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A
 by-product of the m

edia blitz that 
p
reced

ed
 th

e first N
ix

o
n
-F

ro
st tel- . 

evised interview
 w

as a nasty little dis-
pute that still sim

m
ers. R

ichard N
ixon's 

representatives claim
 that a W

ashing-
' ton Post story about W

hite H
ouse tapes 

w
as based in part on a faulty transcript; 

T
he P

ost insists that it is satisfied that 
the transcript it quoted w

as accurate. 
S

pecifically, the dispute centers on 
'w

hether N
ixon used the w

ords "hush 
m

oney" in a conversation w
ith his spe-

cial counsel, C
harles C

olson, in January 
1973. I doubt that m

any P
ost readers 

are so enthralled w
ith the m

inutiae of 
W

atergate that they care. B
ut a larger 

,issue is involved. 
T

he real issue is the charge raised by 
N

ixon's representatives and pressed 
vigorously that T

he W
ashington P

ost, 
th

e W
aterg

ate n
em

esis, h
as p

lay
ed

 
d
irty

 w
ith

 th
e fallen

 P
resid

en
t. T

h
at 

has im
plications far beyond an argu-

m
ent over w

hether tw
o w

ords appear 
on a m

uddy tape. 
T

herefore, for those w
ho m

ay have 
been puzzled by the reports on the con-
tro

v
ersy

 th
at h

av
e ap

p
eared

 in
 T

h
e 

P
ost and elsew

here, here is a prim
er on 

w
hat m

ay m
ake a footnote in m

edia an-
hals as "T

he H
ush M

oney H
assle." 

T
he disputed P

ost story appeared on 
-page one Sunday, M

ay 1. T
he headline, 

.a page-w
ide- banner, said: "N

ixon K
new

 
of 'H

ush M
oney' B

efore D
ean M

eeting." 
T

he story, w
ritten by B

ob W
oodw

ard 
of the W

atergate W
oodw

ard-B
ernstein 

team
 and S

cott A
rm

strong, form
erly on 

the staff of the S
enate W

atergate corn-
'm

ittee and now
 a P

ost reporter, led off 
this w

ay: 
"F

orm
er P

resident R
ichard M

. N
ixon 

w
as aw

are in early January, 1973, that 
'hush m

oney' w
as being sought to keep 

the W
atergate burglars silent, accord-

ing to transcripts of W
hite H

ouse tape 
recordings never before m

ade public." 
T

he story then noted that N
ixon has 

m
aintained that he first learhed of re-

quests for "hush m
oney" from

 W
hite 

H
ouse C

ounsel John D
ean on M

arch 21, 

' The w
riter is The P

ost's om
budsm

an 

and internal critic on m
atters of fair-

ness and accuracy. 

1973. T
hat, he has claim

ed, w
as w

hen 
he becam

e aw
are of the W

hite H
ouse 

attem
pt to cover up W

atergate. 
T

he lead of the M
ay 1 story w

as based 
on a transcript, previously undisclosed, 
of a Jan. 8, 1973, conversation betw

een 
N

ixon and C
olson. T

he key N
ixon state-

m
ent w

as quoted this w
ay in the story: 

"G
od dam

n hush m
oney, uh, how

 are 
w

e going to (unintelligible) how
 do w

e 
get this stuff . . ." (M

ore about the han-
dling of that quote later.) 

T
he story noted that the conversa-

tion took place the day the first W
ater- 

g
ate trial b

eg
an

 an
d
 a w

eek
 b

efo
re 

new
s stories m

entioned paym
ents to 

W
aterg

ate b
u
rg

lars. T
h
is an

d
 o

th
er 

new
 transcripts, the story said, show

ed 
th

at N
ix

o
n
 "w

as k
een

ly
 aw

are th
at 

;h
ese p

ay
m

en
ts w

ere cen
tral to

 th
e 

co
v
er-u

p
 an

d
, if rev

ealed
, w

o
u
ld

 
present his greatest personal crim

inal 
vulnerability.". 

T
he story also dealt w

ith m
aterial in 

.he other transcripts. It w
as accom

pa=
 

aiea by tw
o pages of transcript text. 

