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Expletives Deleted 
Well, I screwed it up real good, didn’t I?
Richard Nixon, bidding goodbye to his staff

A FTER NARROWLY DEFEATING 
Richard Nixon in the 1960 U.S. presidential 
election, John F. Kennedy famously 
remarked, “If I’ve done nothing else for this 
country, I’ve saved them from Dick Nixon.”
   Unfortunately, he spoke a bit prematurely.   
   In 1968, Nixon returned to national 
politics, defeating Democrat Humbert 
Humphrey and independent George Wallace 
to become the nation’s 37th president. 
   Re-elected in 1972 after one of the largest 
electoral vote landslides in American 
history, Nixon’s presidency would last for 
six long years, ending only with his 
resignation in 1974, facing almost certain 
impeachment and removal from office in 
the wake of the Watergate scandal.   

                                 Nixon Halloween mask on display, 1975

   During his campaign, Nixon had hinted 
about having a bold, new plan to end the 
Vietnam War. Once elected, however, 
‘Tricky Dick’ validated his long-held nick-
name by withdrawing troops but initiating a 
greatly expanded bombing campaign, which 
produced massive civilian casualties. 
   Taped conversations later revealed Nixon 
chiding national security advisor Henry 
Kissinger for being worried about the effect 
of the bombing on his public image: “You're 
so goddamned concerned about the civilians 
and I don’t give a damn…I don’t care…
I’d rather use the nuclear bomb … Does that 
bother you? I just want you to think big.”
   Kissinger was hardly a bleeding heart 
himself: After enemy troops fled to 
neighboring Cambodia, he launched a secret 
bombing campaign, killing over 150,000 
people and destroying the country’s crops. 



The resulting famine brought to power the 
formerly marginal dictator Pol Pot, who 
killed and starved another 1,700,000 people. 
  In fact, rather than ending the war, Nixon 
prolonged it by at least 7 years, sabotaging 
the 1968 Peace Talks in order to ensure his 
election. (20,000 Americans were killed in 
the intervening years, and former president 
Johnson denounced Nixon’s act as treason.) 
  Nixon’s coverup of his involvement in the 
Watergate break-in at the Democratic Party 
headquarters in 1972 elevated a relatively 
minor, politically-motivated crime into a 
national scandal. The revelation that Nixon 
kept a secret voice recording system in the 
Oval Office ultimately sank his presidency, 
his own profanity laced statements under-
mining his repeated claims of innocence.
   Having praised President Eisenhower’s 
restoration of “dignity and decency and, 
frankly, good language” to the presidency 
during the 1960 televised debates, the 
release of hundreds of hours of White 
House tapes not only exposed Nixon’s 
astonishing bigotry and paranoia, but put 
the phrase ‘expletive deleted’ into common 
parlance. (During the impeachment debate, 
protesters gathered outside held signs that 
read “Impeach the Expletive deleted!”)
   To Nixon, Jews were “commies,” blacks 
were “niggers” who lived “like a bunch of 
dogs”, Mexicans were “liars”, and even the 
ancient Greeks and Romans were “fags.”  
   Of course, Nixon was not the first 
president to use profanity: In private, JFK 
swore like sailor—which both he and Nixon 
had in fact been—and ironically, Harry 
Truman called Nixon a “shifty-eyed god-
damn liar.” But Nixon holds the record for 
being the most openly profane U.S. president.      
   Vice President Gerald Ford assumed the 
presidency in 1974 when Nixon resigned.    

Known as ‘Mr. Nice Guy’ for his lack of 
political enemies, Ford created plenty of 
them when he granted Nixon a full pardon 
just one month after assuming office. (In 
pardoning Nixon, Ford declared “America’s 
long national nightmare” over, although 
apparently it wasn’t over until the man most 
responsible for it had escaped prosecution.) 
   Only months after his resignation, Nixon 
began planning his comeback, ignoring the 
considerable ill will against him in the 
country. His successful efforts in forging a 
‘detente’ with China and landmark nuclear 
arms control agreements with the Soviet 
Union—as well as diplomatic trips to the 
Middle East and elsewhere throughout the 
1980s—helped establish his rehabilitation 
as an enlightened ‘elder statesman’.
   Nixon died in 1994, proclaiming to the 
end his innocence and never expressing 
regret for the Watergate scandal, beyond 
failing to act more decisively in “dealing 
with” it. (Nixon never seemed to understand 
that it wasn’t the break-in itself that caused 
the scandal, but his attempt to cover it up.)
   Referencing Nixon’s concession speech in 
1962 after losing his re-election bid for 
Governor of California, one reporter noted 
that this time the nation really “wouldn’t 
have Nixon to kick around anymore.”
   Despite causing thousands of deaths by 
prolonging the Vietnam War—and bringing 
the country close to a nuclear confrontation 
with Russia by unilaterally backing Israel in 
the 1973 Yom Kipper War—Nixon viewed 
himself until the end as a man of peace. 
   The epitaph on his gravestone references 
his first inaugural address, in which Nixon 
remarked that “the greatest honor history 
can bestow is the title of peacemaker”—an
irony to which true men of peace can perhaps 
only respond: “Expletive deleted.” ◾   


