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EDITORIAL NOTE




The logistics of preparing these conversations for publication have been complicated and difficult. There are no transcriptions and the tapes cannot be removed from the National Archives at this time. Professional court reporters and transcribers prepared the initial transcripts. My research assistant and I then listened to the tapes to fill in significant gaps of “unintelligibles” and to insure accuracy as far as possible. The process of deciphering the tapes is endless. Different ears pick up a once-unintelligible comment, or correct a previous understanding. Such is the nature of the material. I am aware of my responsibility for accuracy, knowing I have compiled a historical record that others will use. Some might find occasional errors in the rendering of particular words, but I am confident that there is no distortion of the thrust or intent of the passages.

I edited the conversations with an eye toward eliminating what I believe insignificant, trivial, or repetitious. I have used ellipses to telescope many conversations and often have omitted dutiful choruses of agreement by those present unless I believed them particularly important. The dialogue of innumerable uses of “right,” “yeah,” “okay” often has been dropped. I have retained many of Nixon’s phrases to reflect his manner of speaking, such as “you get my point” and “you know what I mean.” That is the authentic Nixon, I believe. The “uhs” and “ahs” usually have been eliminated, except when I think that they reflect the uncertainty in various voices, particularly Nixon’s. “Unintelligible” is used when I think that something important was said, but I could not capture it. Certain bracketed identifying references come from the official logs at the National Archives of the United States.

The rendition of spoken words into written ones has been a special challenge. Others have noted that there is nothing quite like Richard Nixon in his words; to listen to him on tape gives those words an even greater human, dramatic quality. I have tried to capture those qualities as much as possible by using italics, exclamations points, and, sometimes, bracketed phrases to describe emphasis and nuance.

When the first transcripts were published nearly a quarter-century ago, few could comprehend their meaning. Conversations were cryptic and vague, and some of the material was incomprehensible because of the lack of accompanying editorial apparatus. I hope that the headnotes, the identification of the various characters, and other editorial aids in this volume will help the reader.

There are three conversations in this volume that were previously published, and are included here because of their importance: June 23, 1972 (the “smoking gun” conversation), September 15, 1972 (a meeting with John Dean that gave the lie to Nixon’s later version of events), and March 21, 1973 (the “cancer on the presidency” conversation). All three conversations are newly transcribed and edited.
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INTRODUCTION

THE TAPES OF


RICHARD NIXON





The tapes of Richard Nixon’s conversations with political intimates compel our attention as do few other presidential documents. Since we first learned of their existence in July 1973, the tapes have fascinated the American public. During Nixon’s Watergate crisis, the nagging question centered on what the President knew about the break-in at the Democratic National Committee headquarters in the Watergate complex in June 1972 and the subsequent cover-up of White House involvement. The revelation that he had recorded his conversations made clear that this question could be answered—if the tapes were made public.

When Richard Nixon assumed the presidency in January 1969, he ordered Lyndon B. Johnson’s recording system dismantled immediately. In February 1971, however, Nixon and his Chief of Staff, H. R. Haldeman, re-installed the system with substantial improvements, including voice-activated devices. For a long while, knowledge of its existence was confined to the President, Haldeman, and a Haldeman aide, Alexander Butterfield. Three, later four, Secret Service agents who serviced the system knew about it, but apparently not the Director of the Secret Service Presidential Protective Division. The system later was expanded beyond the Oval Office to include the President’s hideaway office in the Executive Office Building, Camp David, the Cabinet Room, and White House and Camp David telephones.

The Watergate story reached an entirely new level on July 16, 1973, when Butterfield acknowledged to the Senate Select Committee that “there is tape in the Oval Office.” “Everything” was taped, he said. “[T]he President is very history-oriented and history-conscious about the role he is going to play, and is not at all subtle about it, or about admitting it.” Reaction ranged from amazement to indignation to titillation. Senator Howard Baker’s query, “What did the President know, and when did he know it?” could finally, apparently, be conclusively answered. Yet the fight that ensued over access lasted far longer than anyone imagined at the time. Only now can we return to Baker’s question. The answer is conclusive: the President knew virtually everything about Watergate and the imposition of a cover-up, from the beginning. The new tapes painstakingly reveal his repeated maneuvers to deny that knowledge for more than a year and, in turn, tell us much about the man. Along the way, he has given the best, most authoritative account of his involvement in Watergate we are likely to get.


When the first tapes of less than forty hours were released in April 1974, they provided a rough outline of Nixon’s “abuse of power” and “obstruction of justice”—the principal charges for his proposed impeachment. The charges made his position untenable and forced his resignation in August 1974, less than two years after his magnificent re-election. The tapes mortally wounded Nixon’s presidency and sent many of his associates to jail.

We knew in 1974 that Nixon’s archives contained a great deal more material, and after Nixon’s resignation, the remaining tapes became an important prize for the historical assessment of his administration. Nixon himself launched a twenty-year campaign, determined to impress his own interpretation on that record. He wrote numerous books and articles, made carefully staged public appearances and, in general, sought to establish himself as an “elder statesman,” both in the United States and abroad.

As part of that campaign, Nixon fought ferociously to gain control over the remaining tapes. He struggled so intensely, with such determination, because of his fear that the secret tapes would cripple his hopes for historical rehabilitation. In April 1996, twenty-two years after Congress had legislated the release of the tapes of Richard Nixon’s presidential conversations “at the earliest reasonable date,” nineteen years after the Supreme Court had upheld that law, nine years after the National Archives completed its processing and preparations for their public release, two years after Nixon’s death, and after five years of litigation and mediation, the tapes were at last liberated from their archival purgatory.

As the result of a lawsuit brought by Public Citizen and myself, a binding agreement struck with the National Archives and the Nixon Estate, which provided that over a four-year period more than 3,700 hours of Nixon presidential tapes, tapes whose release Nixon had forcefully resisted to the end of his life, would at last be available to the public. The first segment, consisting of 201 hours, released in November 1996, centers on “Watergate,” and in edited form comprises the material in this volume. Conversations begin in June 1971, covering the President’s reaction to the publication of the Pentagon Papers, and end in July 1973, during the height of the Senate Select Committee’s hearings, when knowledge of the taping system became public. The title, Abuse of Power, stems from a congressional mandate. The 1974 Presidential Recordings and Materials Preservations Act required the Archivist of the United States to “provide the public with the full truth, at the earliest reasonable date, of the abuse of governmental power popularly identified under the generic term ‘Watergate.’ ”


The early tapes had provided a brief glimpse into the character and quality of political morality and discourse in the Nixon White House. Before their release, the President had labored desperately to delete references to Jesus Christ, and changed “Goddamn” to “damn.” Nonetheless, the President’s congressional allies, his friends, and friendly columnists were appalled. Senate Minority Leader Hugh Scott called them “shabby, disgusting, and immoral”; even Vice President Gerald Ford found them “a little disappointing.” William Safire, a longtime Nixon aide and by then a New York Times columnist, thought the conversations revealed a man “guilty of conduct unbecoming a President.” The Rev. Billy Graham, a faithful supporter, could not “but deplore the moral tone implied,” and was dismayed that “situational ethics” had infected the White House.

The new tapes amplify the crudities of thought and language of the first group. But they also more sharply reveal a President deeply and intimately involved in sometimes criminal abuses of power, both before and after the Watergate break-in. In 1974, the President’s defenders in Congress demanded “specificity”—clearly documented examples—of presidential abuse of power and obstruction of justice. Their spirited efforts for Nixon did not carry the day, but they made an enormous, momentary impression. On August 5, however, the President, complying with the Supreme Court’s order in United States v. Nixon, released transcripts of the “smoking gun” conversations of June 23, 1972, in which he and Haldeman talked about using the CIA to thwart the FBI investigation of the Watergate break-in. That revelation dissolved the President’s remaining support and made his resignation both imperative and inevitable.

These new materials provide a massive, overwhelming record of Nixon’s involvement and his instigation of obstruction of justice and abuse of power. They expose a level of culpability far greater than imagined twenty-five years ago. President Nixon knew from the outset that the investigation had to be contained to protect White House secrets—or “horrors,” as Attorney General John Mitchell labeled them. Accordingly, he talked for more than a year about what he had done, and continued to do, as he instigated, in effect, a cover-up of the cover-up. “Specificity” is no longer lacking.


The year of events following the Watergate break-in is at the heart of this story. Prophetically, at the outset, Nixon and Haldeman discussed their special secret—the taping system—on June 20, 1972. The President thought that it “complicates things all over.” Haldeman replied: “They say it’s extremely good. I haven’t listened to the tapes.” And Nixon quietly said: “They’re kept for future purposes.”

The arrest of E. Howard Hunt, a former CIA operative, following the Watergate break-in, filled Nixon with foreboding. On June 22, 1972, Haldeman told Nixon that Hunt, who had been involved in the Watergate break-in, “is in the process of disappearing.” The next day, Nixon remarked that Hunt had “done a lot of things.” Meanwhile, the first cover-up appears at the same time when Nixon learned of an attempt to pin it all on G. Gordon Liddy (“Is Liddy willing?” Nixon queried). A year later (April 10), Nixon worried that Hunt would expose “an earlier venture”—meaning the Plumbers and their illegal activities. Typically, such insights alternated with the President’s remarks about the “comic opera” and “stupid” overtones of the caper, as he called it. Haldeman warned him of the “various lines of interlinkage in the whole damn business” (June 26, 1972), obviously referring to past White House activities that had involved such men as Hunt. But from the outset, Nixon recognized the problem of, and the difficulty of maintaining, a cover-up. On June 29, 1972, he told Haldeman, “It’s a time bomb”; the next day, he said: “You can’t cover this thing up, Bob.” The next month (July 19), he invoked memories of the Alger Hiss case (a favorite theme): “If you cover up, you’re going to get caught.” That day, too, Nixon and Ehrlichman discussed whether Magruder could take responsibility. The President was now involved in the specifics of testimony (July 19: “Can’t he [Magruder] state it just a little different?”). He still hoped to keep Mitchell free from blame. Yet one by one, each such firewall would be breached in the coming year. By May 29, 1973, thoroughly exasperated, Nixon would claim that the cover-up, “the whole Goddamn thing, frankly, was done because it involved Mitchell.”

Nixon knew of the cover-up from the start, as we well know from the famous “smoking gun” conversations of June 23, 1972. But he kept himself informed on the subject throughout the summer. He knew, despite later protestations of his ignorance of John Dean and his role, what his young counsel had been doing. Haldeman told him on July 20, 1972: “John Dean is watching it on an almost full-time basis and reporting to Ehrlichman and me on a continuing basis. . . . There’s no one else in the White House that has any knowledge of what’s going on there at all.” That very day, Haldeman assured Nixon that the Department of Justice investigation was going “along the channels that will not produce the kind of answers we don’t want produced.” On obstruction of justice, the verdict of the tapes is clear.

Nixon often expressed admiration for Dean. Less than three weeks before Dean’s famous March 21, 1973, “cancer on the presidency” discussion with Nixon, the President said: “Hell, I’m convinced that Dean is a pretty good gem. . . . [H]e’s awfully smart. . . . [H]e thinks things through and all that. He’s not cocky” (March 2, 1973). He told Dean on March 16 that “the problem is the cover-up.” Still, it was necessary because “there’s a hell of a lot of other crap going to hit” (April 28, 1973). A week after the March 21 meeting, Nixon said that Dean has “been a hero.” Yet by April 25, the President told Attorney General Richard Kleindienst that Dean had ordered the break-in of Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist’s office.

Nixon always denied that he knew of “hush money” payments until Dean told him in March. But these tapes give the lie to what Nixon called a “myth.” On August 1, 1972, Haldeman reported that “Hunt’s happy.” “At considerable cost,” the President said. But hastily added: “It’s worth it, . . . [t]hey have to be paid. That’s all there is to that.” On January 3, 1973, Haldeman told Nixon: “Liddy we’re taking care of in one way. We’ve got to be very careful to take care of [Jeb] Magruder the right way, in the other way.” After Dean left the March 21 meeting, the President told his longtime, faithful secretary Rose Mary Woods that he “may have a need for substantial cash for a personal purpose,”—a “campaign thing,” he added. Again, before the March 21 meeting, Nixon acknowledged that his good friend, prominent Republican fundraiser Thomas Pappas “has raised the money.” Haldeman responded by noting Pappas’s great virtue: “And he’s able to deal in cash . . .” (March 2, 1973). A few days later, on March 7, Nixon personally thanked Pappas for helping out “on some of these things that . . . others are involved in.”

The climax of these tapes occurs with the conversations that led to the firing of Haldeman and Ehrlichman on April 30, 1973. On March 27, Haldeman had warned Nixon: “You fire everybody now, you send them to jail.” Ehrlichman, meanwhile, continued to scheme to have John Mitchell take the fall for everyone regarding the break-in, while the cover-up would remain secret (April 14, 1973). Dismissing his aides was agonizing for Nixon. But on April 12, he had set his course: “We’ve got to think the unthinkable sometimes.” After he dismissed his aides, the President’s conversations on the night of April 30 are emotional, distraught, poignant, and sprinkled with his slurred words. “I love you,” he tells Haldeman. A few days earlier, he told Ziegler: “It’s all over, do you know that?”

The departure of Haldeman set the stage for the emergence of General Alexander Haig as Chief of Staff. Documentation for Haig’s activities is hard to come by, as most of his papers remain closed in the Library of Congress (along with Henry Kissinger’s). But the new tapes reveal much about the man and his role. The conversations of May 8–9 are classic expressions of bureaucratic maneuvering, as Haig consolidated his position, established control over the President’s legal defense, excluded White House counsel Leonard Garment from effective access, and eased Haldeman away from the President. For Haig, the stakes are old-fashioned: Watergate, he tells Nixon on May 11, involves “good, strong Americanism versus left-wing sabotage.” He knew how to exploit Nixon’s cynicism. He wanted former Supreme Court Justice Arthur Goldberg as Special Prosecutor because he “is obnoxious and doesn’t wear well with the people, which would be good for our point of view” (May 12, 1973). Near the end (July 12, 1973), Haig expressed his frustration with Watergate: “It’s just like Vietnam, a strange place.”

Nixon’s jarring language about Jews recurs throughout the tapes. “Bob, please get me the names of the Jews, you know, the big Jewish contributors of the Democrats. . . . Could we please investigate some of the cocksuckers?” he told Haldeman on September 13, 1971. The next year, on October 20, he criticized a reporter and an FBI executive: “[T]hey’re both Jews and that has nothing to do with it, but it at least gives you a feeling of the possible motivation deep down of the liberal leftists.” An anti-Semite? Perhaps; though many of his admirers quickly retort that such expressions never were “operational,” that nothing resulted from them. And, it is noted, some key Administration players were Jewish. Nixon also regularly belittled Harvard men, yet he was quick to have them in his Administration. Probably, what was at work here was that corrosive cynicism that pervaded Nixon’s remarks—similar to his cynical exploitation of an opponent’s endorsement of school busing while his Administration compiled an enviable record on school desegregation in the South, or when he boasted to Charles Colson on June 13, 1973, that “the blacks don’t like” his choice for Director of the FBI, Clarence Kelley.

Nixon reminds us of his earlier history, with references to his role in the Hiss case and the firing of Sherman Adams, Dwight Eisenhower’s chief of staff. He suggested reviving the virtually moribund House Committee on Un-American Activities following the Pentagon Papers incident. The Committee, he said on July 2, 1971, could investigate a spy ring, believing it could re-create the circus atmosphere of twenty years earlier. “[W]hat a marvelous opportunity for the committee. . . . [Y]ou know what’s going to charge up an audience. Jesus Christ, they’ll be hanging from the rafters. . . . Going after all these Jews. Just find one that is a Jew, will you. . . .” Comforting old thoughts never were too far behind. On March 29, 1973, Nixon defended his use of the “Plumbers,” a group engaged in illegal operations, ostensibly to thwart “leaks.” “This is national security. . . . We’ve got all sorts of activities because we’ve been trying to run this town by avoiding the Jews in the government because there were very serious questions [of leaks].”

The President needed his demons, his “enemies,” in more familiar White House terms. First, there was Daniel Ellsberg, who had leaked the Pentagon Papers to major newspapers. “Try him in the press,” Nixon told an aide on June 30, 1971. “We want to destroy him in the press.” A few days earlier, on June 24, however, Nixon expressed a sneaking admiration for Ellsberg, wanting his own “Ellsberg, an Ellsberg who’s on our side; in other words, an intellectual who knows the history of the times, who knows what he’s looking for.” Specifically, Nixon wanted a man to study records of past presidents and foreign affairs to reveal their shortcomings and failures.

The fact that the New York Times published the Pentagon Papers only fueled Nixon’s anger. On July 1, 1971, after the Supreme Court allowed the newspaper to continue publication, Nixon the conspiracist responded: “Do you think, for Christ sakes, that the New York Times is worried about all the legal niceties? Those sons of bitches are killing me. . . . We’re up against an enemy, a conspiracy. They’re using any means. We are going to use any means. Is that clear?” That same day, he attacked the media in general. “We want somebody to be a [Joseph] McCarthy. . . . Is there another [Bob] Dole?” Then: “[T]he press now is putting their right to make money, to profit, to profit from publication of stolen documents under the First Amendment and that that overrides the right of an American who is fighting for his country. . . . [G]et into some of this material. Hit it and keep hitting and ream them and [send] letters to [the] editor embarrassing, you know, Senator[s]-elect. . . . I know how this game is played.”

The creation and use of the Plumbers is, of course, at the center of abuse-of-power charges against the President. Shortly after the group broke into Ellsberg’s psychiatrist’s office in Los Angeles, Ehrlichman told the President on September 8, 1971: “We had one more little operation. It’s been aborted out in Los Angeles which, I think, is better that you don’t know about. But we’ve got some dirty tricks underway. . . . We’ve planted a bunch of stuff with columnists, some of which will be given to service shortly . . . about Ellsberg’s lawyer, about the Bay of Pigs.” Nixon always rationalized the break-in as a justifiable “national security” operation. His aide, Charles Colson, put his own gloss on such thinking, saying, “They weren’t stealing anything, . . . they had broken and entered with an intent not to steal, [only] with an intent to obtain information” (July 19, 1972).

At the end, the conversations take on a funny, sad character when, for example, the President’s friend Bebe Rebozo told the President about a supportive letter from the ex-Mayor of Jersey City, then a guest of the federal government at Leavenworth (June 12, 1973). (At the end, Nixon seemed comfortable only with Rebozo, Rose Mary Woods, and possibly Press Secretary Ron Ziegler.) Or Henry Kissinger solemnly reporting to the President that he now had the support of author Norman Mailer (July 12, 1973). Nixon assured his daughter (June 19, 1973) that Dean had nothing. He merely “was the carry-outer of this thing.” Finally, and fittingly, in the last conversation here, Nixon urged Kissinger to “keep on fighting.”

Altogether, we have a richer, more informed portrait of the only man to have resigned the presidency. The new tapes offer the best opportunity to view the “inner man,” to capture him in different facets and moods—a man alternately resourceful and inept, exhilarated and depressed, combative and passive, prosaic and articulate, repetitive and informed, self-centered and empathetic, sometimes sad yet often comical. We have no known record of such unguarded and frank talk by any other president.


These conversations provide a rare glimpse of a president uninhibited by the restraints of public appearance, and capture him in moments alone with trusted confidants. Here, we have both exceptional candor and a practiced level of deceit; the display of a constant calculus of political considerations; the exhibit of raw, human emotions; and, above all, the revelations of extraordinary, illegal, seemingly unprecedented presidential behavior and power. These tapes are the bedrock in laying bare the mind and thoughts of Richard Nixon. They constitute a record of unassailable, historical documentation he cannot escape. There is nothing quite like them.