M
ore about that later, too.) 
W

ithin hours the "hush m
oney" ref-

nence w
as challenged. T

he first chal-
enger w

as C
harles C

olson, w
ho said it 

w
as inaccurate and did not appear in 

b
e fin

al v
ersio

n
 o

f th
e Jan

. .8
 tran

-
script: T

his w
as the first indication that 

:here w
as m

ore than one transcribed 
lersion of the conversation. 

T
he next day, P

resident N
ixon's law

-
fer, H

erb
ert J. M

iller, w
ro

te to
 B

en
 

3radlee, executive editor of T
he P

ost, 
asking a retraction. M

iller said that the 
'anscript on w

hich T
he Post had relied 

■ r the "hush m
oney" quote w

as subse-
luentiy revised and that the final ver-
ion contained no such reference. H

e 

also
 p

rO
tested

 T
h
e P

o
st's failu

re to
 

print the full text of the conversation 
as it appeared in the transcript it used. 
S

uch publication, he said, w
ould have 

m
ade it clear that "the conversation 

had nothing to do w
ith W

atergate." 
T

he next m
orning, T

he Post carried a 
story on page three reporting M

iller's 
claim

 and quoting B
radlee as saying 

that T
he P

ost stood behind its story. It 
reported that tw

o unnam
ed "official 

sources" w
ho had listened to the Jan. 8 

tape said they heard the discussion of 
hush m

oney. O
ne, the story said, re-

called N
ixon using the phrase "G

od 
dam

n hush m
oney." 

T
his story also reported new

 asser-
, tion by C

olson that he w
as "absolutely 

certain" that there w
as no reference to 

"hush m
oney" in the Jan. 8 conversa- 

tion. 
T

he M
ay 3 story w

as flaw
ed in one re-

spect. It asserted that a spokesinan for 
W

atergate S
pecial P

rosecutor C
harles 

R
uff had denied a claim

 by N
ixon's 

law
yer thatl  R

uff's records confirm
ed 

that a second transcript of the N
ixon- 

C
olson Jan. 8 m

eet-
in

g
 sh

o
w

ed
 n

o
 d

is-
c
u
ssio

n
 o

f h
u
sh

 
m

oney. 
T

here w
as no such 

denial. W
hat R

uff's 
sp

o
k
esm

an
 d

en
ied

 
w

as th
at R

u
ff h

ad
 

told anyone w
hat his 

records show
ed. T

he 
m

isstatem
ent 	

has 
b
een

 ex
p
lain

ed
 b

y
 

P
o
st e

d
ito

rs a
s a

 
sem

antic slip. It w
as 

not corrected. 
T

h
e M

ay
 3

 sto
ry

 
produced a new

 let-
ter from

 M
iller. H

e 
ag

ain
 d

eclared
 th

at 
T

he P
ost w

as relying 
o
n
 a

 "d
e
fe

c
tiv

e
" 

tran
scrip

t, d
em

an
-

ded a retraction and 
u
rg

ed
 th

at th
e fu

ll 
te

x
t' o

f th
e
 Ja

n
. 8

 
conversation, both as 
it ap

p
eared

 in
 th

e 
tran

scrip
t T

h
e P

o
st 

u
se

d
 a

n
d
 in

 w
h
a
t 

M
iller called the "of-

ficial transcript," be 
p
u
b
lish

ed
. • 

O
n M

ay 5, Jam
es 

N
eal, the chief prose-

cutor in the W
aterg- 

C
haries B. Seth 

`T
he H

ush M
oney H

assle' 
T

he N
ew

s B
usiness 
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By David Suter for The Washington kost 

ate cover-up trial, 
provided new infor-
mation in a radio in-
terview with Fred 
Graham of CBS News. 	• 

Neal said the transcript used by The 
Post was a "preliminary draft." He ex-
plained that the prosecutors were not 
"sufficiently comfortable" that they 
could hear "hush money" on the tape 
so they decided not to put that version 
of the transcript before the jury. There-
,fore, he said, "the final transcript did 
not contain those words." As it turned 
gut, that part of the Jan. 8 transcript 
-was not used in the trial in any version. 

