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To

Katharine Graham, Ben Bradlee,

and Alice Mayhew



Author’s Note


TWO COLLEAGUES HELPED ME NIGHT and day during the crash, 10-day period in which this book was made ready for publication from a confidential manuscript I had written in case Mark Felt died:

Bill Murphy Jr., an attorney who has practiced at the U.S. Department of Justice and in the Army Judge Advocate General’s Corps. A former reporter for the New Haven Register, Bill is a man of immense brainpower and grace. He provided an independent, critical evaluation of each part of this story through the wise eye of lawyer and journalist. He joined me only five weeks before the identity of Deep Throat was revealed. I already consider him my trusted partner.

Christine Parthemore, a 2003 Phi Beta Kappa political science graduate of The Ohio State University. Resourceful, mature and dogged, Christine is able to find anything or anyone. A woman of disarming frankness and amazing creativity, she has assisted me with great skill and precision on a wide variety of projects since we began working together in May 2004. She is a full member of our reporting and writing team.
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IN FEBRUARY 1992, AS THE 20th Anniversary of the Watergate break-in approached, I went to the fortress-like J. Edgar Hoover FBI headquarters building on Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington. An imposing cement structure with large dark windows, the Hoover building sits appropriately about midway between the White House and the Capitol. It is as if Hoover, the founding director and the embodiment of the FBI from 1924 to 1972, is still present in Washington, D.C., playing off presidents against the Congress. I navigated the labyrinth of security and finally made my way to the documents room. I had come to examine some of the FBI’s investigative Watergate files that had been opened to the public. Private cubicles are available in the classy, law-firm atmosphere, well lit, all done in high-quality wood paneling well above the standard government issue. The room is quiet. I was offered blue-lined paper to take notes.

The Watergate files contain hundreds of internal FBI memos, requests for action, investigative summaries, and Teletypes to headquarters from field offices which had conducted hundreds of interviews. There were the first summaries of information on the five burglars arrested in the Democrats’ Watergate office building headquarters: their names, their backgrounds, their CIA connections, and their contacts with E. Howard Hunt Jr., the former CIA operative and White House consultant, and G. Gordon Liddy, the former FBI agent. The files teemed with notes, routing slips and queries bearing initials from senior Bureau officials, dates and intelligence classifications.

The outline of the Watergate cover-up was so clear in retrospect. White House counsel John W. Dean III, who later confessed to leading the illegal obstruction of justice on behalf of President Richard Nixon, “stated all requests for investigation by FBI at White House must be cleared through him,” according to a summary dated six days after the June 17, 1972, break-in.

A memo on October 10, 1972, addressed The Washington Post story that Carl Bernstein and I had written that day. It was probably our most important story; it reported that the Watergate break-in was not an isolated event but “stemmed from a massive campaign of political spying and sabotage” run by the White House and President Nixon’s reelection committee. The two-page memo stated that the FBI had learned that Donald H. Segretti, who headed the efforts to harass Democratic presidential candidates, had been hired by Dwight L. Chapin, the president’s appointments secretary, and paid by Herbert W. Kalmbach, the president’s personal lawyer. Because there was no direct connection to the Watergate bugging, the memo said, the FBI had not pursued the matter.

I smiled. Here were two of the reasons the Watergate cover-up had worked at first: Dean’s effectiveness in squelching further inquiry; and the seeming utter lack of imagination on the part of the FBI.

All of this was a pleasant, long, well-documented reminder of names, events and emotions as I sifted through the Bureau memos, as best I could tell almost a complete set of internal memos and investigative files. The files and memos provided a kind of intimacy with what had been four intense years of my life, as Carl Bernstein and I covered the story for The Washington Post and wrote two books about Watergate: All the President’s Men, published in 1974, which was about our newspaper’s investigation; and The Final Days, published in 1976, which chronicled the collapse of the Nixon presidency.

At the time of my visit I was 48 years old, but I was not there for a trip down memory lane. I was not hunting for more information in the rich history of Watergate; not looking for new avenues, leads, surprises, contradictions, unrevealed crimes or hidden meaning, although the amazements of Watergate rarely ceased.

