Colson’s Commandment: Tell the Truth

Repentant Ex-Aide Won’t Cést Siones

By William Greider Mp‘-’?*
Washington Post Staff Writer

Charles W. Colson, the repentant
Christian, is going to prison at peace
with himself and he does not wish to
join those who are casting stones at
his old boss, the accused President.

“I do not intend to be an advocate,”
Colson explained. “I’'m not going to try
to frame a case. I'm sure there are
guys in the White House sweating, but
I'm not going to testify that way. I've
made a commitment to Christ and I
really believe the only commandment
I have to follow is to tell truth. I will
tell the truth.” .

But the “truth,” as Colson tells it,
may be damaging enough to Mr. Nix-
on’s case.-Colson was there at so many
crucial points in the long and tangled
saga of Watergate that even a neutral
retelling of events seems certain to
deepen the evidence of presidential
dereliction.

Yesterday, when he was given a
prison sentence of one to three years,
‘Colson offered a glimpse through one
of several doors he can open for im-
peachment investigators. The Presi-
dent, he recounted, had personally or-
dered him to smear Daniel Ellsherg
before his Pentagon Papers trial — the
very crime to which Colson pleaded
guilty. If Colson is guilty of that of-
fense, then what will the House Judici-
ary Committee conclude about the
man who directed him to do it?

Even so, Colson offered a lengthy
explanation in mitigation for the Presi-
dent. “The President, I am_ convinced,
believed he ‘was acting in the national
interest,” Colson said.

In a similar manner, Colson talked
sketchily during an interview before
his sentencing about some of the other
crucial areas on which he will testify
for the special prosecutor, the House
impeachment inquiry and other con-

at Former Boss

gressional investigators. He does not

sound like a man intent on savaging

Mr. Nixon, the way. former White
 House counsel John W. Dean IIT did.

He talks like a friend, not an adver-
sary. He offers explanations, not accu-
sations. He tries to put the most chari-
table construction on what otherwise
would be very damaging facts.

In January and February of 1973, for
instance, Colson on at least three occa-
sions personally warned the President
that the Watergate conspiracy went
much higher than the seven men who
were indicted for the break-in. With

' varying intensity, he urged the Presi-
dent to force Jeb Magruder and for-
mer Attorney General John N. Mitch-
ell to come forward and accept the
blame. Mr. Nixon did not act on those
warnings and it was more than two
months before he did anything pub-
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Escorted by Sen. Harold E. Hughes (D-Iowa), left, Charles W. Colson leaves District Court after séntencing.
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licly to acknowledge the depth of in-
volvement.

Colson will not discuss precisely
what he said to the President and what
the President said to him in those con-
versations, but he did philosophize
about why Mr. Nixon might have disre-
garded his warnings.

And Colson emphasizes that he
acted out of a “pragmatic” desire to
keep Watergate out of the White
House, rather than on any point of mo-
ral principle. He is “sickened” by oth-
ers like John Dean who have cast
themselves in nobler light.

“The disability that I was operating
under was that I knew about 10 per-
cent of what, in fact, was going on,”
Colson said. “Therefore, my ability to
argue that point of view was not very
great.

“And my credibility wasn’t worth
much because . .. it was known to the
President that I was a great rival of
John Mitchell. There was no love lost
between us. Accusing fingers had been
pointed at me in regard to Watergate
over and over again. So I suppose re-
ally the President had no more reason
to listen to me than he would to listen
to Mitchell.” .

Colson would not disclose precisely
what triggered his suspicions, but in
one meeting on Feb. 14, 1973, he report-
edly told the President that Mitchell
was going to be accused by James Me-
Cord, one of the Watergate burglars.
According to the White House defense
case, Mr. Nixon did not learn of the
cover-up going on around him until
more than a month later on March 21.
The Colson conversations, thus, refute
the claim that Mr. Nixon was in the
dark until then. g

But, again, Colson describes his
warning as casual and sketchy:

“I didn’t have anything hard,” he-

said. “What I had was all surmise and
hearsay and concerns that T was feel-
ing at the time. To put it all in a very
honest perspective, I would like to say
in hindsight that, had I known every-
thing, I would have really kicked over
the traces to get him to act, but that

isn’t fair. “I don’t view myself in the
role that some people have tried to
cast themselves in; that is, a great pro-
tector of the public conscience.”

