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Watergate: Eighteen and a Half Minutes of
Silence

STR-SECRET-035/ REV A/ 2026.09.08

Secret presidential recordings helped expose the Watergate cover-up, but one conversation
contained an unexplained erasure. The missing interval remains a narrower mystery inside a
scandal established by a substantial surviving record.
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THE ACCOUNT

A recording system installed to preserve a presidency became part of the evidence against it. During the
Watergate investigation, Nixon's secret tapes emerged as witnesses that could speak without relying on
anyone's later recollection. Then investigators encountered an eighteen-and-a-half-minute gap in a June 20,
1972 conversation with H. R. Haldeman. In a scandal turning on what people knew and said, a stretch of
erased sound became an unforgettable presence.

FOLLOWING THE TRAIL

The Nixon Presidential Library documents the recording system, the struggle for access and the gap. National
Archives materials preserve expert work and later attempts to investigate what was lost. The broader
Watergate cover-up is supported by surviving recordings and other evidence. The erased interval should not
be filled with invented dialogue or treated as though a particular reconstruction of its contents had been
recovered.
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WHY IT STAYS WITH US

Silence rarely has such an exact duration. The gap invites a listener to count the missing minutes and imagine
a conversation, but imagination cannot restore the recording. Its force comes from the contrast between a
vast archive of preserved speech and one bounded absence: evidence can reveal a great deal while still
leaving a precise space that refuses to speak.

WHERE THIS TELLING COMES FROM

White House Tapes

Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum

https://www.nixonlibrary.gov/white-house-tapes

Records on Presidential Tapes

National Archives

https://www.archives.gov/research/investigations/watergate/presidential-tape-recordings.html

RETURN TO THE STORY

Watergate: Eighteen and a Half Minutes of Silence

Visit the record for its illustrations and further reading.
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