The Nixon tapes are, however, far from the whole of the record of the Nixon presidency. The National Archives and other depositories hold countless public and private documents essential to an understanding of Nixon’s administration. Memoranda between Nixon and his top aides during the first two years of his presidency are basic for understanding the nature of his presidency, as well as for extraordinary insights into his motivation and behavior. But the Nixon tapes uniquely reveal the President’s voice and perspective on extraordinary events. Other presidents taped conversations, but did so selectively, at their own initiative. Those tapes often seem contrived, even staged, and have had relatively little impact in shaping our knowledge or understanding of these men. The tapes of FDR, Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson offer little prospect of similar importance. The Nixon tapes, on the other hand, are central to his history and his presidency.


Richard Nixon was a very complicated man. Essentially a loner, he was at the same time the most public of public men. Few leaders have eagerly exposed themselves to such scrutiny as did Richard Nixon. His countless appearances, through almost five decades on the public stage, and numerous writings, gave him extraordinary visibility, with all the inherent advantages—and risks. Whether it was the perspiration on his upper lip that betrayed his innate uneasiness with us, the maudlin sentimentality he invoked in his “Checkers” speech, the pride he displayed at his daughter’s wedding, the unbounded joy of his triumphs, and the unspeakable burden of his dramatic defeats—this man exposed his multifaceted humanity in extraordinary, vivid ways. As he left the White House in August 1974, he recalled that he had been in the highest mountains and deepest valleys; he had known triumph and failure, with all of their accompanying exhilaration and exquisite pain.

These conversations reflect Nixon’s most painful, difficult political and personal moments. He occasionally reveals the true extent of his and his aides’ involvement in Watergate. He knows his vulnerability, he fears exposure, and he realizes that resignation is a very real possibility for at least a year prior to that event. A man of secrets, Nixon ironically revealed more about himself than any president before or since.

The conversations between the President, his closest aides, and occasional other visitors, like other conversations, often have a prosaic quality and, at times, are terribly repetitive. No doubt, too, some were contrived, since the taping system gave Nixon and his aides a chance to speak to posterity or to “make a record” of their own. In a May 10, 1973, conversation, for example, Haldeman told the President that they never met Dean in the famous September 15, 1972, meeting, and they strain to put their own interpretation on Nixon’s meeting with Dean on March 21. Yet, at other times, recorded revelations contradict their public story and offer irrefutable evidence of impeachable instances of “abuse of power” and “obstruction of justice.”

Here we have essential material that adds more details, more texture, to the portrait of the nation’s 37th president. Nixon’s scheming, lying, and worrying about what truths might be discovered or what must be covered up, is at the heart of these tapes. Some of the “sound bites” may be misleading. They must be understood in context; we must make allowance for hyperbole and distortion, even a lack of seriousness or an occasional light moment. Was Nixon, for example, really serious about having his men burglarize Republican headquarters and blame the Democrats? More importantly, from these conversations, an ongoing narrative emerges, between Richard Nixon and his closest aides, of the Watergate crisis as viewed from their perspective. Now, from a vantage point a quarter-century later, we can watch unfold the drama that engulfed, and then destroyed, the Nixon presidency, always through the focus of the man who insured his own self-destruction.

Read as narrative, these conversations have various themes and subjects. Long before the Watergate break-in, they reveal President Nixon’s insatiable desire for more information, more intelligence, about his political foes. Nixon’s interest in Democratic National Chairman Lawrence O’Brien, whether it was about his income taxes or his political activities, bears some comparison to Henry II’s alleged grumbling about that “accursed priest,” Thomas Beckett. We learn from these tapes more about the cover-up than was revealed in the famous “smoking gun” conversations of June 23, 1972. In particular, we have a much better understanding of the need for a cover-up to protect previous illegal White House activities, most notably the work of the “Plumbers.” (Nixon had created the Plumbers just after the Pentagon Papers incident. The group, ostensibly designed to stop leaks, focused instead on surreptitious attacks on White House political opponents and anti-war figures.) Even comparatively minor White House peccadilloes had to be protected. John Ehrlichman told the President on March 16, 1973, that “we’re not going to get the benefit of the doubt and it’s going to make for juicy reading—[that we kept] track of a United States Senator [Edward Kennedy] in his off hours for nine months.” And we learn much more than ever before about the care with which the cover-up was managed for another year. These transcripts vividly instruct us in how the President and his men manipulated and fought any investigation of their wrongdoing.

Throughout these conversations, Richard Nixon repeatedly describes the Watergate break-in as “stupid” (when he wasn’t excusing it as “a minuscule crime unless you get something,” or saying that breaking into Democratic headquarters is “no blot on a man’s record”). All the more reason, then, to consider what may be the most fundamental question of all: if the break-in was stupid, if the Nixon campaign had such loyal soldiers as the Cuban burglars, Liddy, and Hunt, who were prepared to fall on their swords for the President (while being very well-compensated for such dedication, of course), then why not sacrifice them? Whether they pled guilty or sought a trial, the affair probably would have ended with their convictions, and Watergate might well have been consigned to the ashcan of history as merely a “third-rate burglary.”

The decision to cover up now seems inevitable, even logical, considering the Administration’s stake in the matter. But there was more at stake than insulating the President from the “White House horrors.” Nixon had carefully nourished an image through a quarter-century of public life as an upstanding law-and-order advocate. Maintaining that image required distance from what he knew of past activities, as well as what he knew of the cover-up.

While John Dean still was his loyal lieutenant for the cover-up, the President told him on March 16, 1973: “You’ve got always to think in terms of the presidency and the President should not appear to be hiding and not be forthcoming. Do you know what I mean? . . . The problem is the cover-up, not the facts. . . . But you cannot have the President take the rap on a cover-up.” At the outset, Nixon perceptively warned Haldeman that they could not “cover this thing up, Bob”; nine months later, perception turned to pessimism as Nixon sensed the futility of maintaining the cover-up. Perhaps it was a losing game, Haldeman suggested; “that’s sort of my feeling,” the President replied.

By May 1973, Nixon realized his presidency had suffered a devastating blow; worse yet, he knew he might have to resign or be impeached. The facts were there, waiting only to be uncovered by proper investigative authorities. Under mounting pressure, he recognized it was only a matter of time before it all imploded. Here he was involved in an even wider cover-up, one of covering up not only the original White House connection to the Watergate break-in, but a cover-up of that cover-up. This final effort was just too much of a burden, and the Nixon presidency collapsed in August 1974.

Nixon never could publicly admit his involvement in anything illegal. Speaking of the abortive Houston Plan that would have authorized illegal break-ins for domestic counter-intelligence programs, Nixon said, “Well, then to admit that we approved . . . illegal activities. That’s the problem.” At another time, he admitted, “I ordered that they use any means necessary, including illegal means, to accomplish this goal” (May 16, 1973). He then hastily added: “The President of the United States can never admit that.” Most embarrassing of all probably was the break-in of the office of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist, an action Nixon and his aides insisted was dictated by “national security” considerations, when, in fact, it was designed to discredit Ellsberg (who had leaked the Pentagon Papers). Nixon knew the truth: “I believe somehow I have to avoid having the President approve the break-in of a psychiatrist’s office.”

Nixon’s inability to confront the truth about himself was institutional, as well as personal. He always was capable of a cool assessment of presidential power and the nature of the presidency. When Nixon expressed concern for his image, he also was aware of the president’s symbolic place in the popular mind as “the government.” Moral legitimacy is the chief prop for that role, and Nixon realized that his actions compromised the canons of civility that sustained such legitimacy. Nixon’s dark conversations with Colson, his knowledge of Hunt and the Plumbers, and his willingness to use the Internal Revenue Service as a weapon in his political shadow world—all amply documented here—undermined his own pride in the presidency, and what it should be. No wonder, then, that he had to keep the underside of his presidency from any public view or revelation.

Nixon had numerous opportunities to admit publicly his deep involvement in Watergate. Until the last few months, such action probably would have saved his presidency. Despite intense criticism of his administration, it is doubtful that until the summer of 1974 many Americans favored destroying it. But for Nixon to have confessed his sins would have required a degree of self-examination that he simply could not and would not do. The contradiction between his carefully nurtured public self-image of a law-and-order purist and the reality of his actions again was simply too much for him to bear. Of course there is a sense of the tragic to Watergate and Nixon’s resignation, but what is really the stuff of drama is that Richard Nixon allowed these things to happen. The tragedy is that he knew they were wrong, as he often acknowledged in these conversations; still, he could not, or would not, prevent them.


After dismissing Haldeman and Ehrlichman on April 30, 1973, under a cloud of criminal accusations, Nixon lost his last line of defense. Despite his bravado, Nixon sensed that he now was the target. As his men left or defected, the “White House horrors” of pre-Watergate days were exposed for all to see and judge. Nixon knew the danger, and by then realized that the assault on him had the certain outcome of either executive paralysis, at best, or defeat and humiliation, at worst. What tipped the balance between the two, of course, was the revelation of the taping system. And that makes all the more compelling the old question: why didn’t Nixon destroy the tapes?

Much has been made about the conflicting advice surrounding Nixon on this issue. Some of his lawyers insisted that it would be an obstruction of justice to destroy the tapes once their existence was known; on the other hand, John Connally and Nelson A. Rockefeller supposedly advised burning them. Haig reasoned that destroying the tapes would heighten suspicions of presidential guilt, and Nixon readily concurred, realizing that revelations of wrongdoing would be easier to control than the taint of having destroyed evidence. Pat Nixon reportedly could not understand why her husband did not destroy them. Nixon had told his daughter Tricia that the tapes contained nothing damaging, yet he might be impeached because of their content. “Because he has said the latter,” she wrote in her diary, “knowing Daddy, the latter is the way he really feels.” How odd that, for a man who adamantly insisted on controlling his papers and materials, both during his presidency and for twenty years afterward, we fail to consider Nixon’s wishes on the matter.

When the Senate Select Committee and the Special Prosecutor immediately sought access to the tapes in July 1973, the likelihood of forcing the President to reveal his private conversations seemed remote, even incomprehensible. Nixon believed that the vague, but useful, defense of executive privilege provided adequate protection against any legislative or judicial demands for the tapes. Of course, as time went on, and the prospect that the tapes contained incriminating evidence loomed larger and more significant, such demands took on increased legitimacy. But at all times, Richard Nixon had to realize the value of those tapes, and it was unlikely he would destroy them.

First, the tapes had monetary value, which could only increase in time. Nixon’s pursuit of his property interest in his public papers was dear to his heart and is a well-documented story. But he also has given us a better explanation of their real value to him: their usefulness in writing his own history of his presidency. Nixon believed that carefully selected excerpts from the tapes could exonerate him in the Watergate matter. After Nixon’s fateful meeting on March 21 with Dean, Haldeman listened to the taped conversation on several occasions. We learn in these new tapes that the former chief of staff assured Nixon how that conversation could be interpreted in a favorable light. But beyond any specific meeting, Nixon thought his tapes would insure his control of his own history. In a tantalizing passage in his memoirs, Nixon revealed the most deep-seated of his motives. The tapes, he wrote, “were my best insurance against the unforeseeable future. I was prepared to believe that others, even people close to me, would turn against me just as Dean had done, and in that case the tapes would give me at least some protection.”

In the end, instead, Nixon’s tapes convicted him. He told an interviewer in 1977, “I brought myself down. I gave them a sword. And they stuck it in.” Yet, he characteristically added, “And, I guess, if I’d been in their position, I’d have done the same thing.” These tapes reveal anew his tragic quality of self-destruction, and they remind us all too clearly of who and what Richard Nixon was.
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THE PENTAGON PAPERS


AND OTHER “WHITE
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The taping system was installed in the Oval Office in February 1971, and then in other parts of the White House, and the telephone system in April. We have a few “abuse of power” conversations for May, but after June, they significantly increase in number.

On Sunday morning, June 13, 1971, the New York Times featured front-page coverage of Tricia Nixon’s Rose Garden wedding of the day before. The front page also prominently displayed a first installment of the “Pentagon Papers,” a classified 7,000-page document commissioned by former Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara. Daniel Ellsberg, a disillusioned national security intellectual and official, now a prominent antiwar activist, had leaked the papers to the newspaper. The study traced the origins and progress of the Vietnam War, and threw considerable light on the difference between public knowledge of events and the government’s actual conduct of the war. By 1971, the papers offered not only historical lessons for the foreign policy and military establishments, but also political opportunities for future administrations. Melvin Laird, Nixon’s Defense Secretary, told the President that 98 percent of the documents could be declassified, but the President in a note insisted that “the era of negotiations can’t succeed w/o secrecy.”

The Pentagon Papers involved the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, and some Nixon aides have claimed that the President initially was inclined to let his opponents suffer embarrassment. According to this line, Henry Kissinger sparked Nixon’s anger and spurred him to various repressive actions, including a court test. Nixon, however, regarded unauthorized leaks of internal government papers as a personal affront to his notions of presidential authority; as the following conversations indicate, he did not need others to prod him into lashing out at his “enemies.” Leaks had upset the President quite a number of times, and have to be understood in the context of other incidents, including the Administration’s so-called “tilt” to Pakistan in late 1971, information about SALT negotiations, the bombing in Cambodia, and the Paris peace talks with North Vietnam. For his efforts, Ellsberg won a featured place in Nixon’s pantheon of demons, alongside such luminaries as the Kennedys and Lawrence O’Brien, as conversations over the next two years indicated.

The Pentagon Papers incident brought forth the creation of the Special Investigative Unit, more familiarly known as the “Plumbers.” This group engaged in numerous illegal activities for the Administration, the most notorious being the break-in at the offices of Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist. Nixon and his aides to the end justified the action as a “national security” necessity when, in truth, the action was devised to secure unfavorable information about Ellsberg.

These conversations for the year preceding the Watergate break-in also include the President’s ongoing concern with using the Internal Revenue Service for his political and personal purposes. Other conversations show the President’s involvement in various schemes to advance his re-election bid and to undermine the candidacy of others, especially Senators Edmund Muskie and Edward Kennedy. At this time, the President already is familiar with E. Howard Hunt and John Dean, persons who will have important ties to him in the future.

JUNE 17, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, EHRLICHMAN, AND KISSINGER, 5:17–6:13 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

A few days after the publication of the Pentagon Papers, Nixon discusses how toexploit the situation for his advantage. He is interested in embarrassing the Johnson Administration on the bombing halt, for example. Here, he wants a break-in atthe Brookings Institution, a centrist Washington think tank, to find classified documents that might be in the Brookings safe.

HALDEMAN: You maybe can blackmail [Lyndon B.] Johnson on this stuff [Pentagon Papers].

PRESIDENT NIXON: What?

HALDEMAN: You can blackmail Johnson on this stuff and it might be worth doing. . . . The bombing halt stuff is all in that same file or in some of the same hands. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Do we have it? I’ve asked for it. You said you didn’t have it.

HALDEMAN: We can’t find it.

KISSINGER: We have nothing here, Mr. President.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, damnit, I asked for that because I need it.

KISSINGER: But Bob and I have been trying to put the damn thing together.

HALDEMAN: We have a basic history in constructing our own, but there is a file on it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Where?

HALDEMAN: [Presidential aide Tom Charles] Huston swears to God there’s a file on it and it’s at Brookings [Institution, a centrist Washington “think tank”].

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Bob? Bob? Now do you remember Huston’s plan [for White House–sponsored break-ins as part of domestic counter-intelligence operations]? Implement it.

KISSINGER: . . . Now Brookings has no right to have classified documents.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . I want it implemented. . . . Goddamnit, get in and get those files. Blow the safe and get it.

HALDEMAN: They may very well have cleaned them by now, but this thing, you need to—

KISSINGER: I wouldn’t be surprised if Brookings had the files.

HALDEMAN: My point is Johnson knows that those files are around. He doesn’t know for sure that we don’t have them around.

JUNE 23, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 11:39 A.M.–12:45 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

Nixon and Colson consider infiltrating one of the peace groups. Then, the President and his Chief of Staff discuss old-fashioned, but proven, fundraisingmethods.

SEGMENT 1

HALDEMAN: One of the best breaks is if this peace group or antiwar—can be infiltrated, can be shown to be a radical revolutionary group and they’re taking stolen top secret documents and peddling them around. That shifts the whole focus of the case.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Can you get at that?

HALDEMAN: Yes, sir. We’re working this—

SEGMENT 2

PRESIDENT NIXON: Oh, I’ve got to tell you one thing. Ambassador to Brussels, that hasn’t been promised to anybody, has it?

HALDEMAN: No.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Bebe [Charles Rebozo] says Winston Guest. He’s the former ambassador to Ireland with Kennedy. He says he believes—he says—

HALDEMAN: Raymond Guest.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Raymond, Ambassador Raymond Guest will give a half a million or what do you suppose he wants to hear about that? Well, anyway, I’m sure that he’s talking about a quarter of a million at least because he gave 100,000 last time out in ’65. . . . Now, he can be the ambassador to Brussels. Find out when [John] Eisenhower leaves. He’s fine. His wife speaks French. . . . [M]y point is that anybody that wants to be an ambassador, wants to pay at least $250,000.

HALDEMAN: I think any contributor under 100,000 we shouldn’t consider for any kind of thing except just some nice—

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s right. Like, Fred Russell who was a big contributor we know. But from now, the contributors have got to be, I think [big contributors], and I’m not going to do it with, quote, political friends and all the rest of this crap where we’ve got to give them to good old Bill. . . . Now when he [Charles Bluhdorn] goes, I want him to be bled for a quarter of million, too. He’s got that kind of money.

HALDEMAN: It ought to be more than that.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You’re talking about 100,000. That’s ridiculous. We play his games. It’ll be worth a quarter of a million to just listen to him that long.

JUNE 24, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND ZIEGLER, 9:38–10:09 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

In the wake of the Pentagon Papers revelations, Nixon demanded that someone coordinate a scheme for declassifying older documents, dating back to World War IIand Korea, as well as Vietnam. While he was furious about the leak of the PentagonPapers, he plans his own leak to reveal embarrassing failures or shortcomings inforeign policies under his predecessors. He wants his own “Ellsberg who’s on ourside.”

PRESIDENT NIXON: God, wait until these World War II things come out now we’ve got—I’ve got some more—done some more thinking on that. We’ve got to get a better team on it. . . .

HALDEMAN: That’s right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: It will have to take about twelve guys under somebody a little bit more responsible, but he’s [Tom Charles Huston] a son of a bitch. I mean, Bob, you get all this stuff. Do you realize that? We can get it all.

HALDEMAN: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, we’re going to expose them. God, Pearl Harbor and the Democratic party will—they’ll have gone without a trace if we do this correctly. Who would you put in charge, Bob? . . .

HALDEMAN: That’s what I’m trying to figure because—

PRESIDENT NIXON : You’ve got Colson doing too much, but he’s the best. It’s the Colson type of man that you need. . . . It will be very good to have somebody who knew the subject. I mean, what you really need is an Ellsberg, an Ellsberg who’s on our side; in other words, an intellectual who knows the history of the times, who knows what he’s looking for.

HALDEMAN: Okay. Well, then I know who to go to.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. Who would you use?

HALDEMAN: [National Security Aide Richard] Dick Allen.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s the guy. Allen’s the guy. Put him in charge of it. He’s the—you’ve got it named. That’s exactly the man I want. . . . We just desperately need, I think, we need this guy, this declassification thing.

HALDEMAN: Dick Allen is the guy to do it. He’s exactly what we’re talking about. Why, all the sophistication—

PRESIDENT NIXON: I want Huston in on the team.

HALDEMAN: All right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Because Huston will know what to look for. He knows a lot about intelligence. . . .

ZIEGLER: Allen will do a good job at this.

