marred by local newspaper articles suggesting the visit was intended only to aid Agnew and
Nixon’s reelection the following year and had little to do with helping Kuwait.

As bad as the press was on the ground in those foreign capitals, the coverage back home
was even worse. “After viewing the adventure from every angle,” one editorial snarked, “it is
difficult to conceive that the trip is anything more than an attempt to pump up Mr. Agnew’s
image by making him look like a world statesman.”

Richard Nixon was relatively calm about the whole thing. This was statesmanship with
training wheels after all; he wasn’t asking his vice president to make peace in Vietnam or open
relations with China. But there was one aspect of Spiro Agnew’s trip that really stuck in Richard
Nixon’s craw.

The golfing.

Spiro Agnew managed to turn his “goodwill world tour” into a taxpayer-funded taste test of
the world’s finest fairways—and all with the news cameras rolling. While Richard Nixon
watched, in horror, back home.

There was Agnew’s golf outing with the new president of South Korea. And another with
Kenya’s foreign minister. On arrival in Nairobi, reporters noted, Agnew “promptly took to the
fairways for a round of golf.” During his swing through Spain, the vice president made time for
yet another round “less than an hour after his arrival.” And even though he had limited time in
Morocco—on the heels of the bloody attempted coup—he managed to squeeze in a round there,
too. It was his seventh straight day slaloming from tee box to fairway to green to tee box,
making Morocco, as the AP reported, “the fifth country of the ten he has visited so far in which
Agnew has played golf.” In Portugal, the eleventh and final country on his tour, Agnew dusted
off the clubs again for a quick round with his new friend from back home in America, Frank
Sinatra.

Nixon watched this play out on television, radio, and the newspapers, with a growing sense
of rage. The golfing was “utter stupidity,” he told Haldeman, and then picked up the phone and
continued his venting at the secretary of state.

SECRETARY OF STATE Wil 1AM ROGERS: Evens day:

e k.fé’é??reﬁlfﬁoi"ﬂ.f?ﬁﬁv E);G]\;ﬂl;r\go}\:i'n»‘\fhdt I mean, every guy’s got to judge his own, but he’s brought a lot of this on himself....Jesus, a week, a weekend here. And the thing is, Bob [Haldeman] was just saying that
NIXON: Every e, everytime now he goes ut o playgo, theregoing f nvice it
ROGERS: That’s right.

NIXON: He could’ve played once or twice but, you know. You can always take it up, but I just don’t know. It’s just goddamn stupidity, particularly, Bill, when we were trying to help him by sending him on the trip.
That’s what irritates me.

Richard Nixon knew that Agnew was a crucial bridge to the conservative base of the
Republican Party that had never entirely warmed to him. Spiro did a hell of a job there. Nixon
gave him that. But even for an inveterate political animal like Nixon, this didn’t really make up
for this one overarching problem: Spiro Agnew was a terrible vice president.

And it wasn’t just the golfing. It was, well, everything. Nixon had worked his ass off, all his
life, and still it took him decades to climb to the top of the greasy pole of politics. And here was
Agnew. Next in line to the presidency. Having done next to nothing to earn it. Nixon knew the
responsibilities of the veep job; he’d served under Dwight Eisenhower for eight years. When he
was vice president, he told his aides repeatedly, he would never think of acting as Agnew did.



The laziness. The entitlement. The golfing. If he had behaved that way, he once said, “Ike would
have fired my ass.”

Nixon was flat-out annoyed by his vice president, on the most basic level, day after day
after day. The president cringed when Agnew spoke up in cabinet meetings. He sent aides to
communicate messages rather than take the risk of a one-on-one with his veep. He just didn’t
like being around his brash vice president all that much.

Nixon was never very good at hiding his feelings, so Agnew was not confused about his
standing in the White House. “I was never allowed to come close enough to participate with him
directly in any decision,” he later wrote. “Every time I went to see him and raised a subject for
discussion, he would begin a rambling, time-consuming monologue....He preferred keeping his
decision-making within a very small group. I was not of the inner circle.”

“Agnew was just there,” says his aide David Keene about the relationship. “Agnew was a
resource or somebody to be utilized when he could be, and ignored otherwise.”

Barely halfway through his first term, Nixon called the White House counsel, John Dean,
and presented him with a surprising question. Nixon’s daughter was “doing a little paper” for
school, the president said to the young attorney, and was wondering how exactly a U.S. president
might go about nominating a new vice president if the sitting one was, uh, incapacitated or
resigned. Just to pass it along, see. To his daughter. Nixon’s question to Dean was suggestive of
two circumstances that would help change the trajectory of American history in the very near
term. Number one, Richard Nixon obviously lacked the ability to construct a convincing, or even
plausible, cover story; and number two, he was already actively scheming for ways to dump
Agnew from the vice presidency.

“[Nixon] enumerated some of [Agnew’s] problems,” Haldeman recorded into his audio
diary after a strategy session with the president. “He’s dogmatic, his hidebound prejudices, he’s
totally inflexible and that he sees things in minuscule terms. We then talked about what to do to
get him out.”