Instead, I was really there in further pursuit of Deep Throat—the celebrated, secret anonymous source who had helped direct our Watergate coverage during late-night meetings in an underground parking garage. The Post’s managing editor, Howard Simons, had dubbed the source Deep Throat, after the pornographic movie of the time, because the interviews were technically on “deep background”—a journalistic term meaning that the information can be used but no source of any kind would be identified in the newspaper.

Only six people knew Deep Throat’s identity besides Deep Throat himself: me, Carl, my wife Elsa Walsh, former Post executive editor Benjamin C. Bradlee and later his successor, Leonard Downie Jr., and a Justice Department lawyer who discovered the secret in 1976. More on that later.

Despite all the guesses and speculation, articles and books, no one else had pinned down his identity. The more names and lists that had been floated over the decades, the more clouded the trail seemed to become. Systematic, meticulous analysis, even books by Nixon Watergate lawyers John Dean and Leonard Garment, had failed to illuminate because Deep Throat himself had embedded part of his identity in not being such a source, not the man in the underground garage so memorably portrayed by actor Hal Holbrook in the movie All the President’s Men. Wise, almost Delphic, but convoluted, creepy and angry, Holbrook had captured the real Deep Throat’s side of one of the most clandestine relationships in American journalism. In our conversations at the time, the real Deep Throat had clearly been torn, and even uncertain—not fully convinced that helping us was the proper course, wanting both to do it and not do it. Like many if not most confidential sources he wanted to be free of the ramifications of his actions and words. He wanted to be protected at nearly any cost, and he had gone to extraordinary lengths to conceal his identity. As best I could tell he had lied to his colleagues, friends and even his family. He had been in hiding and still was.

I was there at the Hoover building that day in 1992 because Deep Throat had worked in the very center of the FBI. His position gave him access to information from hundreds, eventually thousands of interviews and documents in the first months after the 1972 burglary. In addition, he was well situated to learn much about the Nixon White House, its behavior and concealment strategies. Facts, leads and even rumors about Nixon, Washington and politics came to his desk and ears. He could draw on the raw data in FBI files. He was able to provide all kinds of clues, ultimately giving us the schematic diagram of the Watergate conspiracy, or at least pointing us to it.

In All the President’s Men, Carl and I identified Deep Throat as someone in the executive branch of the government whose position was “extremely sensitive.” Many took this, incorrectly, to mean it was someone in the Nixon White House.

In an attempt to determine who was behind the break-in, Carl and I had spent months going down through a list of people who had worked at the Committee for the Re-election of the President (CREEP was its unfortunate acronym), tracking them down by phone or in person at their homes in D.C. or the Washington suburbs. Carl was driven and systematic, haunting people. One person he talked to was CREEP’s bookkeeper, later identified as Judy Hoback. During several interviews at her home she described for us in detail how Liddy and other close assistants to John N. Mitchell, the former attorney general and then head of CREEP, had been given hundreds of thousands of dollars in cash for campaign espionage and dirty tricks. As I went through the FBI files, I found the “302” form of Hoback’s interview with the FBI. She had described to them exactly what she told Carl and me. We had written it in the Post, leading many FBI agents to conclude, incorrectly, that we were getting raw FBI reports.

Deep Throat never provided exact details from these 302 reports. He confirmed the breadth of questionable and illegal activities by CREEP and the White House, and their possible significance, and he carefully steered us in important directions, supporting the theme we were discovering in our reporting: namely that the Watergate burglary was not an isolated event, but part of a sweeping pattern of illegal, undercover activities aimed at perceived Nixon enemies—anti–Vietnam War leaders, members of the news media, Democrats, dissenters within the administration, and eventually those in the American justice system and FBI who were investigating Watergate.

Many of the old FBI memos in the files I read that day, which recorded the Bureau’s progress on its investigation of Watergate, were not even written on FBI or Justice Department letterhead. Instead, they are on the blandest, garden-variety paper called Optional Form No. 10 with “United States Government, MEMORANDUM” printed at the top.