PRESIDENT NIXON: No. This guy is—don’t go back to World War II, this first. The first things I want to go back to—I want to go to the Cuban missile crisis and I want to go to the Bay of Pigs.

HALDEMAN: Well, those are the ones that are most likely to get lost the fastest. . . . World War II stuff we can always get.

PRESIDENT NIXON: People are being—probably burning stuff and hiding stuff as fast as they can. A lot of this stuff will be gone. The bombing halt story, incidentally, is run into the Ellsberg thing and I think it’s now time to get that out if it’s any good for us.

HALDEMAN: Okay. Well, we got, as I told you, we’ve got that except Huston says there’s three segments yet that aren’t complete, but he’s got the raw material. He can complete them. . . .

JUNE 29, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND COLSON, 2:28–2:32 P.M., WHITE HOUSE TELEPHONE

The following two conversations reveal some of the President’s responses toDaniel Ellsberg, the man who leaked the Pentagon Papers, and to Nixon’s enemiesin the foreign-policy establishment.

PRESIDENT NIXON: If you can get him [Daniel Ellsberg] tied in with some communist groups, that would be good. Jay [Lovestone, ex-communist, then a prominent AFL-CIO official] thinks he is but, of course, that’s my guess that he’s in with some subversives, you know.

JUNE 30, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, MITCHELL, AND KISSINGER, 2:55–3:07 P.M., OVAL OFFICE


PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, I want to get that out. . . . Don’t worry about his [Ellsberg’s] trial. Just get everything out. Try him in the press. Try him in the press. Everything, John, that there is on the investigation get it out, leak it out. We want to destroy him in the press. Press. Is that clear?

JUNE 30, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, MITCHELL, KISSINGER, ZIEGLER, AND MELVIN LAIRD, 5:17–6:23 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

E. Howard Hunt, of later fame with the “Plumbers” and the Watergate break-in,was no stranger to Nixon. Here, the President wants to use Hunt’s talents forbreaking into the Brookings.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . They [the Brookings Institution] have lot of material. . . . I want Brookings, I want them just to break in and take it out. Do you understand?

HALDEMAN: Yeah. But you have to have somebody to do it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s what I’m talking about. Don’t discuss it here. You talk to [E. Howard] Hunt. I want the break-in. Hell, they do that. You’re to break into the place, rifle the files, and bring them in.

HALDEMAN: I don’t have any problem with breaking in. It’s a Defense Department approved security—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Just go in and take it. Go in around 8:00 or 9:00 o’clock.

HALDEMAN: Make an inspection of the safe.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s right. You go in to inspect the safe. I mean, clean it up.

JUNE 30, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 7:22–7:27 P.M., WHITE HOUSE TELEPHONE

The President is also aware of another useful young man on his staff—John Dean.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . I guess we don’t have anybody on our staff that’s working this sort of thing except [Tom Charles] Huston; is that right?

HALDEMAN: No. [John] Dean can and his group.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, do they understand how we want to play the game or can you tell them?

HALDEMAN: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Do they know how tough it has to be played?

HALDEMAN: Yes.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Dean, you say? . . .

JULY 1, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND KISSINGER, 8:45–9:52 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

Within a week after the publication of the Pentagon Papers, the President had authorized the creation of a secret, special White House investigative unit to “stopsecurity leaks and to investigate other sensitive security matters.” Thus, Nixoncalled into being the “Plumbers,” headed by Egil Krogh and David Young, and including E. Howard Hunt and G. Gordon Liddy. For Nixon, the Plumbers was hismeans of matching the tactics of his enemies and the deviousness of their conspiracy against him. On July 1, Colson asked Hunt in a telephone conversation,“Should we go down the line to nail the guy [Daniel Ellsberg] cold?” Hunt repliedaffirmatively. Earlier that day, Nixon elaborated on his other counterattacksagainst leakers, drawing on his own experience in the Alger Hiss case.

SEGMENT 2

PRESIDENT NIXON: Here’s what I have in mind and I’ve got to get [Tom Charles] Huston or somebody fast, but either Huston or somebody like Huston fast. That’s why the, you know, the Dick Allen thing. I think you’ve got to take Dick Allen on the mountaintop and see if he wants to handle this.

HALDEMAN: Who said that he didn’t?

PRESIDENT NIXON: You didn’t think he was the right guy. You wanted somebody that—John [Ehrlichman] didn’t, I think, or somebody because he’s too—

HALDEMAN: Well, Dick doesn’t think he is. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . This is what I want. I have a project that I want somebody to take it just like I took the Hiss case, the [Elizabeth] Bentley case, and the rest. . . . And I’ll tell you what. This takes—this takes 18 hours a day. It takes devotion and dedication and loyalty and diligence such as you’ve never seen, Bob. I’ve never worked as hard in my life and I’ll never work as hard again because I don’t have the energy. But this thing is a hell of a great opportunity because here is what it is. I don’t have direct knowledge of who the Goddamn leaker is and, you see—and here’s where John will recall I don’t—probably we don’t have to tell him.

You probably don’t know what I meant when I said yesterday that we won the Hiss case in the papers. We did. I had to leak stuff all over the place. Because the Justice Department would not prosecute it. Hoover didn’t even cooperate. . . . It was won in the papers. John Mitchell doesn’t understand that sort of thing. He’s a good lawyer. It’s hard to him. John Ehrlichman will have difficulty. But what I mean is we have to develop now a program, a program for leaking out information. We’re destroying these people in the papers. That’s one side of it. Had a gap in the conspiracy.

The other side of it is the declassification. Declassification. And then leaking to or giving up to our friends the stories that they would like to have such as the Cuban [invasion?]. Do you know what I mean? Let’s have a little fun. Let me tell you what the declassification [of other administrations’ papers] in previous years that helps us. It takes the eyes off of Vietnam. It gets them thinking about the past rather than our present problems. You get the point.

HALDEMAN: Yeah. Absolutely. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Now, do you see what we need? I need somebody. . . . I wish you could get a personality type, oh, like [John C.] Whitaker who will work his butt off and do it honorably. I really need a son of a bitch like Huston who will work his butt off and do it dishonorably. Do you see what I mean? Who will know what he’s doing and I want to know, too. And I’ll direct him myself. I know how to play this game and we’re going to start playing it.

SEGMENT 3

PRESIDENT NIXON: When you get to Ehrlichman now, will you please get—I want you to find me a man by noon. I won’t be ready until 12:30—a recommendation of the man to work directly with me on this whole situation. Do you know what I mean? I’ve got to have—I’ve got to have one—I mean, I can’t have a high minded lawyer like John Ehrlichman or, you know, Dean or somebody like that. I want somebody just as tough as I am for a change. . . . These Goddamn lawyers, you know, all fighting around about, you know—I’ll never forget. They were all too worried about the [Charles] Manson case. I knew exactly what we were doing on Manson. You’ve got to win some things in the press.

These kids don’t understand. They have no understanding of politics. They have no understanding of public relations. John Mitchell is that way. John is always worried about is it technically correct? Do you think, for Christ sakes, that the New York Times is worried about all the legal niceties. Those sons of bitches are killing me. I mean, thank God, I leaked to the press [during the Hiss controversy]. This is what we’ve got to get—I want you to shake these (unintelligible) up around here. Now you do it. Shake them up. Get them off their Goddamn dead asses and say now that isn’t what you should be talking about. We’re up against an enemy, a conspiracy. They’re using any means. We are going to use any means. Is that clear?

Did they get the Brookings Institute raided last night? No. Get it done. I want it done. I want the Brookings Institute’s safe cleaned out and have it cleaned out in a way that it makes somebody else [responsible?].

SEGMENT 6

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Let me show you what happened [in the Hiss case]. I know who was against it. [Tom] Clark, who literally became a judge in the Supreme Court, Tom Clark was the attorney general. He’s a good man actually. He even told me that he was against it. If I were called before a grand jury in New York and told to give up the fucking papers to the grand jury, I [would have] refused. . . . I said I will not give up papers to the Department of Justice because they’re out to clear Hiss. I played it in the press like a mask. I leaked out the papers. I leaked everything, I mean, everything that I could. I leaked out the testimony. I had Hiss convicted before he ever got to the grand jury. And then when the grand jury got there, the Justice Department trying desperately to clear him and couldn’t do it. The grand jury indicted him and then a good Irish U.S. attorney, [Thomas] Murphy, prosecuted him.

Now, why would I do that? I did that because I knew I was fighting people who had power and who’d go—the FBI didn’t even play with it. Edgar Hoover, he didn’t play with him until after they got the indictment and you just read that story of the Hiss case and mine [in Six Crises] . . . you’ll see what I mean. It’s true. . . .

Now, how do you fight this [Ellsberg case]? You can’t fight this with gentlemanly gloves. You appear to be. Now Ehrlichman is going to go forward on this thing [declassification project] on this same basis. . . . The second point is that beyond that, though, I am taking charge of all the rest. And I am going to have it done by somebody other than Ehrlichman.

KISSINGER: You mean, like, the Cuban missile crisis?

PRESIDENT NIXON: I mean everything. I mean, we will leak—we’re going to leak out bits and pieces of—first of all, there are two different things. The conspiracy. All at once we find with regard to the conspiracy there’s going to be leaked to columnists and we’ll kill these sons of bitches. This [NSC official, first name unknown] Cooke, I want to get him killed. Let him get in the papers and deny it.

KISSINGER: Well, I, frankly, think he ought to be fired, Mr. President. Cooke admits now he gave it to Ellsberg, but he says Ellsberg was working for the Rand Corporation and, therefore—

PRESIDENT NIXON: And, therefore, it was not as legal.

[Withdrawn item. National Security.]

KISSINGER: Cooke admits that he gave the papers to Ellsberg and then they’ll be in the Washington press. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . [W]hy does Elliot [Richardson] sit there and defend the son of a bitch.

KISSINGER: I must say, Mr. President, it’s inexcusable. He ought to be out by the end of the day today and Ellsberg—anyone who gives a paper to Ellsberg.

PRESIDENT NIXON: No. I’m not satisfied with this Cooke thing. I personally think he should be out. I will not talk to Elliot about it. Now you try to work it out any way you can. If he does not want him out, then I want you to find a way to get the story out on him. Now, do you understand what I’m talking about, Bob?

All right. Get Colson in. Get a story out and get one to a reporter who will use it. Give them the facts and we will kill him in the press. Is that clear? And I play it gloves off. Now, Goddamnit, get going on it.

JULY 1, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, COLSON, AND EHRLICHMAN, 10:28–11:49 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

On June 30, the Supreme Court ruled against the government’s attempt to enjointhe publication of the Pentagon Papers. This setback further embittered Nixon andintensified Nixon’s demands to pursue leaks and to embarrass the “establishment”by exposing their “secrets.” He wanted, he said, “somebody to be a [Joe] McCarthy” or “another [Bob] Dole.” Perhaps remembering Nixon’s own history,Haldeman responded that a “sonofabitch could make himself a Senatorovernight.”

SEGMENT 1

PRESIDENT NIXON: What I need—I want a man in this White House staff who’s full time on the two things. Why don’t we just get [Tom Charles] Huston because I can’t think of anybody else?

HALDEMAN: Oh, we probably can.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Is he adequate for it?

HALDEMAN: I don’t know.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s the problem. . . . I know you can. You can do it but you’re only part time. Ehrlichman is half time. Colson is half time. Everybody else. I need one man directly responsible to me that can run this. I know how to—this has got to be one that’s fought in the newspapers and in the paid television.

The difficulty is that all the good lawyers around here—Dick Moore, John Ehrlichman, and, of course, Mitchell even more so—they always saying, well, we’ve got to win the court case through the court. We’re through with this sort of court case. It’s our position—I don’t want that fellow Ellsberg to be brought up until after the election. I mean, just let—convict the son of a bitch in the press. That’s the way it’s done. . . . Nobody ever reads any of this in my biographies. Go back and read the chapter on the Hiss case in Six Crises and you’ll see how it was done. It wasn’t done waiting for the Goddamn courts or the attorney general or the FBI. . . . We have got to get going here. . . .

HALDEMAN: It’s definitely a moot position and all that. Don’t you have a better chance of getting it done? If you get a creep like Huston in the woodwork or any other creep that we’d get in the woodwork here, what can he do? He can’t do what you did in the Hiss case. He can’t move it to the papers.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I know. I’m not even talking about moving it. Colson can move it to the papers. That doesn’t bother me a bit.

HALDEMAN: Not very well.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Here’s what I’m concerned about. Or he can move it to a congressman. The difficulty that I’m seeing right now is getting the facts to move to the papers. That has to be done by a man directed, and how do you get the facts. Who’s going to break into the Brookings Institute? Who’s going to go out, for example, and pull all this—the strength of this conspiracy to get this? I mean, Laird’s got lots—he said there’s a conspiracy. (Unintelligible.)

Who is pulling that together in one place, not with one of these Goddamn things that will come up six months from now? Who, for example, is going to be in charge of looking over the Pentagon Papers—not Pentagon Papers—but the papers on the Cuban missile crisis, on the Bay of Pigs, on World War II, and Korea? Who the hell is doing that and pulling out everything that might embarrass members of the establishment. You see? Who’s going to do that. That can’t be done by [Congressman] John Rousselot [R-CA]. That’s got to be done by—that’s what I mean, Bob. I need a man—a commander—an officer in charge here at the White House that I can call when I wake up, as I did last night, at 2:00 o’clock in the morning and I can say I want to do this, this, this and this. Get going. See my point?

And a guy, also, who will have the initiative to go out and do a few of these things. Now, we don’t have the set-up at the present time. You’ve got—in this place—you’ve got at least ten magnificent soldiers and no captain. Everybody has an idea that they can send me in manual memoranda, this and that. There’s no captain of them on this source. Somebody has got to pull this together. John can’t do it. John Ehrlichman can’t. He’s got too much to do. Do you know what I mean? He’s got to go back and we’ve decide whether we’re going to pollute Lake Erie or some damn thing, or what we’re going to do about the educators, what we’re going to do about health, all of which are important.

But, you see, for better or worse, he could do it if he didn’t have anything else to do. But I need somebody that’s capable as Ehrlichman or Colson, for that matter, who full time will recognize that this is his job. You see, that’s what we need. But all of us can put in our little ideas. You need a guy in the Congress. I agree. Rousselot will be fine. He’s mean, tough, ruthless. He’ll lie, do anything. That’s what you need.

HALDEMAN: The other guy might be [Congressman James] McKevitt, if he will do all those things.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I’m not sure McKevitt is conservative enough. He’s been a prosecutor. The question is, is he conservative?

HALDEMAN: That’s the advantage of Johnnie [Rousselot]. You know he’s conservative.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s a [John] Bircher.

COLSON: Conservative.

PRESIDENT NIXON: How about that fellow [Congressman Philip] Crane [R-IL]? Can he do it? No. He’s a talker. . . .

COLSON: He’s not a doer. What about [Congressman John] Ashbrook [R-OH]? Is Ashbrook—

PRESIDENT NIXON: No. He’s not reliable.

HALDEMAN: We trust Ashbrook. You can trust Rousselot.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Mainly, because he wants to get ahead. Well, you can use both Rousselot and the other for that matter. . . . [B]ut he [Rousselot] gets hot.

HALDEMAN: Can’t really worry about that. If the guy is saying sensational enough stuff, it’s trying to get stirred up in the papers. You’re in the old McCarthyism business.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s right. We want somebody to be a McCarthy. Is there a senator?

KISSINGER: . . . There’s no one.

PRESIDENT NIXON: [Bob] Dole could have done it if he were still there. Is there another Dole?

COLSON: [Congressman William] Brock [R-TN] might come closest.

PRESIDENT NIXON: No. Brock is not another McCarthy.

HALDEMAN: A congressman has such a great opportunity with this.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s right. Bob is right.

HALDEMAN: You take a pipsqueak like McKevitt or Rousselot that nobody has ever heard of, you can make—sonofabitch could make himself a Senator overnight.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Well, coming back to the point, though, especially (unintelligible), I said—I said to you, Bob—I said to Bob a moment ago that at least Colson’s prediction about the—last night I asked him on the phone about the progress we’ve had, about the coverage and so forth. I said, I wonder how (unintelligible) will play this. And I said I wanted to give the Kennedy private notes so they have to. You were right. They really gave it a hell of a (unintelligible). The networks—That’s really real juicy stuff to them.

COLSON: It sure is. That’s not a one-day story. That’s a continuing thing. That’s—

[Withdrawn item. National security.]

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Well, anyway I come back to the proposition that I need—do you see what I mean? I need an officer in charge and I don’t what—I just want—it’s actually—it could be you. It could be Colson. It could be Ehrlichman. You’re the only ones in the White House staff that have the—

HALDEMAN: It could be Dick Allen.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yes. Allen could be in it. I’m just not sure—we just don’t need more for this, if Allen is willing to play, willing to do it. But another thing, it’s got to be a guy, Bob—that’s the other problem, and it is totally frustrating because I’ve got to talk to him very frankly about things that we want to do and I don’t want him to make a record and go out and blast it later, well, the President ordered—do you know what I mean?

HALDEMAN: Well, that’s why Huston is awful good, too.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I think Huston would die before he’d grab us.

HALDEMAN: And Huston knows more than anybody we’ve got around about where stuff is and what there is.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Can he get the others to get the work done? Well, he can use other help to do it.

HALDEMAN: That’s the problem with Huston is—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, [the FBI, the CIA?] won’t talk to him, probably Defense won’t talk to him. There’s your problem. Will they talk to Allen?

HALDEMAN: . . . I’m not so sure. He would know how to get it done. You could force it. They don’t have to talk to him. If Huston—can’t they do it in my name or Ehrlichman’s name or Colson’s name, something like that?

PRESIDENT NIXON: What I’d really like, basically, is Allen and Huston together. I’d really like the two of them to come in and then, if they would work together, and say, all right. Let’s get to work here and let the two connive and screw around and just knock their brains out. But you get my point?

SEGMENT 2

PRESIDENT NIXON: In other words, our people should (unintelligible) that the press now is putting their right to make money, to profit, to profit from publication of stolen documents, that they have a constitutional right to profit—take this very carefully—from the publication of stolen documents under the First Amendment and that that overrides the right of an American who is fighting for his country. . . . John, you’ve got to get into some of this material. Hit it and keep hitting and ream them and [send] letters to [the] editor embarrassing, you know, Senator[s]-elect poison pen and so forth. I know how this game is played.

SEGMENT 3

PRESIDENT NIXON: Brookings has got tons of documents in safes over there. Now, we have got to start protecting the security of this government. Brookings and Rand, now Goddamnit, Haig hasn’t done this—because Henry welshed on these, you know. He’s a little afraid. He’s got some friends at Brookings (unintelligible). But anyway, he said publicly—he told me he was for it. But he’s dragging his feet or something. You’ve got to get this stuff from Rand and Brookings. John, you mop up. You’re in charge of that. And I want it done today and I’d like a report—

SEGMENT 4

PRESIDENT NIXON: In view of this case, I want the new—look at it much deeper. I want them to give recommendations with regard to what can be done about World War II. What can be done about Korea. . . . This Goddamn thing hasn’t come in here yet. Now where is the Cuban confrontation material? The Kennedy library has got it. Where is Pearl Harbor? Hyde Park has got it. Now, it’s just ridiculous, John. And these are the things that will embarrass the creeps. Put it out.

SEGMENT 5

COLSON: The only thing I’m worried about with Huston is that—

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s a little difficult.

COLSON: And he picks the things that look good to him and you can’t budge him if something doesn’t look good to him and that’s tough to get in. There’s one guy on the outside that has this capacity and ideological bent who might be able to do all of this.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Who’s that?

