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WASHINGTON — In the last few
months, the administration has been put-
ting the cops on the Washington report-
ers again, and there is a lot of talk
around here, most of it g little melodra-
matic, about some dark Administration
plot to intimidate or discredit its critics
in the press and the networks.

Ever since the publication of the Pen-
tagon Papers, the Justice Department,
instead of quitting when it was behind,
has been using the F.B.I. to try to prove
that there was some kind of conspiracy
against the government in the publica-
tion of these papers.

This is understandable. The govern-
ment has the right and even the duty to
protect the privacy of its official papers,
but its methods are astonishing. It has
demanded by subpoena the transcript of
an off-the-record talk by Daniel Ells-
berg to a private meeting of the mem-
bers of the Council on Foreign Relations
in New York. The F.B.I. has also been
inquiring into the private records and
even the bank accounts of Neil Sheehan,
who broke the Pentagon Papers story in
The New York Times, and into the pri-
vate records of his wife as well.

‘This has been going on mnow for over
three months, while a grand jury in Bos-
lon is summoening Vietnam critics out of
Harvard and M.I.T. and friends of Shee-
han to tell what they know about Ells-
berg and Sheehan. And the habit of us-
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ing police methods in these delicate gov-
ernment-press relations seems to be
growing.

For example, William Beecher of the
New York Times wrote a report on the
progress of the U.S.-Soviet arms talks
late last summer, and the administration
has gctually been giving lie-detector
tests to some of its own officials who are
suspected of being the source of his in-
formation.

And the latest object of the Adminis-
tration’s concern is Daniel Schorr of
C.B.S.,, a tough-minded and admirably
nosey old pro, who has been raising
some interesting questions about the
mystifying contradictions and “clarifica-
tions” in the Administration’s social and
economic policies, and has even had the
audacity to suggest from the public plat-
form that maybe the re-election of Ri-
chard Nixon is not absolutely essential to
the honor and well-being of the Republic.

Thereupon Schorr suddenly discovered
not only that the White House was pro-
testing to his boss at C.B.S. about his
reporting, but that the F.B.I. was ques- .
tioning his neighbors and colleagues
about his personal life and professional
qualifications. When this was made pub-
lic, the White House explained that
Schorr was being considered for an im-
portant government job, which Schorr
had never heard of, and the White House
refused to identify. The dishelieving and
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on White House

derisive laughter that greeted all this is
still rattling through Washington.

So obviously, there is something pretty
fishy in all this, but probably less than
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meets the eye. When odd or mysterious
things happen in Washington, and you
are asked to choose between two possi-
ble explanations — a conspiracy or inef-
ficiency complicated by stupidity — it is
usually wise to bet on inefficiency and
stupidity.

The long investigation of Sheehan and
-the legal demand for Ellsherg’s speech
before a private meeting at the Council
on Foreign Relations are a puzzle. The
F.B.I. doesn’t have to ask Sheehan’s
next-door neighbor if she has any letters
from him with his signature: they have
his signature on his White House and
Pentagon press passes, and there is no
mystery about what Ellsberg has been
saying about the Pentagon Papers, for
he has said it all in public.

The F.B.I. investigation of Schorr is
even clumsier, and the explanation of
that investigation — that they were
thinking of giving him g big government
job — is almost funny, until you realize
that this sort of thing is actually organ-
ized and put in train with the F.B.I. by
the political image-makers on the White
House staff who claim executive privi-
lege and immunity from questioning by
the Congress when they are caught in
these peculiar manipulations.

The whole thrust of these intimidating
investigations of newspaper or television
reporters shows the most abysmal igno-
rance or misunderstanding of what a re-
porter's function is. His job is to gather

all the information he can, just as a

president’s ambassador is expected to
report all the information he can gather
at his post. What is done with that infor-
mation is not the reporter’s responsibili-
ty but the newspaper’s, just as what is
done with the ambassador’s information
is the responsibility of his government.

Sheehan and Schorr are merely agents
of the institutions for which they work,
and to single them out and harass them
personally does not really help the gov-
ernment but merely stirs up the whole
communications fraternity, which, under
attack, and only then, is a kind of mu,-
tual a1d society.

It is easy to understand the zeal of

. these anonymous image-makers in the

White House. They see the terrible di-
lemmas before the President and resent
the criticism of his policies, but one won-
ders about their judgment, their secrecy,
and their immunity from questioning.
The Washington Press Corps was here
before they all arrived and will be
around long after they have gone back to
commercial huckstering. It has had to
deal with the manipulation of pros on the
White House staff from Roosevelt to
Johnson, all of whom were at least avail-
able for questioning, but President Nixori
is served, if that is the word %y some
key self-righteous amateurs,” who have
forgotten what destroyed Johnson and
what Nixon himself said on his way te
the White House. o

“It’s time,” Nixon said in the 1968
campaign, “we once again had an open
administration —open to ideas from
people, and open with its communication
with the people — an administration of
open doors, open eves and open minds.?”

Well, the plain truth is, and you can
check 1t with Bill Buckley or any other
honest conservative reporter or commen-
tator in Washington, this is by far the
most closed administration in this town.
since the last world war, with more degjs.
sive power concentrated in the White
House than any other, and with more
closed doors to that power center than
Washington has seen in memory. -

And the irony of it is, while all the
closed doors and the F.B.I investiga-
tions are intended to protect the Presi-*
dent, discredit his critics, and enhance
his “lmage,” they merely dramatize his
weakness and revive the old doubts
about his fricky and manipulative poli
tics.

(© 1971, New York Times Service) d ’.
<y