One such MEMORANDUM, dated February 21, 1973, caught my eye. “On page 1 of the Washington Post today is an article by Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein captioned, ‘Hunt Linked to Dita Beard Challenge.’ (Copy attached.)”

This was during the darkest days of our Watergate coverage, eight months after the break-in, a month after Nixon’s second inaugural. He had won an overwhelming election victory. Carl and I had written dozens of Watergate stories describing White House funding and involvement, but many of our colleagues in the media—even some of our fellow journalists in the Post newsroom—did not believe most of what we had reported.

Carl and I were scrambling hard to show that Howard Hunt, who had been a White House consultant and was the operational chief of the Watergate break-in and bugging effort, along with Gordon Liddy, a former FBI agent, had undertaken additional unsavory tasks for the White House. Having established the theme of our coverage—that undercover and illegal operations were widespread—we were beating the bushes hard to find any evidence that the Watergate burglary and the bugging operation were part of a larger campaign of secret actions designed to spy on, sabotage or do harm to political enemies. In the February 21, 1973, story we reported that Hunt had been dispatched to interview Dita Beard, a Washington lobbyist for International Telephone and Telegraph (ITT), the previous year.

Beard had been at the center of one of the biggest pre-Watergate Nixon scandals. She had written a memo alleging a connection between ITT’s promise of a $400,000 contribution to the Republican convention and a favorable antitrust settlement with Nixon’s Justice Department. Columnist Jack Anderson had published the Beard memo four months before Watergate, sending shock waves through the Nixon White House. In February 1973, Carl and I reported that Howard Hunt had been sent to interview Beard to attempt to demonstrate that the famous memo was a forgery, and perhaps even to get her to disavow it. A former CIA operative, Hunt had worn an ill-fitting red wig during the interview in order to disguise his identity.

But the FBI memo contained some tantalizing assertions. “As you know, Woodward and Bernstein have written numerous articles about Watergate. While their stories have contained much fiction and half truths . . .”—a favorite White House line about our Watergate stories—“they have frequently set forth information which they attribute to Federal investigators, Department of Justice sources and FBI sources. We know that they were playing games with the case agent in the Washington Field Office trying to trick him into giving them bits of information.”

The memo added, “On balance and despite the fiction, there is no question but that they have access to sources either in the FBI or in the Department of Justice.”

The memo said that Acting FBI Director L. Patrick Gray III had ordered that an analysis of the latest article be done immediately “to determine those portions which could have come from FBI sources and in such instances to set forth the persons having access to that particular bit of information.” Six specifics were listed. The final sentence said simply, “Expedite.”

The signature was one letter, a distinctive and familiar one within the Bureau hierarchy. It looked like this:

[image: image]

The “F” was the initial of W. Mark Felt, the acting associate director of the FBI, at the time the No. 2 position in the Bureau.

My head was swimming after I had finished the memo. W. Mark Felt was Deep Throat.

What had been going on? I wondered. This was not possible. Why would Felt initiate what amounted to a leak investigation? Fruitless as such investigations almost always are, why light the fuse? Was he just following orders? Clearly Gray had “instructed” that such an analysis be conducted. But then I realized that I had never talked with Deep Throat about that particular story. It had come from other sources outside the FBI.

Was he so clever? Possibly that clever? I read on into the files. In the FBI of 1973, expedite meant “Expedite!”

A four-page memo was ready for Acting Director Gray to see that very day. He neatly initialed it, noting the date and time, 5:07 P.M. Before it had reached Gray, however, the memo had gone to Felt, who had circled the last paragraph, which read: “As a matter of interest concerning the possible source of this article, the following information was received by Special Agent Lano (that day) from Assistant U.S. Attorney Campbell”—one of the three prosecutors working the Watergate case at the time. “Mr. Campbell advised that late yesterday, 2/20/73, reporter Woodward contacted Mr. Campbell, said he had a source of information at the White House and ‘ran’ the essence of the article past Mr. Campbell. Mr. Campbell told SA Lano he made no comment concerning Woodward’s story.”

Under the circled paragraph Felt had written in neat uppercase script: “LAST PAGE OF ATTACHED MEMO—HERE IS ENTIRE ANSWER.”

