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FOREWORD


As reporters for the Washington Post, we began covering the Watergate story a few hours after five men were arrested at the Democratic National headquarters on June 17, 1972. Our work for the Post on that story lasted more than two years—until Richard M. Nixon resigned the presidency on August 9, 1974.

After the resignation, some of our most reliable sources said that the real story of those final days of the Nixon presidency had not been adequately told; to report that story and sort through the contradictions would require a concentrated effort of perhaps a year or more. Our editors at the Post agreed. We took a leave of absence from the paper and set up an office on the sixth floor of the Post building. Scott Armstrong, a former Senate Watergate Committee investigator, and Al Kamen, a free-lance writer-researcher, were hired to assist us.

We divided the project into twenty-two areas of inquiry:

President Nixon

the Nixon family

key White House aides

the White House lawyers

other senior members of the White House staff

the presidential speech-writing staff

the White House press office

former Nixon aides

the President’s personal staff

the medical staff

the congressional liaison staff

the anti-impeachment lobby

the office of Secretary of State Kissinger

the other Cabinet members

the office of Vice-President Ford

the unofficial transition team

the House and Senate leadership

the House Judiciary Committee

the Office of the Watergate Special Prosecutor

the Senate Watergate Committee

others who visited or talked with the President

the public record—newspaper stories, books, public statements, testimony and documents

From these areas of inquiry, we drew up a preliminary list of several hundred persons to be interviewed. We spent six months at the task. The Final Days is based on interviews with 394 people. Some persons spent dozens of hours with us and volunteered information freely; one person was interviewed seventeen times. Many supplied us with contemporaneous notes, memoranda, correspondence, logs, calendars and diaries. Others granted interviews simply to give their version of events or to respond to information we had obtained elsewhere. A few, including President Nixon, declined to be interviewed.

All interviews were conducted “on background”; that is, they were on the record—we could use the information—but only upon our assurance that the identity of the source would remain confidential. With this guarantee, those we talked to were willing to give us information we would never otherwise have been able to obtain.

In general, we tried to interview the principals described in The Final Days only after extensive details had already been gathered from members of their staffs. We made clear to each person that we would attempt to check every detail.

The notes from each interview were typed and each significant detail was indexed under the appropriate area of inquiry. The subject areas were further divided chronologically into each of the final 100 days of the Nixon Administration—the period we initially planned to describe in the narrative. In the course of interviewing we realized that to explain the last 100 days we would have to deal extensively with earlier periods, particularly the six months after April 30, 1973, when President Nixon’s chief aides resigned.

We have attempted to check every detail in the course of reconstructing events. In reporting meetings, for example, we were able in almost all instances to talk to one or more of the participants. If we obtained two versions, we resolved disagreements through re-interviewing. If this proved impossible, we left out any material we could not confirm. In a few instances, there were meetings between two participants where we were unable to obtain a direct account from either; in those cases, we interviewed people the participants talked to immediately afterward. Nothing in this book has been reconstructed without accounts from at least two people. We were fortunate: in those last days in the White House, the principals compared notes among themselves and with their assistants.

We did not accord equal weight to all sources. In the course of over three years of reporting on the Nixon Administration, we had learned to place extraordinary trust in the accuracy and candor of some sources. We had also talked regularly over the same period of time with a small number of people who consistently sought to give versions of events that were slanted, self-serving, or otherwise untrustworthy; we used information from them only when we were convinced by more reliable sources of its accuracy.

Bob Woodward

Carl Bernstein

December, 1975
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CHRONOLOGY

NOVEMBER 5, 1968—Richard Nixon elected President with 43.4 percent of the popular vote.

JANUARY 20, 1969—Nixon inaugurated as 37th President.

MAY 12, 1969—The first of 17 “national security” wiretaps on White House aides and newsmen is installed, following newspaper disclosure of the secret bombing of Cambodia.

JULY 23, 1970—The President approves the Huston plan for expansion of domestic intelligence-gathering activities. It is apparently rescinded five days later.

JUNE 13, 1971—The New York Times begins publishing the Pentagon Papers.

SEPTEMBER 3–4, 1971—White House aides E. Howard Hunt, Jr., and G. Gordon Liddy supervise burglary of the office of Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist.

JUNE 17, 1972—Five men are arrested in the Democrats’ headquarters at the Watergate.

JUNE 20, 1972—In a phone call, the President and his campaign manager, John N. Mitchell, discuss the arrests; according to the White House, this conversation was not recorded on the President’s automatic taping system. Also on this day, the President and H. R. Haldeman meet to discuss the arrests. The tape of this conversation was obliterated by an 18½-minute gap.

JUNE 23, 1972—The President and Haldeman formulate a plan to have the CIA impede the FBI’s investigation into the Watergate break-in.

SEPTEMBER 15, 1972—Hunt, Liddy and the five Watergate burglars are indicted on federal charges. The President meets with John Dean and congratulates him on his handling of the problem to date.

NOVEMBER 7, 1972—President Nixon and Vice-President Agnew are reelected, winning 60.8 percent of the popular vote and 97 percent of the electoral vote.

JANUARY 8–30, 1973—Trial of the seven men indicted for the Watergate burglary. Guilty pleas entered by all except Liddy and James W. McCord, both of whom are convicted by the jury.

FEBRUARY 7, 1973—The Senate votes, 70–0, to establish a select committee to investigate Watergate.

FEBRUARY 27, 1973—Dean’s first meeting with the President since September 15, 1972—the first of a series of meetings in which the two discuss the cover-up.

MARCH 21, 1973—The crucial meeting between Dean and the President. Discussion focuses on ways to insure the continued silence of the burglars and those involved in the cover-up. “Hush money” and offers of executive clemency discussed. Later that day, Howard Hunt’s lawyer receives $75,000.

MARCH 23, 1973—Judge John J. Sirica reads a letter from McCord charging that he and the other burglars were under “political pressure” to plead guilty and remain silent, that perjury was committed at the trial, and that the break-in was approved by higher-ups.

APRIL 15, 1973—At an evening meeting, according to Dean, the President asked “leading questions, which made me think that the conversation was being taped.” It was in this conversation that Dean told the President that he had been meeting with federal prosecutors. According to the White House, the recorder in the President’s EOB office ran out of tape and thus there were no recordings made on this day. The President also said that he could not locate a Dictabelt containing his recollections of this day.

APRIL 30, 1973—The President announces the resignations of Haldeman, John D. Ehrlichman, and Attorney General Richard Kleindienst, and Dean’s dismissal. Leonard Garment is named to succeed Dean as White House counsel and Elliot Richardson is appointed as Kleindienst’s successor.

MAY 4, 1973—The White House announces the appointment of Gen. Alexander M. Haig, Jr., as interim chief of staff.

MAY 4, 1973—Dean discloses that, before leaving the White House, he removed certain documents and placed them in a safe-deposit box. He turns the key to the box over to Judge Sirica.

MAY 10, 1973—The White House announces the appointment of J. Fred Buzhardt as special counsel to the President for Watergate.

MAY 17, 1973—The Senate Watergate Committee begins its nationally televised hearings.

MAY 18, 1973—Archibald Cox is named Special Prosecutor.

MAY 22, 1973—In a 4,000-word statement, the President again denies knowledge of the Watergate burglary or cover-up. He acknowledges ordering an initial restriction on the Watergate investigation, citing reasons of national security. He also acknowledges approval of the Huston plan and of the wiretapping of reporters and Administration aides—also on grounds of national security.

JUNE 3, 1973—The New York Times and the Washington Post run stories indicating that Dean’s testimony to the Senate Watergate Committee will accuse the President of participation in the cover-up. That evening the President begins listening to his tapes.

JUNE 4, 1973—The President reviews more tapes. In discussions with Haig and Ronald Ziegler, he explains how information from the tapes will be used to undercut Dean’s testimony.

JUNE 25–29, 1973—Dean testifies before the Watergate Committee and accuses the President.

JULY 13, 1973—In an interview with the staff of the Senate Committee, Alexander Butterfield reveals the existence of the White House taping system.

JULY 16, 1973—Butterfield testifies publicly about the taping system. Nixon tells his lawyers they may not listen to any of his tapes.

JULY 18, 1973—The President’s taping system is disconnected.

JULY 23, 1973—Cox subpoenas the recordings of nine presidential conversations and meetings.

JULY 25, 1973—The President, citing executive privilege, refuses to turn over the subpoenaed tapes.

AUGUST 29, 1973—Judge Sirica rules that the President must turn over the subpoenaed tapes. The White House announces it will appeal.

SEPTEMBER 29, 1973—Rose Mary Woods begins transcribing some of the President’s tapes.

OCTOBER 10, 1973—Vice-President Agnew resigns.

OCTOBER 12, 1973—The U.S. Court of Appeals upholds Judge Sirica’s order that the tapes must be surrendered.

OCTOBER 12, 1973—The President nominates Representative Gerald R. Ford as Vice-President.

OCTOBER 20, 1973—The Saturday Night Massacre: Cox fired; Richardson and Deputy Attorney General William Ruckelshaus resign.

OCTOBER 23, 1973—On this and the following day, 44 Watergate-related bills are introduced in the Congress, including 22 that call for an impeachment investigation.

OCTOBER 23, 1973—Charles Alan Wright announces in Sirica’s courtroom that the subpoenaed tapes will be turned over.

NOVEMBER 1, 1973—Leon Jaworski is named Special Prosecutor, succeeding Cox.

NOVEMBER 3, 1973—White House lawyers Buzhardt and Garment fly to Key Biscayne to recommend that the President resign.

NOVEMBER 9 and 12, 1973—Buzhardt testifies in Judge Sirica’s courtroom about the missing tapes.

NOVEMBER 21, 1973—White House attorneys disclose the 18½-minute gap to Judge Sirica, who makes the matter public the same day.

DECEMBER 20, 1973—John Doar is appointed as chief counsel to the House Judiciary Committee.

