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By Jack Anderson

The Watergate prosecutors
are investigating the possibility
that Richard Nixon himself may
have erased the famous 18%-
minute segment fromthe tape of
his June 20, 1972, conversation
with H. R. Haldeman.

The missing discussion, ac-
cording to Haldeman’s notes,
dealt with the Watergate break-
in.

Sourees elose to the prosecu-
tors® office deseribe Mr. Nixon
as a “key suspect” in their inves-
tigation, although they have de-
veloped no “solid evidence”
that would ineriminate him.

The 18%-minute conversation
was wiped off the tape, aceord-
ing to a panel of experts, by
someone who made five stop-
and-start erasures. The erasing
was done, it is almost sure, on
the Ther 5000 recorder used by
the President’s private secre-
. {tary, Rose Mary Woods.

. | gests, therefore, that the eulprit
was an amateur who had aceess
to both the tapes and Miss
Woods’ recorder. As a practical
matter, this would eliminate al-
most everyone except M,
Nixon, Miss Woods. and White
House assistant Stephen Bull.
Both the President and Miss
Woods listened to the tape at

The evidence strongly sug-

Camp David on Sept. 29, 1973.
The President, according to
sworn grand jury testimony,
donned earphanes and pushed
buttons.

But it wasnt un’nl iwo days
later that she got the Uher 5000,
which apparently was used to
erase the 18% minutes. She had
requested a machine with a
foot-pedal device. It was deliv-
ered to Bull, who had ordered it,
at 1:15 p.m. on October 1. He
brought it to her the same after-
1o01n.

She fater heard the 18%-min-
ute buzz and rushed into the
oval office to tell the President
about it. Her attorney, Charles
Rhyne, told us she has never
been sure she caused the gap,
although she assumed the
blame at first. The tape could
have been erased by someone
else, he said, before she discov-
ered if.

But who would fool with the
recorder of the President’s pri-
vate secretary? Could the Presi-
dent have heard something he
didn’t like on the June 20 tape
that day at Camp David and
later have slipped into Rose
Mary Woods’ office to erase the
critical conversation? Or could
he have done it or ordered it
done sometime before Sept. 29,
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Sources close to the prosecu-|
tion believe this could have
happened. But one thing trou-
bles them. Why would the Presi-

'dent erase 18%2 minutes from

the June 20 tape and leave 2%
minutes of incriminating con-
versation on the June 23 tape?
The fateful 2% minutes have
now been the President’s undo-
mg

Other sourtes suggest that the
President may not have both-
ered to listen tothe June 23 tape
last fall because it hadn’t yet
been subpoenaed. It took a Su-
preme Court order last month to
get him to give up the June 23
tape along with 63 others.

Thesewere transeribed by the
Secret Service, which kept the
originals and supplied the Pres-
ident’s office only with dupli-
cates. Stephen Bull listened to
the duplicates, Iocated the eru-
cial conversations and then
brought them into the President
to monitor.

By then, it was oo Iate for any-
one in the Presiden{’s office io
tamper with if.

WASHINGTON WHIRL: Up to
the last mioute, President
Nixon kept boping for a dra-
matic development that he
could use to rally the publie be-
hind him again. He rejected an-

other last-ditch TV appeal, tell-

ing aides that he was wamngfor
the right move. It was clear from
his conversation, say our
sources, that he was looking for
a breakthrough he could use for
an emotional Checkers-style ap-
peal to the nation . . . After the
revelation that the President
had ordered the Central Intelli~
gence Agency 1o be used to ob-
struet the FBI's investigation of
Watergate, he still insisted to
friends that he didw’t under-
stand at the time this was ob-
struction of justice. He looked
upon it, rather, as merely an at-
temptto coverup a political em-
barrassment. ..

We can’t resist recalling how
the White House squawked
when we reporied on April 7,
1973, that “the Central Intelli-
gence Agency has ordered its
agents not to talk to the Federal
Bureau of Investigation abouf
the explosive Watergate case.?
A month later on May 8, we

iquoted from an actual FBE

memo -telling about the CIA’s
obstruction ... Richard W.
Velde, who has just heen named
head of the Law Enforcement
Assistance Administration, was
arrested in 1972 for violafing
federal migratory bird laws. He
forfeited $50 collateral rather
than stand irial.
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