Signed:

[image: image]

Under Felt’s initial, Gray had directed that a memo be prepared for the attorney general, essentially fobbing the leak off on Campbell or the White House.

I was impressed. My guy knew his stuff. The memo was an effective cover for him, the very best counterintelligence tradecraft. Not only had he initiated the leak inquiry, but Felt appeared to have discovered the leaker.

In February 1973, it looked like Watergate was going to disappear. Nixon had been reelected; he claimed peace was at hand in Vietnam, the 16-day trial of the Watergate burglary team and Hunt and Liddy had led to guilty pleas or convictions, but there was no proof, no intimation that higher-ups were involved. Chief burglar James W. McCord Jr., the former CIA employee and Nixon campaign security chief, had not yet written his letter to Judge John Sirica, who presided over the Watergate burglary trial, exposing the perjury, the White House cover-up, and payments to the burglars for their silence.

As I read the FBI memo I wondered what the hell; was this a clever, careful protective step by Deep Throat? I had to consider the dark possibility that at that time, the man who had skillfully guided our reporting was jumping ship, having decided that unraveling Watergate was not possible. Clearly, Felt was ambitious and wanted to be named FBI director. But that very month, February 1973, Nixon had named Pat Gray the permanent director, a post the president had given him after Hoover’s death, the month before Watergate. That meant a confirmation hearing before the Senate Judiciary Committee, which would doubtless probe the Bureau’s Watergate investigation.

At this time, February 1973, I had an unusual meeting with Deep Throat. At his suggestion we met at a bar in Prince George’s County. His message that night was that the president was on a rampage about news leaks and planned to step up his efforts to track them down and stop the media. But Felt was very relaxed that evening, suggesting that the Nixon administration was on the ropes. “They’re hiding things that will come out and even discredit their war against leaks.” He spoke with unusual confidence. “They can’t stop the real story from coming out. That’s why they’re so desperate.” Felt said that Pat Gray had pressured the White House into naming him to the permanent FBI directorship. Gray and former White House counsel John Dean later strongly denied this.

Over the next month, at his confirmation hearings before the Senate Judiciary Committee, Gray publicly released FBI files that substantiated some of the Watergate reports that Carl and I had written the previous year—stories that had been heatedly denied by the White House. Most significantly, the FBI files bolstered several of our major stories from the previous year—that Herbert Kalmbach, Nixon’s personal lawyer, had paid Donald Segretti, who had run many of the Nixon campaign dirty-trick operations. The files also showed that Segretti had been hired by Dwight Chapin, Nixon’s appointments secretary.

This public vindication relieved about 10 months of mounting frustration at the Post, as Carl and I recounted in All the President’s Men. Our story in the Post after this disclosure was packed like a triple-ax murder. Leading the paper under a three-column headline: “FBI Chief Says/Nixon’s Aides/Paid Segretti,” the story was accompanied by oversized pictures of Chapin, Kalmbach and Segretti.

Soon Gray testified that John Dean “probably” lied when he told the FBI right after the Watergate burglary that he did not know Howard Hunt had a White House office.

Watergate was about to explode. For the next 18 months the daily, graphic unraveling proceeded, including the Senate Watergate hearings, televised live by all the networks, former Nixon White House aide Alexander P. Butterfield’s disclosure of the secret Nixon White House tapes before that committee, the appointment and firing of Special Watergate Prosecutor Archibald Cox, the hiring of Leon Jaworski to replace Cox and continue the criminal investigation, the House Judiciary Committee impeachment investigation, the Supreme Court’s unanimous decision ordering Nixon to turn over his tapes, and finally Nixon’s resignation on August 9, 1974.

