President Richard Nixon’s Checker Speech

Report by Brandon Smith

Eager to avoid even the hind of impropriety around the campaign of the enormously popular Eisenhower, Republican party leaders sought Nixon’s withdrawal. It appears that Eisenhower himself favored this course, but Nixon resisted several thinly veiled hints of the presidential nominee’s desire to see him go.


It was finally agreed that Nixon would take his case the the American people through a nationally televised address, with public opinion to decide his fate. An extremely favorable response to his speech would allow Nixon to remain as the candidate. Four days after the initial news story had appeared, a nervous and anxious Nixon faced the cameras to discuss the origins of the fund and to explain its purpose. He recited his entire financial history as evidence that he had not personally profited from the fund. He assured the audience that he knew, as they did, that what he had accumulated “isn’t very much, but Pat and I have the satisfaction of knowing that every dime we have is honestly ours. I should say this,” continued Nixon, “that Pat doesn’t have a mink coat, but she does have a respectable Republican cloth coat.”


There was something else he thought he should tell the people about: a gift. A man in Texas had heard Pat say over the radio that the two Nixon girls would like a puppy, and just after the nomination he had sent them a little black-and-white cocker spaniel. “And our little girl – Tricia, the six-year-old – named it Checkers. And you know, the kids, like all kids, loved the dog, and I just want to say this, right now, that regardless of what they say about it, we are going to keep him.”


The Checkers speech, as it became known, was one of Nixon’s most effective political moves. The fund disturbed many people because it suggested the questionable ethics of having a public career financed by wealthy men who might seek favors; the fund’s alleged secrecy only served to support that sinister interpretation. It gave the appearance that Nixon represented a few powerful and wealthy contributors and that he could be bought. With the Checkers speech Nixon laid open his personal finances to the public scrutiny and transformed the issue from the propriety of such funds to whether he had personally profited from its existence. He also challenged the Democratic candidates, Adlai Stevenson and John Sparkman, to make similar financial disclosures.
The speech, with its homey touches about cloth coats and family pet, convinced the viewers that the fund was for proper political expenses, not personal gan, and that the Nixons were honest people of modest means. Over 300,000 responded to the speech by telephone and telegraph, nearly all in Nixon’s favor. Eisenhower told Nixon, “You’re my boy.” The crisis had passed. The Checkers speech saved Nixon’s political career.