Nixon and his closest aides brainstormed ways to entice Agnew to quit. Money was
probably the best bet. He was getting fond of “the fast crowd and the golf course and the pretty
houses,” Haldeman said. Maybe they could set him up in a high-paying corporate job. Maybe he
could go run a TV network instead. “That would be great if we could get somebody to buy CBS
and have Agnew run it,” Nixon told Haldeman. So desperate was Nixon to be rid of Agnew that
he even considered appointing him to the Supreme Court, just to move him out of the West Wing
(technically speaking, Agnew was a lawyer—ha!). But even Nixon knew that was a nonstarter.
“It would raise holy hell in the country and the Court,” he conceded.

Nixon ultimately decided the best play was to marginalize his vice president, rather than
force him out. That silent treatment protected Agnew in one important way: he was one of the
few people in the upper echelons of the White House who could say, honestly, that he had
absolutely no knowledge of Watergate. He was never close enough to the inner circle to be privy
to the details of the operation, he always said, and nobody had reason to believe otherwise.

In fact, and in a Watergate-centric political universe, Agnew might easily have survived
Watergate and become our nation’s president after Nixon’s demise. But it didn’t work out that
way. And, to give partial and grudging credit where partial and grudging credit is due, we ought
to thank Richard Nixon for that.

Nixon wasn’t much for relaxing, but in the last week of August 1973 he was at least trying.
The president had the perfect place for the attempt—his own sprawling beachfront property in
San Clemente, California. Styled the Western White House, the enclave was the finest home
Richard Nixon had owned in his life. He had purchased it shortly after his inauguration in 1969



and seen it enormously upgraded in the four years since. There was a formidable new privacy
wall ringing the entire compound; a bulletproof-glass screen between the swimming pool and the
public beach; a bulletproof window in his redecorated home office, complete with expensive
throw pillows; a private three-hole golf course; a lush new addition of poppies, columbine,
primroses, geraniums, and roses on the grounds; a new gas furnace; a heater for the pool; a
concrete path so the president could motor between the residence and his office in his golf cart;
an updated projection room where the president could screen any film he wanted for friends and
family (Lawrence of Arabia, Please Don'’t Eat the Daisies, and Ivanhoe were on tap that week);
and a $621 ice maker, “to ensure the president was not using poisoned ice,” the Secret Service
explained. The chief of the White House mess reasoned the ice maker useful for reasons not
altogether touching on national security. “The President does not like ice cubes with holes in
them,” he explained.

Richard Nixon did manage to get in some golf of his own and some beach time that week,
but it was anything but relaxing. His presidency was coming apart at the seams, in a manner
unimaginable just six months earlier. The Nixon-Agnew ticket had won a landslide reelection in
1972, with 61 percent of the popular vote and a stunning 520 of a possible 537 electoral votes.
Not even Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s massive victory in 1936 could match that. Nixon enjoyed
approval ratings just north of 70 percent in the early weeks of his second term and, according to
the assessment of The New York Times, “presided over what many believed to be the most
powerful Presidency the nation had [ever] seen. He was exercising his war powers without
advice from Congress or, in some instances, his own military and civilian aides. He was moving
against Congress through control of the Treasury, deciding the amount and purpose of funds to
be spent. He was moving to shape the Supreme Court after his own ideology by going to greater
pains than other Presidents in appointing ‘strict constructionist’ members. He was seeking to
control the Federal bureaucracy by concentrating more power in the White House and by
moving only trusted advisers to key positions in the departments.”

But by midsummer 1973, the ongoing, nationally televised Watergate investigation was
eroding Nixon’s once overwhelming strength. The polls said about two-thirds of the American
citizenry now believed the president was involved in the Watergate cover-up.

Nixon tried hard to wriggle free from the growing opprobrium in a fifty-minute nationally
televised press conference on his second morning in San Clemente. “Watergate is an episode that
I deeply deplore,” he said. “But that’s water under the bridge. Let’s go on now. The point that I
make now is, that we are proceeding as best we know how to get all those guilty brought to
justice. But now we must move on from Watergate to the business of the people.”

It was clear that wasn’t going to happen. The water under the bridge was rising, and
perilously so. On the same day as the press conference, Nixon’s defense counsel was in federal
court battling Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox over Cox’s insistence that Nixon release any
White House tapes that might contain evidence pertinent to the criminal investigation. Nixon’s
attorney was arguing against, on the basis of executive privilege and national security. “Getting
to the truth of Watergate is a goal of great worth,” Nixon’s lawyer told the judge in the hearing.
“But there may well be times when there are other national interests that are more important than
the fullest administration of criminal justice.”

Special Prosecutor Cox respectfully disagreed: “There is not merely accusation but there is
strong reason to believe that the integrity of the executive office has been corrupted—although
the extent of the rot is not yet clear.”

Ouch.



Following on the heels of that, over the course of a week, a series of damaging news stories
seriously impinged on Nixon’s attempts at relaxation. The comic stylings of Please Don’t Eat the
Daisies notwithstanding, Nixon ended up having a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad week.