JANUARY 4, 1974—The White House announces the appointment of James St. Clair as chief Nixon counsel for the Watergate defense.

MARCH 1, 1974—The grand jury indicts Haldeman, Ehrlichman, Mitchell, Robert Mardian, Charles W. Colson, Gordon Strachan and Kenneth W. Parkinson in the cover-up. Richard Nixon is named an unindicted co-conspirator by the grand jury, although this information is held secret.

APRIL 11, 1974—The Judiciary Committee subpoenas 42 tapes.

APRIL 18, 1974—After weeks of unsuccessful negotiations, Jaworski subpoenas 64 additional taped presidential conversations.

APRIL 28, 1974—Mitchell and Maurice Stans are acquitted in the Vesco conspiracy case.

APRIL 29, 1974—Appearing on national television, the President announces he will supply the Judiciary Committee with edited transcripts of the subpoenaed conversations and make the transcripts public.

APRIL 30, 1974—The transcripts—1,254 pages of them—are released. St. Clair says the President will refuse to surrender tapes and documents sought by the Special Prosecutor.

MAY 5, 1974—Jaworski offers not to reveal Nixon’s status as an unindicted co-conspirator, in exchange for a reduced number of tapes.

MAY 5–6, 1974—The President begins listening to tapes again, including conversations of June 23, 1972, between himself and Haldeman. He later rejects Jaworski’s offer.

MAY 20, 1974—Sirica refuses a White House motion to quash the Special Prosecutor’s subpoena.

MAY 24, 1974—Jaworski appeals directly to the Supreme Court for a ruling on his subpoena for 64 recorded presidential conversations.

JUNE 10–19, 1974—The President visits the Middle East.

JUNE 25-JULY 3, 1974—The President is in Russia for a summit meeting.

JULY 24, 1974—The Supreme Court rules 8–0 that the President must turn over the 64 tapes sought by Jaworski.

JULY 24, 1974—Nixon instructs Buzhardt to listen to the tape of June 23, 1972.

JULY 27, 1974—The House Judiciary Committee passes first article of impeachment, 27–11, charging the President with obstruction of justice in attempting to cover up Watergate.

JULY 29, 1974—Second article of impeachment passes.

JULY 30, 1974—Third and final article of impeachment passes.

AUGUST 5, 1974—The White House releases transcripts of the three conversations of June 23, 1972.

AUGUST 8, 1974—In a televised address, the President announces his resignation.

AUGUST 9, 1974—President Nixon resigns. Gerald R. Ford becomes President.



PART I




CHAPTER ONE


THIS was an extraordinary mission. No presidential aides had ever done what they were about to do. J. Fred Buzhardt and Leonard Garment settled into their first-class seats on Eastern flight 177 from Washington, D.C., to Miami. They had reached an inescapable conclusion, and had reviewed the reasons over and over. Garment had a list on a yellow legal pad—now twenty-two or twenty-three items. It was a bleak and very unpleasant business.

The two men left behind a cool Saturday in Washington. It was November 3, 1973. The only good news for the White House that day was an unexpected strike at the Washington Post. The newspaper that morning had been only a real-estate section.

For most of the travelers, the flight was an occasion for relaxation, the beginning of a vacation. But Buzhardt and Garment were grim and tense as they rehearsed their presentation.

They were both lawyers. For the past six months they had handled President Richard Nixon’s Watergate defense. They had become close friends. Because the two men, seemingly so different, had agreed about this mission, their advice might carry some weight. They knew they would not be facing a receptive audience, but together they might be persuasive: Garment, the liberal, intellectual New Yorker, and Buzhardt, the conservative, practical Southerner. They sometimes thought of themselves as reflecting two sides of the Nixon personality—good and bad, some would say, or hard and soft. It was not that simple.

Buzhardt nervously tapped his hand on the armrest. His West Point class ring struck the metal. The “1946” was nearly worn from the setting. A slightly hunched figure with thick glasses and a slow, deliberate manner, Buzhardt came out of the political stable of Senator Strom Thurmond, the archconservative South Carolina Republican. Thurmond’s preoccupation was the military, and as an aide to the Senator in the 1960s, Buzhardt had developed an extensive network of informants among the Pentagon’s officer corps, meeting them at times in all-night drugstores. Later, as general counsel to the Defense Department, he had been in charge of making the best out of the military horror stories of the early 1970s—the Mylai massacre, the Pentagon Papers, Army spying, unauthorized bombing raids in Southeast Asia, multimillion-dollar cost overruns by defense contractors.

He had come to the White House to make the best of Watergate for Nixon, and since then Buzhardt had spent a lot of time with the President. “Now, you’re a Baptist,” Nixon would say to him before arriving at one decision or another, “this is right, isn’t it?” And Buzhardt, balking, would say he didn’t think it was his job to give moral advice—he was a lawyer.

Garment had been one of Nixon’s law partners in New York. He was distinctly the odd man out in the Nixon White House: a Democrat among Republicans, a liberal among conservatives, a theatergoer among football fans, a Jew among fundamentalists. His relationship with Nixon was personal, not political. He was the philosopher in the court.

Some six months before, Garment had been alone with Nixon when the President had decided he had no choice but to ask for the resignations of his two top aides, H. R. (Bob) Haldeman and John D. Ehrlichman. Nixon had seemed crushed by the weight of the decision, and Garment had found the President’s torment strangely reassuring. Nixon would never cut his two top men loose if he was hiding the truth, Garment had reasoned. It showed the President’s innocence in a simple human way.

Just before the President had gone to tell Haldeman and Ehrlichman that they must resign, he had said to Garment, “Last night I went to sleep and hoped I’d never wake up.”

Now Garment and Buzhardt were on their way to Key Biscayne to recommend that the President resign.

FROM THE Miami Airport, a White House car took them across Biscayne Bay to the Key Biscayne Hotel. They checked into the villa next to the one occupied by the President’s principal deputies, General Alexander M. Haig, Jr., the White House chief of staff, and Ronald L. Ziegler, the press secretary.

Haig, forty-eight years old, a career Army officer, had risen from colonel to four-star rank in the four years that he served as chief assistant to the President’s foreign-affairs adviser, Henry A. Kissinger. Ziegler, thirty-four, the chief holdover from the Haldeman-Ehrlichman regime, was a former Disneyland guide and assistant to Haldeman at an advertising agency. The Nixon Administration’s purest creation.

The lawyers knew they would have to first make their case to Haig—maybe Ziegler too. Then, perhaps, they would see the President, who was in his quarters at 500 Bay Lane, across the narrow peninsula.

Buzhardt and Garment had dinner together and reviewed the situation once again. Hardened in their conviction, they met afterward with Haig and Ziegler in one of the villas.

They couldn’t function as lawyers anymore, Garment and Buzhardt said. Their work consisted of pooling ignorance. They couldn’t get the evidence to defend their client, even if it existed. The President wouldn’t give them access to it. Instead, he gave them excuses.

In defending himself, the President had planted time bombs, Garment said. Nixon had concealed, he had hedged, he had lied. Some of the bombs had already gone off, and the rest lay ticking. Individually the problems might be manageable, but taken together they were insurmountable. They all interlocked, and the single thread that linked the problems together was the President’s tapes. The lawyers represented a President who had bugged himself, who had blurted his secrets into hidden microphones. They had not yet heard the tapes, nor seen any transcripts of them. The President would not permit it. They were told to mount a defense, but were not given the information to do so. They could no longer assume their client’s innocence, not unless they had evidence to the contrary.

Garment took the yellow legal pad from his briefcase and looked at the roster of allegations against the President: that International Telephone & Telegraph had virtually bribed him with a donation to his 1972 reelection campaign; that he had cheated on his income taxes; that he had used government funds to vastly improve his estates in Key Biscayne and at San Clemente, California; that he had backdated the deed to his vice-presidential papers in order to claim a half-million-dollar tax deduction (“the Presidential Papers Caper,” Garment called it).

There was more: that the President had raised the price of milk supports in exchange for campaign contributions from the dairy industry; that his two principal campaign officials—former Attorney General John N. Mitchell and former Secretary of Commerce Maurice H. Stans—had sought improperly to influence the Securities and Exchange Commission as quid pro quo for a $200,000 contribution from a swashbuckling international swindler named Robert Vesco. Then there was the so-called “brother problem”—allegations that the President’s two brothers and a nephew were also involved in the Vesco transaction and in other questionable business deals. The President’s closest friend, Charles G. “Bebe” Rebozo, was also under investigation, for accepting an unreported $100,000 contribution from billionaire Howard Hughes.

Perhaps some of the allegations were unsupportable, Garment said, and some of them were obviously guilt by association. “But they’re all sharks in the water.”

And Nixon still had to account for what had been done in the White House: the Huston plan expanding covert domestic intelligence activities—wiretapping, breaking and entering, mail opening; the 1971 break-in at the office of Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist; the “Plumbers” unit which investigated news leaks; the seventeen wiretaps on reporters and Administration officials; orders to the Central Intelligence Agency to have the Federal Bureau of Investigation limit the initial investigation into the break-in at the Watergate headquarters of the Democratic National Committee; payments to the burglars to buy their silence.1

There would be at least another year of government investigations into the conduct of the President and his men, Garment said. The Senate Watergate Committee, headed by Senator Sam Ervin of North Carolina, was still in business. One special prosecutor, Archibald Cox, had been fired—just two weeks ago—and another, Leon Jaworski, had been hired. In the aftermath of the so-called Saturday Night Massacre, when Cox had been fired and Attorney General Elliot L. Richardson and his deputy resigned, the House of Representatives appeared ready to authorize a deadly serious impeachment investigation. That inquiry would not be directed at the President’s aides, or his campaign advisers, or his friends, but at Nixon himself. And the President had abandoned his legal defense to the tapes. With nothing more than the President’s word to go on, Haig himself had gone to the Hill on Wednesday and told Republican Senators that the tape of a crucial meeting on March 21 between Nixon and his former counsel, John Dean, was exculpatory. Did he really believe that? If it was exculpatory, why hadn’t Nixon let Haig or the lawyers listen to it? Or to any of the other tapes, for that matter?