COLSON: He’s a very close friend to [Senator] Jim Buckley’s—

[Withdrawn item. National Security.]

He’s hard as nails. He’s a brilliant writer. He’s written 40 books on [espionage?].

PRESIDENT NIXON: What’s his name?

COLSON: His name is Howard Hunt. He’s here in Washington now. He just got out of the CIA, fifty. Kind of a tiger. I don’t know. You might want to—

PRESIDENT NIXON: How old is he?

COLSON: Fifty.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s all right. He can do it. He may still have the energy.

COLSON: Ideologically, he is already convinced this is a big conspiracy.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I’d like to get Huston in and use him though. I mean, I agree Huston is difficult and this and that. But we’ll order the sonofabitch to do what needs to be done. You can order him, can’t you?

HALDEMAN: Not very well.

COLSON: Not very—

HALDEMAN: Huston—he really is—

PRESIDENT NIXON: All right.

HALDEMAN:—because he’s great on the stuff he wants to be great on.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Arrogant little bastard.

COLSON: Well, he’d take a half an hour telling you why you shouldn’t do something. It’d drive you up the wall.

PRESIDENT NIXON: All right. There must be people like that around we can get?

HALDEMAN: Dick Allen is convinced there are and that’s why I would like to talk to him—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Do you know what? How about bringing [General] Vernon Walters back?

HALDEMAN: I was just thinking that myself once he mentioned the CIA because he’s a spy kind of guy. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: I’m not sure he would play this—well, he would play this but I think he might want to—look, I don’t want some guy who is going to try and second guess my judgment on this because I know more about it than any of them. I have forgotten more than anything they’ll ever learn. This is a game. It’s got to be played in the press. That’s why Mitchell can’t do this. It isn’t possible for him.

HALDEMAN: It’s got to be a guy you can really trust, because it’s got to be—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Run from the White House without being caught. . . . The declassification is important, though. . . . But the important part about the declassification job is to get the information.

JULY 1, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 1:38–2:05 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

The President continues to complain about not being able to find people to dutifully carry out his orders.

HALDEMAN: . . . But I explored back with Colson, the guy he mentioned, this former CIA guy [Howard Hunt]. And I talked—I raised him with [Richard] Allen. . . . The problem there would be he’s known in the intelligence establishment and you send out some waves. I said what the hell difference does that make. As soon as this guy gets started, he’s going to send out waves no matter what. And he said, yeah. That’s right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But we have haven’t. I still put down for consideration the possible pattern here of really putting the damn job—I just wonder if we should just put Colson in charge of it, and then putting in him—and put him in charge of the team. . . . I realize [Tom Charles] Huston is no good unless it’s something that he really believes in. But couldn’t you bring him in to put him in on what we’ve been—you did believe him, you know. And say, all right, now this is yours, Tom.

HALDEMAN: (Unintelligible) lone operator. You say, you bore in and don’t come up for air until you’ve produced so and so.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . You’re [Huston] going to do the declassification thing or something like the conspiracy thing.

HALDEMAN: . . . I just went through his files and he’s done a damn good job on the bombing halt thing except he hasn’t finished it. He didn’t do the last three days. He says he’s got all the stuff and he just didn’t get around to doing it. Well, the sonofabitch hasn’t had nothing to do except get around to doing it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: What’s the matter with him?

HALDEMAN: And I thought he had it done. He just got involved in other things, I guess.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I think we ought to get him back. I think—incidentally, I think you need more—I think you need a team. This is a big job. But you need a commander of the team and maybe—

HALDEMAN: Allen.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Maybe—incidentally, Allen should not be the commander, should he? Shouldn’t Colson be? . . . He’s got a lot of people working for him, hasn’t he?

HALDEMAN: Yeah. And he’s got good people. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Actually, when Mitchell leaves as Attorney General, we’re going to be better off in my view. . . . John is just too damn good a lawyer, you know. He’s a good strong lawyer. It just repels him to do these horrible things, but they’ve got to be done. We have to fight this. . . .

JULY 2, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND COLSON, 9:15–10:39 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

The President rails against a “conspiracy” behind the leaking of the Pentagon Papers and he talks about “repression” of antiwar people. “I’m not so interested inEllsberg, . . .” he said, “there is a conspiracy and I’ve got to go after it.” He wantsmore of a concerted effort to thwart leaks and discredit other administrations.

SEGMENT 2

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Now the most significant story in there, Bob, is the one that—where Ellsberg says there were a number of people that worked with him. Did you see that? I talked to [J. Edgar] Hoover last night and Hoover is not going after this case as strong as I’d like. He’s talking about—I don’t know. There’s something dragging. There’s something dragging him. He thinks that—I don’t know what it is. Well, you can’t tolerate it.

COLSON: It’s the fear of repression.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Huh?

COLSON: The fear of repression.

HALDEMAN: Do you want him to go at it strongly?

PRESIDENT NIXON: I told him to.

HALDEMAN: Yeah. But if I call him now and say, I just wanted—

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s talking about Ellsberg and all of them are probably going to make a martyr out of him, that sort of thing.

HALDEMAN: If I call him now and just say an aside—you didn’t tell me to call him. I’m telling him I just wanted him to know that in talking about this you’re very concerned. You don’t have the feeling the FBI is really pursuing this at a—as slow as fish.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. Particularly the conspiracy side. I want to go after everyone. I’m not so interested in Ellsberg, but we have got to go after everybody who’s a member of this conspiracy. There is a conspiracy and I’ve got to go after it. I could tell him I’ve got the—tell him we’ve got [John] Dean on it. Now the other thing is I want you, Bob, to, somebody has got to talk to [Melvin] Laird on this. . . . This is not Ehrlichman’s dish.

HALDEMAN: Well, I was just going to say you’ve had John on top of it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: No, no, no. John was on different people. John is . . . above some crap. Do you know what I mean? He’s on the legal side. Did you see? This is the cops and robbers. There are two different things here. The main one conspiracy and then there’s what do you about the New York Times and the case, see. John is handling that. He’s totally in charge of it. Tell John that I want—that’s why I say I’ve got to have—I simply got to have an all out, somebody in charge of this going after the conspirators. Now you’ve told me about the polygraph. I want that done. You’ve told Mitchell that? . . . Any government officials that we have doubts about. . . .

And I come back to the urgent necessity now, I think, of getting a man and maybe you’ve got to put—if you’ve got to put Colson in charge of it now, maybe you better do it. Do you understand? But get Huston back. I just think you’ve got to get him back on some basis and then just point in the thing where he has nothing to say about the big play. You can’t put him in charge of the big play. He’s too mean and so forth. But don’t you think you can use him on just, say, all right. Here’s your job, Tom, and point him and let him go at it or is he too difficult?

COLSON: I think he could be used on that. He’s tough to work with. My only question is whether there would be people who are better.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Let me say this. Time is awasting. These people are beginning to get onto the fact that they don’t want to get caught up in a conspiracy. Mitchell is—I think Mitchell’s statement was good which is we’re going to prosecute—got to prosecute everybody. Don’t you think so?

COLSON: Excellent.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Does that bother you as being repressive?

COLSON: Oh, hell, no.

HALDEMAN: We’ve got to be repressive.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, they did that to me. . . .

HALDEMAN: Well, I think we’ve got—we are unduly sensitive.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I don’t give a damn. . . . I told Ziegler yesterday. I said I know I’m repressive on this—

SEGMENT 3

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Also, I really meant it when—I want to go in and crack that [Brookings] safe. Walk in and get it. I want Brookings cut. They’ve got to do it. Brookings is the real enemy here. . . . Now, Laird—tell Laird—I think Laird is the one to play that game. Cut off Rand, Brookings, all outside. Oh, Council Foreign Relations. Put that one down, too. If they’ve got anything in the way of a secret safe and so forth, out—no more. Now the other thing—then cut the number of—as I said, let’s cut the number of people who have access to top secret. . . . And a new classification to the President. I mean, the really presidential stuff. Then declassify all those things that are historically no longer injurious. . . . So then—and I really think that declassification thing is going to be a wonderful thing—don’t you?

HALDEMAN: Sure.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Let the truth come out. Let them walk all around in the next stuff—Goddamn people. Just print that council directory. Goddamn [Washington] Post saying that: “Well, that’s the price of the First Amendment.” I hope his—his little shitass son is probably—they’re draft dodgers.

COLSON: Safely tucked away in Canada . . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. Sure. These people from the elite don’t go. . . . And they’re all fucking running. . . . [Mockingly] This is about the war. What the hell are they talking about? I got no sympathy for them. The repressive position, Bob, I couldn’t agree more with you. I don’t buy that repression issue. They don’t give a damn about this country. Fighting this. Don’t you agree with me?

COLSON: Absolutely. I couldn’t agree more strongly, Mr. President. I don’t think that’s a vote-turning issue. In fact, if it’s a vote-turning issue, it turns a little bit our way, cuts a little bit our way.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Particularly if you put it in terms of the President has to think of it [in terms of national security]. The press must think of it in terms of circulation. We understand that they have to print everything. I have to look at it in terms of the life of American men and their glory. I have to protect—

HALDEMAN: . . . [I]t’s the responsibility of the Executive Branch to protect the documents. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Can I now go back to this point? What are we going to do about having an investigation of this conspiracy connection? Could I suggest that Chuck, maybe Ehrlichman and yourself, get Laird in? You say now, Laird, what are you going to do about this? Let’s get him going on one track. And I need—he’s got a whole bunch over there. Get [J. Edgar] Hoover going. I mean, deal with Hoover about the conspiracy thing, you know. The President should not be directly in this. Do you see my point? You then—you talk to Mitchell. Say I think we ought to get Hoover in it but talk to him on this conspiracy. I think we ought to get out and get some other people.

I don’t need [Neil] Sheehan out of the New York Times, especially when I’m talking about it. First, he’s guilty as hell. But you prosecute a newspaper man, you’re in a difficult position. But, good God, if you go after an Ellsberg or that Cooke that’s working for this Richardson, if he proves to be bad, that’s for the record. I want to get one of those guys. We’ve got to do it.

HALDEMAN: Well, they feel there’s more of them than that.

PRESIDENT NIXON: They do? Well, Ellsberg says so.

COLSON: Ellsberg admitted it. He said I’ll leave to them whether they want to disclose their own names or not.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He must be a rat. What a rat. You know, the great thing about—I got to say for Hiss. He never ratted on anybody else. Never. He never ratted.

HALDEMAN: Well, Hiss was a more dedicated-type spy than Ellsberg is. Ellsberg—he’s going on a totally different basis—

[Withdrawn item. Privacy.]

HALDEMAN:—totally different kind of thing. Hiss knew exactly what he was doing and why. Ellsberg probably doesn’t.

COLSON: I think he’s a far-out ideal—

PRESIDENT NIXON: How did he look last night? Did anybody see him?

COLSON: He was on this morning. I didn’t see him. . . .

JULY 2, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND ROSE MARY WOODS, 12:35–12:48 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

The President’s personal secretary had information for him.

WOODS: Well, we’ve been watching that Tony Lake [member of the NSC who resigned because of the Cambodia invasion] since he left here. I mean, did he take a lot of Xeroxes . . . .

HALDEMAN: Not very much.

WOODS: Because he’s running, you know, for—

PRESIDENT NIXON: [Senator Edmund] Muskie.

WOODS: Muskie.

HALDEMAN: Not any more. He got fired.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He got fired?

WOODS: I’ve watched him. He’s a weak character.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And [National Security Aide Morton] Halperin, also, we’re watching him.

JULY 2, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, EHRLICHMAN, AND HALDEMAN, 5:49–6:20 P.M., EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING

Nixon wants to revive the old House Committee on Un-American Activities, nowthe House Internal Security Committee, to investigate a “spy ring.” “What a marvelous opportunity for the committee,” he said. He also continues to press for declassification in order to leak older documents.

SEGMENT 1

EHRLICHMAN: On the conspiracy thing, if you want to run it out of here, I think we’ve got a couple of guys that might to able to do it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Or should we?

EHRLICHMAN: I’m not sure we should. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, you see, we’ve got Colson. You can run it out of his shop. But he’s got a lot of stuff going, but I think we’ve got to make it—we’ve got to make a decision. And let me just say, you, the three of you, should—the two of you with Colson—should sit down and figure out where the hell we’re going to run it. I don’t know how to run it. But, Goddamnit, if you put it out in Congress—the best thing is to have it in the Congress and then us cooperate with the Congress. And the other thing, of course, is you’ve got to find a way to be the columnist—a paper driven. You see, the papers can start investigations. . . .

Take Laird. Now Laird—this is one place where we can take a guy who’s a . . . sonofabitch and maybe Laird just might want to make a hero out of himself. I want you two to have a talk with Laird.

EHRLICHMAN: He’s gone now for three weeks. . . . What about—I don’t know about his, you know, talent for bird dogging? He certainly has the right instincts. . . .

HALDEMAN: I . . . like this guy [E. Howard Hunt] Colson’s talking about, the former CIA guy, get him in . . . . You’ve got to have somebody that knows the business.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . If Dick Allen is around, bring him in on it, too.

HALDEMAN: Allen would like to sit on the steering committee. Allen’s recommendation was . . . John and I and Dick Allen . . . be the steering committee.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, maybe keep Colson—Colson will run into this and some other things, too. He’s awfully good at this stuff. But he’s, also, been hot previously. So maybe it isn’t well to have him in this one. I like [Edward] Morgan. I just think Morgan sounds good. . . .

SEGMENT 2

HALDEMAN: [Richard] Helms describes this guy [Hunt] as ruthless, quiet and careful, low profile. He gets things done. He will work well with all of us. He’s very concerned about the health of the administration. His concern, he thinks, is they’re out to get us and all that, but he’s not a fanatic. He could be absolutely certain it’ll involve secrecy. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: I wonder if [Senator John] Tower [R-TX] could take this and do it on the side?

HALDEMAN: Sure he could if he wanted to.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Is he too damn lazy? . . .

EHRLICHMAN: Got to have a committee.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Got to have a committee. So it’s got to be somebody on that [Richard] Ichord [D-MO] committee [on Internal Security] in my opinion. . . . I think Ichord is the man. . . . Republicans have two [John] Birchers.

HALDEMAN: I got Ashbrook and Thompson. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . I think that’s the plan. Get that committee. I think that’s the plan. Get somebody down there that can do it. . . . That’s it. We get the witnesses and we leak the stories and—

HALDEMAN: We can help keep pushing the committee to do it especially if their counsel’s a good man.

PRESIDENT NIXON: [Donald] Sanders is the name of the counsel.

HALDEMAN: Or if we could get a special counsel.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Don’t you see what a marvelous opportunity for the committee. They can really take this and go. And make speeches about the spy ring.

EHRLICHMAN: Televise their hearings.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Right. They do. Naturally, it’s better than not getting any headlines. It’s better than nothing. But you know what’s going to charge up an audience. Jesus Christ, they’ll be hanging from the rafters. . . . Going after all these Jews. Just find one that is a Jew, will you. . . .

I don’t want to hear any more about it. And I didn’t—I know nothing about it except on the declassification thing, we’re on the right track there. [Assistant Attorney General William] Rehnquist is a bright fella. He can take charge of this thing. But on that, we’ve got—there is where we do really need Allen or somebody that understands the Cuban missile crisis and understands the Bay of Pigs. . . .

JULY 2, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND WILLIAM E. TIMMONS, 6:10–6:16 P.M., WHITE HOUSE TELEPHONE

During the previous conversation, Nixon called Timmons, his congressional liaison, urging him to contact the House Internal Security Committee. “It can becomea very valuable committee,” the President said. Nixon apparently was inspired byhis own service on the Committee more than twenty years earlier and he saw thisas an opportunity for the Committee “to resuscitate itself.”

PRESIDENT NIXON: Get your congressional directory out and—have you got one handy there?

TIMMONS: Yes, sir. Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Look at the [House Internal Security] Committee, [Richard] Ichord’s committee, and give me the Republicans on it?

TIMMONS: Okay. I notice John Ashbrook is on there.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Oh, Ashbrook on it?

TIMMONS: Yeah. He’s the ranking member.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s the ranking man?

TIMMONS: Uh-huh. Roger Zion is on it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s all right.

TIMMONS: Fletcher Thompson of Georgia.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Fletcher Thompson.

TIMMONS: And your Congressman, John Schmitz.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Oh, boy, [John] Bircher. John Schmitz, good.

TIMMONS: They’re the four.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Now who are the Democrats?

TIMMONS: It’s Ichord, of course, and then Claude Pepper.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Go ahead.

TIMMONS: Ed Edwards of Louisiana.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good.

TIMMONS: Richardson Pryor of North Carolina.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Don’t know him

TIMMONS: And our friend Father Drinan of Massachusetts. [Chuckles]

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. Well, now how would that committee be, do you think, to conduct an investigation of this conspiracy? Do you know what I mean?

TIMMONS: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Far better than having these people indicted and so forth is really to call them before a committee and say now, look, did you do this or that or the other thing. Do you know?

TIMMONS: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But it’s going to require—what kind of a staff man do they have?

TIMMONS: They have a good guy, a Don Sanders [later a minority counsel for the Senate Watergate Committee], is—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Do you know him? Is he Counsel?

TIMMONS: I’ve met him. Yes. He’s Chief Counsel.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Is he tough?

TIMMONS: My impression is that he is tough. We haven’t dealt with that committee much because we haven’t much legislation. But my impression is that he’s real tough and a good man.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Do you think Ichord would be—now, he’s running for governor, I understand it?

TIMMONS: Uh-huh. Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Don’t you think he ought to be willing to take a thing like this?

TIMMONS: I would think so. It would be some headlines for him.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Headlines? Good God! It would make him a national figure. And he can have these hearings and go right after this thing.

TIMMONS: I think that—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Will Ashbrook work or is he just lazy?

TIMMONS: My impression is he’s pretty lazy, frankly.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s lazy.

TIMMONS: He hasn’t done much.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Fletcher Thompson would work, wouldn’t he?

TIMMONS: Fletch would be great because he wants to run for the Senate down there.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Fletcher wants to run for the Senate?

TIMMONS: Sure. He and “Bo” may square off against each other.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Is Fletcher—he and who?

TIMMONS: “Bo” Calloway. They’re both—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Is Fletcher a lawyer?

TIMMONS: I don’t know.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Uh-huh.

TIMMONS: I don’t know. He’s a businessman but—

PRESIDENT NIXON: All right. I’ll have—

TIMMONS: Do you want me to set that in motion or—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Why don’t you—yeah. Why don’t you do a little sniffing around or something to see whether they’d like to—well, first of all, it can’t be for me, of course.

TIMMONS: You’re right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But what I’m getting at is it would seem to me that this is an opportunity for the committee to resuscitate itself. You know what I mean?

TIMMONS: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: It can become a very valuable committee now. They call them up there.

TIMMONS: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You see, we get [Morton] Halperin, [Leslie] Gelb. We have lots of names. There’s a Cook over in the NSC staff. Hell, yes, we’ll call them up. Give them lie-detector tests. They’d have a ball.

TIMMONS: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: What do you think?

TIMMONS: I think it’s a great idea. I talked to Chuck Colson just briefly about this a week or so ago. I think it’s tremendous. In the Senate, you know, on the government operations committee, there’s a subcommittee on national security and international operations.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Who’s that?

TIMMONS: It’s chaired by [Senator Henry] Scoop Jackson [D-WA].

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. But do you think Scoop would be willing to—

TIMMONS: I don’t. I doubt it. I just don’t know.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I don’t think he would. I wouldn’t—get—

TIMMONS: Mess around with the Senate.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Ichord’s people should step in and preempt this field.

TIMMONS: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Let me say this. I have told [Gerald] Ford—Ford is—and that Haldeman will call him. But I want you to call him. He’s out at Burning Tree.

