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White House Approved Airline Sale

By Jack Anderson

LAS VEGAS—Phantom bil-
lionaire Howard Hughes went
through the back door of the
White House in 1969 to gain
presidential approval for his
purchase of Air West.

Because the airline s an in- |59

ternational carrier, with routes
to Canada and Mexico, the sale
had to have President Nixon's
okay.

The backdoor approach was
imade by Richard Danner, a
Hughes hotelman, to the Presi-
dent's sidekick, Bebe Rebozo.
Despite Hughes' poor manage-
ment of Trans World Airlines,
the Civil Aeronautics Board ap-
proved the Air West deal on
June 15, 1969, Nixon signed the
pupers six days laler,

Not long afterward, $50,000
from a Hughes gambling easino
was slipped to Rebozo by Dan-
ner, Still another $50,000 was
passed from Danner to Rebozo
the following summer,

Sources close to Robert Ma-
heu, who headed Hughes' Ne-
vada operation in those days,
have told us aboul the sécret
payments.

Danner was chosen to seek
‘Hebozo's intervention in the
(Air West acquisition, they say,
because the two men had
known each other in Miami.

Later, at Hughes' behest, Ma-
heu instructed Danner to hand

over $50,000 to Rebozo. Maheu
insisted’ the money was in-
tended not as a bribe but as a
Ibelated contribution to Nixon's
pssa campaign.

The second $50,000 payoff
wis made in Maheu's presence.
claimed this was a donation
to the 1970 congressional cam-
paign,

A White House spokesman
denied that President Nixgn
ever received the $100,000 from
Hughes, Neither Rebozo nor
Danner could be reached for
comment,

Investigators for the Senate
Watergate commiltee are (ry-
ing to trace what happened to
the money after it reached Re-
bozo. Sources close to Rebozo
would say only that he has
never diverted tampaign
money inte his own or the Pres-
ident's personal projects,

There is also interest in the
‘Danner-Rebozo dealings at the
Securities and Exchange Com-
mission, which is secretly in-
vestigating Hughes' acquisition
ol Air West,

Qur own Investigation began
two years ago when we [irst re-
ported that -$100,000 had been
siphoned from the Silver Slip-
per, a Hughes gambling empo-
rium, and had bheen delivered
through Rebozo as a cash “cam-
paign contribution” to Presi-

dent Nixon.
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Again last week, I flew tq Las
Vegas and Los Angeles seeking
additional facts, My associate,
George Clifford, made a sepa-
rate 9,000-mile swing to Van-
couver, Canada, and to south-
ern Californid.

1 In the outskirls of Vancouver,
he located John Meier, a former
lughes consultant, who con-
ended that the President's
brother, Donald Nixon, had

félso played a role in the Air

}Vest deal.

This is the same brother who
stirred up a national contro-
versy by borrowing $205,000
from Hughes in 1956 and put-
ting up only 00 1ot as col-
lateral. Altholigh he never paid
‘hack the loan and embarrassed
his famous brother, Don Nixon

| continued to promote business

deals with the Hughes organi-
zation,

As the Air West negotiations
approached a climax in 1969
Meier was suddenly ordered to
keep Don Nixon out of the
transaction. “1 was told,” said
Meier, by Gen. Ed Nigro of the
Hughes staff “to stay away from
Don because they had the Air
Wesl situation under control,
and they didn't want Don and
mysell screwing itup.

“f was also told by General
Nigro that Dick Danner of the
Hughes organization was work-
ing along with Bebe Rebozo

and that this liaison was mere

important than working
through Don Nixon,"

Shortly thereafter, Meier re-
signed from the Hughes staff.

(He is now being ued by the

Hughes organization fer his in-
volvement in the purchase of

mining properties for the ee- .

centric billionaire. Meler is
also under indictment on a tax
evasion charge.

Meier said Don Nixdn had re-
cruited ex-Rep. Patrick J. Hill-

ings (R-Calif.), a close friend of

Richard Nixen's and a directér ~

of Alr West, lo swing the Air -

West deal. We have séen hill-
ings which show that Hillings
charged Hughes $4,000 a month
inlegal fees, plus expenses,

One bill for $2,305.85 in- -

cluded dinners with White
House staff memhers and a “re-
ception for White House staff
and new officials of Nixon ad-
ministration,”

Sources close to the Hughes

operation claim Hillings was

paid for working on a helicop- |

ter contract, not for the Air
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‘West deal. Hillings couldn't be

reached for commeént.

A call to Don Nixon's unlisted
telephone number produced a
voice, sounding suspiciously
like Nixon's, which insisted
Nixon wouldn't talk to us.
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