Finally, there were the various court actions. Criminal indictments of Haldeman, Ehrlichman and Mitchell were assured in the cover-up. The trial, or trials, would be a spectacle. The tapes would be played. Richard Nixon would be in the courtroom—on the tapes for sure, maybe as a witness and possibly as a defendant.

“A lot of sharks in the water,” Garment said again.

“Typical in today’s sick atmosphere,” Haig responded. Pursuing Nixon had become a national mania. Watergate was crippling the Administration. There seemed to be a momentum which was beyond control.

Ziegler was puzzled. He had heard much of the same before, though usually from the press, not from members of the White House staff. The President himself had heard it all and seemed confident that he would win in the end. Why were the lawyers so panicked? Why was their tone so ominous?

Buzhardt answered in his slow South Carolina drawl. The President had hidden evidence, first from his lawyers and then from the courts. Then he had proposed to manufacture evidence to take the place of what was missing. He might even have destroyed material that was under subpoena. He had proposed to obstruct justice and had tried to entangle his lawyers in the attempt. The cover-up was continuing and the President was dragging them all into it. Buzhardt himself had now been called to testify publicly in the courtroom of United States District Court Judge John J. Sirica. If the right questions were asked, his testimony would be devastating to the President, Buzhardt warned.

Ziegler was clearly angry. Haig lit one of his Marlboro Light cigarettes and, primarily for Ziegler’s benefit, asked Buzhardt to review the ugly details. Haig already knew most of them.

The chronology would make everything apparent, Buzhardt said. Several days before the Haldeman-Ehrlichman resignations, the President met with Assistant Attorney General Henry E. Petersen, the man in charge of the Justice Department’s initial investigation into Watergate. In the course of defending himself against accusations that John Dean had made to federal prosecutors, Nixon told Petersen that he had a “tape” of his meeting with Dean on April 15; it would prove that he was not involved in the cover-up, Nixon said.

Archibald Cox, shortly after his appointment as special prosecutor, consulted with Petersen, who quoted the President as saying, “I have Dean on tape.” On June 11, Cox sent a letter to the White House asking for the April 15 “tape.”

Buzhardt, who had not yet learned of the existence of the President’s secret automatic taping system, took Cox’s letter to the President. “There is a Dictabelt, that is what I was talking about with Petersen,” Nixon told him. He said it was his normal practice to dictate his recollections at the end of each day.

Buzhardt was confused. Why had Petersen quoted the President as saying, “I have Dean on tape”? He asked Nixon if there was also a tape of his meeting that day with Dean.

The President insisted there was not. Petersen had misunderstood, he had misquoted him. There was only the Dictabelt.

Buzhardt then called Petersen, who stuck by his story.

Meanwhile, the President said he would not surrender the Dictabelt to the special prosecutor; he had an “executive privilege” to insure the confidentiality of his papers and other materials. Accordingly, Buzhardt dispatched a letter to Special Prosecutor Cox on June 16, explaining that although there was a Dictabelt of the President’s recollections of April 15, it would be inappropriate to provide it. Buzhardt took care not to specifically deny the existence of a tape-recording of the President’s meeting with Dean. He was suspicious. A few weeks later, Buzhardt learned from Haig that all the President’s meetings and phone calls were recorded by an automatic taping system.

The existence of the system was disclosed publicly in July, and Cox subpoenaed the recordings of nine Nixon meetings and conversations, including the one of April 15. Once again citing executive privilege, Nixon refused to provide any tapes. Cox took the matter to court and was upheld in the Court of Appeals. On October 20 Cox was fired. A storm of protest followed. Nixon reversed ground and agreed on October 23 to turn over the nine tapes.

But then the problems mounted. Buzhardt started a search for the tapes. Two either were missing or had not been recorded on the automatic system. One of the two was of the April 15 meeting. The lawyers tried to find the exact explanation. The handling and accounting of the tapes, they discovered, was atrocious—records had been kept on scraps of brown paper bags. Nixon, Haldeman and Rose Mary Woods, the President’s secretary, had all checked out recordings at various times, but it was impossible to determine who had taken what and when.

Buzhardt went to Nixon and said that the April 15 Dictabelt would have to be supplied. Technically it was called for in the subpoena just as the missing April 15 tape was. If they could supply at least the Dictabelt, Sirica’s suspicions—and the public’s—might be diminished somewhat.

But, incredibly, Nixon sent word through Haig that he couldn’t find the Dictabelt. “Come on,” Buzhardt had said to the general, “the President assured me there was a Dictabelt. I didn’t write that June 16 letter without checking with him very carefully.”

The search for the missing Dictabelt had consumed the lawyers during the past few days. The President found what he said were his handwritten notes of the meeting. But there was still no Dictabelt. Buzhardt warned the President how bad it would look if the court was told that both the tape and the Dictabelt for the same April 15 meeting were missing.

The President’s reply was chilling: “Why can’t we make a new Dictabelt?” Nixon was suggesting that the problem be solved by dictating a new recording from the handwritten notes. They would submit it to the court and attest that it was the original. By even suggesting that evidence be manufactured, the President had attempted to obstruct justice, Buzhardt said. Judge Sirica had already been informed of the two missing tapes and was conducting an inquiry in open court. Buzhardt would probably be the next witness called. Did Haig and Ziegler understand what he might have to testify to?

The problem was fundamental, added Garment. The President’s willingness to manufacture evidence showed how desperate he had become. It demonstrated that the President had neither respect for the law nor an understanding of it. Buzhardt’s testimony could establish what the President had denied for months: that it had been his intent all along to cover up, to conceal, to fabricate.

To make matters worse, Buzhardt said, the President was still insisting there was a Dictabelt of that April 15 meeting. Nixon was personally continuing the search for it. Suppose he produced a Dictabelt? There would be no assurance that he had not undertaken to dictate a new recording on his own. Admittedly, it was a terrible suspicion to entertain, but the President’s actions had created it. Crucial evidence was missing, perhaps even destroyed. The lawyers couldn’t trust their client. He had lied too many times before—witness his telling Buzhardt that there was no automatic taping system. Maybe there had never been a Dictabelt at all and the President had been afraid of what Buzhardt might hear in an actual recording of his meeting with Dean on the 15th.

Garment defined the immediate difficulty in legal terms. All of them—the President, Haig, Ziegler, the lawyers—could be cited for obstruction of justice if they didn’t handle this carefully. Nothing could be concealed from a legitimate inquiry. The lawyers had done all they could to defend the President. Now they had to protect themselves.

“What’s the bottom line?” Ziegler asked.

Buzhardt and Garment drew it. They were recommending that the President resign his office.

Haig and Ziegler were stunned. Moments passed.

“How can you come to such a conclusion?” Ziegler said finally. The President had merely been thinking out loud when he suggested that a new Dictabelt be made. It had not been done. They had all heard the President propose ideas which were ridiculous, outrageous. That was the way he made decisions, by dealing with all the alternatives.

Resignation was absolutely out of the question, Ziegler declared.

Haig’s composure slipped. His face tightened.

“We don’t even have a Vice-President,” he said. Spiro T. Agnew had resigned the month before. House Minority Leader Gerald R. Ford had been nominated to succeed Agnew, but he had not yet been confirmed by Congress.

Several disparaging comments followed about the prospect of House Speaker Carl Albert succeeding to the presidency. He was next in line until the vice-presidency was filled, and he was a Democrat with a history of heavy drinking.

Buzhardt and Garment explained that they were hardly recommending that the President resign immediately. He could step down after Ford was confirmed and sworn in.

Haig still balked. What would be the impact in the country if the President resigned so soon after the Vice-President had been forced to resign? The two questions needed to be “decoupled.” Time was needed. But even time might not be enough. If the President resigned in a criminal haze as Agnew had done, the effects on foreign policy would be disastrous. The loss of faith in the United States would be incalculable. There was the Middle East crisis to contend with. Another outbreak of war there could come at any moment. A President unschooled in foreign affairs . . . The thought went unfinished.

Haig and Buzhardt were caught in a trap of their own making. They had pushed hard for Ford’s nomination over Nixon’s first choice, ex-Governor John B. Connally of Texas. Connally, they had told the President, was too much a wheeler-dealer, unloved in both the Democratic Party he had quit and the Republican Party he had just joined. His confirmation hearing would be a free-for-all—divisive and embarrassing.

They had been persuasive, and Nixon had sent Ford’s name to the Hill. The President could not resist one final jab, however. He had sent Buzhardt one of the two pens he had used to sign the Ford nomination. It arrived with the message, “Here’s the damn pen I signed Jerry Ford’s nomination with.”

Now they were saddled with him. Ford was not good enough to be President of the United States, Haig said.

No one disagreed.

Haig continued his recitation of the foreign-policy disasters that would befall the nation under President Ford. “Do you know what could happen in the Middle East?” he asked again.

Buzhardt and Garment turned the argument against Haig. The Middle East crisis was just another reason for the President to resign. Watergate had crippled his capacity to lead, Haig himself had admitted. The Middle East was yet another “shark,” they said.

Haig paced the room, saying nothing for a while. There was no immediate solution, he concluded.

Buzhardt persisted. One way or another the President could not make it through his second term. In his best military jargon, the lawyer put it to the general in terms he could understand: “Everything after this is a damage-limiting operation.”

“We’ll be happy to present the recommendation to the President ourselves,” Garment said.

Haig would have none of that. If anyone was going to see the President it would be Haig. He knew that Nixon would reject the suggestion out of hand. He reminded them of the President’s repeated statements that he would not resign. Nixon had said it as an oath, a solemn pledge. Haig had no stomach for scenes. No, it was out of the question. He would merely tell the President why the lawyers had come to Florida and why they wanted to see him.