TIMMONS: Yeah. I’ve called him once out there. [Chuckles].

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. And so in doing this, why don’t you work with—you call Ford and tell him—and see whether Ford likes the idea.

TIMMONS: All right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And then be in touch with, you know, that, well, Colson and Haldeman and Ehrlichman are all working. But over the weekend—naturally, they won’t be doing anything over the weekend, but we ought to get this in motion because this could be one tremendous—you see, if this committee, they’d have the cooperation of the FBI. They can have the cooperation of Mel Laird. They can have the cooperation of everybody we can find, you see.

TIMMONS: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And it’s distinguished from how I fought the Hiss case.

TIMMONS: Sure.

PRESIDENT NIXON: They were all against me.

TIMMONS: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: So this is a different ball.

TIMMONS: Right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And I tell you, I’d love to be on that committee now.

TIMMONS: Sure.

PRESIDENT NIXON: God darn—

TIMMONS: Those guys will just zoom right up. Well, Fletcher will just love it because he’s trying to get a few headlines, too, and Schmitz will be hard on them and Zion, he’s been going over to Parrish and all, off and on. He’s got a real interest in this stuff and good man. And John’s heart is in the right place. He’s just damn lazy.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, he makes good speeches.

TIMMONS: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Okay.

TIMMONS: Okay, Mr. President. ’Bye.

JULY 5, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND ZIEGLER, 4:28–6:15 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

Nixon complains again about leaks and unauthorized access to secret documents.He laments that as Vice President he never had a CIA briefing, and Kennedy andJohnson cut him off when they were President. “I wasn’t cleared for anything. . . .I had nothing,” he complained. Nixon’s long-standing grievance against the CIAfor having briefed Kennedy on Cuba during the 1960 campaign continues to fester.

PRESIDENT NIXON: All right. We’ll give it to him. That’s nothing. We’re also going to give him or start giving him when we start releasing some of this stuff from World War II. I’m going to give that to the [Chicago] Trib. They deny I have that, as you know. They hated Roosevelt. . . .

HALDEMAN: Then some of the World War II. Give the L.A. Times some of the Kennedy stuff and see if they print it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: They won’t.

HALDEMAN: They might.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I’d be surprised. They might. . . . What I’d like to do is to get into Laos. I mean, the Laotian thing, you see. . . . The ’62 [Laos] Accords opens the Ho Chi Minh trail. We’ll get that one mounted. Well, we can’t do that for a while. Well, anyway.

HALDEMAN: Be sure and do it before you get out of the next term though so that the record is—

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . We’re going to do it before we get out of this term, boy. Don’t worry. I’m not going to take any risks on that one. No risks. It’s got to get out. . . . Also, I’ve got to have it all to take with me, whatever happens. Even the stuff we don’t put out, I’m going to hand them. Gee, these guys have played a game.

You know, the thing that burns me and the reason I’ve bordered on hate today and the poor devil has got so much to do. But I asked him [General Alexander Haig] to have a list of outside people, nongovernment people, with clearances. . . . I said, first of all, you’re going to limit every contractor to a clearance for only . . . what he needs to know with regard to that contract.

[Withdrawn item. National security.]

PRESIDENT NIXON: Then I said, now, look out. For eight years a former vice president of the United States didn’t even get a CIA briefing. I wasn’t cleared for anything. I was the former vice president, you know. I had nothing as the former vice president. I had nothing. And I was refused CIA briefings. I stuck that to those boys over there, you know. I knew (unintelligible) back into the CIA and both Kennedy and Johnson turned it off [access for Nixon]. I know it and they know it.

. . . I’m going to get that Council Foreign Relations. I’m going to chop those bastards off right at the neck. That’s all there is to it. We’ve got to get—we’ve got to get our enemies out of the clearance business. I mean, Rand [Corporation]. That was a good move. That was welcomed, don’t you agree, taking them on? Let them squeal.

HALDEMAN: The clearance thing, I’ll tell you how ridiculous it is. When I was manager of the Los Angeles office of J. Walter Thompson [Advertising] Company, I had to have a clearance as did all officers for the company because we handled the advertising for Douglas Aircraft Company. It was a cleared federal contractor. The point is the stuff we dealt with was stuff that we were going to write up and put in ads and printed newspapers and magazines. We didn’t deal with secret stuff. We had a stake in the offices so that maybe—a guy used to come in and inspect every once in a while, to make sure it was all locked up. There was never anything in it. . . . It was unbelievable.

PRESIDENT NIXON: It’s ridiculous. Well, we’re going to get this. That’s the best thing we’re really doing is to chop off these outside clearances and we’ve got a perfect excuse for it now. Perfect. Right? And, boy, just wait until those little bastards don’t get their hands on this stuff any more. We’re going to make it mighty tough to get stuff around—

JULY 6, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 9:25–9:50 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

More complaints about access to briefings. Nixon learns that Ted Kennedy is stillunder surveillance.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . As I told you yesterday, we’ve got to keep Vietnam as an issue and we’ve got to pin the whole Johnson-Kennedy papers now on these bastards on the other side. And that’s why I’ve got to get—that’s why we’ve got to start getting on stuff and it ruins them. You know, you were talking about we’ve got to be sure that we get out the papers—get out the stuff before our second term and so forth. Don’t worry about that. We’re going to get everything out we can now in case we lose. Do you see, Bob? . . . The reason, Bob, is that it’ll all disappear forever. . . .

What the hell do you think they would be doing to us? I just can’t get over the fact—I can’t get over the fact that—and I’m just pissed off that we didn’t think of it earlier. Here I sat for eight years [as Vice President] never getting any secrets but now we’ve got [McGeorge] Bundy on a secret list [for access]. [Averell] Harriman on a secret list. Now that’s one thing I’ve got to have tomorrow. Now [Alexander] Haig I know is busy, but tell him I’ve to have the list of all Johnson and Kennedy Administration people who have clearances at the present time. I have to have that. Now that I’ve got to have. Understand? . . . Do you see what I mean? I’m going to get it. I’m going to stop them all. Don’t you agree?

HALDEMAN: I sure do.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Why do we let those sons of bitches have clearances and we don’t. Will you tell him?

HALDEMAN: There’s no reason. They have no need to know. They’re not involved with policy now.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And never will be as far as we’re concerned. . . .

HALDEMAN: Even the New York Post in their Sunday editorial, they—

PRESIDENT NIXON: What did they say? Incredible.

HALDEMAN: Look, they turned around and took a backhand swipe at us. They said the administration should have done a better job of keeping the papers locked up. They shouldn’t have let them get out.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Now it’s during our administration! The guy carried them out before he left. But yet they say we didn’t. . . .

Do you have [Senator] Kennedy—find the man, you have Kennedy.

HALDEMAN: Yeah. This morning, we made a decision to get a guy going [to follow Kennedy].

PRESIDENT NIXON: Certainly. Just one? He’ll be on it full time?

JULY 20, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND EHRLICHMAN, 11:09–11:46 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

The President gets his first report of the Plumbers’ investigations of DanielEllsberg.

EHRLICHMAN: . . . [Egil] Krogh and his guys are going to pull together the evidence, and in two or three weeks time—

PRESIDENT NIXON: They are working on the evidence?

EHRLICHMAN: Yes, indeed. Yes, indeed. And what he’s tried to do yesterday and today is get around—

PRESIDENT NIXON: How does it presently stand?

EHRLICHMAN: Well, there’re a lot of leaks. There are all kinds of leaks.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Did you find anything—how did [first name unknown] Cooke come out? Did he come—

EHRLICHMAN: No. And I’m afraid Elliot [Richardson] has got some jam on his face where Cooke is concerned. Cooke spent 14 hours with Ellsberg—

JULY 27, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 9:03–10:25 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

Nixon renews his demand to declassify papers of his predecessors.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Another thing we should do. I had mentioned to Ehrlichman or to you—I just want to remind you again—Ehrlichman told me as I was leaving yesterday that they were going forward on getting to where GSA [General Services Administration] is going to be getting the World War II documents declassified and that’s fine. But then—that’s the order it ought to be done, that Korea, and the rest. But I wonder—I want to have the group in here now to get for me personally, particularly, the documents concerning the Bay of Pigs—. . . the Bay of Pigs, the U.N. confrontation, Berlin, the whole business of the Johnson and Kennedy administrations, having in mind that stuff will be burned off in the event we’re not around, you see. In other words, make studies like that, Bob, like they make in the Pentagon Papers but I want to get those documents, you see. I’m supposed to have access to them, the bombing halt. Well, that’s a good example of it. Now will you take the thing—

HALDEMAN: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You tell, I guess, [Egil] Krogh is the man or somebody over there that that’s an assignment that is to be given. I will expect that to be followed out so that that’s in mind. I don’t see it in my files or any—

AUGUST 9, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND KISSINGER, 8:55–10:30 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

Nixon enrolls Henry Kissinger in a scheme to get support for Eugene McCarthy torun as a fourth-party candidate.

KISSINGER: [Eugene McCarthy fundraiser] Howard Stein is coming down to have lunch with me this week.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Is he?

KISSINGER: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: New twist. Put it into him very hard about what rats and how totally irresponsible [Senator Edmund] Muskie is. You can’t get away with the pettiness he’s pulling, but Muskie—they both—they were total defenders of the policy that the President has been getting them out of. Now they’ve switched. . . . And the only man with any character on the Democratic side is [Eugene] McCarthy. Build McCarthy up. . . . Now the story, you see, is that McCarthy may go to support the party against anybody except Kennedy. I don’t know. . . .

HALDEMAN: Well, he [McCarthy] also knows—you see, the only support he’s really got is his own youth crusade. Teddy will knock that right out from under him.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. His youth crusade. So basically he doesn’t figure he’ll be around. But here’s how we would like to have McCarthy in the race. You see, we need McCarthy in the race for a purpose. On the other hand, you should say now you ought to do both. Well, we don’t need his [Stein’s] money. I’m just—we don’t really need his money or anything. But—

HALDEMAN: His money would do us a lot more good if it goes to McCarthy.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But I think McCarthy ought to stay but he must never know that that’s why we want him in.

KISSINGER: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But I think you could build up the idea that the other charge fit. Isn’t it a shame the only man—you can quote [Daniel Patrick] Moynihan—who has the intellectual capability on the Democratic side to be President is McCarthy and isn’t it a shame that he really doesn’t have a chance and the rest. That he has the courage, whether you agree with Nixon or whether you agree with McCarthy, they’re men of character and men who stand up for what they believe in and then you go on with that. But the others are not. They’re wobblers.

KISSINGER: Every now and then I have lunch with McCarthy again. He’ll leak it to Mary McGrory.

HALDEMAN: But the key to McCarthy is if Stein will put up the money. McCarthy, from all that we can find out, what McCarthy is looking for is two things: one, campaign financing and the other a personal funder.

KISSINGER: Oh, really?

HALDEMAN: If Stein would give him, you know, a lead into making some money and would underwrite a campaign fund, you know, the basic start of a campaign fund, he would launch his fourth party and go. He’ll go for the Democratic nomination. When he doesn’t get it, he’ll pull out and go for a fourth party effort.

KISSINGER: Maybe I’ll just see him again.

HALDEMAN: And a fourth party effort on McCarthy would just be beautiful.

KISSINGER: I’ll tell it to Howard Stein, but it also gives some plausibility. . . .

AUGUST 12, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND COLSON, 1:01–1:30 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

Colson gives the President a warm endorsement of Howard Hunt, who, of course,was known to Nixon.

COLSON: [E. Howard Hunt is a] first-rate analyst who spent his whole life in subversive warfare. Thank God, we know they’re on our side. Who has been an admirer of ours and yours since the Alger Hiss case. He’s been going through this digging up names, people, incidents and events. We can build one hell of a case, and given the right forum, and the forum is the Congress. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: The right case, of course, is really to get our Democratic friends talking about the damn thing [Pentagon Papers] and defending and running away from it or fighting each other about it. It’s their problem. It’s not ours.

COLSON: I can just—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Gosh, I just—just so you have a mind about it because I briefed Ehrlichman on it today on the investigative side. [Egil] Krogh is working on that, too. So you have in mind we need those hearings. Let’s keep this—Goddamn, I want that thing inflamed. . . .

SEPTEMBER 8, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND EHRLICHMAN, 3:36–5:10 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

On the night of September 3–4, the White House “Special Investigative Unit,” ledby E. Howard Hunt and G. Gordon Liddy, illegally entered the offices of Dr. LewisFielding, a Beverly Hills psychiatrist who numbered Daniel Ellsberg among his patients. Here, Ehrlichman tells Nixon about “one little operation,” quickly addingthat it “is better that you don’t know about this.” The two also discuss using theIRS to harass Senators Muskie and Humphrey, and Ehrlichman reports on hisagents’ and his own surveillance of Senator Edward Kennedy.

SEGMENT 1

PRESIDENT NIXON: Where does [Egil] Krogh stand now? He’s still in charge of the—

EHRLICHMAN: He’s doing the (unintelligible) the narcotics thing. But he’s also spending most of his time on the Ellsberg, declassifications, and the dirty tricks business on getting stuff out. . . .

SEGMENT 2

EHRLICHMAN: We had one little operation. It’s been aborted out in Los Angeles which, I think, is better that you don’t know about. But we’ve got some dirty tricks underway. It may pay off. We’ve planted a bunch of stuff with columnists some of which will be given to service shortly, I think, about some of this group, about Ellsberg’s lawyer, about the Bay of Pigs. Some of this stuff is going to start—is going to start surfacing.

PRESIDENT NIXON: With columnists that are somewhat respectable?

EHRLICHMAN: Yes. [Jerald] TerHorst and people like that.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good.

EHRLICHMAN: We’re running into a little problem. I’ve got to talk to Helms about getting some documents which the CIA have on the Bay of Pigs and things like that which they would rather not leak out. [Chuckles] It’s a challenge.

PRESIDENT NIXON: It’s going to be hard. They are very sensitive about that. Helms is definitely the one (unintelligible) now for CIA and the Bay of Pigs.

EHRLICHMAN: They’re all new ones.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. . . . Henry [Kissinger] can sort it out because so many of the people involved are, frankly, closely associated with him.

EHRLICHMAN: Well, that’s one of the things that we keep bumping into. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Now, Ellsberg has been to his house and so on before. . . .

SEGMENT 3

PRESIDENT NIXON: John, but we have the power but are we using it to investigate contributors to Hubert Humphrey, contributors to Muskie, the Jews, you know, that are stealing every—. You know, they have really tried to crucify Ho[bart] Lewis, Rob[ert] Abplanalp, I mean, while we’ve been in office even.

EHRLICHMAN: I know.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And John Wayne, of course, and Paul Keyes. After 1964 he does one stinking commercial. . . . Made him a Goddamn martyr. What the hell are we doing?

EHRLICHMAN: I don’t know.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You see, we have a new man over there. I know the other guy didn’t do anything, but—

EHRLICHMAN: Oh, you mean at IRS?

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. Why are—are we going after their tax returns. Do you know what I mean? . . . Do you remember in 1962? Do you remember what they [IRS] did to me in California? After those sons of bitches came out, . . . I find—finally, now they owe me more money. . . . And on the IRS, you could—are we looking into Muskie’s return?

EHRLICHMAN: No, we haven’t.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Hubert? Hubert’s been in a lot of funny deals.

EHRLICHMAN: Yes, he has.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Teddy [Kennedy]? Who knows about the Kennedys? Shouldn’t they be investigated? . . .

EHRLICHMAN: IRS-wise I don’t know the answer. Teddy, we are covering—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Are you?

EHRLICHMAN:—personally, when he goes on holidays. When he stopped in Hawaii on his way back from Pakistan last Thanksgiving.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Do anything?

EHRLICHMAN: No. No. He’s very clean. Very clean. Being careful now. He was in Hawaii on his own. He was staying at some guy’s villa and we had a guy on him, and he was just as nice as he could be the whole time.

PRESIDENT NIXON: The thing to do is to just watch him because what happens to fellows like that who have that kind of problem is that they go for awhile and then they open out.

EHRLICHMAN: That’s what I’m hoping for. . . . This time between now and the convention time may be the time (unintelligible).

PRESIDENT NIXON: You mean, that he will be under great pressure?

EHRLICHMAN: He will be under pressure, but he will also be out of the limelight somewhat. Now he was in Hawaii pretty much the entire time, with very little staff. . . . So you would expect that at a time like that you might catch him. And then he went up to Hyannis and we got an arrangement—

PRESIDENT NIXON: What’s Muskie doing? What kind of a life is he living?

EHRLICHMAN: Very close group, very monkish. . . . Yeah. Big family. He’s got six kids. And very ordinary type of life. So, Teddy—we were over on Martha’s Vineyard last week. I had never seen that bridge before on Chappaquiddick, the Edgartown Ferry. . . . Having seen it now, I would bet he stopped that night. I don’t see why they—you know, they could build a bridge across there. It’s a very short distance. . . . So it was quite interesting. I took some pictures of it. What amazed me is how short a distance it really was. But we do cover him.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He will never live that down.

EHRLICHMAN: No. I don’t think he will, not that one.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I think that will be around his neck forever. Remember, his wife asked for a divorce.

EHRLICHMAN: Divorce?

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah. . . .

EHRLICHMAN: But this thing has a geographic identity which is interesting and they tell me that the business side apparently has tripled since this accident, people going over to look at the bridge. He’s getting into the folklore. . . .

SEPTEMBER 10, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND EHRLICHMAN, 3:03–3:51 P.M., EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING

Ehrlichman proposes a break-in of the National Archives to get secret Vietnam papers of former Lyndon Johnson aides.

PRESIDENT NIXON: What about [for Defense Department official Paul] Nitze? How’s he handling it?

EHRLICHMAN: He’s a co-conspirator with (unintelligible).

PRESIDENT NIXON: Paul Nitze is?

EHRLICHMAN: I’m quite sure. Quite sure that he’s the guy.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Damn.

EHRLICHMAN: There’s a lot of hanky-panky with secret documents and on the eve of the publication of the Pentagon Papers those three guys [Nitze, Morton Halperin, Leslie Gelb] made a deposit into the National Archives under an agreement of a whole lot of papers. Now I’m going to steal those documents out of the National Archives.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You can do that, you know.

EHRLICHMAN: Photograph them and find out what the hell is there.

PRESIDENT NIXON: How do you do that?

EHRLICHMAN: Well, through [Robert] Kunzig [Administrator of GSA] I can do that. He can send the Archivist out of town for a while and we can get in there and he will photograph and he’ll reseal them.

PRESIDENT NIXON: There are ways to do that?

EHRLICHMAN: Yeah. And nobody can tell we’ve been in there. . . .

SEPTEMBER 12, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND EHRLICHMAN, 5:15–5:31 P.M., WHITE HOUSE TELEPHONE

This conversation concerns legal questions involving the President’s Key Biscayneproperties, a subject of later dispute. A brief fragment here demonstrates that JohnDean was a familiar figure to him–not unknown, as Nixon contended in 1973.

PRESIDENT NIXON: The other thing that occurred to me was that it seems to me that when Dean gets the questions and this sort of business and forth on (unintelligible)—

EHRLICHMAN: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Rather than just a straight stonewaller, or maybe he is doing this, what he ought to do is simply to hand them a photostat copy of the release we put out and say this was the President’s position. It was fully disclosed and there has been no change.

EHRLICHMAN: Well, as a matter of fact, we have—we’ve reprinted that release.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good.

EHRLICHMAN: And we keep handing it out.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good.

EHRLICHMAN: Right along in response to the question—

PRESIDENT NIXON: And then Dean should say that is a total disclosure—

EHRLICHMAN: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON:—and there is no change.

