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charter (w
hich, ironically, w

as just w
hat the C

IA
 had done in slipping 

into dom
estic intelligence operations). 

F
ord w

ent on to say that this kind of caution w
as necessary to m

ake 
sure the com

m
ission did not delve into the C

IA
's activities abroad. H

e 
didn't w

ant it to do so, he said, because as president he. had learned 
enough about the C

IA
 to know

 that there w
ere things on its record that 

w
ould "blacken the nam

e of every president back to H
arry T

rum
an"—

the phrase rings as clearly in m
y ear now

 as it did then. T
he A

m
erican 

people w
ould be shocked, F

ord said,' if such inform
ation cam

e out. 
A

t som
e point in this m

onologue, F
ord had used the w

ord "assassina-
tions," and this clearly seem

ed to be the dark secret.he had in m
ind. (H

e 
had been told by C

olby on January 3, as it later developed, of the long 
and sordid record of the C

IA
 in attem

pting to m
urder foreign leaders.) 

I w
as n

ot m
u

ch
 su

rp
rised

 b
y th

e su
b

stan
ce of w

h
at F

ord
 h

ad
 said

. 
A

llegations of involvem
ent in assassination plans had been sw

irling about 
the C

IA
 for som

e tim
e. A

s early as eleven years before, on the w
eekend 

of January 4-5, 1964, at the L
B

J R
anch, L

yndon Johnson had described 
to m

e and tw
o other reporters his ow

n shock at first learning of som
e of 

the "black" activities of the C
IA

—
including, Johnson said flatly, com

-
plicity in the m

urders of R
afael T

rujillo in the D
om

inican R
epublic and 

N
go D

inh D
iem

, just tw
o m

onths earlier in South V
ietnam

. 
F

ord's discussion of this subject w
ith the N

ew
 Y

o
rk T

im
es sta

ff d
id

 
surprise m

e. A
s he talked, I tried to rem

em
ber if N

essen had put the 
session "off the record"; I couldn't rem

em
ber that he had, and certainly 

F
ord's discussion of the econom

y had been intended for "background"—
that is, w

e could use it but w
ithout attribution to him

. O
n one or tw

o 
points, F

ord had sp
ecified

 as h
e talk

ed
 th

at h
e w

as sp
eak

in
g off th

e 
record—

w
hich tended to confirm

 m
y notion that everything else, includ-

ing the C
IA

 m
aterial, had not been put specifically off the record. It 

occurred to m
e then that despite w

hat F
ord w

as saying about shocking 
the A

m
erican public, m

aybe he w
anted us to print w

hat he w
as saying 

about the C
IA

—
or at least to investigate it, as H

ersh had investigated 
the agency's dom

estic abuses. 
T

hat w
as not so farfetched as it m

ay seem
. F

ord, in office so briefly, 
had no responsibility for the secret acts he w

as talking about. H
e m

ight 
have w

anted them
 brought into the open to prevent any possibility of a 

cover-up—
at that tim

e a bad political w
ord—

being charged to him
, as 

w
ell as to m

ake sure that the C
IA

 w
ould not em

barrass his ow
n ad-

m
inistration w

ith m
ore such m

isdeeds. H
e m

ight even have had political  

m
otives, if the record w

ould tend to discredit P
residents K

ennedy and 
Johnson—

thus to som
e extent balancing off N

ixon's and the R
epublicans' 

W
atergate disgrace. O

r F
ord could just have been deeply shocked at the 

C
IA

's actions. 
If he had had any or all those m

otives for tipping the T
im

es to the 
story, F

ord still w
ould not necessarily have w

ished it to be the R
ocke-

feller C
om

m
ission that brought the record into the open. H

e had to w
ork 

w
ith the C

IA
, w

hich w
ould not thank him

 for appointing a com
m

ission 
to expose its deepest secrets. T

he agency had considerable capacity to 
em

barrass or harass or dam
age him

; and he m
ight even have noted in 

H
ersh's D

ecem
ber 22 story that w

hen form
er C

IA
 director Jam

es R
. 