Was it really that bad? he asked Buzhardt and Garment. Perhaps they were tired. It had been a dreadful time for all of them.

Fatigue was not the problem. “We are not saying that the President should go out and hang himself,” Buzhardt said. They were merely attempting to show Nixon the reality of his situation.

Haig continued to resist. In Key Biscayne he didn’t have the same access to the President as in Washington, he said. The President was not down the hall, he was half a mile away in his compound. He had flown down suddenly on Thursday to get some rest, and to get away from his problems. The President wasn’t ready to deal with this. There was the question of emotional health. There was the question of timing. It was premature.

Garment became angry. Buzhardt and he had been out on the front lines—taking calls from reporters, enduring the snide comments in the halls of the Executive Office Building, being humiliated almost daily in Judge Sirica’s courtroom. The President’s position was absurd. His explanations were not being bought by the judge, the special prosecutor, the public, or even the traditional Nixon supporters on the Hill. Not to mention his lawyers. Someone had to appreciate how perilous the situation had become. Someone had to deliver the bad news and get through to the President.

Ziegler became combative. The President was ill-served by such comments and conclusions, he said. The lawyers were turning against the President. It wasn’t their job to judge these matters.

Garment let it pass. He could never get a fix on how much Ziegler knew about Watergate. Buzhardt was sure that everything Garment and he said would be dutifully reported to the President by Ziegler—in his own way. He was counting on Haig to find out the President’s reaction to what Ziegler would secretly report to Nixon, and to correct any false impression.

The debate in the Key Biscayne villa continued into the next day.

Finally, on Sunday, Haig carried the dismal message to the President. But Nixon was firm. He would not resign, nor would he see the lawyers. It was an awkward moment for Haig. He did not wish his own position to be misunderstood. He was merely conveying their judgment. He reassured the President that the lawyers were not doubting his innocence—only his chances to survive.

The President said he was not sure of the future—what “they” might do to him; but he wasn’t resigning, in spite of the pressure that was coming from all sides. Things were closing in on him. Strangers would soon be listening to his private conversations, his telephone calls. The bureaucrats, whom he loathed, were studying his tax returns with an eye to finding something bad. They would. They always could. Bebe was being harassed, and so were his brothers. Garment, an old friend, had joined Buzhardt, a stranger to whom he had entrusted the future of his presidency, to tell him to quit. All this depressed him terribly, but he would never resign.

Haig returned to the villa and delivered an abbreviated report. “The President doesn’t want to see you.”



1. Those arrested in the break-in were James W. McCord, Jr., security coordinator for the President’s re-election committee, a former FBI agent and CIA employee; Bernard L. Barker, a Miami realtor and former CIA employee who was involved in the 1962 Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba; Frank A. Sturgis, also of Miami, a soldier of fortune with CIA connections; Eugenio R. Martinez, another anti-Castro Cuban and part-time informant for the CIA; and Virgilio R. Gonzalez, also Cuban-born, a locksmith.



CHAPTER TWO


THE lawyers were not surprised at the President’s refusal to see them. Nor was Haig. The previous spring, when Haldeman resigned, he had warned Haig about Nixon’s tendency to isolate himself, to refuse to see advisers with bad news or unpalatable recommendations.

Haldeman knew that, in spite of the accepted wisdom, it was not he who cordoned Nixon off. He had not erected the so-called “Berlin Wall” around the Chief Executive. He did not insist on an inflexible palace guard. It was the will of the President.

Haldeman was so concerned about this predilection of Nixon’s to retreat into himself that he spent the days immediately before and after his resignation as chief of staff trying to find his own successor. The new White House chief of staff had to be someone who would oppose Nixon’s preference for dealing with paper rather than people. He had to be capable of presenting to the President a full range of options for each decision, of knowing how and when to ignore Nixon’s intemperate orders.

Haldeman had watched admiringly as Colonel Alexander Haig maneuvered his way through Henry Kissinger’s National Security Council staff system in 1969–70, rising from a military aide to become Kissinger’s chief deputy. Haig had taught himself how to structure and schedule Kissinger in very much the same way that Haldeman had kept Nixon on the track. Haig grasped the nature of bureaucracy, and he was tough besides. Most important, he knew how to harness Kissinger’s personality, which, Haldeman believed, was astonishingly like Nixon’s. Haig’s long working hours were legend in the White House, and he already had a working relationship with Nixon.

Haldeman quickly concluded that Haig was the only man for the job, the perfect faceless “staff man,” a presence that could balance off Ron Ziegler’s influence with the President. Ziegler was too young, too pliable and disorganized, Haldeman thought.

THE PRESIDENT had gone into a deep depression after Haldeman and Ehrlichman resigned on April 30, 1973. On Thursday, May 3, he flew to Key Biscayne for a rest. Haggard and sleepless, Nixon skulked desolately in his quarters, scarcely using the pool between his office and the residence. It was not unusual for Nixon to avoid his wife; he had slept alone for years, and when he was in Key Biscayne he used a bedroom in the converted office two lots away from the residence. Nor was it out of character for him to remain aloof from his staff, sometimes sitting silently with his friend Bebe Rebozo for hours on end.

Ziegler, the only senior member of the old team who had come to Florida, was accustomed to Nixon’s depressions, but even he had never seen the President so despondent, so uncommunicative. Ziegler felt that everything was falling on his shoulders—dealing with the press, keeping the Washington staff going, serving as Nixon’s valet, trying to help him as Haldeman and Ehrlichman once had. He attempted to get the President to think about building a new staff, but Nixon had recoiled from the whole question of “What next?” and instead had simply poured out his grief to Ziegler. He could not envision a White House without Haldeman and Ehrlichman.

Finally, on Haldeman’s recommendation, the President agreed to ask Haig to take over the day-to-day management of the White House. Haig, who had left Kissinger’s staff the previous January to become the Army Vice-Chief of Staff, was summoned to Florida. In offering him the job, Nixon informed him that it would be temporary, probably for only a month or so, just until they found someone permanent. Haig said he preferred to stay at the Pentagon. He worried that if he went to the White House it would wreck his career. He would be stamped indelibly as a “Nixon general.” But the President insisted, and Haig could not refuse his Commander in Chief.

Kissinger’s immediate reaction was to oppose the choice. If the appointment went through, he would quit, he told Rose Mary Woods.

“For once, Henry, behave like a man,” Woods said.

Kissinger’s opposition had to do with the close, often competitive, usually touchy relationship he had had with Haig for four years. Yes, Haig had been an effective deputy, but making him White House chief of staff would give him too much power. Now when Kissinger was at last rid of Haldeman and Ehrlichman—“the Fanatics,” he had called them—he would once again have a rival in the White House. Also, Kissinger believed that Nixon’s propensity to issue irrational orders had to be watched and dealt with. Haig was much too inclined to say “Yes, sir.”

When Kissinger expressed his dissatisfaction, the President asked him whom he would propose. The Secretary, unable to think of anyone else, dropped his opposition.

On May 4, Haig, still wearing his Army uniform, moved into Haldeman’s old office in the West Wing. He needed help immediately, and he turned to J. Fred Buzhardt, the Pentagon’s general counsel. Buzhardt had steered Haig’s confirmation as Army Vice-Chief of Staff through the congressional Armed Services Committees with ease. Haig telephoned Buzhardt. “The President would like you to come over tomorrow,” he said.

When Buzhardt reported to Haig’s office, the general asked him to come to work in the White House. He promised Buzhardt that the assignment would be temporary, just as his own was. Then he took him to see the President.

Nixon and Buzhardt scarcely knew each other, but there were few formalities. Nixon started in at once about “the Dean problem.” The President’s former counsel had been fired on April 30 and was now busily leaking stories all over Washington about the Watergate scandal. Some of them hinted that the President was involved in the cover-up.

It was clear to Haig that the President felt himself almost powerless to deal with Dean’s campaign. He was, in fact, frantic. Dean seemed to have some record of White House misdeeds; he had told Judge John Sirica that he had removed certain documents from the White House to protect them from “illegitimate destruction.” Dean had put them in a safe-deposit box and given the keys to the judge.

What could be in those papers? the President asked. They had to find out. Dean had said publicly only that there were nine classified documents. “What’s in the Dean papers?” the President demanded once more.

Buzhardt said he didn’t know.

“Find out.”

“Yes, sir.”

Haig reassured the President that Buzhardt was accustomed to working under enormous pressure and that he would find out. More important, Haig said, Buzhardt was capable of developing legal justifications for almost anything. He could be trusted.

The President hoped Dean didn’t have any tape recordings.

Knowing that the Dean documents were classified, Buzhardt turned immediately to his contacts in the intelligence community; he was looking for something incriminating. And, backed by the full authority of the President, he soon found out what Dean had secreted away.

The safe-deposit boxes contained copies of a top-secret plan for the unlawful expansion of domestic-intelligence-gathering activities by the FBI, the CIA and military intelligence units. The President had authorized government agencies to conduct break-ins (“surreptitious entries”), illegal wiretaps, mail surveillance and a program of spying and infiltration directed at the anti-Vietnam War movement in the cities and on the campuses. The author of the plan, former White House aide Tom Charles Huston, had warned that elements of the program were “clearly illegal.” Still, the President had approved it in writing in 1970; then he had canceled it, also in writing, four or five days later. Buzhardt guessed correctly that some agencies had disregarded instructions to return their copies of the plan after it was canceled. He found two copies and took one to the President. Instead of being upset, Nixon was relieved. The press had been speculating that Dean’s documents linked Haldeman and Ehrlichman to the cover-up, and that Dean might even have something that involved the President. Now at least he knew what he had to face, Nixon said.

Buzhardt soon learned of another peril facing the President. A Senate appropriations subcommittee, riding herd on the Central Intelligence Agency’s budget, wanted Lieutenant General Vernon Walters, deputy director of the CIA, to supply highly classified memoranda he had drafted after his conversations with Haldeman and Ehrlichman concerning the Watergate investigation.