SEPTEMBER 13, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 4:36–5:05 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

Furious that his friend, Reverend Billy Graham, is being “harassed” by the IRS,Nixon orders retaliation.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . I’m sure of [John] Connally. But Billy Graham tells an astonishing thing. The IRS is battering the shit out of him. Some sonofabitch came to him and gave him a three-hour grilling about how much he, you know, how much his contribution is worth and he told it to Connally. Well, Connally took the name of the guy. I just got to get that nailed down to Connally when you get back. He didn’t know it. Now here’s the point. Bob, please get me the names of the Jews, you know, the big Jewish contributors of the Democrats. . . . All right. Could we please investigate some of the cocksuckers? That’s all.

Now look at here. Here IRS is going after Billy Graham tooth and nail. Are they going after Eugene Carson Blake [President of the National Council of Churches, a liberal group]? I asked—you know, what I mean is, Goddamn. I don’t believe—I just don’t know whether we are being as rough about it. That’s all. . . .

HALDEMAN: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You call [John] Mitchell. Mitchell could get—stick his nose in the thing. . . . Say, now, Goddamnit, are we going after some of these Democrats or not? They’ve gone after Abplanalp. They’ve gone after Rebozo. They’ve gone after John Wayne. They’re going after, you know, every one of our people. Goddamnit, they were after me. . . . Somebody told me that Muskie used Frank Sinatra’s plane in California. Did you hear of that? Maybe we should investigate that?

HALDEMAN: Yeah. It, also, landed at the wrong airport. [Chuckles]

SEPTEMBER 14, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND COLSON, 12:37–1:32 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

Nixon continues to rage about the IRS and his friends. Colson then joins the conversation, offering his special contributions to White House political dirty tricks.

SEGMENT 1

HALDEMAN: We do have a system. I did some checking yesterday.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good.

HALDEMAN: We do have a list. We do have, for instance, they’ve opened—and it may be interesting, as a matter of fact. On the guy that’s running that Rebozo investigation, the New York IRS office has opened a check on him and think they may have something. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good. What about the rich Jews?

HALDEMAN: Well, that’s—

PRESIDENT NIXON: You see, IRS is full of Jews, Bob.

HALDEMAN: Right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s what I think. I think that’s the reason they’re after Graham, is the rich Jews.

HALDEMAN: Well, the point that they took is that they’ve got to get the kind of guy—we’re not just interested—we don’t want to see the files.

PRESIDENT NIXON: We’re trying to get anything on them.

HALDEMAN: But what we want to do is get a zealot who dislikes those people just as much as the zealot who dislikes Billy Graham—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Sure.

HALDEMAN:—is working on his file.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Sure.

HALDEMAN: In other words, don’t just get—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Go after him like a sonofabitch.

COLSON: That’s right.

HALDEMAN: And we’ve got—we did—

PRESIDENT NIXON: All right.

HALDEMAN: We have a go after the guy at the top who’s cooperating but he’s tied up with things. So they are going to be done in about anybody—just so we’re reassured. . . .

SEGMENT 2

COLSON: Well, Bob Brown has some friends who are going to have signs around the Muskie rallies, [saying Carl] Stokes [the black mayor of Cleveland] for vice president. This raises the point—

HALDEMAN: I will hope the hell that Watts do go ahead with a black president candidate.

PRESIDENT NIXON: So do I.

HALDEMAN: In fact, Buchanan has come in with a suggestion that may make a lot of sense which is that—he says if we’re going to spend $50 million in this campaign, then 10 percent of it, $5 million, ought to be devoted—

PRESIDENT NIXON: To the fourth party.

HALDEMAN:—to financing a black—

COLSON: Shirley Chisholm and Julian Bond.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Do you think that the blacks will vote for a black party?

HALDEMAN: Some.

COLSON: A lot of them will especially if—

HALDEMANM: Just to show that the Democratic party has no one. . . . But Pat’s point is we’ve got to get a viable candidate—only if they get a viable candidate. If they got a Julian Bond—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, let me suggest this. Might—$5 million would finance Eugene McCarthy.

HALDEMAN: Well, that’s—Howard Stein is working on that. There’s a good story in the U.S. News, Newsweek, or something. Stein has outlined the McCarthy plan which is that he is not going to enter the primaries but he’s going to do a major speaking tour next year will go to the convention as people—the Democratic convention as the people’s candidate. If, as is expected, he’s rejected by the convention, he will then go to the fourth party. The problem is that it’s too late then to go to a fourth party. You have—it takes time to get a fourth party qualified. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: All right, Bob. Put that down for discussion—not for discussion but for action. They should finance and contribute both to McCarthy and to the black thing.

COLSON: That’s a helluva lot—

PRESIDENT NIXON: We’re recognizing that McCarthy—the black won’t take any votes from us. Just like the damn Democrats contributed to [George] Wallace in Alabama. They did, you know. Jesus Christ, they were praying for Wallace to win that primary.

HALDEMAN: Yeah.

COLSON: That’s a helluva lot better use of money than a lot of other things.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Oh, we spent—waste money on all sorts of things.

HALDEMAN: Okey-doke. What he’s saying is, you know, instead of some television commercials—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Absolutely.

HALDEMAN:—we can do this.

COLSON: Or billboards.

HALDEMAN: Because we’re going to need the television commercials.

SEPTEMBER 17, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND KISSINGER, 11:29–11:41 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

Kissinger offers to help with the cynical support for Eugene McCarthy.

KISSINGER: I’m meeting with a group of Howard Stein’s friends next Wednesday and I’m going to sort of speak in vague terms about the moral collapse of everybody that offers help to McCarthy and—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yes. And that at least you got a Nixon-McCarthy, you could say, two men who disagree but their goals are the same and they have the guts to stand up and fight for it.

KISSINGER: Well, you know, McCarthy has had a deadline is (unintelligible).

PRESIDENT NIXON: But build up McCarthy. . . .

KISSINGER: Well—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Say that he’s pure and Muskie with that Goddamn silly statement about a black. He’s so cynical.

KISSINGER: Yeah. Well, I’ve been building McCarthy like crazy on the West Coast. But I’m not going to do it in New York but with Howard Stein on Wednesday.

SEPTEMBER 18, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, MITCHELL, EHRLICHMAN, AND COLSON, 12:07–2:05 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

Nixon keeps alive the controversy over the Pentagon Papers, believing it more of anembarrassment to the Democrats. “Roughest, toughest, sophisticated people havegot to work on this,” Nixon urged. Here, too, is the apparent origin of Colson’sscheme to have Hunt forge cables by John F. Kennedy to implicate him in the assassination of South Vietnam President Diem. Ehrlichman proudly relates some ofthe latest feats of the Plumbers.

SEGMENT 2

PRESIDENT NIXON: Now, how this is handled—how to get that issue of the Pentagon Papers up front and center again is difficult. If it goes to the Congress, John feels that—John Ehrlichman—that we couldn’t control them. In terms of leaking it into the court, it won’t come out until after the election which is too late to do us any good. I mean, do you know what I mean?

If you just go through the judicial process, is it Ellsberg or [Leslie] Gelb or something else? The main thing about this is to keep it open—to keep it a running sore to allow these leaks in the columns, et cetera, et cetera, on them than to keep it to ourselves. But what I think we see at the present time is that we’re at an impasse. I think a lot of work is being done. I mean, they’re investigating—the FBI is investigating there and investigating here. They’ve done a lot of it and the rest.

But I think we may just be doing it too damn legalistically. Now, again, let’s look at our opponents and at ourselves. It’s in their interest—forget the Pentagon Papers and they’re trying desperately to forget them—it’s in our interest to have that issue front and center. In other words, you want to—there’s only one weakness which we have to have in mind—showing vulnerability, and that is that Henry [Kissinger] is deeply involved not from the standpoint of criminology guilt, but from the standpoint that virtually every one of these people that are involved in stealing the papers and then publishing them were either students of his or associates of his and so forth. . . . .

MITCHELL: Are we talking about, Mr. President, of contents of the papers or the machination of just spreading them around?

PRESIDENT NIXON: Just spreading—well, the difficulty is—well, I thought so but, first—first, let me talk about a congressional hearing. The reason that we cannot allow or encourage a congressional hearing is that the congressional hearing starts down a smart concept. You will recall—I’m going to call Henry because Henry’s so deeply involved and we can’t allow that to happen.

MITCHELL: Well, I get back to the point. I’m not quite clear whether you’re talking about the contents of the Pentagon Papers or the way they were leaked out of the government. The hearings is—

PRESIDENT NIXON: I don’t give a damn about the contents or (unintelligible). I don’t think people care. The main thing is to keep it stuck into the Democrats so that they squabble about it. Do you see what I mean? . . .

COLSON: The original plan with the Senate and the House is to have hearings into the origins of the Vietnam War based upon the revelations of the Pentagon Papers, the Diem coup, all the events that lead up to it, the subsequent decisions that were made, the bombing decisions, the Gulf of Tonkin. That doesn’t involve—that does not involve the issue of how the papers got out of the government nor does it involve Kissinger or [Elliot] Richardson with them. . . . That nails Averill Harriman and McGeorge Bundy and a helluva lot of other guys.

EHRLICHMAN: Now, you see, when you say that then Henry says, well, wait until after we get our elections out of the way in Vietnam.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Forget it now. The elections are over. You see, that issue now—that’s the reason I raise it. . . .

EHRLICHMAN: We have an ally and that is Ellsberg who still has quite a lot of visibility and who is very distressed of what’s happening because they are—they are covering it up. He’s going around the country on television screaming and hollering about it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: What’s he distressed about?

EHRLICHMAN: That they’re not opening a public scrutiny, you see. That was his great sacrifice for the nation and did it in vain. That’s right. There is one way to get high visibility to the whole circumstance, again, and that would be to go after the newspapermen and that would rehash the whole First Amendment thing.

MITCHELL: You know, but that’s a differential losing proposition.

EHRLICHMAN: Well, it is a very high visibility item now and it’s still—we’ve still got that to use if you wish. The only way to really open up the contents of the Pentagon Papers themselves is with the assassination [of President Diem] and some of those really juicy things that are highly attractive and where we can give some inside information and get a controversy going. . . .

[Withdrawn item. National security.]

COLSON: That forces the hand of the people on the Hill. If you really let the whole story of the coup out, then the Republicans could say on the Hill, my God, let’s get all the facts in here, you know. . . . What you really need—what are some of the underlying cables and documents that John and Egil have been studying that look pretty good around the coup period.

MITCHELL: Do you have a rundown as to which of those were in the possession of the Times and the Post?

EHRLICHMAN: Not for sure. No. . . . There’s another part that we can begin to exploit that doesn’t have to wait for the elections and that’s the whole Bay of Pigs business and the Cuban missile crisis era and we are starting out a review of those documents to pick out the ones that should be floated out. God, there’s a ton of paperin this crazy thing. Just the physical process of getting—but we know where it is. We have a guy in place going through everything but it’s like spooning out the ocean, you know. It’s a life’s work. And you get 100 people who are sufficiently attuned and loyal to know what they’re looking out, to go through this stuff, is nearly impossible. So, it’s a monumental task to get back into this old stuff. . . .

SEGMENT 4

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . I don’t understand it. And we just don’t have anybody worth a damn fighting our side of it. I have to go up to bat all the time myself.

MITCHELL: Can we get somebody that could devote full time to this project that’s knowledgeable?

PRESIDENT NIXON: We have that.

EHRLICHMAN: We do have, John, and we’ve got Bud Krogh and Dave Young virtually full time on this with three other people.

PRESIDENT NIXON: It’s just got to be an enormous job.

MITCHELL: I appreciate that.

EHRLICHMAN: But they’re on salvo as far as the dirty tricks stuff from the Vietnam

SEGMENT 5

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, we just can’t let them [Democrats] get away with this. That’s the point. That is, their—it’s their complicity and the Pentagon Papers are about their administration. That is why it’s to our interest to put the war in their administration. Let them argue about that.

SEGMENT 6

MITCHELL: John Ehrlichman was talking about somebody that’s on our side 100 percent, is knowledgeable about foreign affairs, could devote his whole time to this thing and has a little bit of dirty tricks to play.

HALDEMAN: David Young? . . .

MITCHELL: Well, Young is off the NSC staff and knows where all the bodies are buried in that group. And it is—I think as far as an understanding of what actually has gone on there, I think he’s in possession of that. So we’re not short in some people like that. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s right. We’re going to get the facts. Well, Goddamnit, we’re entitled to the facts. And, John, this is—(unintelligible) by any sonofabitch you can in there to help on it.

EHRLICHMAN: All right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Dick Allen, Huston, anybody.

EHRLICHMAN: All right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Roughest, toughest, sophisticated people have got to work on this. They’ve got to know something about it. I mean, your difficulty is—see, we’re taking Krogh on it. It’s awful hard to take even a fellow as capable as he is and start on this field and he won’t know what he’s reading. Now whatever Huston is, he’s a person untrustworthy involved in many ways. But he does know what the hell he’s doing.

EHRLICHMAN: That’s right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: So does Dick Allen. . . . You’ve got to put somebody that knows what he’s reading. . . .

EHRLICHMAN: That’s right. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, I could throw him into the deal, you know, because he’ll have a great fellow working with him. Krogh would be excellent because he’ll immediately understand the significance of things.

EHRLICHMAN: Well, we have a couple of fellows under Krogh—Liddy and Hunt—who know what they’re doing and have been around. And so we could turn the media on to this . . .

SEPTEMBER 22, 1971: THE PRESIDENT AND BUCHANAN, 11:14–11:45 A.M., WHITE HOUSE TELEPHONE

Nixon and his aide/speechwriter discuss ways of embarrassing the likely Democratic presidential candidate, Senator Edmund Muskie, particularly because of hissupport of racial school busing. The discussion demonstrates Nixon’s involvementwith intricate details of political maneuvers.

BUCHANAN: Well, we’ve got to push Muskie’s emphasis up in the headlines. . . . PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s right. That’s right. Yeah. It’s got to be—well, I think it’s—I think it probably is going to get some play in the South now.

BUCHANAN: I think, well, that’s something we could—you could really move by various statements, exaggerating his position, and then Muskie would come back sort of drawing it back and it raises—identifies him with it.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Except the thing to do really is to praise him, have some civil rights people praise him for his defense of busing.

BUCHANAN: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s the way to really get that, you know. It’s much the better way than to have people attack him for it—

BUCHANAN: Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON:—is to praise him for his defense of busing. See?

BUCHANAN: Uh-huh. Uh-huh.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And I don’t if you’ve got any people to do that or not. But I would think that would be very clever.

BUCHANAN: Uh-huh. Okay.

MAY 15, 1972: THE PRESIDENT AND COLSON, 9:23–9:24 P.M., WHITE HOUSE TELEPHONE

After Arthur Bremer shot Governor George Wallace during the 1972 presidentialprimaries, Nixon and Colson met to discuss possible responses.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Is he a left winger, right winger?

COLSON: Well, he’s going to be a left winger by the time we get through, I think.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good. Keep at that, keep at that.

COLSON: Yeah. I just wish that, God, that I’d thought sooner about planting a little literature out there [in Bremer’s Milwaukee apartment].

PRESIDENT NIXON: [Laughs]

COLSON: It may be a little late, although I’ve got one source that maybe—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good.

COLSON:—you could think about that. I mean, if they found it near his apartment that would be helpful.

MAY 16, 1972: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, COLSON, AND EHRLICHMAN, 8:44–9:47 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

Nixon always had ambivalent feelings about Attorney General Richard Kleindienst. He appreciated Kleindienst’s loyalty, yet he lacked respect for him. Here,Nixon makes it clear that Acting FBI Director L. Patrick Gray is to report directlyto the President, not to Kleindienst.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But I mean kick the ass of the agencies. (unintelligible). You’ve got that for any people being an accomplice. Use it. Use Colson’s outfit to snake out things. I mean, he’ll do anything, I mean anything.

EHRLICHMAN: You’re going to hear some squeaking about the pressure that we’ve put on these guys. When you see Kleindienst this morning, he may apologize to you because they didn’t have their report in on time, for instance. We’ve got them on a very short tether. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Another thing we’ve got to remember is that Kleindienst is, just like everybody else who goes through the horrors of investigation [for his role in ITT’s alleged influence-buying earlier in 1972], he’s gun-shy.

EHRLICHMAN: Very.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s gun-shy. And he wants to prove that he’s a good guy.

EHRLICHMAN: Well, I have an understanding with Kleindienst that we don’t deal through him to Gray, we deal directly with Gray.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I deal directly with Gray always.

EHRLICHMAN: That is understood.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Does he not know? I told Kleindienst this in the office that day. He knows.

EHRLICHMAN: He told me that. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, you were with me. Somebody was here when I said to Kleindienst, I said: Now, Dick, I just have one [requirement]. I do have direct relations with the [Acting FBI] Director. I told Gray that, too, and I said: “You both have to understand . . . that that’s the way it’s always been the case. And there are times when it’s best that the Justice Department not know, we’ll tell you what we think you need to know, and you’ve just got to understand.” “I understand, I understand,” [Gray said].

EHRLICHMAN: He played that back to me then.

HALDEMAN: There’s no question of Dick knowing.

MAY 18, 1972: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 12:33–12:34 P.M., CAMP DAVID TELEPHONE

Nixon typically ordered aides to carry out some absurd order, as in the followingtwo conversations. Usually, there is no evidence that action was taken.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I want those funds cut off for that MIT [Massachusetts Institute of Technology].

HALDEMAN: Right, I know what you mean.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You get ahold of [Budget Director Caspar] Weinberger and say I want the Goddamn funds and I want him to do it now. Get it done. Okay.

MAY 19, 1972: THE PRESIDENT AND EHRLICHMAN, 12:05–12:19 P.M., OVAL OFFICE


EHRLICHMAN: And then I just want to let you know that on MIT that Cap [Weinberger] has come up with a formula that I think does the job you want to do with a minimum amount of political damage. And so I’ve told him in your name to go ahead.

PRESIDENT NIXON: What do you mean, “a minimum amount of political damage?”

EHRLICHMAN: Well, in the way that it’s done. I mean, the money dries up, but we don’t make a big show of it. We don’t let them pin it on you as retribution. And what we do is we quietly pass the word to the agency that those contracts are just not to be renewed.

PRESIDENT NIXON: It’s a budget problem.

EHRLICHMAN: Yes, yes.

PRESIDENT NIXON: They say they don’t have the money.

EHRLICHMAN: The other thing to do would be to send a memo around and throw it on the fire. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: I mean, do it.

EHRLICHMAN: Yeah, but don’t get caught.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Slice them. And when they come in and whine around about that, say: “Where the hell were you when we were trying to do something about Vietnam?”

EHRLICHMAN: Okay. Well, that’s where I thought you were.

JUNE 13, 1972: THE PRESIDENT AND COLSON, 4:17–5:38 P.M., EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING

Nixon and Colson discuss surveillance of Nixon’s Democratic opponents, including using the Secret Service.

SEGMENT 1

COLSON: Of course, I owe you an apology. I told you we had the painting I approached him on. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s Haldeman’s job, as I told him.

COLSON: No. You know, I’ve still got a memo here that I sent over to that gathering place across the street in January telling us everything Muskie’s doing. And I talked to them three weeks ago and they said they were taping everything, audio, and they were using video wherever we can. . . . And they weren’t. They were just doing Humphrey in California. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Particularly when we now saw that McGovern might well be nominated. Well, anyway, they’ve got it now? They’ve got it covered, have they?

COLSON: Well, they said so. . . . They haven’t even been using a union. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: We? We have to use the union?