How much will Colson’s version hurt
Mr. Nixon?

“I'm going to state cold, hard facts,
as best I can recall them,” Colson
promised. “I'm not going to manufac-
ture things to make a case. And I
won’t shade anything to avoid a point.”

At 42 years, Colson seems lean and
relaxed, stoical about going to prison
and already looking forward to post-
prison projects like writing a book and
working as a lay minister to help
young people in trouble find Christ.

At the White House, as he says him-

self, Colson was “the leader of the ex-
pedient gospel in politics.” Now he
spends a lot of time in prayer and
brotherly conversation with former po-
litical enemies like Sen. Harold
Hughes (D-Iowa).
" In‘his new role of public truth-teller,
Colson hopes to revise great portions
of his public image. For one thing, he
insisted yesterday in court that he was
not the White House’s ruthless “tough
guy” of popular legend.

“Actually,” he said, “I was often
frightened by the enormity of the deci-
sions I was asked to take part in and
by the awesome responsibilities of the
man with whom I worked.”

Furthermore, as he insisted in the
interview, he was not as “inside” at the

White House as most folks assume. He \

did not attend the endless strategy
meetings on containing the scandal.

He did not know about the money .

floating secretly from White House
safes to Watergate defendants. He did
not know Dean was coaching witnesses
to lie. Therefore, he says he didn’t
warn Mr. Nixon about such specifics.

: “The problem is that I didn’t know,”
he insisted.. Aisd .

- In another area, the question of cam-
paign financing, Colson has picked up
some of the reformer zeal which he
used to despise in liberal opponents.
He now advocates public financing to
eliminate the seamy money deals
which he says are associated, not just
with the Nixon White House, but with
Congress and past administrations.

Colson himself was implicated in the
bundle of campaign cash which dairy
cooperatives showered on the Nixon
White House. He is not willing to char-
acterize the deal as a “quid pro quo”
in which the dairy farmers received
higher milk price supports in exchange
for the money, but Colson does de-
nounce the whole business of milk
money as sordid, bordering on crimi-
nal bribery.

“That to me is really just criminal,
it’s just criminal,” he said, “and not
just for what they tried to do with us,
but what they had done with prior ad-
ministrations _and what they’ve done
with at least 50 per cent of the Con-
gress.”

Colson said he dealt with the money
end of White House relations with the
dairy co-ops and tried to keep that sep-
arate from the policy -end — -deciding
on higher price supports — but he
agrees that it is hard to keep them
apart. .

“Anybody in public office tries to do
that, I think,” he said. “The question is
how well you succeed because, even if
you remove it from your conscious
consideration, how do you know your
subconscious isn’t affecting you?”

Colson contends the White House
was more worried about losing voters
in the dairy states than it was about
praising campaign money, a descrip-
tion which parallels the official White
House account. But the dairy co-ops of-
fered campaign money  “in a- very
heavy-handed unsubtle approach,” he
said. “It’s just an attempt to bribe you,
that’s all.”

Whatever his testimony does for the
President or to him, Colson is‘already
thinking to the days beyond federal
prison. Meanwhile, he will be spending
a lot of time under oath as a witness.

“Nobody likes the idea of having his
freedom restricted,” Colson said.” “. ..
There was a time when I would have
feared being put in a different envi-
ronment like that. My view of other
people is very different than it was.
Now I see that everyone is the same.”

In addition to all of those questions
which investigators want to a§k, qu—
son finds strangers approaching in



public with their own troubled ques-
tion—how can they find -spiritual
peace?

“It happened to me on an airplane,”
he said. “It happened last week when I

was having a haircut. A woman came
up and asked me, ‘How do I find
Christ?’ ”

Colson welcomes those questions
and hopes there will be more in the fu-
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After District Court sentencing, Colson and wife Patricia leave courthouse. At right rear is Sen. Harold Hughes.
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ture when he returns to Washington as, -

an ex-conviet.
“It probably helps people,” he said-

“to talk to a guy who has been in troy- ,

ble.” N
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