Schlesinger first began an internal investigation of the agency's excesses, 
he prudently had had his personal bodyguard expanded. 

B
esides, how

 w
ould the people really react, in view

 of the national-
security m

ystique? A
s a veteran of governm

ent w
ell acquainted w

ith that 
m

ystique, F
ord m

ight have been reluctant to scourge the C
IA

 directly 
and through his ow

n com
m

ission; w
hile as a neophyte president he m

ight 
not have been sure enough of the reaction to proceed openly against the 
C

IA
. L

eaking the story to the T
im

es, m
oreover, w

ould alm
ost surely re-

sult in investigation by the D
em

ocratic C
ongress rather than the R

epubli-
can W

hite H
ouse. 

A
side from

 m
otive, w

hy w
ould a politician as experienced in the w

ays 
of politics and publicity as G

erald F
ord discuss such a m

atter at all 
w

ith seven new
spaperm

en, if he really w
anted the C

IA
's secrets to rem

ain 
secret? I could only speculate, but one thing thirteen years in W

ashing-
ton had taught m

e: that F
ord had said these sensational things in such a 

setting m
eant that one w

ay or another the substance of w
hat he had said 

w
as going to becom

e public. E
ven if he did not actually w

ant the T
im

es to 
follow

 up on his m
onum

ental leak, the likelihood w
as that if he w

ould 
say such things to one group he w

ould say them
 to som

eone else; and 
w

hether that som
eone else w

as in or out of the W
hite H

ouse or the ad-
m

inistration m
ade little difference to the near-certainty that sooner or 

later these rem
arks w

ould find their w
ay into public circulation. 

I w
as reasonably sure, for exam

ple, that neither G
oldw

in nor G
reen-

span had high security clearances, not ordinarily needing them
 for their 

w
ork. E

ither m
ight confide w

hat they had heard to som
eone else; no 

m
atter how

 trusted, that person—
even a w

ife—
m

ight tell a third party, 
after w

hich the fat could be in the fire. If of seven T
im

es representatives 
not one confided such rem

arkable statem
ents to another soul, m

y entire 



1
9
2
 O

n
 P

r
e
ss 

15L
f T

o
m

 V
 tc.i.C

eR
, V

 i K
A

I.) 
-pczee%

, L
cricai. 

experience of hum
an nature—

particularly of new
spaper people, w

hose 
stock in trade is inform

ation and the reputation for having it—
w

ould have 
been confounded. 

It's not for nothing that any ,w
ell-kept secret is kept by the m

inim
um

 
num

ber of people w
ho necessarily m

ust know
 it; such things as G

erald 
F

ord had told us cannot be said in the presence of eleven persons, none 
of w

hom
 other than F

ord and possibly N
essen had any "need to know

," 
w

ith the reasonable expectation that they w
ill go no further. 
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"Y
ou've got better reason than m

ost of us to know
 that V

ietnam
 chew

s 
up everybody w

ho touches it," I said. "D
on't let this guy get chew

ed up 
too." 

N
essen knew

 w
hat I w

as talking about. S
om

e of the W
hite H

ouse 
staff, he suggested, w

ere w
orking on Ford w

ith just that in m
ind. H

e m
ade 

no m
ention of the C

IA
 rem

arks, or that anything w
as off the record except 

w
hat Ford had specified. 

F
or the rest of the leisurely

.  luncheon, I w
as distracted by m

ental specu-
lation as to how

 such a w
indfall of inform

ation ought to be handled—
w

hich in itself suggests the extent to w
hich I and the press in w

hich I 
had spent m

y life w
ere different from

 w
hat both had been on that long-

ago w
eekend w

hen L
B

J had confided his shock at "black" C
IA

 activities. 
T

hen, it had not occurred to m
e that w

e should  print such things; w
hen 

m
y colleagues D

oug K
iker of the H

erald T
ribune  and P

hil P
otter  of T

he 
B

altim
ore Sun and I later m

ade notes—
w

hich  I still have—
of Johnson's 

co
n
v
ersatio

n
, w

e carefu
lly

 en
tered

 o
n
ly

 a cry
p
tic n

o
te ("T

ru
jillo

 an
d
  

D
iem

") for that part of it, lest the notes  fall into irresponsible hands. 
B

ut that had been before V
ietnam

 and C
am

bodia and the P
entagon 

P
apers and W

atergate, in a different w
orld of governm

ent and journalism
. 

