6 San Francisco Clyronicle Jokok Mon., July 8, 1974

SFChronicle

JuL s ard

'lf'ﬁe Days of Walergaie

Colson Talks of His Role

By Seymour M. Hersk

New York Times

Washington

. Charles W. Colson, in a re-
flective interview about his
days as a White House tough
guy, has declared that he
and other high-level aides
were convinced that they
were ‘“‘above the law’ while
working for President Nix-
on. .

- Despite this, he insisted
during a four-hour, tape-
recorded interview last
week, “on balance, he’s
(President Nixon has) done
a tremendous job as Presi-
dent.”

And Colson said he has no
“bombshells” in his files
that would provide the
House Judiciary Committee
with more evidence in the
current impeachment pro-
ceedings.

Colson, who has been or-
dered ‘to begin a minimum
one-year prison term today,
did characterize the Presi-
dent’s release of the edited
White House -transcripts in
May as ‘“‘one of the poorest
exercises of political judg-
‘ment I've seen.”

Colson again insisted that
contrary to many published
reports he was mnot dis-
tressed by the President’s
seemingly harsh appraisal
of his character that
emerged from those tran-
scripts. -

Colson also discussed his
negative public and press
image, characterizing him-
self as a victim of what he
termed an ‘“‘almost irrevers-
ible” mindset  among the
press corps.

If he did serve as a
“hatchet man,” Colson said,
it was at the specific direc-
tion of the President.

Colson, who was sentenced
last month for his admitted
involvement in obstruction
of justice against Daniel
Ellsberg, smoked constantly
during the interview and
sharked a drink or two, but
otherwise seemed as much
at ease as anyone could un-
der the circumstances.

He . talked animatedly
about the' misconception of
authority and power among
aides serving in the White
House, and urged, ashe has
in other recent interviews,

‘It was an asinine thing

to ever make all the tapes. ..

To make them all public the way
they were made public, to me,

was one of the poorest exercises

of political judgment I've ever seen.’
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that consideration be given
to setting up a permanent
special prosecutor’s office to
avoid White House control of
due process.

“Inside the White House,”
Colson said, ‘“‘you had the
feeling that well, the Con-
gress, they can’t get at us

- because this is a tug of war

between Congress and the
presidency.

“The Justice Department,
they work for us,” he added,
g0 really you know that as
long as you don’t do some-
thing blatantly stupid no-
body really.is looking over
your shoulder.” '

Ironically, the - former
presidential aide said, the
one internal source for ethi-
cal guidance inside the
White House was former
counsel John W. Dean III,
who emerged as the Presi-
dent’s chief attacker.

“I think Dean tried very
hard during the pre-
Watergate period to see that
everybody in the White
House did toe the line.” (Yol
son said.

But Dean’s concern, added
Colson, extended only to per-
sonal ethics. “Keeping your-
self personally clean is a
fine idea,” Colson said, “‘hut

you have a public trust in
terms of what you do with
the government.”

Some of the questions and
answers in the Colson inter-
view:

Q.—There were an awful lot
of stories in 1971 about Col-
son the hatchet man, saying
he doesn’t mind that it gets
out that he’s a tough guy,
he’s going to do things.

A.—Did I mind it? No. The
real answer to it, I think, is
that I did not want to see the
press. So there was a practi-
cal reason in terms of the
internal White House poli-
ties. I mean, if I started get-
ting good press, I'd pe sug-
pect. Anybody in the White
House staff — and this was
a grave mistake that we, I
think we made — anybody
on the White House staff
who got good press had to
automatically be suspect be-
cause, a fortiori, you must
have been cultivating the



press, and to cultivate the
press meant you had to give
them  something, and the
whole attitude was don’t
give them a damned thing.

. Now, once the hatchet-
man story started to devel-
op, there wasn’t anything I
could do to turn it .off. I
mean, I did make a couple
of efforts at turning it off
and didn’t succeed. I asked
Bill Safire, your colleague
(at the New York Times), if
he would help me once or
twice in talking to reporters
and say, -‘Yeah, this guy
isn’t the evil guy you think
he is’ and it did no good.

One of my beliefs is that
once a mind sets in among
the press corps it’s, you
know, almost irreversible. It
takes something, you know,
cataclysmic to change it.

Q—What is the President
talking about when he says
in the White House tapes
that Chuck would do any-

thing? What does he mean?.

Is he saying that in fear of
what you know?

A — No. The “Chuck-
would-do-anything” remark

I heard him make dozens of |

times. I had a very good re-
lationship with him, but he
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used me In a way that he
found effective, but it didn’t
enhance my popularity
standing in the White House.
When something was bogged
dowz, he would always get
me into it and say, “Now

Chuck, I don’t care.” Qne of v

his favorite expressions to
me: “Break all the china in
this place. I don’t give ga
damn. I'll back you up. Just
get this done.” And then
bravely I would get it done.

