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T

he H
andling of the H

elm
s C

ase 
W

hen a federal judge threatened to 
upset the governm

ent's plea-bargaining 
agreem

ent w
ith R

ichard H
elm

s, Justice 
D

epartm
ent law

yers declared their in-
tent to proceed w

ith a 10-count perjury 
indictm

ent against the form
er C

IA
 di-

rector—
a final exam

ple of the C
arter 

adm
inistration's am

bivalence in han-
dling the H

elm
s affair. 

M
onths of indecision over w

hat to do 
about H

elm
s w

ere follow
ed by m

ore 
m

onths of plea bargaining. Y
et, w

hen 
th

e ju
d

g
e th

reaten
ed

 to
 u

p
set th

e 
agreem

ent, the adm
inistration w

as pre-
p
ared

 to
 d

o
 w

h
at n

o
 g

reat p
o
w

er 
h
as ev

er d
o
n
e: P

ersecu
te its o

w
n
 

ch
ief o

f in
tellig

en
ce fo

r d
o
in

g
 h

is 
duty. 

T
hat only heightens the m

ystery of 
P

resident C
arter's ow

n attitude, tow
ard 

H
elm

s in
 p

articu
lar an

d
 th

e in
telli-

gence service in general. C
ontrary to 

h
is p

u
b

lic statem
en

ts, C
arter w

as 
d

eep
ly

 in
v

o
lv

ed
 in

 th
e d

ecisio
n

 
to 

prosecute and then to avoid a trial. Y
et 

C
arter n

ev
er g

av
e a h

in
t o

f h
o
w

 h
e 

truly regarded the case. "T
he P

resident 
w

as a Sphinx," one insider told us. 
T

he P
resident Is by no m

eans w
holly 

responsible for the hum
iliation visited 

on H
elm

s to conclude his distinguished 
career in public service. T

he idea of  

bringing federal charges against him
 

for not revealing to the S
enate F

oreign 
R

elations C
om

m
ittee covert operations 

in
 C

h
ile b

y
 th

e C
IA

 w
as started

 b
y

 
P

resident F
ord's A

ttorney G
eneral, E

d-
w

ard L
evi. 

T
he inflexible L

evi could not be con-
vinced that H

elm
s w

as only follow
ing 

his oath of secrecy. G
riffin B

ell, L
evi's 

su
ccesso

r in
 th

e C
arter ad

m
in

in
stra-

tion, w
as considered a m

ore practical 
m

an. B
ell, how

ever, ran into three hard 
obstacles against dropping the case. 

F
irst, aggressive young law

yers 
In 

the Justice D
epartm

ent had been w
ork-

ing on the H
elm

s case for 18 m
onths. T

o 
set asid

e th
eir w

o
rk

 w
o
u
ld

 b
rin

g
 

charges of "coverup," foulest of crim
es 

since W
atergate. 

S
eco

n
d

, an
 im

p
lacab

le stan
d

 th
at 

H
elm

s m
ust he prosecuted to set an ex-

am
ple for the intelligence com

m
unity 

w
as taken by S

en. F
rank C

hurch ID
-

Idaho), author of the dubious theory 
th

at th
e C

IA
 h

as b
een

 a "ro
g
u
e ele-

phant" out of control. C
hurch w

as w
ell 

qualified to m
obilize the liberal com

-
m

unity in protest against a "coverup." 
T

hird, and perhaps m
ost im

portant, 
w

as quiet support for C
hurch from

 an 
erstw

hile S
enate colleague in harassing 

the C
IA

: V
ice P

resident W
alter M

on- 

dale. Indeed, the H
elm

s case illustrates 
w

h
y

 M
o

n
d

ale is o
n

e V
ice P

resid
en

t 
w

ho should be taken seriously. 
N

o opposite argum
ents cam

e from
 

officials w
ho m

ight have been expected 
to urge dropping the case (such as C

IA
 

D
irector S

tansfield T
urner and S

ecre-
tary of S

tate C
yrus V

ance). T
hus it be-

cam
e clear d

u
rin

g
 th

e su
m

m
er th

at 
H

elm
s w

ould be prosecuted one w
ay or 

an
o
th

er, settin
g
 u

p
 th

e real stru
g
g
le 

w
ithin the adm

inistration. 
C

hurch's insistence on severe punish-
m

ent of H
elm

s, even if it led to an open 
trial, w

as backed quietly by the V
ice 

P
resident. Influential friends of H

elm
s, 

descending on the P
resident and A

ttor-
ney G

eneral w
ith pleas for clem

ency, 
cam

e to regard M
ondale as their m

ajor 
problem

. 
B

ut three influential figures argued 
resolutely that a trial m

ust be avoided 
at all costs: B

ell, N
ational S

ecurity A
d-

viser Z
bigniew

 B
rzezinski and S

ecre-
tary of E

nergy Jam
es S

chlesinger (a 
farm

er C
IA

 director). T
hey argued that 

a nightm
arish H

elm
s trial w

ould ex-
pose U

.S
. secrets that w

ould m
ake this 

co
u

n
try

 th
e lau

g
h

in
g

sto
ck

 o
f th

e 
w

orld. 
T

he P
resident w

anted no identifica-
tion w

ith any of this, even to the point  

of not fully Inform
ing a press confer-

ence of his involvem
ent. U

ltim
ately, 

how
ever, he w

as convinced that plea 
bargaining w

as the only w
ay to escape 

from
 this self-m

ade trap. 
It w

as then that, purely by chance, 
U

.S
. D

istrict Judge B
arrington P

arker 
o
f th

e D
istrict o

f C
o
lu

m
b
ia w

as as-
signed the case. W

hen P
arker objected 

to the plea bargaining, the incredible 
intent to pursue a 10-point indictm

ent 
w

as revealed by governm
ent law

yers. 
W

ith E
dw

ard B
ennett W

illiam
s de-

fending him
, H

elm
s quite likely w

ould 
have w

on acquittal. C
onsequently, that 

P
arker finally acquiesced w

as m
ore in 

the interest of the nation than of H
elm

s 
(though the judge could not resist his 
unscheduled tongue-lashing of H

elm
s 

from
 the bench). 

T
he outcom

e w
as assailed as a "dou-

ble standard" of justice by C
hurch and 

other C
IA

 critics and view
ed as the hap-

piest solution possible by high adm
in-

istration officials. B
ut the low

 m
orale 

of career intelligence officers drooped 
ev

en
 m

o
re at th

e in
d

ig
n

ities v
isited

 
u
p
o
n
 th

eir fo
rm

er ch
ief. H

o
w

 m
u
ch

 
m

ore depressed they w
ould have been 

h
ad

 th
ey

 k
n
o
w

n
 h

o
w

 m
u
ch

 w
o
rse it 

nearly w
as. 
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