The revelations, the memoirs, and each season’s release of a new batch of Nixon tapes continued unabated until Nixon’s death in 1994 and beyond. But the mystery of Deep Throat, who had become a metaphor for the secret insider blowing the whistle, only grew with the years. Who was he? Why had he talked? And why had the secret been kept for so long? And why was I still in pursuit? What were the missing pieces of the story for me?
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IN THE SUMMER OF 1969 I was serving as a full lieutenant in the United States Navy, assigned to the Pentagon as a watch officer overseeing worldwide Teletype communications for the chief of naval operations, then Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, who later became the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the No. 1 military position. I had a Top Secret security clearance and access to what was then called SPECAT, Special Category messages of unusual sensitivity. In addition I had a Top Secret Crypto clearance for cryptographic information on communications codes. But I had no special access to intelligence matters, which were handled over separate communications channels. My work was routine and boring. It basically involved watch-standing in the Pentagon for eight-hour shifts overseeing the communications involving the chief of naval operations, the secretary of the navy, the Navy staff and personal communications among the admirals. I disliked it.

It has been alleged in several books that my duties involved briefing Alexander M. Haig Jr., then deputy to Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security adviser, in the White House. Thus a number of people, at first including John Dean, speculated incorrectly that Haig was Deep Throat. I’m certain I never met or talked to Haig until years later. But as Admiral Moorer has said publicly and repeatedly, I acted at times as a courier, taking packages of messages or other documents (they were in sealed envelopes, so I rarely knew what was inside) to the White House.

One evening I was dispatched with such a package to the lower level of the West Wing of the White House, where there was a little waiting room near the Situation Room and the offices of some National Security Council staff. I vaguely recall there were several vending machines nearby or down the hall. It was approaching dinnertime or later. It could be a long wait to get the proper person to come out and sign for the material, an hour or more. But I was fascinated by the White House—it sure beat the Pentagon—and, when there were such opportunities, I hung around as much as possible. I was delighted to wait.

The mystique of the White House is compelling. Just being there was its own reward with the suggestion that important business was transpiring nearby.

I might have volunteered to bring the papers that evening after a routine watch. It was either in the last quarter of 1969 but probably the first half of 1970 as best I can tell. I am pretty sure I was in my dress-blue Navy uniform, the formal suit with two gold stripes and a star on each sleeve, which is worn in the colder months. So I was 26 or had just turned 27. My hair was close-cropped as required by the Navy. The White House was and still is often full of people in military uniforms, bustling about or waiting.

Roger Morris, an aide to Henry Kissinger, has suggested that I was a briefer for Haig, but the only evidence Morris has offered is that he saw me sitting outside the NSC offices in the West Wing during this period. He is right in that I was there. But I never briefed Haig.

After waiting some time that evening, a tall man with perfectly combed gray hair came in and sat down to wait. His suit was dark, his shirt was white, and his necktie subdued. He was probably 25 to 30 years older than I. He too carried a file case or a briefcase. He was distinguished-looking and had a studied air of confidence, even what might be called a command presence, the posture and calm of someone used to giving orders and having them obeyed instantly and without question. He had an air of patience and comfort about him. I could tell he was observing the situation carefully. There was nothing over-bearing in his attentiveness, but it was evident because his eyes were darting about—a gentlemanly surveillance.

After several minutes, I introduced myself. “Lieutenant Bob Woodward,” I said, carefully appending a deferential “sir.”

“Mark Felt,” he said. He had a great, confident voice. Here was authority. He offered no details about himself. He seemed tightly wound but accustomed to waiting in situations like this. As best I can recall I thought he was either delivering something important or waiting for an appointment. His shoes were well shined but not a military shine, and his hair was slightly long for any of the services.

I remember trying to probe by talking about myself. I told him that this was my last year in the Navy and that I was bringing documents from Admiral Moorer’s office. Felt was in no hurry to explain anything about himself or his presence.

This was a time in my life of considerable anxiety, even consternation, about my future. I had been involuntarily extended an additional year in the Navy because of the Vietnam War, having already served four years after college. I had graduated in 1965 from Yale, where I had a Naval Reserve Officer Training Corps (NROTC) scholarship that required I go into the Navy after getting my degree.

During that year in Washington, I expended a great deal of energy to find things or people who were interesting. I had a college classmate who was going to clerk for Chief Justice Warren Burger, and I made an effort to develop a friendship with him. To quell my angst and the sense of drift I was taking graduate courses at George Washington University. One course was in Shakespeare and another in international relations. I mentioned this graduate work at GW, as George Washington was commonly called, to Felt.

