
G. Gordon Liddy, who was accused 
of planning the Watergate break-
in, arrives at District Court in 
January 1973.

Subpoena for Nixon tapes.
President Nixon produced 
everything the subpoenas sought—
except the tapes.

Leon Jaworski with assistants Richard Ben 
Veniste and Jill Vollner.

Judge Sirica chatting with his 
law clerk, Todd Christenson.

Attorney General John Mitchell, Presidential Chief of Staff H.R. Haldeman, 
Chief Domestic Policy Advisor John Ehrlichman, White House Counsel 
Charles Colson, and others, before Judge Sirica.

c o u r t s  o f  t h e  d i s t r i c t  o f  c o l u m b i a  c i r c u i t

No Person
Above The Law

Because of their location and responsibilities, the Courts  

of the District of Columbia Circuit have a special role 

when those entrusted with faithful execution of federal 

laws are accused of breaking those laws.

The Watergate Burglary

At 2:00 a.m. on June 17, 1972, five men were arrested as they attempted 

to burglarize the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee in 

the Watergate complex. The case was heard before District Court Judge 

John Sirica. Five defendants pled guilty. Two, G. Gordon Liddy and James 

McCord, were convicted of conspiracy, burglary, and wiretapping after trial. 

Shortly before sentencing, McCord advised Judge Sirica that he was being 

subjected to political pressure to accept the blame and remain silent. 

Following those revelations, a Special Prosecutor, former Solicitor General 

Archibald Cox, was appointed to investigate; McCord began cooperating 

with the Special Prosecutor.

The Nixon Tapes

Senate hearings revealed that President Nixon had an extensive tape-

recording system throughout the White House. After the President 

refused to turn the tapes over voluntarily, Special Prosecutor Cox 

obtained a subpoena for them. The President agreed to turn over 

everything except the tapes, invoking executive privilege. Judge Sirica 

rejected the claim of privilege, and ordered the President to produce the 

tapes. The Court of Appeals affirmed. The President did not at that point 

seek Supreme Court review. Instead, he ordered that Cox be fired. When 

Attorney General Richardson and Deputy Attorney General Ruckelshaus 

refused, President Nixon fired them. The new Acting Attorney General, 

Robert Bork, then fired Cox.

A new Special Prosecutor, Leon Jaworski, was appointed and continued 

Cox’s pursuit of the Nixon tapes. The matter eventually reached the 

U.S. Supreme Court, which (like the Courts of the D.C. Circuit before it) 

rejected the claim of executive privilege. Jaworski began building a case 

against those suspected of covering up White House involvement in the 

break-ins. Attorney General John Mitchell, Presidential Chief of Staff H.R. 

Haldeman, Chief Domestic Policy Advisor John Ehrlichman, and several 

other White House officials were indicted and convicted for making 

false statements, obstructing justice, and conspiracy. President Nixon 

resigned on Friday, August 8, 1974, and was later pardoned by his successor, 

President Gerald Ford.

The Resignation of a President


