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The President and John Dean

in the Oval Office (1973)

No sooner was the lune 1972 break-in at the Democratic Party headquarters in the

Watergate ffice complex in Wash:ington, D.C., reported in the news media than the

Nimn White House began concerted efforts to cover up the incident. The president,

for example, ordered the CIA to stop an FBI investigation of the Watergate burglary.

He also told aides to keep mum in appearances before the grand jury investigating
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the incident: "I don't give a shit what happens. I want you to stonewall it." When the

Supreme Court forced Nixon to hand over setet tape recordings he had made of
meetings in the Oval Ofice, it became evident that Nixon and his White House aides

had used illegal methods to undermine the president's political "enemies." The mush-

rooming scandal eventually led to Nixon's resignation on August 9, 1974, the only

resignation of a U.S. president. The publication of transcripx of the secret tape

recordings of conversations in the Oual Office revealed Nixon's role in the cover-up.

On February 28, 1973, Nixon met with lohn Dean, the White House legal counsel.

Nixon's profanity-laced conversation focused on ways to protect himself during up-

coming Senate hearings dealing with the Watergate episode.

From "Tlanscript of a recording of a meeting be8veen the President and John Dean in the

Oval Office, on February 28, 1973, from 9:12 to 10l.23 e.r'l." nixonlibrary.gov.

February 28, 1973
(9:12 to 10:23 A.M.)

DEAN: [Gordon] Liddy and lJames] McCord, who
sat through the [break-in] trial, will both be on
appeal and there is no telling how long that will
last. It is one of these things we will just have to
watch.

PRESIDENT NIXON: My view though is to say

nothing about them on the ground that the mat-
ter is still in the courts and on appeal. Second

my view is to say nothing about the [Senate]
hearings at this point, except that I trust they
will be conducted the proper way and I will not
comment on the hearings while they are in
process. Of course if they break through-if
they get muckraking-it is best not to cultivate
that thing here in the White House. If it is done

at the White House again they are going to drop
the [adjective deleted] thing. Now there, of
course, you say but you leave it all to them. We'll
see as time goes on. Mayb. we will have to
change our policy. But the President should not
become involved in any part of this case. Do you
agree with that?

DEAN: I agree totally, sir. Absolutely. That doesn't

mean that quietly we are not going to be work-
ing around the office. You can rest assured that
we are not going to be sitting quietly.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I don't know what we can

do. The people who are most disturbed by this

[unintelligible] are the [adjective deleted] Re-

publicans. A lot of these Congressmen, financial
contributors, et cetera, are highly moral. The
Democrats are just sort of sayrng, "[Expletive

deleted] fun and gamesl". . .

DEAN: The one thing I think they are going to go

after with a vengeance-and I plan to spend a

great deal of time with next week, as a matter of
fact a couple of days getting this all in order-is
Herb Kalmbach.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yes.

DEAN: Herb-they have subpoenaed his records,

and he has records that run all over hell's acres

onthings....
PRISIDENT NIXON: \Mhat is holding up his

records?

DEAN: They already have gotten to the banks that
had them, and what I think we will do is that
there will be a logical, natural explanation for
every single transaction. It is just a lot of minu-
tia we've got to go through but he's coming in
next week, and i told him we would sit down
and he is preparing everything. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: They can't get his records

with regard to his private transactions?

DEAN: No, none of the private transactions. Ab-

solutely, that is privileged material. Anlthing to

do with San Clemente [Nixons California home]
and the like. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Did they ask for them?
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DEAN: No. No indication.
PRESIDENT NIXON: Kalmbach is a decent fellow.

He will make a good witness.

DEAN: I think he will.
PRESIDENT NIXON: He is smart.

DEAN: He has been tough thus far. He can take it'
His skin is thicknow. Sure it botheredhimwhen all

this press was being played up. LATimesweterun-
ning stories on him all the time and the like. Local

stations have been making him more of a person-

ality and his partners have been nipping at him, but

Herb is tough now. He is ready and he is going to

go through. He is hunkered down and he is ready

to handle it, so I am not worried bout Herb at all.

PRESIDENT NIXoN: Oh well, it will be hard for

him. I suppose the big thing is the financing

transaction that they will go after him for. How
does the money get to the Bank of Mexico, etc.

DEAN: Oh, well, all that can be explained.

PRESIDENT NIXON: It can?

DEAN: Yes, indeed! Yes, sir! They are going to be

disappointed with a lot of the answers they get.

When they actually get the facts-because the

[New York] Times and the [Washington] Pos,

had such innuendo-when they get the facts,

they are going to be disaPPointed.

PRESIDENT NIXON: The one point you ought

to get to [Republican Senator Howard] Baker.

I tried to get it through his thick skull. His skull

is not thick, but tell [Attorney General Richard]

Kleindienst in talking to Baker-and Herb

should emphasize that the way to have a success-

ful hearing and a fair one is to run it like a court:

no hearsay, no innuendo! Now you know-
DEAN: That's a hell of a good point. ' . .
PRESIDENT NIXON: [Expletive deleted] Of course,

I am not dumb and I will never forget when

I heard about this [adjective deleted] forced entry

and bugging. I thought, what in hell is this? What

is the matter with these people? Are they crazy?

I thought they were nuts. A prank! But it wasnt! It
wasrit very funny. I think that our Democratic

friends know that, too. They know what the hell it
was. They don't think we'd be involved in such.

DEAN: I think they do too.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Muyb. they don't. They

don't think I would be involved in such stuff.

They think I have people capable of it. And they

are correct, in that [White House aide Charles]

Colson would do anything. Well, OK-Have a

little fun. And now I will not talk to you again

until you have something to report to me.

DEAN: All right, sir.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But I think it is very im-
portant that you have these talks with our good

friend Kleindienst.
DEAN: That will be done.

PRXSIDENT NIXON: Tell him we have to get these

things worked out. We have to work together on

this thing. I would build him up. He is the man

who can make the difference. Also point out to
him what we have. [Expletive deleted] Colson's got

fcharacterizatton deleted], but I really, really'-this
stuff here-let's forget this. But let's remember this

was not done by the White House. This [Watergate

break-in] was done by the Committee to Re-Elect,

and [former attorney general ]ohn] Mitchell was

the Chairman, correct?

DEAN: That's correct!

PRESIDENT NIXON: And Kleindienst owes

Mitchell everything. Mitchell wanted him for

Attorney General. Wanted him for Deputy, and

here he is. Now, [expletive deleted]. Baker's got

to rcalize this, and that if he allows this thing to

get out of hand he is going to potentially ruin

iohn Mitchell. He won't. Mitchell won't allow

himself to be ruined. He will put on his big stone

face. But I hope he does and he will. There is no

question what they arc after What the commit-
tee is after is somebody at the White House. . . .

RrvrEw QUESTIoNS

1. What appears to be President Nixon's foremost

concern about the upcoming Senate hearings

related to the Watergate burglarY?

Is it appropriate for a U.S. president to exert in-

fluence on the U.S. attorney general to influence

a criminal investigation?

2.