He perked up immediately, saying he had attended night law school at GW in the 1930s before joining—and this is the first time he mentioned it—the FBI. While attending night law school, he said, he had worked full-time for his home state senator from Idaho.

I mentioned that I had been doing some volunteer work at the office of my congressman, John Erlenborn, a Republican from the district in Wheaton, Illinois, where I had been raised.

So, I thought, we had two connections—graduate work at GW and work with elected representatives from our home states.

Felt and I were like two passengers sitting next to each other on a long airline flight with nowhere to go and nothing really to do but resign ourselves to the dead time. He showed no interest in striking up a long conversation. I was intent on it. I finally extracted information that he was an assistant director of the FBI in charge of the inspection division, an important post under Director J. Edgar Hoover. That meant he led teams of agents who went around to the FBI field offices to see if they were adhering to procedures and carrying out Hoover’s orders. I later learned this was called the “goon squad.”

I am sure I was almost drooling, way too anxious and curious. Here was someone at the center of the secret world I was only glimpsing in my Navy assignment. My incessant questions, I recall, didn’t elicit much more information. So I talked about myself. I had managed during this period to get an interview with former Secretary of State Dean Acheson for a paper I was doing in the international relations course at GW. I recall during this first encounter—or perhaps a later one—recounting to Felt how I had gone to see Acheson at Covington & Burling, his old law firm where he still had an office. The old Cold Warrior did not disappoint me in the interview, colorfully describing George Kennan, the renowned author of the containment doctrine, whom Acheson considered to be softer on the Communists than he. Kennan, Acheson said, was like an old horse pulling a buggy over a bridge who would stop periodically to see if it was he who was making all the noise.

Whether it was a person or a book or an idea, I grabbed on to it, often too hard, even fiercely. So too with Mark Felt, obviously a man of immense experience and rank in the FBI, but now my captive audience. I peppered him with questions about his job and the world. The wait was long but seemed shorter as I probed. Getting nowhere with him, I shared my ambitions. I had written a full-length novel in college that was neither promising nor publishable, though I still had hopes. Maybe I would try to become a novelist, I said, or a college professor, teaching English or political science. Maybe I would become a lawyer like him or my father. My father had graduated from Northwestern Law School in the 1930s. Felt and my father were the same age, both born in 1913.

As I think back on this accidental but crucial encounter—one of the most important in my life—I see that my patter verged on the adolescent. But Felt had no choice. I turned it into a career counseling session. Since he wasn’t saying much about himself, I became a parody of the cliché—enough about me, what do you think of me? What should I do? I recall that Felt said he had a daughter my age who had gone to Stanford.

I’ve tried to establish the date of this first encounter but I can’t be sure. It is possible that Felt was there to see someone about what was then the Nixon administration’s highly secret program that tapped the telephones of 17 journalists and White House aides. The telephone tapping was designed, at least in part, to track down officials who were leaking national security information to reporters. Records from the Watergate investigation later revealed that the FBI sent 37 letters to Dr. Kissinger reporting on the results of the various electronic surveillances from May 13, 1969, to May 11, 1970. Perhaps Felt was just bringing one of those Top Secret letters which had to have been handled very carefully, and were probably delivered by courier. Felt later denied that he knew of the Kissinger wiretaps at this time.

Years later, the 17 wiretaps were among the most controversial of the Watergate revelations. Those whose phones were tapped included William Safire, a Nixon White House speechwriter and later the New York Times columnist, and Anthony Lake, a top Kissinger aide who later resigned over the invasion of Cambodia and who eventually served as President Bill Clinton’s national security adviser. The military assistant to Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird, who often clashed with Kissinger, also had his phones tapped as part of the program, which was carried out by the FBI.

But all of that and much, much more was unknown, even unimaginable, as I sat there with Felt. I continued to engage him in conversation; mostly my questions and uneasy expressions about my future, the subject that haunted me. I was deferential, though I must have seemed needy. He was friendly and I interpreted that to mean he was paternal. Still the most vivid impression I have is of his distant, formal manner, a product of Hoover’s FBI. I asked for Felt’s phone number and he gave me the direct line to his FBI office.
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