COLSON: That’s right. You know how political this is.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, when did we find that out? Does that suggest an error of some sort? Goddamn it, I’ve used union [printers?] since I ran for the Congress and I never had any labor support . . . .

SEGMENT 2

PRESIDENT NIXON: For example, that business of the McGovern watch, it just has to be—it has to be now around the clock. . . . You never know what you’re going to find.

COLSON: That’s something you don’t even have to—

PRESIDENT NIXON: You see, you don’t—with me, hell, I’ve got Secret Service watching me. He does too, but, you know, there are ways that—

COLSON: Well, we’ve got the Secret Service. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s exactly right.

COLSON: In McGovern’s case, he can go before a crowd and say one thing.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yes.

COLSON: And the press will cover him, and he’ll go before the news the next day—

PRESIDENT NIXON: You see, because he—could I just suggest this? Could we, for example, hire even like—why the hell don’t we hire Dick, I don’t know whether it’s Dick Perlasky, or a young reporter. Could [Kenneth] Clawson find a good young reporter and say he’s going to do a book. Teddy White does them . . . . And he just goes over there with his press pass. He doesn’t open his mouth, but he just covers the sonofabitch like a blanket.

COLSON: I’ve got a good man to use for that.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I would do it.

SEGMENT 3

COLSON: I think we have to be very careful not to get caught in doing it, but I think we’ve got to see that it’s done. And we strictly have a mechanical problem, Mr. President. . . . Under this new statute with the reporting requirements, we have got to get funded [by] the committee [CREEP]. We can’t do what we used to do.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I see.

COLSON: I talked to [Robert] Ellsworth today and he will get money from Felix Rohatyn and some of the Democrats . . . .

JUNE 14, 1972: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 4:59–6:03 P.M., OVAL OFFICE

Maurice Stans, chief fund-raiser for the Committee to Re-elect the President(CREEP), desperately tried to nail down contributions before new reporting lawswent into effect. The President was intimately involved in these dealings.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . I think it’s very important maybe for you just to talk to Stans about . . . secret contributors. You know, I don’t think the amount bothers or anything, but I think the fact that you won’t reveal who the hell contributed does bother people. And I just wondered how many there are that are in that, see what I mean. First of all, I think all those that are willing haven’t given 25 [thousand]—

HALDEMAN: I’ve already—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Told Mitchell that?

HALDEMAN: No. Had [CREEP Finance Committee Treasurer] Hugh Sloan work on it, just so they’d just do it through their office there, because that’s simple. It’s a damn good idea: get all the obvious names, just get them on the record, the ones that don’t care.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But lean over in the direction of doing it rather than not doing it.

HALDEMAN: Right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I would think that—

HALDEMAN: Urge everybody to—

PRESIDENT NIXON: I don’t know who the hell wouldn’t want to do it. I don’t know who the contributors are, but all of our big ones would want to. . . .

HALDEMAN: They’re all known anyway.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Right.

HALDEMAN: They’re all standard Republican contributors.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And I’d put all of them in at about 25 or 20 [thousand], something like that. You’re going to do that, and we would then be in a position where we say: Well, our contributors, they’re all on the list. I don’t know how we got on the wicket of giving out the amount. Was that necessary? . . .

HALDEMAN: Yes.

PRESIDENT NIXON: We had to reveal how much money we collected before, without any names?

HALDEMAN: That’s right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: The law required that?

HALDEMAN: You had to show what money, starting on the reporting date, how much you had on hand going in. And as I said, we had substantially more than that on hand, but we got rid of it. . . . You’ve got to give Stans credit. It was collected over a period of three weeks.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Was it really?

HALDEMAN: The sonofabitch just got on his horse and rode, and he really worked on it and he just sucked that money in as fast as he could suck it in. . . . And you’ve got a hell of a time spending money as well. You’ve got an enormous reporting problem in spending it, including you have to show the salary you pay everybody.






PART TWO

WATERGATE:


BREAK-IN AND COVER-UP


JUNE 1972 – DECEMBER 1972





In the early morning hours of June 17, 1972, police arrested five burglars in the Democratic National Committee headquarters in the Watergate complex in Washington. Four of the burglars were Cuban; the fifth, who had been booked under an alias, was James McCord, a former CIA employee and, the FBI soon learned, Chief of Security for the Committee to Re-Elect the President (CREEP). Investigators subsequently determined that this was the second illegal entry, the first having occurred just after Memorial Day when wiretaps were installed and documents were photographed; presumably, the second entry was made to adjust the tapping equipment. E. Howard Hunt, another former CIA employee, and G. Gordon Liddy, Counsel for CREEP, who, the FBI soon learned, had done “law enforcement” work for John Ehrlichman, had observed the break-in and arrest from a nearby hotel. The FBI searched a hotel room and found evidence linking Hunt to the burglars and the White House. Hunt and Liddy were soon arrested. At the time, Charles Colson described both men as “good healthy right-wing exuberants.”

White House Press Secretary Ron Ziegler refused to comment on what he called a “third-rate burglary attempt.” The President described his own reaction as “cynical.” Dirty tricks, he said, were familiar stuff; “I could not muster much moral outrage over a political bugging,” he later wrote. Democratic National Committee Chairman Lawrence O’Brien announced a $1 million damage suit against CREEP on June 20. By then, newspapers had mentioned Hunt’s involvement and discovered his links to Colson. O’Brien charged that the case had “a clear line to the White House.” Almost immediately in his White House conversations, Richard Nixon established his own rationalizations: the break-in was stupid, it may have been concocted by double agents, and breaking and entering Democratic headquarters was not really a crime.

The break-in is directly linked to President Nixon’s re-election campaign. No different from other candidates, Nixon desired every possible vote. With George McGovern looming as his probable opponent, Nixon and his top advisors knew that the only question would be the size of the President’s victory. Still, the White House pushed constantly for intelligence about Democratic plans and tactics. The President himself was not shy about what was needed. “We should come up with . . . imaginative dirty tricks,” he told an aide. Nixon’s insatiable need for “intelligence” went from Haldeman to his own man at CREEP headquarters, Deputy Campaign Director Jeb Magruder, and from Magruder to his putative superior, Campaign Manager John Mitchell. Word filtered down to Liddy, an obscure operative who had worked with the Plumbers unit. Liddy devised an overheated plan of intelligence-gathering and convention disruptions against the Democrats, which included the Watergate break-in and bugging. After initial rejection by Mitchell, Liddy got his scheme approved, and the result was high comedy that fast developed into tragedy.

No direct evidence exists demonstrating that Nixon knew the particulars of these plans; still, he constantly pressed his men for intelligence about Democratic contributors, Democratic plans for their campaign or tactics to be used against Republicans, and, a favorite Nixon object of inquiry and scrutiny, Democratic National Chairman Lawrence O’Brien. What were the Democrats doing? What did they know that might be worrisome? O’Brien’s personal finances? Democratic plans regarding the Republican convention? The role of foreign money? Gordon Liddy suggested that the purpose was “to find out what O’Brien had of a derogatory nature about us, not for us to get something on him or the Democrats. In these new tapes, Haldeman offers two new, but somewhat cryptic, references to another explanation. Three days after the break-in, responding to Nixon’s dismissive remark that the Democratic National Committee had nothing worth bugging, Haldeman said, “except for the financial thing.” Seven months later, Haldeman said they were “looking for stuff on two things.” One, he said, was “financial”; he didn’t explain the second item.

Whatever the cause of the break-in, almost instantly the President and his top aides, H. R. Haldeman and John D. Ehrlichman, instituted a cover-up, and installed the young White House counsel, John Dean, as its ringmaster. These new tapes throw further light on the cover-up’s motivation. On June 21, 1973, Haldeman told the President that an inquiry into Watergate would lead “to other things [and] . . . it’s better to take a little heat on this than to open it up to all the others.” The arrest of Howard Hunt, a man who knew many of the secrets of the “White House horrors,” particularly accelerated the need for a cover-up. Nixon realized the risks. On September 11, he said: “The cover-up is what hurts you, not the issue. It’s the cover-up that hurts.” That thought recurs a number of times in Nixon’s conversations; he was painfully aware of the consequences. The cover-up involved the President in fatal ventures to use the CIA to thwart the FBI, the payment of hush money to the defendants and their families, ambiguous promises of clemency, and an attempt to prevent a congressional investigation. Pressures mounted from the work of the U.S. Attorney and the grand jury, from the demands for money payments from Hunt and the burglars, and from increasingly probing media articles. In a December 11 conversation, near the end of this period, the President complained about the “aura of hanky [-panky]—worse, of corruption” that pervaded the White House. Whatever his doubts and misgivings, Nixon persisted on the course of maintaining the cover-up.

On September 15, 1972, the President and Haldeman had a lengthy conversation with John Dean, who reported on the state of the Watergate cover-up to the Commander-in-Chief. Dean promised Nixon “that fifty-four days from now [Election Day] that not a thing will come crashing down to our, our surprise.” The President well knew the extent of Dean’s involvement and for the next seven months, he spoke of his young aide only in the most glowing words.

Nixon celebrated his magnificent re-election in November. He swept the Electoral College, winning every state but Massachusetts and the District of Columbia; he gained 60 per cent of the popular vote, just failing to top Lyndon Johnson’s 1964 margin. Later, Nixon remembered the “foreboding” that tempered his triumph and joy. He knew that Watergate’s “marring effects” put a gloss on that victory—the only “sour note” of the moment. When he began his second term in January 1973, he gave his aides and Cabinet members a four-year calendar, with an inscription noting that he would serve “1,461 days—no more, no less.”

JUNE 20, 1972: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 11:26 A.M.–12:45 P.M., EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING

This is the highly publicized “18 1/2-minute gap.” Technical and scientific investigations determined that the tape had been electronically erased by unknown personssome time after Alexander P. Butterfield revealed the existence of the Nixon Administration taping system in 1973. H. R. Haldeman’s diary entry for this date talksabout lengthy meetings with John Ehrlichman, John Mitchell, and John Dean,which concluded that it was necessary to keep the FBI from going “beyond what’snecessary in developing evidence and that we can keep a lid on that.” Haldemansaid that he and the President talked about “our counterattack” and “PR offensive.”

JUNE 20, 1972: THE PRESIDENT AND HALDEMAN, 4:35–5:25 P.M., EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING

This is the first known taped conversation on Watergate following the break-in.The President already is aware that his campaign manager, John Mitchell, hadagreed to “Gemstone,” an elaborate intelligence scheme that included bugging theDemocratic National Committee headquarters in the Watergate complex. Nixonand Haldeman are familiar with the Cuban burglars’ prior operations. They talk ofthe roles of James McCord and especially E. Howard Hunt. They know of Hunt’slinks to Colson—and hence to the White House. Throughout, Nixon has an abiding fear that Colson was involved. There is an interesting, cryptic comment that“this financial thing” may have made bugging the Democratic Committee worthwhile. Finally, the two refer to their special, shared secret: the White House tapingsystem.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Have you gotten any further on that Mitchell operation?

HALDEMAN: No. I don’t think he did [know].

PRESIDENT NIXON: I think he was surprised. . . .

HALDEMAN: . . . [T]hese guys [the burglars] apparently are a pretty competent bunch of people, and they’ve been doing other things very well, apparently.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Mitchell lies (unintelligible). . . . What would Mitchell’s conclusion be (unintelligible), basically?

HALDEMAN: Well, I haven’t talked to him since this. They have filed a suit, the Democratic committee, directly sued the Committee for Re-Election and the Republican National Committee for a million dollars, $100,000 damages and $900,000—

[Withdrawn item. Privacy.]

HALDEMAN: —they want to get to depositions.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I don’t know what the law is. I mean, I don’t know how long it takes.

HALDEMAN: [John] Dean said that’s the kind of thing, once they file and a judge orders, sets the thing and starts the suit going and all, you could stall it for a couple of months, probably down to [the election] with technical (unintelligible) and pleadings. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: It’s fortunately, it’s fortunately a bizarre story.

HALDEMAN: Yes. . . . But its bizarreness almost helps to discredit it—

[Withdrawn item. Privacy.]

HALDEMAN: [McCord’s] on a regular monthly retainer, a fee.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Does he have other clients?

HALDEMAN: And he had a regular monthly fee at the National Committee also. . . . Apparently he set up, installed some television closed circuit monitoring stuff, and then they have six guards and some supervisors. . . .

McCord, I guess, will say that he was working with the Cubans, he wanted to put this in for their own political reasons. But Hunt disappeared or is in the process of disappearing. He can undisappear if we want him to. He can disappear to a Latin American country. But at least the original thought was that that would do it, that he might want to disappear, (unintelligible) on the basis that these guys, the Cubans—see, he was in the Bay of Pigs thing. One of the Cubans, [Bernard] Barker, the guy with the American name, was his deputy in the Bay of Pigs operation and so they’re kind of trying to tie it to the Cuban nationalists. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: We are?

HALDEMAN: Yes. Now of course they’re trying to tie these guys to Colson, [and] the White House. . . . It’s strange—if Colson doesn’t run out, it doesn’t go anywhere. The closest they come, he [Hunt] was a consultant to Colson. We have detailed somewhat the nature of his consulting fee and said it was basically (unintelligible). I don’t know.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You don’t know what he did? . . .

HALDEMAN: I think we all knew that there were some—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Intelligence.

HALDEMAN: —some activities, and we were getting reports, or some input anyway. But I don’t think—I don’t think Chuck knew specifically that this was under way. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, if he did . . . second-guess. . . .

HALDEMAN: He seems to take all the blame himself.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Did he? Good.

HALDEMAN: He was saying this morning that it was damn stupid for him to not learn about the details and know exactly what was going on. . . . They sweep [for bugs] this office and your Oval Office twice a week. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: This Oval Office business [i.e., the taping system] complicates things all over.

HALDEMAN: They say it’s extremely good. I haven’t listened to the tapes.

PRESIDENT NIXON: They’re kept for future purposes.

HALDEMAN: Nobody monitors those tapes, obviously. They are kept stacked up and locked up in a super-secure—there are only three people that know [about the system]. . . .

If they get all the circumstantial stuff tied together, maybe it’s better . . . to plead guilty, saying we were spying on the Democrats. Just let the Cubans say, we, McCord . . . figured it was safe for us to use.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, they’ve got to plead guilty.

HALDEMAN: . . . [A]nd we [the Cubans] went in there to get this because we’re scared to death that this crazy man’s going to become President and sell the U.S. out to the communists. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: How was he [Hunt] directly involved?

HALDEMAN: He was across the street in the Howard Johnson Motel with a direct line of sight room, observing across the street. And that was the room in which they had the receiving equipment for the bugs.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, does Hunt work for us or what?

HALDEMAN: No. Oh, we don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know if that’s one—that’s something I haven’t gotten an answer to, how—apparently McCord had Hunt working with him, or Hunt had McCord working with him, and with these Cubans. They’re all tied together. Hunt when he ran the Bay of Pigs thing was working with this guy Barker, one of the Cubans who was arrested.

PRESIDENT NIXON: How does the press know about this?

HALDEMAN: They don’t. Oh, they know Hunt’s involved because they found his name in the address book of two of the Cubans, Barker’s book and one of the other guy’s books. He’s identified as “White House.” And also because one of the Cubans had a check from Hunt, a check for $690 or something like that, which Hunt had given to this Cuban to take back to Miami with him and mail. It was to pay his country club bill. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Hunt?

HALDEMAN: Hunt, yes. Probably so he can pay non-resident dues at the country club or something. But anyway, they had that check, so that was another tie.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, in a sense, if the Cubans—the fact that Hunt’s involved with the Cubans or McCord’s involved with the Cubans, here are the Cuban people. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: My God, the committee isn’t worth bugging in my opinion. That’s my public line.

HALDEMAN: Except for this financial thing. They thought they had something going on that.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yes, I suppose.

HALDEMAN: But I asked that question: If we were going to all that trouble, why in the world would we pick the Democratic National Committee to do it to? It’s the least fruitful source—

JUNE 21, 1972: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND COLSON, 9:30–10:38 A.M., OVAL OFFICE

The cover-up takes shape. John Mitchell suggests that the FBI be “turned off.”Everyone is impressed that Gordon Liddy—“apparently a little bit nuts”—wouldconfess and take the fall for others. But E. Howard Hunt’s arrest filled Nixon withforeboding: “He’s done a lot of things.” Nixon is a bit relieved when he hears thatHunt has “decided he’s not going to be around.” The President and Haldeman nervously worry that Colson might have been involved. Nixon insists that the break-inwas of no consequence: “[B]reaking and entering . . . without accomplishing it, isnot a hell of a lot of crime.” His rationale is a recurring theme. John Ehrlichman,Mitchell’s principal White House adversary, ominously begins a nearly year-longcampaign to saddle Mitchell with the blame.

SEGMENT 1

PRESIDENT NIXON: What’s the dope on the Watergate incident? Anything break on that?

HALDEMAN: No. We talked about that. We don’t talk about it at the staff meeting. It’s very interesting because I’ve been prepared to cold-cock it if it comes up at the staff meeting and it hasn’t even come up. . . . You know, somebody made some crack about it or something, but it didn’t come up. Nobody wanted to discuss it. . . . But I talked with Mitchell afterwards.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Mitchell was at the staff meeting?

HALDEMAN: Yes.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Good, good. . . .

HALDEMAN: Yes. Doesn’t say much. Well, but he does once in a while and he raises some good questions, more asking than telling. But it’s very useful to have Mitchell there.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yes.

HALDEMAN: There’s nothing new. The whole question now is, Mitchell’s concern is the FBI, the question of how far they’re going in the process. He’s concerned that, that be turned off, and then they’re working on John.

PRESIDENT NIXON: My God, Ehrlichman, are you talking—it’s got to be done by Ehrlichman. . . .

HALDEMAN: Well, we were told yesterday in the discussion on this that we should not go direct to the FBI. Mitchell said today that we’ve got to, and he asked Ehrlichman to talk to Gray. John’s doing it. The question that John and I raised, both of us have been trying to think with a one step away from it and look at a strategy on creating—see whether there’s something that we can do other than just sitting here and watching it drop on us bit by bit as it goes along. And there is—it’s pretty tough to—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Think of anything.

HALDEMAN: —start maybe now. John [Mitchell] laid out a scenario, . . . which would involve this guy Liddy at the committee confessing and taking, moving the thing up to that level, saying: “Yeah, I did it, I did it; I hired these guys, sent them over there, because I thought it would be a good move and build me up in the operation; I’m a little guy.”

PRESIDENT NIXON: Liddy?

HALDEMAN: Nobody pays any attention to him.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Who’s he? He’s the guy with the detective agency?

HALDEMAN: No. Liddy is the general counsel for the Re-Election Finance Committee and he is the guy who did this.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Mitchel—

HALDEMAN: I’m not sure how much—he obviously knew something. I’m not sure how much. He clearly didn’t know any details.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Isn’t there some way you can get a little better protection, get a little better protection for the White House on that? I think that was rather explicit. You know what I mean, the Colson thing and so forth. I mean, he’s taking a bad rap there. Of course, if he’s taking the rap, basically the White House is taking the rap, the White House consultant, and so forth and so on. He [E. Howard Hunt] worked for Kennedy, he worked for Johnson, now he worked for the White House. That’s the whole story about him.

HALDEMAN: That he did.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Okay. Well, maybe there isn’t much you can do about it. You’re convinced, though, this is a situation where Colson is not involved, aren’t you?

HALDEMAN: Yes. I’m completely convinced of that. As far as I can determine, it is.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I’m not concerned. . . . I just want to be sure we know what the facts are.