Walters asked Buzhardt whether the memos could be withheld on grounds of executive privilege. Send them over, Buzhardt said, and he’d check. One memo was a summary of a conversation at the White House on June 23, 1972, among Haldeman, Ehrlichman, Walters and CIA Director Richard M. Helms—just six days after the Watergate burglary.

Buzhardt read:

Haldeman said the bugging affair at the Democratic National headquarters at the Watergate apartments had made a lot of noise and that the Democrats were trying to maximize it. The investigation was leading to a lot of important people and this could get worse. He asked what the connection with the Agency was, and the Director repeated that there was none. Haldeman said the whole affair was getting embarrassing and it was the President’s wish that Walters call on F.B.I. Acting Director L. Patrick Gray and suggest to him that since the five suspects had been arrested, this should be sufficient and that it was not advantageous to have the inquiry pushed—especially in Mexico, etc.

Buzhardt understood the reference to Mexico. Eighty-nine thousand dollars in Nixon campaign money had been laundered through Mexico before it landed in the bank account of one of the Watergate burglars. On June 23, 1972, this Mexican connection was still unknown to the FBI. If, as it did later, the bureau made the connection, the Nixon campaign committee could be tied to the financing of Watergate.

It was the President’s wish. The phrase troubled Buzhardt. It tied the President to an order that seemed intended to throw the FBI off the track. Buzhardt was worried. General Walters was no John Dean, he knew. Walters had neither an ax to grind nor an ass to save. As a young Army colonel, Walters had been Vice-President Richard Nixon’s translator on foreign trips. Nixon had appointed him as deputy director of the CIA to make sure that he had a friend high in the agency.

Buzhardt read the memo again. It was clear enough. He asked to see the President. He expected that Nixon would tell him that Walters was mistaken, or that Haldeman was so accustomed to doing things in the President’s name that he had acted on his own authority.

“National security,” Nixon told Buzhardt straightaway. That was the basis of the directive. He freely acknowledged that he himself had issued it. He said that he had done so to insure that no CIA operations would be compromised. It had nothing to do with political consequences of the Mexican connection, the President insisted. He intimated that something about the Bay of Pigs operation may have figured in his decision.

Buzhardt was skeptical, but he didn’t press the point with the President. The memo stated explicitly that political considerations were the basis of the order. Besides, not one of the other Walters mem-cons (as the memos of conversations were called) mentioned national security. Should the memos be given to the Senate subcommittee? Buzhardt asked.

“Take them up and give them to the committee,” the President replied. He seemed confident that there was a national-security justification for the order, though it escaped Buzhardt.

Buzhardt had been the President’s special counsel on Watergate for less than a week, and he was trying to coordinate a response to challenges that were flying at them from all sides. He found it hard to share the President’s confidence. The President consistently underestimated the dangers posed by a small army of government investigators and reporters who were bent on prying into the innermost secrets of his White House. For example, the FBI’s acting director, William D. Ruckelshaus, had ordered a thorough inquiry into reports that had been appearing in the press—and denied for months by his predecessor, L. Patrick Gray III, and Ron Ziegler—that the Administration had wiretapped reporters and White House aides to track down news leaks. On May 14, Ruckelshaus announced that his agents had discovered records of seventeen such taps in John Ehrlichman’s White House safe.

Increasingly worried, Buzhardt and Haig sought each other’s counsel. Charges were escalating. Too much was out of control. Neither man knew whether the President was innocent or guilty. “I’ll help the guy,” Buzhardt told Haig, “but I’m not about to go to jail for him.”

Haig concurred. They could protect themselves if they trusted each other totally. But no one else. Haig had known the President for four years. He had spent hundreds of hours in conversation with Kissinger that turned, directly or indirectly, on the Nixon personality. Kissinger was intimately familiar with what he considered the vulgar strands of the Nixon psyche. The President was a man consumed by memories of past failures, a man who let his enemies dictate to him, whose actions were often reactions, Kissinger said. Nixon tried to fool even those closest to him, even Kissinger. He kept things from him. He was isolated, secretive, paranoid, Kissinger had always told Haig.

Haig was never sure whether Kissinger was describing himself or Nixon. The general had disliked living in Kissinger’s shadow, and Nixon had noticed that and made use of it. The President had reached over Kissinger to Haig many times during his first administration. He had sent him to Vietnam as his personal emissary about a dozen times to see what was really going on there, had made him his principal adviser on troop withdrawal, on strategic alternatives—all this somewhat independent of Kissinger.

Nixon liked Haig’s tough talk about “pinkos” and “peaceniks” and those queer, soft, left-leaning eggheads who went to Harvard and couldn’t be counted on to storm the trenches in Asia. The President made derogatory comments about Kissinger to Haig, complaining about “The Professor’s” paranoia and his excessive concern with his own image. Privately he had requested that Haig report on Kissinger’s work, and the general had complied. It had been a confusing, often untenable position.

But now Haig was not required to balance off his loyalties between two superiors. He was the President’s principal deputy. Nixon had appealed to him on clear and precise grounds: patriotism, respect for the presidency, trust, the conviction that the President of the United States needed him. Only Haig could help him lead the nation out of this nightmare, the President implied. Haig was committed. He would serve, and he would do his best.

Much of Buzhardt’s knowledge of Nixon came from his ex-boss at the Pentagon, former Defense Secretary Melvin R. Laird. Laird saw Nixon as a stage manager. The President would not deal directly with people or events. He preferred papers: memos didn’t talk back, didn’t push him. Laird had told Buzhardt that he always had the feeling that the President didn’t want any one person to have the full picture. No one was ever to be given the entire story. With matters thus arranged, the President could counter any argument by hinting that only he had the necessary facts and background. Nixon’s strange methodology made timid ministers, Laird had said. Who would confront a President in the full awareness that he had been dealt out of essential information?

But Buzhardt too was committed now. He would serve and do his best.

“The biggest problem here is credibility,” Haig told him. The President’s new team would meet matters head on. They would launch a counter-offensive.

Buzhardt was pleased. Throughout Watergate, he firmly believed, Nixon’s mistake had been a failure to move off the defensive, to seize the issues and shake them to death. Buzhardt and Haig wanted finally to get ahead of the problem, meet the current charges, anticipate future ones, answer them all. Right now. The barrage of half-truths and speculation was devastating. The general and the lawyer went to the President.

Haig did the talking. A final and definitive statement that dealt with the major allegations, both direct and implied, should be drafted, he said. It would have to stand for all time. It was essential that the statement be consistent with anything that might surface.

The President said he was willing to let them give it a try. This would be the new team’s first major effort, but they couldn’t do it alone. They needed the members of the old White House team, who might have some information and some influence with the President. That would include Garment—it would be good to have the house liberal in on this—and Nixon’s two principal speech writers, Raymond K. Price, Jr., and Patrick J. Buchanan, who were regarded by the President as respectively the heart and the soul of his Administration. Price, a forty-three-year-old Yale graduate who had worked for Collier’s magazine, Life, and the New York Herald Tribune, was the idealist and gentle theoretician. Buchanan, thirty-five, a conservative former editorial writer for the St. Louis Globe-Democrat who had signed up with Nixon in 1966, was the hard political realist, the gut fighter, the resident expert in media manipulation.

Time was short, Buzhardt knew. The Senate Watergate Committee’s hearings were scheduled to begin on May 17. Four separate matters had to be met head on—and reasons found to explain the President’s actions. A rationale had to be offered for (1) the approval of the Huston plan authorizing illegal intelligence-gathering; (2) the wiretapping of Administration aides and of reporters; (3) the directive to the CIA to keep the FBI from investigating the Mexican money connection as stated in the Walters mem-con; (4) the presence of the Plumbers unit in the White House. E. Howard Hunt, Jr., a former CIA agent, and G. Gordon Liddy, a former FBI agent, both convicted in the Watergate case, had been Plumbers. Their role in the Ellsberg break-in had also to be explained.

The President was not very cooperative, Buzhardt and the others discovered very quickly. He did not wish to sit down with Haig or Buzhardt or anybody else and offer his version of events. He told Buzhardt to draft the best defense he could and bring it back for review. The process was excruciating. Slowly, Buzhardt started piecing something together. Though the President always seemed ready, even eager, to review his lawyer’s work, he never volunteered anything to Buzhardt, never offered to tell him what had actually happened. Buzhardt would bring a set of postulates to him, and the President would respond, “That’s wrong, try it again.” Hide-and-seek. Buzhardt wanted to wrap up the wiretaps, the Plumbers and the Walters mem-cons in a national-security blanket. Approval of the Huston plan would be acknowledged and would be cast as a response to a wave of violence, arson and bombing in the cities and on the campuses in 1970.

Buzhardt and Garment were reasonably certain that the President had authorized the Ellsberg break-in, even though he still denied it. Buzhardt thought they might yet dredge up legitimate national-security grounds. But the others resisted the idea of even suggesting that the President had approved the break-in. If they dared take such a suggestion to Nixon, he would certainly fly into a rage.

Buzhardt persisted, though, and wrote it into a draft which admitted that Nixon had authorized the break-in—for national-security reasons, justified by the dangers that release of the Pentagon Papers posed to the President’s efforts to bring peace in Vietnam with honor. The admission had a bold and confessional quality. It recalled to Buzhardt the way President Kennedy had absorbed the responsibility for the Bay of Pigs invasion.

Everyone else was sure Buzhardt wouldn’t dare take the draft to the President. But he did.

The President read it. “I like the theory,” he said calmly, “but the thing is that I didn’t do it.”

Buzhardt cut out that part of the draft.

Now the group turned to Walters’ mem-cons about the June 23 conversation and about other discussions that had taken place at the White House in the week following the Watergate break-in.

