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One of the things I do around here is choose columns for this newspaper's op-ed pages. That means that in the past week and a half, I've read 10 times as many columns about Richard Nixon as you have.

So bear with me; I've been forced to think about this in spite of myself. Richard Nixon left his imprint upon the political consciousness of every one of us. I wonder whether we'll ever shake it.

Nixon figures prominently in my earliest memories of political awareness:

January 1961, Woodbury, N.J.: I am 7 years old and already politically disillusioned. In fact, I'm sitting behind a chair so it blocks my view of the television in the living room of our apartment. My father, a career naval officer, is at work across the river at the Philadelphia naval yard. My mother is watching the Presidential inauguration while she does housework.

I won't watch because I'm sulking; I had wanted Nixon to win. Somehow during one of the debates, I had gotten the impression that John Kennedy was more likely to act tough toward the Soviets. That meant my Dad might go off to war. (My hunch later proved correct. In 1968, during the Tet Offensive, my mother, brother and I were staying with grandparents in Bennettsville while Dad directed river patrol boats in the Mekong Delta.)

My mother was unimpressed by my theatrics. She had voted for Nixon, but she saw that I needed to learn something about acceptance. "Get over it," she advised.

November 1972, Memphis, Tenn.: I'm standing in a voting booth for the first time, and I have no idea what to do. Even though I'd never heard of Woodward and Bernstein, I've got another one of those unschooled hunches. This time, I suspect that the White House is up to its eyeballs in that break-in at the Democratic headquarters. I'm thinking about what George McGovern said, about how when you get into that booth, your conscience won't let you vote for Nixon.

But how can I vote for McGovern? The guy's a joke. The best thing about the ticket was Tom Eagleton, and McGovern dumped him.

I've got nothing against Nixon's policies. I like detente. I like Peace With Honor. I even like price controls. But I don't like his attitude. I don't like that smug Silent Majority business, or the way he wraps his public appearances in rah-rah red, white and blue, as though he personally designed the flag for his own use. I don't like many of the people around him, starting with Spiro Agnew. And there's something about that Watergate thing that sounds just like the President's men, something about grabbing for every advantage, about being unsatisfied with the landslide that at this very moment I feel rumbling beneath my feet.

The poll worker is wondering if maybe I've died in here. I pull the lever for McGovern, because I know he can't win.

August 1974, still in Memphis: It's late one night a few days before I'm to be married. I'm showing my fiance and some of her girlfriends what I did at work that night: It's a full page proof of the next day's edition of The Commercial Appeal, with nothing on it but the nameplate and the lead headline. I'm feeling the picayune pride of having been a bit player in something big.

As a mere copy boy, I didn't write the headline, but ran up and down the stairs between the newsroom and composing room until editors were satisfied that they had it the way they wanted it. They finally gave up debating point size and just wrote the words they wanted and told me to get them blown up to the full width of the page. I like the way it turned out. The words are very big. They say NIXON RESIGNS.

So why do these memories matter? Because they're more than memories, and they affect a lot more people than me, particularly that last one. Watergate set the tone for our public life -- from that moment, when Nixon quit protesting his innocence, to this day, when we can't seem to wholly believe any politician is acting in good faith.

The devastating effect that Watergate has had on Americans' faith in government and politics is complex and multifaceted, and Nixon is far from the only one to blame. Many of us have helped roll the snowball down the hill.

By the time I held that page proof in my hand, I had heard of Woodward and Bernstein and their frustrating struggle to uncover the truth that Nixon had moved mountains to hide. That episode was to set a tone for the career that I was just embarking upon. From then on, the cynical reporter's axiom, "When your mother says she loves you, check it out," was to have a corollary: "When a public figure says he's honest, ask another question."

Increasingly, potential leaders opted not to run that gauntlet. My first experience in a voting booth was to be repeated many times, as I pondered which of two unsavory choices to vote against. Largely because of Watergate, I've only had the opportunity a handful of times to vote for someone I really believed in (a couple were Democrats; a couple, Republicans). I know my experience is common.

Watching Nixon's funeral last week, the 7-year-old of memory still felt hurt and betrayed, and the cynical 19-year-old wondered that Bill Clinton -- a fellow boomer who must have had more negative feelings toward Nixon than I ever did -- could say all those nice things with a straight face. But the middle-aged man I've become heard everyone say the right, healing things -- for the Nixon family and the nation.

I don't resent Richard Nixon any more; I haven't for a long time. I just want to see us all get over the legacy of his last days in office.

This year, my oldest child will be old enough to vote. My fondest hope for her as a citizen is that, as the nation heals, she'll have better choices than I've had.
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