HALDEMAN: Well, I think that is the fact. The problem is that there are all kinds of other involvements and if they started a fishing thing on this they’re going to start picking up tracks. That’s what appeals to me about trying to get one jump ahead of them and hopefully cut the whole thing off and sink all of it. You see, Ehrlichman paints a rather attractive picture on that, in that that gives you the opportunity to cut off the civil suit. The civil suit is potentially the most damaging thing to us in terms of those depositions.

PRESIDENT NIXON: You mean you’d have Liddy confess and say he did it unauthorized?

HALDEMAN: Unauthorized. And then on the civil suit, we plead whatever it is and you get a, what is it, a summary judgment or something. . . . I don’t know what the legal name is. But he saw that as the way to cut it off, too, and then let it go to trial on the question of damages, and that would eliminate the need for the depositions. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, if you think that they have to [show] White House involvement (unintelligible).

HALDEMAN: Well, we’re getting a bad shot to a degree because—it’s 100 percent by innuendo. The only tie they’ve got to the White House is that this guy’s name was in their books, Howard Hunt, and that Hunt used to be a consultant—

PRESIDENT NIXON: To the White House?

HALDEMAN: —to Colson at the White House.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And he worked for the CIA. He worked in the Bay of Pigs. I mean, he’s done a lot of things. So I’ve got to guess is that, I mean, it could be isolated instances. If the man’s worked for various things, he’s worked for—

HALDEMAN: You’ve got to be careful of pushing that very hard, because he was working on a lot of stuff.

PRESIDENT NIXON: For Colson, you mean? Any classification here?

HALDEMAN: No. It was that among other things. That’s what we’ve said.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, did he work on that ITT thing, too?

HALDEMAN: Yes, see, and if they track that down—

PRESIDENT NIXON: He didn’t accomplish anything.

HALDEMAN: But he’s the guy that went out and took—talked to [ITT lobbyist] Dita Beard in Denver.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Hunt’s the Dita Beard contact?

HALDEMAN: Among other things. They’ve used him for a lot of stuff, apparently. That’s, like all these other things, it’s all a fringe, bits and pieces that you don’t want to [know]—that’s why they have—and there’s a very—I’ve challenged this question of Hunt disappearing and they say there is no question it’s better for Hunt to disappear than for Hunt to be available, and there’s no question that Hunt would be called in this. But the effectiveness of the Ehrlichman scenario or something like it is that you establish . . . the admission of guilt at a local level and get rid of it, rather than letting it imply guilt up to the highest levels, which is of course what they’re trying very hard to do. By “they,” [I mean] the press and the Democrats.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, sure it is. I understand that.

HALDEMAN: Although it’s incredible, Dan Rather comes up on the news and says: Well, it’s been a tough week for the presidential candidates, and we have the Republicans tarred with complicity in bugging the Democrats and McGovern in trouble with his radical views and you have Hubert in trouble because he’s lost his support. He kind of socked everybody, which amazed me.

I think our people deluded themselves, and I have to a degree, in thinking this was a Washington story, that it would not be of much interest. The networks aren’t going to let it be that, because they didn’t have much of any interest on it. Just, there’s no new news. They’re investigating those Cubans. They’re bound to re-run some of these strings.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Colson was telling me something about some [judgment] that [Bebe] Rebozo was involved in.

HALDEMAN: I haven’t seen that.

PRESIDENT NIXON: [Columnist] Jack Anderson made some charge.

HALDEMAN: Oh, really?

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Jack Anderson said Rebozo was involved in it with the Cubans, one of the Cubans. I don’t know.

HALDEMAN: Well, I’m sure they’ll find a tie to Rebozo with the Cubans sometime.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Oh, Christ, yes. But my point is that if they get this kind of a charge—if we could get the exact charge on this and so forth, he ought to sue. You know what I mean, because he knows Goddamn well he’s not involved with it. See what I mean? Jack Anderson, what they would like to do is they’d like to tie him in order to tie us into it.

HALDEMAN: Sure, sure.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, obviously, obviously if he has nothing whatever, had no knowledge at all. . . . So why don’t you just call and ask him if he knows he’s being (unintelligible).

HALDEMAN: Okay.

PRESIDENT NIXON: But find out from Colson, get the text of what Jack Anderson said on Metromedia.

HALDEMAN: Yes.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, it’s a hard one to handle, I realize.

HALDEMAN: Unfortunately, they’re inter-meshing threats. One of these guys was over at the University of Miami trying to work out housing for the Youth for Nixon group at the convention.

PRESIDENT NIXON: They’re all supporters of ours.

HALDEMAN: And two of them have been principals in the Nixon stuff down there. That’s why in a way—

PRESIDENT NIXON: You can’t push a lot onto the Miami thing can you—I mean, the Cuban thing.

HALDEMAN: Well, yeah, you can. If you lose that—it’s a pretty flimsy—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Liddy.

HALDEMAN: (unintelligible) if you bring Liddy into it. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s right.

HALDEMAN: That’s one argument against it, because you could work to blame that, . . . Howard Hunt, all the other guys [that] tie to Colson.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s right.

HALDEMAN: Except—well, no. You could imply implicitly—I was going to say, except for this security guy, what’s his name, McCord?

PRESIDENT NIXON: McCord.

HALDEMAN: That he was a CIA agent for nineteen years or so.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Sure he was hired, for Christ’s sakes. He was hired because of his technical equipment or his tie to the Cubans. You see what I mean?

HALDEMAN: Hunt was the tie to the Cubans.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s the one that recruited the Cubans? An elaborate deal, wasn’t it? Apparently they said or they implied that they had some plans to bug McGovern headquarters, too?

HALDEMAN: Well, I don’t know. They found a plan of the—that’s a pretty shady bit of journalism, incidentally, which they haven’t pointed out and we shouldn’t, but the committee can. They had a plan that showed the layout of the ballroom area at the Doral Hotel, which is going to be McGovern’s headquarters. What the press didn’t point out is the Doral Hotel is also going to be the Nixon headquarters. We had a lot of plans of the Doral Hotel all over here, because it happens to be where we’re going on our room arrangements, and that’s true.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I don’t know who can take it on. Who’s over there at the committee that can do a little slam-banging on that sort of thing? I think that you ought to chip away at things of that sort, that are so obvious.

HALDEMAN: Yeah, I think we should, and we will. I made a note on that one.

PRESIDENT NIXON: [Bob] Dole?

HALDEMAN: That’s just a little—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Sure, I know, but I saw it in the paper. . . .

HALDEMAN: And they’ve taken a very fast chop, but I think we’ve got to be careful not to jump on it, a fast chop at Colson, which is going to bother him today. The Post runs a thing on the principals in the Democratic bugging incident, . . . biographies, a three-paragraph biography on each of the principals. The first one is Howard Hunt, they tell about him. The second is Charles Colson, and then come the five guys that were caught in the room, and then someone else—oh, the lawyer that they called in.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Liddy?

HALDEMAN: No, the lawyer that they called.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That they hired?

HALDEMAN: The counsel that they got to represent them [Douglas Caddy].

PRESIDENT NIXON: Jesus Christ, it’s a rough deal on Colson, isn’t it?

HALDEMAN: Yeah, it is. But we’ve got to be careful not to over-defend him. And Colson has to be careful not to overreact, and that’s because, you know, sure he’s clean on this little slice.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yes, but he’s involved in other [things].

HALDEMAN: But it leads to other things that there’s just—it’s better to take a little heat on this than to open it up to all the others.

PRESIDENT NIXON: The one thing they have to do is to keep it in perspective from another standpoint. I was not of the opinion that it would just be a Washington story.

HALDEMAN: I kind of was. Well, not just a Washington story.

PRESIDENT NIXON: I understand. I thought there were two, there’s two different problems. Anything as bizarre as this and interesting is going to be a national story.

HALDEMAN: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: My view is, and I still hold with this view, that in terms of the reaction of people, the reaction is going to be primarily Washington and not the country, because I think the country doesn’t give much of a shit about it other than the ones we’ve already bugged. Now, somebody else, you see—now, everybody around here is all mortified by it. It’s a horrible thing to rebut. And the answer of course is that most people around the country think that this is routine, that everybody’s trying to bug everybody else, it’s politics. That’s my view. The purists probably won’t agree with that, but I don’t think they’re going to see a great uproar in the country about the Republican committee trying to bug the Democratic headquarters.

HALDEMAN: Well, if that line of reasoning—

PRESIDENT NIXON: At least that’s my view.

HALDEMAN: —then it seems to me that argues for following the Liddy scenario, saying: Sure, some little lawyer who was trying to make a name for himself did a stupid thing.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Is Liddy willing?

HALDEMAN: He says he is. Apparently he is a little bit nuts. I have never met him, so it’s not fair to draw any judgment. But apparently he’s sort of a Tom Huston type guy.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And you say [that he will] beat the bastards, right?

HALDEMAN: Well, and he sort of likes the dramatic. He’s said: “If you want to put me before a firing squad and shoot me, that’s fine. I’d kind of like to be like Nathan Hale.”

PRESIDENT NIXON: The lawyer? Oh, I thought it was the guy that—I thought that was the fellow that runs the agency.

HALDEMAN: No. We don’t know what his position is. They all seem to think he will hang tight. But you see, the beauty of the Liddy scenario is that as far as anybody under him is concerned, he’s where it came from.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He ordered it.

HALDEMAN: So even if we can’t count on those guys, if we admit—if Liddy admits guilt, then those guys can think any way they want and it won’t matter.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yeah.

HALDEMAN: Because it’ll all tie back to Liddy and he says: Yeah, I got the money and I paid them the money and I told them to bug the place and I was going to be a hero. Then we ask for compassion: This is a poor misguided kid who read too many spy stories, a little bit nutty, and obviously we’ll have to get rid of him, we made a mistake in having him in there and that’s too bad.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Look, breaking and entering and so forth, without accomplishing it, is not a hell of a lot of crime. The point is that this is not—the only thing I’d say if somebody was going to ask me about, do you agree with Ziegler’s cut calling it a third-rate burglary, I’d say: No, I disagree; it was a third-rate attempted burglary.

HALDEMAN: Yes.

PRESIDENT NIXON: That’s what it was.

HALDEMAN: Yes.

PRESIDENT NIXON: And it failed. . . .

HALDEMAN: Well, they don’t think they can hurt much on that. If they take a guilty plea, the lawyers all feel that they would get a fine and a suspended sentence.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Suspended sentence.

HALDEMAN: As long as they’re all first offenders, which they apparently all are.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, who’s going to talk to Mitchell today about this?

HALDEMAN: We have.

PRESIDENT NIXON: So he’s thinking about the Liddy thing. My inclination is that’s what you have to do. My inclination is you have to do it due to the fact that, if that’s the truth, the truth you always figure may come out, and you’re a hell of a lot better doing that than to build another tissue around the Goddamn thing. Let me say this. If it involved Mitchell, then I would think that you couldn’t do it, just because it would destroy him.

HALDEMAN: Well, that’s what bothers Ehrlichman. He’s not sure it doesn’t.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Doesn’t involve Mitchell?

HALDEMAN: Yes. I put it almost directly to Mitchell this morning and he didn’t answer, so I don’t know whether it does or not.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Hell, he may have said, don’t tell me about it, but you go ahead and do what you want. But that doesn’t take the rap, you know.

HALDEMAN: Well, we can take care of him.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Yes. You know, I wouldn’t try to shove it in Miami, but I think that you’re going to have Hunt on the lam, if he is, and that’s going to be quite a story. . . .

HALDEMAN: Yes, except they’ve got no direct tie-in from Hunt, at least up until now. . . . The problem there is, that’s why it’s important to get to the FBI. As of now, there’s nothing that puts Hunt into the case except his name in their notebooks along with a lot of other things.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Why did the FBI put out all of that stuff? It seems to me a rather bad thing to do. I mean, when you’re investigating a case you don’t put out the fact that you found this bit of evidence, you found names and notebooks and the rest.

HALDEMAN: The Bureau didn’t. The police did.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Oh, I see. Okay, that would add up. They’re sort of stupid. Some press man gets to them.

HALDEMAN: This one, you got to figure, because of the pressure, damn near everything’s going to get out. I’m sure that they’ve bought policemen and undoubtedly bought FBI agents. . . . [Joseph] Califano’s got two men riding the U. S. Attorney’s office.

PRESIDENT NIXON: We’d do the same thing.

HALDEMAN: Sure. Oh, hell, they’re doing exactly—and the lawsuit I think, the civil suit—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Very clever.

HALDEMAN: —is a damn good move. They’ve got Edward Bennett Williams in to do the depositions.

PRESIDENT NIXON: How soon do they get to those?

HALDEMAN: Well, again, the lawyers think we can go for some varying things to hold that up. But the Democrats of course, Bennett Williams, is going on the basis of starting immediately. And they’ve made no bones about it. They’ve said the reason they’re doing it is to get the depositions.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Ehrlichman should talk to Gray. We’ve got to find out what the law is on the depositions.

HALDEMAN: Yes. If they get at Colson—

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . [T]hey’d probably try to unravel his whole relationship with Hunt.

HALDEMAN: Which he could say is irrelevant or his counsel could say is irrelevant. But that doesn’t matter in a deposition. That’s the problem—at least, that’s what Ehrlichman and Mitchell were explaining to me. The problem with the deposition process is that you don’t have the protection of a court. You don’t have the judge. You can refuse to answer, but then the taker of the deposition, it’s my understanding, can go to the court and get an order for you to answer. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: It doesn’t look to me like we’ve got too much of a choice there. . . .

HALDEMAN: Well, Mitchell, rightly I think, is a little afraid of doing that because of Liddy’s instability and the question of what exactly—he says he’ll do it, but what exactly will he do when they turn the heat on, because obviously they’ll see that as a way for us to get out of it and they aren’t going to let him off any easier than they have to. They’d have to pursue that. John just developed this scenario as we were talking this morning—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Who, Ehrlichman?

HALDEMAN: Ehrlichman. And he and Mitchell and I all felt we ought not—that on first blush it looked like it had some possibilities, but we ought to work on what’s wrong with it.

SEGMENT 2

PRESIDENT NIXON: [O]ur people, our people, it seems to me are not basically too discreet, you know what I mean, in the way they handle things. We know our Democratic friends, Goddamn it, for years have screwed us on this sort of thing and we never—I mean, they never get caught, do they? Do you know of any times?

HALDEMAN: Oh, they do, but it doesn’t—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Nobody builds it up. . . . Well, Bob, you know why.

HALDEMAN: You know, like this crappy thing, tossing Colson in today, which is—

PRESIDENT NIXON: On the basis that he’s with Hunt, isn’t that it? That’s all?

HALDEMAN: Well, that Hunt works for him. But they spell out what he did. That’s—it’s just two steps removed, and to list him in the cast of characters in the robbery is just—the implication is that he was there.

SEGMENT 3

[Colson joins the President and Haldeman.]

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . Bob was wondering what the Goddamn Post thinks you’ve been doing.

COLSON: Oh, Christ.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Incidentally, I [talked to] Bob about Rebozo. He said he didn’t hear about it. I just showed him this. We have, with all of our hundreds of people around here reading things, you know—can you get a script of what the sonofabitch [Jack Anderson] said?

COLSON: Yes, sir.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Because Rebozo—

HALDEMAN: Has taken all hell.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s been so abused. . . .

COLSON: That was the most libelous thing, to take a person [himself] who’s a member of the bar and who’s practiced law for ten years and put him in a lineup with a bunch of criminals.

HALDEMAN: Right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, you can’t libel political men.

COLSON: That’s right.

PRESIDENT NIXON: So you forget it. But you can libel Rebozo. He’s a banker.

COLSON: Yeah.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Goddamn it, he can sue. . . .

COLSON: You think it will go away?

HALDEMAN: That’s ridiculous. Why in the world would the—

PRESIDENT NIXON: How could they let it go away?

HALDEMAN: If you were anybody at any level in the Democratic Party, would you let this go away?

PRESIDENT NIXON: Chuck, . . . they’re going to make a big case out of that. . . . Well, they’re getting ready to put Mitchell in a deposition.

COLSON: Well, but that can be stalled until after the election. In a civil suit? A civil suit, I don’t think—I think can be dismissed. I don’t believe there’s a basis for an invasion of privacy. They’re a public—

PRESIDENT NIXON: It’s a possibility. I mean, I just hope we get a good lawyer. . . . Somebody to take on Bennett Williams, snarl at him, (unintelligible).

HALDEMAN: Warn Ehrlichman you’ve got to get the best guy . . .

COLSON: When I say let it go away, I’m not Pollyannish. I don’t think it will necessarily blow away by itself, but I don’t think we should do anything that escalates it unless—

PRESIDENT NIXON: There’s a confession?

COLSON: —unless there’s a clean way out of it, which I—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, how about the Liddy thing? Is that a clean way out of it?

COLSON: What I’m amazed at . . . is that no one, not a single reporter, has asked where Howard Hunt has been for the last three months, because they don’t want to ask, because they would much rather say that he’s still a consultant to the White House.

HALDEMAN: No, they have all reported that he’s not.

COLSON: Yeah, but—

HALDEMAN: They all reported that he terminated on March 29.

PRESIDENT NIXON: No, the Washington Post—

COLSON: And every story says that he was a consultant.

PRESIDENT NIXON: No, no, no, no. In fairness, the Washington Post on its front page today in its story does not say “former consultant.” He says “consultant.”

HALDEMAN: That’s right.

COLSON: NBC News last night—

PRESIDENT NIXON: Consultant to the White House. . . .

COLSON: Why didn’t they ask where he is and what he’s doing? Because they want to keep the impression that he’s still here. The NBC Network News did it beautifully last night, skillfully. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Well, somebody call them.

COLSON: Yes, sir, they’ve been called.

PRESIDENT NIXON: Did it do any good?

COLSON: I suppose they won’t say that again. [Laughter.]

SEGMENT 4

PRESIDENT NIXON: You can talk all you want. You can get all disturbed about this, sure. But it has to be about this bugging incident and so forth and so on. I mean, taking it at its worst, all right, suppose they say, well—the only part of it that should be knocked down strongly is the White House involvement, because there is no White House involvement. That’s the point, that we didn’t know a Goddamn thing about it. But I guess Ziegler has done that as much as you think he can.

HALDEMAN: What they’re trying to do—

COLSON: Ron did very well yesterday.

HALDEMAN: What they’re trying to do with Ron, they’re trying very hard to trap him into giving, a: The President is very upset about this, concerned, and then stepping in to order an investigation, and so on. And they’re trying to trap him into it by saying: Well, what you’re saying is the President doesn’t care about this? You mean the President isn’t interested? It doesn’t make any difference to him? He doesn’t think this is—trying to put words into it. But Ron’s fully aware of what they’re trying to do and he’s very good at it. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Goddamn it, just imagine what you’d have if you had somebody out there—just imagine what he’d be.

COLSON: Ron is—I never cease to be amazed at how adept he is at handling those guys. That’s a very tough guy.

PRESIDENT NIXON: He’s tough. He knows the curves and he knows what they’re trying to get out and he knows what they’re going to print and all the rest. He does a beautiful job. I still think, as I told Bob, that we won’t get agreement from most of our White House people on this because they’re so conscious about subjects. Let’s see, have we had one on credibility lately? Remember, that was John Ehrlichman.

HALDEMAN: Oh, yeah. This relates to credibility.

PRESIDENT NIXON: This is a credibility issue?

COLSONM: Sure. . . .

PRESIDENT NIXON: Credibility—but what I had is, I was thinking of credibility on Vietnam and that sort of thing.

HALDEMAN: No. Credibility on Vietnam has gone away.

PRESIDENT NIXON: . . . What I am saying is this, that this kind of story is going to play nationally because it’s so bizarre. What I’m saying is that it’s distinguished from things like ITT; it is not one that is going to get people that Goddamn excited . . . because they don’t give a shit about repression and bugging and all the rest.
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