Buchanan searched the memos for any hint, any veiled reference, about national security. He couldn’t find one. Buchanan had never maintained in private that the President was nearly so ignorant of the cover-up as he claimed. But it was the job of the prosecutors to prove otherwise, not his own, Buchanan reasoned. Still, this matter was especially troubling. The Walters mem-cons were not the kind of thing to trifle with. “Walters is a goddam memory expert, for Christ’s sake,” Buchanan exploded. “He can listen to a guy talk for ten minutes and then give it back word for word in French.”

Price was also skeptical. He could see how Nixon might have thought, then and now, that national security was at stake when in fact it wasn’t, strictly speaking. The President had always discussed the Watergate revelations with Price in the context of his own national-security responsibilities.

Buzhardt was disturbed. He went back to the President.

National security, Nixon reiterated.

Where? How? What?

The President didn’t respond directly. National security was sufficient; it had to do. He instructed Buzhardt to make the statement broad. Buzhardt and Buchanan drafted another paragraph, which Nixon finally accepted:

It seemed to me possible that, because of the involvement of former CIA personnel [in the Watergate break-in], and because of some of their apparent associations, this investigation could lead to the uncovering of covert CIA operations totally unrelated to the Watergate break-in.

Buzhardt then asked the President for some particulars.

The President wouldn’t deal with the question, but he insisted on one point: with the exception of the Ellsberg break-in, Howard Hunt and Gordon Liddy’s work for the Plumbers had been undertaken for legitimate purposes of national security.

Slowly, Buzhardt and Buchanan elicited what they felt had been Nixon’s state of mind at the time. With the aid of Garment and Price, they fashioned another paragraph in the President’s name:

I wanted justice done with regard to Watergate; but in the scale of national priorities with which I had to deal—and not at that time having any idea of the extent of political abuse which Watergate reflected—I also had to be deeply concerned with ensuring that neither the covert operations of the CIA nor the operations of the Special Investigations Unit [Plumbers] should be compromised. Therefore, I instructed Mr. Haldeman and Mr. Ehrlichman . . . to see that this was personally coordinated between General Walters, the deputy director of the CIA, and Mr. Gray of the FBI. It was certainly not my intent, nor my wish, that the investigation of the Watergate break-in or of related acts be impeded in any way.

Buchanan was not convinced and insisted that Buzhardt ask the President once more whether there had been any political considerations. It was the sixth time he had gone back.

National security! There could be no mistake! the President said.

Okay.

Buzhardt returned to Buchanan. “That’s what the man says, Pat.”

ON MAY 22, a four-thousand-word presidential statement was released to the press. Garment and Buzhardt were assigned to appear to answer reporters’ questions.

The press corps became abusive and incessantly interrupted the two lawyers as they tried to answer. Garment was offended by the scene; it affronted his sense of refinement, of what was civilized, courteous behavior. Even so, the reporters’ questions were not very different from those that Buzhardt had continually carried back to the President: When, why, how? What reasons were there to believe that this statement would not be rendered as inoperative as all the others?

Garment could only reply that neither the President nor the President’s lawyers could know precisely what he had been told, and precisely when he had been told it. The President had searched his mind and his notes. “There is no fundamental difference between the situation of the President and any other individual who has to deal with problems of recollection of events and transactions many months removed,” Garment explained.

Garment left the briefing convinced that the four-thousand-word statement was a disaster—not because anything was held back, but because the President had admitted to so much: questionable wiretapping; a domestic intelligence plan that, to Garment’s mind, was Hitlerian; the Plumbers—a term and concept that should have come from a Broadway comedy, not the White House; and an obstruction of the early Watergate FBI probe for reasons steeped in mystery and in unconvincing claims of national security.

A week passed during which Garment was surprised that there was no call for impeachment. He could not comprehend the mildness of the reaction. Was the country so unaccustomed to candor from the White House that a reckless assertion of the truth, no matter how squalid, was welcomed for its openness rather than condemned for its content?

Buchanan, for one, was now certain that the President could get away with almost anything. It was important now to dispose of the matter, to get Watergate behind them, to move on, he said. Buzhardt was content. This statement would never have to be declared inoperative. Now it seemed that Watergate might soon be over, and Buzhardt could get back to the Defense Department, where he retained his title as general counsel.

“GODDAM THE Washington Post!” Ziegler shouted when the newspaper’s Sunday edition of June 3 was dropped on his desk.

The lead story was headlined “Dean Alleges Nixon Knew of Cover-up Plan.” It stated that Dean planned to “testify under oath at the Senate’s Watergate hearings, regardless of whether he is granted full immunity from prosecution, and he will allege that President Nixon was deeply involved in the cover-up.”

Dean intended to swear that he was present or received telephone calls “on at least 35 occasions between January and April [1973] in which the cover-up was discussed with the President,” the story said. All this was attributed, as usual, to “reliable sources.” Ziegler was sure that meant Dean and his lawyers.

Dean’s testimony, the article stated, would claim that the President had advance knowledge of the executive-clemency offers and of payments of “hush money” to the Watergate conspirators.

“Impossible, absolutely impossible!” Ziegler shouted at Judy Johnson and Diane Sawyer, two of his principal assistants. “All right, go back and see why the President was meeting with Dean.”

It was a tedious assignment. An enormous number of lists of meetings and phone calls had to be retrieved from the White House Archives office. No detailed records of the subjects of conversations between the President and his aides had been kept, so the meetings had to be approximately reconstructed through newspaper clippings, from copies of the White House news summaries that Buchanan’s office prepared daily, and from handwritten notes that the President sometimes passed on to Haldeman or Ziegler. The record, pitifully incomplete, was assembled in a three-ring binder for Ziegler. It was Dean versus the President.

At Camp David, Maryland, the presidential retreat that Dwight Eisenhower had named after his grandson, Nixon read the newspapers that Sunday and found much to distress him. The Post was reporting:

One of the strongest charges against Mr. Nixon that Dean has made to investigators refers to a meeting Dean said he had with Mr. Nixon shortly before the sentencing of the seven Watergate defendants March 23.

Dean said that Mr. Nixon asked him how much the defendants would have to be paid to insure their continued silence.

Dean, the sources reported, maintains that he told Mr. Nixon the additional cost would be about $1 million, and Dean also claims that the President replied there would be no problem in paying that amount.

The New York Times, also citing anonymous informants, said that one of its sources “suggested that Mr. Dean may have tape-recorded some of his White House conversations during the January-April period in the White House. ‘Everybody taped everybody else then,’ the source said. ‘Dean did it himself.’ ”

Before he left Camp David that afternoon, the President called Haldeman three times. At 4:18 P.M. his former chief of staff arrived at the White House to meet him. Haldeman stayed for nearly two hours. It was the thirty-second time that the President and Haldeman had talked in the five weeks since Haldeman had resigned.



CHAPTER THREE


STEVE Bull looked and sounded like many other young men who joined the new Nixon Administration in 1969. His trim, athletic physique and his conservative business suits gave him the confident appearance of the man sure of his purpose, exuding the “can do” attitude of the Nixon team player. Bull was responsible for keeping the President on schedule, and he also served as his personal aide-de-camp. His friendly and easy manner with presidential visitors tempered the President’s brusque and graceless style.

Without the visibly fierce ambition of the other young men who had attached their fortunes to Richard Nixon, Bull was easy to trust, even for the suspicious Haldeman. When Haldeman’s principal deputy, Alexander P. Butterfield, left the White House in February 1973 to become head of the Federal Aviation Agency, Bull had inherited many of his responsibilities for organizing the flow of papers to and from the President. At the same time, he took over responsibility for overseeing an incidental and minor White House routine—the presidential taping system.

The existence of the taping system was perhaps the best- and longest-kept secret in the Nixon White House, known only to the President, Haldeman, Haldeman’s aide Lawrence Higby, Butterfield, Bull, Ziegler, Butterfield’s secretary and the handful of Secret Service technicians who maintained it.

Bull was aware of only one instance in which tapes had been taken from the vault in the Executive Office Building. On April 25, 1973, Haldeman had asked him to retrieve several reels that contained conversations between John Dean and the President. The President wanted Haldeman to review them. Haldeman seemed certain that the tapes would undermine Dean’s statements to the Watergate prosecutors—that they would be Richard Nixon’s salvation.

Now, six weeks later, on June 4, there came a second request—from Nixon.

On that morning, Bull had to come up with tapes of Dean’s conversations with the President during February, March and April. Working from logs of the President’s meetings and phone calls, he called Secret Service supervisor Ray Zumwalt and asked for the appropriate reels. Then he cued and marked each tape. Though he was familiar with the voices, Bull had difficulty finding the required conversations, buried as they were in hours of tape on the large reels. At 10:05 A.M. he took the first tape in to the President and explained to him how to operate the recorder: “Push the play button when you are ready to listen, sir. Depress the stop button when you are done or want to stop the machine, sir. And if you want to rewind the tape or replay a portion of it, push the stop button and then the rewind button. Okay? Got that, sir?”

The President was almost totally lacking in mechanical ability and was not well coordinated physically. After four years of handing out souvenir presidential favors of cufflinks, tie clasps, pens and golf balls, Nixon still required assistance to open the cardboard boxes. Bull was accustomed to providing such help. Once, the President had called him in to open an allergy-pill bottle, which Nixon had been struggling with for some time—the childproof type of bottle, with instructions saying “Press down while turning.” The cap had teeth marks on it where Nixon had apparently tried to gnaw it open.

At 10:16 on this Monday morning, the President turned to the tapes. He was pleased with what he heard, as Haldeman had predicted he would be. This was his ace in the hole. He had exact accounts, whereas Dean had primarily his recollection. Nixon the lawyer realized the potency of this weapon, especially if it was used to arm those who were to cross-examine Dean.

Haig arrived at 11:58. As exhausting as the chore was for Nixon to listen to the tapes, it was necessary, Haig told him. Now they could “take the son of a bitch on.” They might even catch Dean in perjury.