I am
 not sure, in retrospect, that I w

as even particularly outraged by 
Johnson's disclosures, since like m

ost A
m

ericans then, I w
as persuaded 

that "anything goes" in the righteous cause of defeating com
m

unism
 and 

defending freedom
. N

or did I then have any particular reason for m
is-

trusting either the w
isdom

 or the probity of the governm
ent; if such things 

w
ere done, I believed, it w

as only because they had to be done. 
B

y 1975 I thought it intolerable that A
m

erican governm
ent should' 

sponsor such crim
inal and indefensible acts as political assassinations, 

and I saw
 no reason w

hy T
he N

ew
 Y

ork T
im

es should protect Ford against 
his ow

n disclosures of such acts. If the people had a right to know
 anything, 

surely they had a right to know
 m

urder w
as being done in their nam

e. 
F

ord did catch m
y further attention that day w

ith a spirited defense 
of appropriating another $200 m

illion for m
ilitary aid to S

outh V
ietnam

. 
S

om
e note in his rem

arks even suggested to m
e the insane possibility of 

the return of A
m

erican troops to S
outheast A

sia. O
n the w

ay out after 
coffee, I pulled R

on N
essen aside; som

e years earlier, as an N
B

C
 cor-

respondent, N
essen had been badly w

ounded w
hile covering the w

ar in 
V

ietnam
. 

A
fter the luncheon, M

ax F
rankel, then the T

im
es S

unday editor, w
ent 

directly to the airport and returned to N
ew

 Y
ork. T

he rest of us w
ent to 

C
lifton D

aniel's office and I im
m

ediately raised the question of how
 the 

C
IA

 leak should be handled. N
ot quite to m

y astonishm
ent, I found 

that only A
be R

osenthal, the m
anaging editor, seem

ed to agree that the 
story should be published in som

e fashion. B
ut in this case, he said, he 

w
as not sure of the ground rules for the luncheon and for W

ashington 
generally. H

ad the luncheon been off the record or not? 
N

o
t sp

ecifically
, D

an
iel said

, b
u

t it h
ad

 to
 b

e assu
m

ed
 th

at su
ch

 
luncheons w

ere off the record. Jam
es R

eston and John O
akes both be-

lieved there w
as no question but that such explosive rem

arks had to be off 
the record; obviously, they said, the P

resident had been talking in confi-
dence. A

rthur S
ulzberger w

as properly w
illing to let his editors decide 

the issue, but said he had assum
ed the luncheon w

as off the record. 
E

ven if it w
as, I argued, F

ord had given us a iead on a story that w
as 

going to com
e out. It couldn't hold. A

nd w
e didn't need to pin the story 

on F
ord, or rush into print the next day w

ith w
hat he'd told us. W

hy 
not give the inform

ation to H
ersh—

even he w
ouldn't have to be told 

w
here the lead cam

e from
, just that it w

as from
 an unusually good source 

—
and let him

 take it from
 there? W

e couldn't really rule out the possi-

bility that F
ord w

anted us to print the story. A
nd hadn't w

e learned the 
hard w

ay during the long V
ietnam

 years that our job w
as to print w

hat 
w

e knew
, at the least to decide for ourselves w

hether or not to print 
w

hat w
e knew

? 
I deeply respect all the colleagues w

ith w
hom

 I w
as discussing the 

m
atter, and I understood their different view

s. If F
ord really had thought 

he w
as speaking in confidence and off the record, to print his rem

arks, 
perhaps even to set H

ersh to w
ork on the basis of those rem

arks, m
ight 

be construed as an extrem
e violation of traditional journalistic ethics; 

certainly it w
ould go against the ingrained instinct of every journalist w

ho 
ever agreed to an off-the-record conversation. If publication led, m

ore- 