The next day, Miller fired off another 
letter to Bradlee repeating his charges, 
and again urging The Post to print its 
full transcript of the Jan. 8 tape. Even 
this transcript, though defective, would 
show The Post's story was wrong, he 
said. 	. , 

That letter produced a response from 
Bradlee and a story in the May 7 Post. 

Bradlee conceded that there was 
.more than one version of the Jan. 8 
transcript. He also conceded that only 
one version—the one used by The Post 
—has Nixon using the words "God 
damn hush money." 

But he disputed Miller's claim that 
the version without those words was 
more authentic than the one upon 
which The Post based its story: He said 
that The Post had "completely reliable 
corroborative evidence that the tape of 
the conversation does in fact contain 
the reference to 'God damn . hush 
money'." 

Bradlee paraphrased Nears explana-
tion for the removal of the phrase from 
the transcript prepared for trial,. and 
he quoted Neal as saying: "Some mem-
bers of the (Watergate) task force could 
hear 'hush money' and some couldn't. 
. . I would never say it is not on the 
tape." 

The May 7 Post story, written by 
Woodward, led with the Neal state-
ment quoted in Bradlee's letter. It also 
quoted Bradlee's reference. to "com-
pletely corroborative evidence." Like  

the Bradlee letter, it did not discuss or 
describe that evidence. 

In that story The Post told its readers 
for the first time that there was at least 
one transcript of the Jan. 8 conversa-
tion that did not contain a reference to 
hush money. It quoted, for the first 
time, the full Nixon hush money state-
ment as it appeared in the transcript 
The Post used. It also quoted the paral-
lel text, without mention of hush 
money, from the second transcript. 

On May 11 Miller wrote` Bradlee, re-
peating his dissatisfaction with the 
Post's responses and questioning. Brad-
lee's claim that "completely reliable 
corroborative evidence" supports The 
Post's version: "It is very convenient," 
said Miller, "for a newspaper, to hide 
behind faceless and ' nameless 
sources. . . ." 

As of this writing that is where the 
situation stands. 

TAO sets of questions are raised by 
all this. The first set relates to the 
authenticity and accuracy of they  tram- 



script used by The Post. The second 
concerns The Post's handling of the 
May 1 story and its repercussions. 

The transcript unquestionably was 
an authentic document, prepared by 
FBI technicians. Its cover bore this 
notation: "Final transcript of taped 
copy originally obtained from the 
court, of reduced audibility." 

But was it accurate?. The White 
House tape, which is in court custody, 
should be the final authority but it is 
doubtful that even it would resolve the 
question. Woodward says he has sour-
ces who heard "hush money" and Brad-
lee says he has reliable evidence that 
the words are on the tape. But Neal has 
said that some of those who listened to 
the tape could not hear.those words. 

In an interview published in the 
Washington Star May 8, Leon Jaworski, 
the former Watergate prosecutor, said 
that the transcript he saw, which was 
"made, from tape recordings which had 
been cleaned up by experts so that the 
maximum of clarity would ensue," con-
tained the phrase "hush money." But 

he added that he did 
not know whether a 
later transcript was 
prepared that eli- 
minated the refer-
ence. 

What about The 
Post's handling of 
tie May 1 story? 

I am satisfied that 
Woodward and Arm-
strong did not know 
that the ., transcript 
they were using was 
not the only version 
of the Jan. 8 conver-
sation. Nixon's law-
yers have said that 
the reporters should 
have recognized that 
their transcript did 
not match up exactly 
with that portion of 
the Jan. 8 transcript 
used in the Water-
gate trial. But that 
was said with the 
benefit of hindsight 

The 	transcript 
used by The Post 
was, after all, labeled 
"final." It also had 
the reference to 
"reduced audibility," 
and, again with hind-
sight, that should 
have been in the 
story. 