The President agreed. But, “We do know we have one problem,” he reminded Haig. “It’s that damn conversation of March twenty-first.” Dean and the President had discussed the blackmail demands of the Watergate burglars and the question of whether Nixon should grant them executive clemency. “But I think we can handle that,” Nixon said. Haldeman would refute Dean’s version in his testimony, and that would take care of that. He didn’t even need to listen to that conversation; Haldeman had reviewed it and briefed him.

Haig said it was good that the President had spent the morning listening to the record, good for his own peace of mind.

The President worried, however. “As you know, we’re up against ruthless people,” he sighed.

“Well, we’re going to be in great shape now,” Haig said, “ ‘cause we’re going to prepare.” Perhaps, he suggested, there might come a time when they would want to release their version of events through Buzhardt.

But Buzhardt didn’t know about the taping system, the President said.

Haig reminded Nixon that Buzhardt had learned that there was a taping capability—at least on the phones.

Nixon was disturbed that Buzhardt might know. “All right,” he said. “No further. He shouldn’t tell anyone. . . . Let’s just assume we goofed. If you get back to Buzhardt you tell him you had national-security stuff.” When the time came to issue the material through Buzhardt, they could camouflage the source of information. “Al, we can put out the story to the effect that he [Buzhardt] has mem-cons, chronologies, telephone recordings, and all that sort of thing.”

Haig agreed. They were safe. They could put out a more complete version of the meetings and discredit Dean without revealing the taping system. Moreover, Haig suggested, Dean’s threat was not all that great. “He’s an unstructured guy.”

Nixon went back to listen to some more tapes. He sighed again. “This is hard work. But I’ve got to do it. Got to do it. And it’s best for me to do it, too.”

Haig certainly didn’t want to hear them himself. “Only you,” he told Nixon. “Only you.”

The President listened all through the afternoon. At 6:04 P.M. Ziegler joined him, and they gloated about how much better prepared they were than Dean. He had no documentation. “. . . For whatever it’s worth, Buzhardt has been through Dean’s files, and there isn’t a goddam thing in it,” Nixon said.

Ziegler had not expected anything. Dean had not seemed the disciplined sort who kept good records, he told the President.

The President gave Ziegler a rundown on what he had heard on the tapes, from notes he had taken. They agreed that Dean had told the President very little about the Watergate cover-up until March 21, “when he came in with the cancer-in-the-heart-of-the-presidency thing,” Nixon remarked.

The President and his press secretary exchanged reassurances. Everything that Dean had told the President was related to limiting the political damage that the Senate Watergate Committee might cause, not to obstructing the Watergate prosecution and trial.

“There’s no cover-up in this, uh—to this point, period,” said the President. “Not one talk of cover-up.”

“That’s right,” Ziegler parroted.

But, as he reviewed his notes from a conversation on March 13, the President seemed concerned. “There’s a little, there’s a feeling of it through here,” he said. It was when Dean had told him that Haldeman’s political aide, Gordon Strachan, knew about the Watergate wiretap. Still, the President gave himself the benefit of the doubt and dismissed the problem. “What the hell is that?” he asked rhetorically.

Nixon read aloud from his notes what, in essence, Dean had told him on March 17. He paused at the point where Dean said that he, the President’s own counsel, was probably vulnerable to prosecution. “ ‘Because I was over this like a blanket,’ ” Nixon quoted Dean.

“But, I said, ‘John, you didn’t know about it.’ He said, ‘That’s right, I have no knowledge. No prior knowledge.’ ”

The President seemed to ask Ziegler for reassurance: “How does it strike you? He was telling me that there was a cover-up?”

“Not at all,” Ziegler assured him.

There was more, and it was worse. The President continued reading from his notes. “I said, ‘We’ve, we’ve got to cut that off. We can’t have that go to Haldeman!’ But we just stopped right there. There was no—I suppose he could say there that I was telling him to cover up, wouldn’t you say, for Haldeman?”

“I suppose he could say that in the context at the time that . . . ” Ziegler paused to clear his throat. “Still, there’s nothing, nothing, Mr. President.”

It went on. As Nixon looked to Ziegler to confirm his innocence, Ziegler put the conversations with Dean in the best possible light. “And you were talking about political problems, not illegal problems,” Ziegler told his boss. “Political problems as they related to the Ervin Committee hearings and what could come out in the course of those hearings . . . dammit, I know that’s the case. And those notes are proof,” he said, referring to the lined sheets of yellow paper from which the President had just read. Ziegler was pushing. “After a full ten months of a thorough investigation by the Justice Department and putting trust in the people around you, that this was being handled while you were in the process of everything else that happened in 1972. Goddammit, in March, when this started coming to you, you can tell by your reactions that you were saying, ‘What in the hell is this going on?’ And—”

The President interrupted him. “I should have reacted before the twenty-first of March, actually,” he said. “Dean shouldn’t have had to come in to me with the ‘cancer in the heart of the presidency,’ which, to his credit, he did.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Ziegler replied.

“He did. Haldeman didn’t tell me that; Ehrlichman didn’t tell me that.” Why had Dean come to him on March 21?

Ziegler assured the President that it was because Dean knew the President was not aware of the problem and of Haldeman and Ehrlichman’s involvement in the cover-up.

Nixon was exhausted from all those hours of listening to the tapes. They were difficult to hear. “I mean, God, maybe we were talking about a cover-up—Watergate,” he said. “I really didn’t. I didn’t know what the hell—I honestly didn’t know.”

The President asked Ziegler for options, ways to handle “the whole Dean problem.”

“I think we let, let Dean run his string a little bit,” Ziegler answered. “At least that’s what I’d do at this point, and not respond . . . ”

“We can’t let it run to the point that it hurts us too much,” the President said. “Not till the twenty-first of March did he come in and talk about a cover-up.”

Ziegler tried to guide him to safer ground. “And he did not in any way suggest that he was involved directly. Yet—”

“On the twenty-first he did,” the President corrected Ziegler.

“Did he?”

“He said, ‘Even Dean.’ ”

But now the President recalled that he had asked Dean if he knew of the cover-up, and that Dean had denied knowing about it. Nixon and Ziegler were relieved: Ziegler’s interpretation would stand. They stumbled on.

“I didn’t want to burn Mitchell.”

“That’s right,” Ziegler agreed.

“The key to this thing, Ron, is Mitchell. Always been the key. You haven’t had a cover-up, Dean did it—shit, he didn’t do it for Haldeman and Ehrlichman. . . . He did it for John Mitchell. So did Magruder1 do it for Mitchell. Magruder lied for Mitchell. You know that.”

“Sure.”

“That’s the tragedy of the whole thing. Mitchell would never step up to this. Well, I suppose, would you? No. No. Former Attorney General step up and say you bugged? Shit, I wouldn’t. What I would step up and say—‘Look, I haven’t approved a goddam thing and so forth, but I take responsibility for it—bah, bah, bah, bah, you know—and I’m going to take, uh, take, you know, a suspended sentence or misdemeanor slapped in the face or whatever the hell it’s going to be.’ But once denied—under oath—he was stuck. See? God damn.”

“The perjury’s the thing, that is the problem,” Ziegler agreed.

And they continued to attribute the basic cover-up to Dean and his efforts to protect himself and Mitchell.

“Dean knew,” Ziegler said, firming up their line.

“Of course he knew it. He knew all of this.”

“Sure he did.”

“He knew all of it. He didn’t tell me. You hear any of that in here?”

“No, sir. I can’t,” said Ziegler.

“But, but you see—” Nixon made another start—“in fairness to Dean, when he mentioned the fact that Strachan was involved, he mentioned the fact that, that, uh, that it was not well to let it all hang out, that Ehrlichman might have a problem and so forth, he might well have drawn the conclusion, Ron, that the President wanted him to keep the lid on.”

Ziegler was quick to show his boss how to turn the point to his advantage. “Yeah, the political lid in the Ervin Committee hearings, not the legal lid in terms of the trial.”

“That’s the difference. I see,” said the President.

“That’s the difference.” Ziegler took the point further. “That’s the conclusion I had during the whole period. Yeah.”

“We were talking about the Ervin Committee,” the President realized.

“That’s right.”

“We weren’t talking about the trial,” said the President. “The trial was over.”2

“We were, we were concerned about the Ervin Committee,” said Ziegler. “And what they would press for in terms not of illegality, but in terms of political embarrassment. Uh, you know, of, of, uh, of, uh, uh, some of the, some . . . ”

At last the President seemed satisfied that he was innocent of the cover-up. “Don’t you think it’s interesting, though, to run through this?” he asked. “Really, the goddam record is not bad, is it?”

“Makes me feel very good,” Ziegler answered.

To the President, that was overstating it a bit. “It’s not comfortable for me, because I was sitting there like a dumb turkey.”

Ziegler had an answer. “It’s a Rashomon theory,” he offered.

“Hm?” the President asked.

“It’s a Rashomon theory,” Ziegler tried again. “Five men sit in a room, and what occurs in that room or what is said in that room means something different to each man, based upon his perception of the events that preceded it. And that is exactly what this is. Exactly what it is.”

The President grasped the point: Dean perceived that the President was involved in the cover-up based on his own, not Nixon’s, special knowledge of what had gone before. It seemed to the President to be a pretty good theory. Perhaps it would hold up. But what about the problem of Dean being a loose cannon? “Suppose Dean goes out and says something?” the President asked.

“Well, that’s why I think we should let, let Dean run his string,” Ziegler suggested, “because he’s saying so much, or so much is being said for him, that all is becoming so confused and distorted.”

They agreed it would be a mistake to respond to each of Dean’s statements. Dean was too poised. They would wait him out.

“And then he will have to be cracked,” Ziegler said, “or dealt with in some way which we should determine down the line, you know.”

The President appreciated the point. “Let Ehrlichman and Haldeman and the rest of them take him on,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” Ziegler agreed.

“We’ve got him dead to rights on that, Ron, haven’t we?” the President asked.

