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A Daughter’s Reflection
on Father’s Day

RFRTHIENZ

Julie Nixon Eisenhower
RAREA - REERR




pril 18, 1994 was a picture-perfect Pennsyl-

vania day, the sun chasing clouds across the
sky as a warm breeze stirred the air—ideal weather
for watching my 12-year-old son’s baseball game.
After the game, | stopped to pick up a pizza for
the family. When I arrived home, the phone was
ringing. It was my parents’ longtime housekeeper,
Heide Retter, with sobering news. She had been in
the kitchen preparing dinner for my 81-year-old
father while he relaxed on the nearby deck, enjoy-
ing his special concoction of Perrier, lime juice,
and Sweet and Low, and soaking in the spring air.
Suddenly, she heard a glass shatter. When she
reached the porch, she discovered my father had
fallen to the ground, felled by a massive stroke.
This was the beginning of the last battle of my
father’s tumultuous® life.

On the two-hour drive to the hospital in New
York, my husband, David, and I talked about the
doctors’ bleak prognosis®. The stroke had left my
father speechless and paralyzed on the right side.
But [ still had a spark of hope. 1 knew what the
doctors did not, that my father was still fighting.
Heide had told me how he had dug his heels in
and resisted being lifted onto the paramedics’ @
stretcher, his mind perhaps still operating on the
deeply held belief that one got well faster when
cared for at home. [ knew, too, that through all
the ups and downs of his public career, which
spanned the upheavals of the 40-year Cold War,
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he had never given up.

Although I arrived at the hospital too late that
night for more than the briefest glimpse of my
father, in the morning I found him alert, even
bright-eyed, despite his slack body. He eagerly
clasped my hand with his good left hand. He
seemed so cognizant® that I asked him if he want-
ed a pen and pad so we could communicate. He
impatiently waved away the suggestion, then tightly
clasped my hand again, smiling with his eyes.
When the orderlies® arrived to take him for more
tests, he squeezed my hand one last time, let go,
and gave me a jaunty thumbs-up salute. He made
it possible for me to say good-bye with a smile.
Within an hour, he had slipped into a deep coma.
He passed away peacefully three days later.

I often think of my dad. He took up a lot of
space in the lives of his family and friends because
he was so full of ideas, plans, and actions. His
death left a huge void for those who knew him. Of
course, there are reminders of him everywhere—
on television, in books, and, most vividly, in the
comments of people | meet on the street or on an
airplane, even in a faraway foreign city. Surprising-
ly, many of these strangers are young people
who never saw Richard Nixon on the campaign
trail, never heard a Nixon speech or watched a
press conference. They know only the bare outline
of the battles of the Hiss case, Vietham, or Water-
gate, that chapter in my father’s life when, in his
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words, “I let down the American people, a burden
I will carry until the day I die.” But they do know
this: Richard Nixon was a man who never gave up,
and that is what they want to talk about.

dJust a few weeks ago, I went to a small
recording studio to do the voice-over® for a Nixon
Presidential Library video project. As I was putting
on my coat at the end of the session, the young
technician said suddenly, “You know, once a year
I get out a video of a speech by your dad and
run it.”

“Let me guess which one.”] said. “His farewell
to the White House staff the day he resigned the
presidency?”

In that speech, fighting to control his tears,
my father told his staff: “We think sometimes
when things happen that don’t go the right way ...
that all is ended ... not true. It is only a beginning,
always ... The greatness comes not when things go
always good for you, but the greatness comes, and
you are really tested, when you take some knocks,
some disappointments, when sadness comes, be-
cause only if you have been in the deepest valley
can you ever know how magnificent it is to be on
the highest mountain.”

“That’s it,” answered the technician who
would have been only five years old on August 9,
1974, “Your dad’s words help me get through the
hard times.”
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That never-give-up credo® guided my father as
he rebuilt his life after his resignation. He went on
to write nine books about his passion: the world
and America’s place in it. He seemed eager to
pare down his life to basics. He relished visits with
his four grandchildren; his daily, early-morning
one-mile walk around his quiet neighborhood; and
holidays—especially Halloween, when he often
appeared at the door to greet trick-or-treaters. In
1985, when he, like my mother, gave up the
round-the-clock Secret Service protection provided
by taxpayers for former presidents and first ladies,
my father continued to walk the streets of New
York and travel to Beijing, Moscow, London, and
other corners of the globe on the constant fact-
finding missions that gave his life purpose. Despite
being one of the world’s most recognized indivi-
duals, in all the miles he traveled and all the hands
he shook, he never had an incident or ugly remark.

He faltered® only at the very end when his
wife of 51 years died in June 1993. When my
mother breathed her last and lay at peace, my
father came into her bedroom, leaned down, and
kissed her on the forehead, whispering, “I'll see
you soon.” He seemed to know he did not have
much time and worked steadily to finish his final
book, Beyond Peace, about America’s vital role
after the fall of the Iron Curtain. But he was at
times adrift, his judgment shaky without his
anchor, Pat. Just as he dedicated his first book “To
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Pat”, his last, finished the week of his stroke, was
“For Patricia Ryan Nixon, Ambassador of Good-
will.”  Ten months to the day my mother passed
away at their townhouse in Woodcliff Lake, New
Jersey, my father’s last battle ended in a hospital
room in New York.

He left a legacy for his children, grandchildren,
and students of history everywhere: life is meant
to be lived in the arena. In the words of Teddy
Roosevelt®, whom he so often quoted, “It is not
the critic who counts; nor the man who points out
how the strong man stumbles ... The credit belongs
to the man who is actually in the arena, whose
face is marred by dust and sweat and blood ... who
at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring
greatly, so that his place shall never be with those
cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor
defeat.”

Millions of words have been written about
Richard Nixon, and millions more will be as his-
torians sort out the complex, controversial life of
the 37th president. But for me, his daughter, the
image that remains is the last one—that bold
thumbsup salute; and the words that endure
are New York Times columnist William Safire’s
farewell: “Defeat be not proud, for in Richard
Nixon you found your master.”