Beyond the good 
faith of the report- 

ers' reliance on the transcript, which I 
accept, Nixon's people have challenged 
the validity of the headline and the 
lead on the story, even assuming that 

the transcript was accurate.. 
Although it was a strong lead, 

extracting every ounce of impact from 
the material at hand, I feel that it did 
not overstep journalistic bounds. It 
seemed to me to be a reasonable inter-
pretation of what the transcript 
showed. 	- 

That brings us to the handling of tex-
tual material.-As I have noted, The Post 
carried two full pages of transcript text 
along with its May 1 story. But none of 
that text was from the Jan. .8 transcript. 
This omission is explained as an unfor-
tunate desk decision. There wasn't 
enough space for all the transcripts 
that had been prepared for publication 
and that one was left out. 

It was a bad decision, made worse.by 
the failure to include in the story itself 
the full "hush money" quotation. Miller 
has seized on that omission as signifi- 

cant, asserting that the full quotation 
would have made it clear that the con-
versation was not about Watergate.. 

As noted earlier, the story ended the 
hush money quote with the words 
"How do we get this stuff . 	," the 
three periods indicating that it was not 
complete. 

In the actual transcript used by The 
Post the word "stuff" was followed by 
this, still attributed to Nixon: "(unintel-
ligible) with Kennedy, when Kennedy 
said (unintelligible)." 

The complete quotation pointed up 
the poor quality of the tape, and it 
should have been used. But it is hard to 
see how it would have had the effect 
claimed by Miller. 

The Kennedy references fit in with 
the thesis that Watergate was being dis-
cussed. Woodward and Armstrong 
pointed out in the May. 1 story that at 
the time of the conversation, Sen. Ed-
ward Kennedy (D-Mass.) was investigat-
ing Watergate and had subpoenaed the 
bank records of Nixon's personal attor-
ney, Herbert Kalmbach, wIao had 
raised money to help the Watergate 
burglars. 

It wasn't until the May 7 follow-up 
story that The Post published the full 
quotation—saying incorrectly, by the 
way, that it had appeared in the May 1 
story. The May 7 story also disclosed, 
for the first time, the way that part of 
the Nixon-Colson conversation ap-

' peared in the transcript Miller calls the 
"official" version. It went like this: 

"PaEstourr. I don't know. But anyway 
we've got that on the (unintelligible). I 
don't know how (unintelligible). How 
do we get such things (unintelligible). 

"CoLsoN. With Kennedy, when Ken-
nedy said (unintelligible)." 

Note that the transcripts not only  

have quite different versions of what 
was said but they attribute the Ken-
nedy references to different speakers. 

So what does it all add up to? My own 
conclusions are these: 

1. The May I. story was written in 
good faith in the belief that it relied on 
an accurate transcript. The lead on the 
story, while strong, was not faulty. Giv-
ing the story the top page-one position, 
with a banner headline' was a gross 
overplay, in my opinion, and it un-
doubtedly intensified the subsequent 
flap. 

2. The PoSt was at fault in not pub-
lishing its Jan. 8 transcript. It should 
have appeared with the May 1 story. 
Having failed to do that, The Post 
should have published it, along with 
the other version, after the dispute 
began. Also, the bobtailing of the hush 
money quote in the story was unfortu-
nate. 

3. By normal journalistic standards 
The Post has dealt adequately with the 
Nixon protests, but just barely. One 
sensed a reluctance, a foot-dragging in 
the coverage. 

In addition to its failure to carry the 
competing transcripts in a way that 
readers could compare them, I think 
The Post has been remiss in not provid-
ing a better explanation of just what 
Bradlee meant by "completely reliable 
corroborative evidence." 

4. Finally, and most important, I can-
not argue with The Post's refusal to 
print a retraction of the May 1 story on 
the basis of what is now known. As the 
trial prosecutor has said, some people 
heard "hush money" on the tape and 
some didn't. Bradlee and his reporters 
are satisfied that they have support for 
the version of the ,transcript The Post• 
used. Unless conclusive new evidence is 
produced, it looks like a stalemate. 

That is not to say, of course, that if 
Woodward and Armstrong had known 
that there was a version or versions of 
the Jan. 8 conversation without "hush 
money" the story should not have been 
written differently. I am confident it 
would have been. 