They discussed Dean’s work habits and once again concluded that he was not the type to keep detailed records. Buzhardt had plundered Dean’s files on matters other than Watergate and had found no memoranda of conversations. He hadn’t taken them with him; he had never made any.

They had their case. They had a complete record of the President’s meetings with Dean. Let him commit himself to his own recollection. Haldeman, Ehrlichman and the rest would destroy him with a more precise version.

“We’ll survive it all,” Ziegler concluded.

ZIEGLER LEFT and the President went back to his listening. Later he summoned Buzhardt to his office and explained that he had developed his version of twenty of the key meetings and phone conversations with Dean about Watergate. In much the same exercise he had gone through with Ziegler, Nixon read from his notes, departing from them to make a point, punctuating his reading to reinforce his interpretation.

These notes clearly supported him and refuted Dean, Nixon said. Right?

Buzhardt nodded his agreement and wrote down the subjects that the President said were discussed during each conversation. He was beginning to feel waves of uneasiness. As Nixon read aloud, Buzhardt saw the intrinsic contradictions. A great deal didn’t make sense. In one meeting Nixon had been told of Strachan’s knowledge of the Watergate operation, and only one week later he heard and appeared to accept that there was “not a scintilla of evidence” as to any White House involvement.

Buzhardt kept quiet. The President was about to offer his version of the celebrated March 21 meeting—the meeting in which Dean claimed Nixon said that paying another million dollars to the Watergate conspirators would be no problem. Haldeman, who had heard the tape, and Nixon, who hadn’t, were agreed on the details.

The President read softly and carefully, his eyes riveted on the yellow legal pad: “Dean gave the President his theory of what had happened. He still said no prior June 17 White House knowledge, that Magruder probably knew, that Mitchell possibly knew, that Strachan probably knew, that Haldeman had possibly seen the fruits of the wiretaps through Strachan, that Ehrlichman was vulnerable . . . , [that] Colson3 had made a call to Magruder.”

Buzhardt got the message: In other words, almost all the President’s key advisers and aides could be implicated.

Buzhardt jotted furiously on his own legal pad as Nixon read from his notes: “Hunt was trying to blackmail Ehrlichman about Hunt’s prior Plumber activities unless he was paid what ultimately might amount to one million dollars. The President said, how could it possibly be paid? ‘What makes you think he would be satisfied with that?’ ”

Again, that last phrase in quotes, the President pointed out. Then, continuing: “The President stated it was blackmail, that it was wrong, that it would not work, that the truth would come out anyway. . . . Dean said Colson had talked to Hunt about executive clemency.”

The more Nixon read, the more Buzhardt realized that John Dean had a case. Nixon saw it differently and wanted everything given to the Republican minority of the Senate Watergate Committee to aid them when they cross-examined Dean.

Buzhardt passed the information to Fred Thompson, the minority’s counsel. That it was wrong. The phrase stuck in Buzhardt’s mind.

THE PRESIDENT gave Buzhardt little peace, often summoning him to his office on the “Bellboy” the lawyer wore everywhere except in church. The two men were spending a good deal of time together. Refuting Dean on the specifics was not enough, Nixon said; there was a more general problem. The Administration’s legitimate national-security operations were being deliberately entangled by his enemies in Watergate. Those activities had to be separated from the scandal. Nixon said he knew that surreptitious entries and wiretaps—after all, that was what Watergate was all about, wasn’t it?—were a way of life in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. “I know this has been going on for twenty years. It is the worst kind of hypocrisy for the Democrats to make so much of it.”

Thinking about stories he had heard on the Hill, Buzhardt agreed with the President. But the problem was to document the abuses of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, in the same way that the Ervin Committee was presently calling the Nixon Administration to account.

Nixon pointed out that he had asked John Dean, “of all people,” to come up with a list of his predecessors’ abuses. But Dean, usually so thorough, hadn’t really come up with much.

The FBI didn’t have records on the blatantly political work done for the Democratic administrations, Buzhardt said, and certainly it did not keep records of illegal break-ins. However, he had heard from good FBI sources that Congressmen had been tapped during the 1960s.

Was there any way to prove it? Nixon wanted to know.

Buzhardt was sure there was not. But the FBI did have records of national-security taps, and there must have been some abuses.

There had to be a way to make the other side pay the price, Nixon said. This was a partisan battle. Dean was going to tell the world about his White House; what he said should be measured against the record of prior administrations. Get a comprehensive list of all the national-security wiretaps conducted by the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, Nixon ordered. Call the Attorney General and get the Justice Department started on it now.

Buzhardt found that Elliot Richardson was reluctant to cooperate. Buzhardt therefore took the heat from the President, for a while, but eventually he passed it back to Richardson. After the fourth call to the Attorney General, a list came back. It was impressive, as Nixon had predicted. Though incomplete, it was political dynamite. The same kind of taps that had caused Nixon grief. The President might be right, Buzhardt concluded.

Nixon was elated. There had been hardly a hint in the press. Fascinated by the fact that many of the taps had been authorized by former Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, the President read the list with delight:

—Lloyd Norman, Pentagon and military-affairs correspondent for Newsweek. (Supposedly ordered by President John F. Kennedy himself because Norman had obtained classified information.)

—Hanson W. Baldwin, military-affairs specialist for the New York Times.

—Robert Amory, Jr., the former number-three man in the CIA and a close personal friend of President Kennedy. He had reportedly been a close friend of a Yugoslavian Embassy official who was an undercover intelligence officer.

—The law firm of Surrey and Karasik, which had lobbied for Dominican Republic sugar interests and was under investigation for trying to raise the United States sugar quotas.

—Bernard Fall, the late French historian and author of seven books on Vietnam, who had interviewed and maintained contact with North Vietnam’s President Ho Chi Minh over a period of years.

—The chief clerk to the House Agriculture Committee, who had worked for Representative Harold D. Cooley (D., N.C.), after the committee had handled sugar-quota legislation.

Buzhardt was sure there were more taps on the Hill, but they could at least document these.

Nixon continued his reading.

—The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. That had been extensively reported.

—Frank A. Capell, the right-wing author of The Secret Story of Marilyn Monroe, a book published in 1964 which alleged a relationship between Robert Kennedy and the late movie actress.

The President chortled. The Capell tap surely didn’t sound like a national-security matter to him. It confirmed everything he had always suspected about the Kennedys.

He could stand on his record. He had taken the extreme action of wiretapping staff and reporters only in cases where secret negotiations were in jeopardy. He was not the sort of man who would tap a writer who had written about his private life. Kennedys, not Nixons, did that sort of thing. Could Buzhardt get a list of all the illegal break-ins conducted during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations?

Buzhardt explained again that the agencies were very unlikely to have kept records of blatantly illegal activities. There was just no way he could get a list.

All right, Nixon said. Leak the Kennedy wiretaps.

BUZHARDT WENT to Haig. They both thought that leaking the information was too obvious a strategy. Instead, they released, without any names, a statistical summary of national-security wiretaps that had been conducted under the Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon administrations. It indicated that there had been fewer under Nixon than under his Democratic predecessors.

The President was not satisfied. He pushed Buzhardt again and again to leak the names of those tapped during the two preceding administrations. It was not a very good idea, Buzhardt insisted. It could backfire; it might well appear to be one more use of the FBI files for political advantage.

Nixon said he wanted it done. He would not tolerate defiance. He had not asked for Buzhardt’s opinion.

Buzhardt and Haig stalled. The President called from California. Dean was going before the Senate Watergate Committee in a few days. Nixon was screaming, “I want that out. I haven’t read it in the newspaper. I don’t want excuses. Do it.”

Buzhardt and Haig conferred. There was also pressure from other senior White House staff members. “Anything that happened in this Administration happened in spades in others,” Haig told selected reporters. He knew very well that there had been a consistent pattern of executive abuse under the Kennedy and Johnson regimes, but he couldn’t figure out how to get the message out more specifically. If they leaked the details, they would be pulled ever deeper into a partisan cross fire. There was no way to make the public focus on past administrations, not while the current one was being attacked daily in the press or in some congressional investigation or another. Nevertheless, Haig told Buzhardt, he was not sure he or anyone else could control the President on this particular matter. All they could do was stall.

When the President got back from California, it was Buzhardt who reopened the subject. He laid out his reasoning patiently. It wouldn’t do any good. They would be doing exactly what they had accused the Watergate Committee and others of doing. It just wouldn’t fly.

At last the President capitulated. But he knew, the staff knew and the other side knew that what his people had done was nothing—literally nothing—compared to what had gone on before. They were all innocent.

FINALLY, ON June 25, John Dean appeared in public before the Senate Watergate Committee. He read a 245-page statement that described the Watergate cover-up in elaborate detail. Over the next four days, Dean fielded questions adeptly, contradicting the President’s versions of events with impressive consistency. His story, basically unshakable, held up as an extended accusation against the Nixon White House: wiretapping, burglary, secret funds, money-laundering, enemies’ lists, dirty tricks, Plumbers, physical surveillance, choreographed character assassination, cover-up, obstruction of the federal agencies. But Nixon had been right: Dean’s account of the President’s participation in the Watergate cover-up rested only on his own recollection of the events. It sounded authentic, but it was legally inconclusive. There was no documentation.

Almost in desperation, the Watergate Committee’s investigative staff began a series of interviews with so-called satellite witnesses—assistants, secretaries, clerks and aides who had worked at the White House and for the Committee for the Re-election of the President. These were people who might have seen a memo, overheard a conversation or kept records that could document Dean’s allegations. Each was questioned closely for some small confirmation or denial of the charges against the President. Dean’s testimony about pre-Watergate intelligence-gathering and political retribution was repeatedly confirmed. But the President had, at least by inference, admitted and justified most of the activities in his statement of May 22. The crux of Dean’s assertions, the President’s direct participation in the cover-up, could not be corroborated. Only six relatively minor witnesses remained to be heard before Haldeman and Ehrlichman were to testify. Time was running out for the Watergate Committee.
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