And’ he would goad the
other members of the staff
with that. And that’s why
there were times of bitter
and intense rivalry between
me - and John Ehrlichman
and times of bitter feelings
between Henr ¥y Kissinger
and .myself because the
President would kind of set
me up in the sense that he
would give me somthing to
do, I would get it done, and
then he’d turn around and
say, “See, Colson can do it,
‘Why can’t the rest of you
guys get off your duff.”

Q—Why did the President
feel threatened by you on the
transcripts? That is, do you
have information that can
impeach the President? Is
there any great dark secret
you know? Any great single
serious crime that should
make him impeachable?

A—No. i

Q—You've said that be-
fore. )

A—The answer is no. I
consider him a personal
friend. He’s a man who has
qualities that I enormously

admire. He has deficiencies

‘like you have and like I

have. I think on balance,
he’s done a tremendous job
as president.

Q—What about impeach-
ment?

A—If T were a member of
Congress I would want tp
take a look at every scrap of
evidence thrat’s presented
and if T was decided that it
did in fact constitute brib-
ery, treason, or the high
crime or misdemeanor, then
I would want to do a lot of
weighing. in my own con-
science as to whether that
particular offense was suffi.
cient 'grounds to remove him
from office, based upon his
whole record as president
and based upon the impact I
think it would have on the

" country.

Q—Let me ask you a basic
question. Were you hurt by
the tapes? There’s been a lot
of reports saying that you
were hurt, your feelings
were hurt.

A — No. Everybody who
read those tapes came to me
and said, “Gee, isn’t that
awful, those terrible things
that were said about you.” I
wasn’t hurt by them the way
people think I should have
been hurt by them, because
I didn’t look at them ag
being derogatory about me,
What Haldeman said about
me to the President is exact-
ly what Haldeman said to
my face.

" The one thing about Bob
Haldeman — and T think if’s
a very commendable char-
acteristic — he never says
anything behind your back
hé won’t also say to your
face.

The problem with those
tapes, first of all, it was an
asinine thing to ever make
all the tapes. I mean put the
equipment in place if you
ever needed it and then acti-
vate it if you need it, maybe
is defensive. To have it run-
ning continuously is wrong.

Secondly, once they were
made and he had them, then
to preserve them in the hope
that they would somehow
exonerate him, when ob-
viously most of them were
made without his ever being
conscious of the fact they
were being made. It was
just bad judgment,

And, thirdly, once you had
them — and then to make
them all public the way they
were made public, to me,
was one of the poorest exer-
cises of political judgment
I've ever seen. I mean, it
may have been necessary
from the standpoint of
showing that he technically
wasn’t involved in obstruc-
tion, as far as the lawyers
would argue to the impeach-
ment committee, but in
terms of the impact on being
able to rally public suppnrt,
showing a man — any man,

- you, me, Nixon, De Gaulle
— in his inner councils when
he’s beset with a problem
and he’s under pressure, 1s
just to me the worst exer-
cise of political judgment
I've ever seen, to release
them. I mean it had to have
a.bad impact. It’s just in-
credible.

Q. Do you have any
qualms about the morality,
your morality, or the ab.
‘sence of your morality in the
White House?

A Yes.
Q. In what sense?

A, Well, T think if I had, I
think on many occasions
when I put my own better
-Instincts, thought that ny
own better instinets, to do
things that I thought were
expedient because they
helped the President get
re-elected.

- Time and again I can re-
call saying to myself, “Well,
T'm not sure this is the right
thing to do but we got to do
it because this, you know,
we’ll get the election hehind
us.” You lose sight of _that,
and you know I don’t thinkI
served the President well in
the sense that in just the re-
Spect you’re talking about,
there were a lot of times
when I should have stepped
up and said, “Well, we're
not going to do this, this just
isn’t the right thing to do.”
It’s very hard to account for
the specifics but there were
plenty of times when that
happened. |

You tend to become ethi- .
cally insensitive when your
goal, I don’t want to use the
old cliche that the ends justi-
fy the means, but when a
goal becomes so important
to you . . . You know I was
really totally convinced that
the most impdrtant thing in
this country was to get Pres-
ident Nixon re-elected, I
would not run over my
grandmother to do it except
to the extent that that be-
came a fun catch phrase,
but there wasn’t much else I
wouldn’t have done to get
him re-elected and that ob-
viously is not a healthy atti-
tude.

Q. What do you think
about the press? And don’t
be charitable.

A. I’'ve never been charita-
ble about the press. There’s
ho sense beginning now. I
think the press has a lot of
problems. One of them being
that the first 20 stories writ-
ten about a public figure sot
the tone for the next 2000
stories and it is almost im-
possible to reverse it. That’s
one problem.

The second point, I think
that the press ought to have
a  healthy skepticism. But
there is such a thing as an
unhealthy skepticism and I
think the press is a little too
skeptical at times to accept
things that maybe thiey
ought to accept.