First up were reports that added detail to an old story that the Nixon administration had
wiretapped more than a dozen of its own government officials and four reporters—including
Agnew’s old speechwriter turned columnist William Safire—during the Paris peace talks. The
authorizing signature on the seventeen wiretaps belonged to Nixon’s former attorney general
(and 1972 campaign chairman), John Mitchell. The wiretapping was a useful tool for plugging
leaks, the Nixon team explained, and wiretapping was still more or less legal if properly
authorized. But that just made it all the more fishy that Mitchell had denied any knowledge of
the effort.

Mitchell was in the news again the next day, after his wife dished to a reporter on an
entirely separate issue. John Mitchell had recently assured the Senate Watergate Committee that
Nixon had no knowledge of the burglary or the cover-up. But after Nixon repeated that fiction at
his San Clemente press conference, Mrs. Mitchell cried foul. She called the Western White
House switchboard, but they wouldn’t put her through to the president. So she called up the
newswoman Helen Thomas and told her point-blank that Mr. Mitchell was protecting the
president because he expected Nixon to pardon him. And that Nixon had lied to the press corps
and the entire country. “Nixon was aware of the whole goddamned thing,” said Mrs. Mitchell.

The next day, and maybe to change the subject, the White House released a statement from
the Coopers & Lybrand accounting firm laying out the details of how two of Nixon’s personal
friends had helped him secure the necessary money to purchase both the San Clemente
compound and another one in Biscayne Bay, Florida (the Southern White House). These
purchases seemed beyond Nixon’s personal financial capability, and reporters—and maybe even
Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox—had been nosing around the transactions. The audit released
by the White House was supposed to explain everything. The report did not satisfy the curious
press or congressional investigators. And it did not put the matter “to rest once and for all,” as
the White House press office had said it hoped. Among other oddities noted by reporters: three
former members of the firm conducting the audit had been unconditionally pardoned after being
convicted of distributing false financial statements and mail fraud—pardoned by Richard Nixon.
That was awkward.

Nixon, flustered and angry, was sure it was Archibald Cox and his team who leaked the
information about the pardons to the press. “A viper sleeping in bed with us,” Nixon would call
Cox.

The capper of the week came on the morning of August 29, when Nixon got word that he
had been bested in federal court, by none other than that viper, Archie Cox. Judge John Sirica
sided with the special prosecutor’s office that day and ruled that Nixon was obligated to turn
over nine White House tapes to the court. Sirica dismissed Nixon’s argument that the
Constitution gave the office of the presidency total immunity from any criminal proceedings,
and that it was the president’s prerogative alone to exercise executive privilege and decide what
material should be withheld. The judge disagreed. Sirica said that he needed to listen to the tapes
and then decide for himself what material was privileged and what material could be turned over
to the grand jury.

“In all candor,” Sirica said in his ruling, “the court fails to perceive any reason for
suspending the power of courts to get evidence and rule on questions of privilege in criminal
matters simply because it is the President of the United States who holds the evidence.”



Nixon knew what was on those tapes, and he wasn’t going to permit his own appointed
special prosecutor and a lowly district judge to pry them from his hands. The president “will not
comply with the order,” the White House announced, and said the president’s attorneys intended
to appeal the ruling all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. Nixon knew how much was at stake.
If he lost, if the Supreme Court found that a sitting president could be forced to comply with a
criminal subpoena, he was in big, big, big trouble. He might not make it through his full second
term.

So that is the relaxing and refreshing week Nixon had just had when Spiro Agnew called
him and demanded a meeting, face-to-face, to talk about his own dire predicament. Oh, great.
Bring it on.

Spiro Agnew was feeling the walls closing in, too. Those damn federal prosecutors in
Baltimore had persuaded the grand jury to indict County Executive Dale Anderson on thirty-nine
counts, including bribery, extortion, and conspiracy. A few of Agnew’s own co-conspirators,
including Jerry Wolff and Lester Matz, were even name checked in Anderson’s indictment. And
there were news reports that Agnew’s own bag man, Bud Hammerman, was negotiating his own
plea deal with the Baltimore prosecutors. Just imagine what he could have to say about the vice
president.

Agnew’s demand for a meeting with Nixon was, at least in part, an effort to force a show of
solidarity. “I don’t even contemplate the idea that the Vice President is considering resigning,”
an Agnew confidant told reporters, when the meeting with Nixon was set. “He intends to fight
for the office to which he has twice been elected.”

Just ten days earlier, President Nixon had made a public show of backing Spiro Agnew. “I
had confidence in the integrity of the vice president when I selected him as vice president when
very few knew him, as you may recall, back in 1968, knew him nationally,” he told reporters.
“My confidence in his integrity has not been shaken, and in fact it has been strengthened by his
courageous conduct.”

Nixon’s bar for integrity was pretty low, especially where his vice president was concerned.
“Ah, he said that, ah, that for years contractors, who did business with the state of Maryland, ah,
contributed to, ah, expenses that the governor, or the county official, or what have you, might
have,” Nixon later told the interviewer David Frost. “I think that he felt that he was just part of a
system that had been going on for years, ah, and, that it was accepted in the state that people who
did business with the state would help the governor out with expenses that he couldn’t take care
out of his own salary....

