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Protecting the Oval Office | —

Talks

By Haynes Johnson

Washington Post

Washington

Tucked aWay in the pages of impeachment inquiry’s
- evidence is a tale of power lost and reputations ruined.

John N. Mitchell and Jeb Stuart Magruder are the cen-
tral characters in this Kafkaesque story. They had been the
loyal servants of higher authority and now, in those an-
guished days of mid-April a year ago when the Watergate
case was about to break publicly, they knew that events
had closed in on them. ‘

in the words of John D. Ehrlichman, they knew “the
jig was up.”

What they didn’'t know was they weie being used as
toils by the President and his men in the hope their culpa-
bility would, in the President’s term. protect “the door of
the White House.”

Each was spoken to at length by key White House
aides. Without their knowledge, each conversation was se-
cretly recorded with the intent of possibly using their own
words against them.

The House Judiciary Committee has now made public
the transcripts of those secretly taped conversations. They
provide an intimate glimpse both of a personal tragedy and
the maneuvering engaged in by the President and his clos-
est associates as Watergate began to unravel.
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Magruder’s taping occurred first. On April 13, 1973, he

was telephoned by Lawrence Highy, an aide to H, R. Halde-
man. It was the day Magruder had first gone to the prose-
cutors to begin telling what he really knew about Water-
gate, and the press was starting to report that major devel-
opment. ‘

The initial conversation went like this:

Highy: Say, I wanted to call you. I've just picked up a
story here that really bugs the s— ouf of me, Ehrlichman
Just called down here and says that he’s received word that

you have talked to two reporters and given the story out

with regard to Watergate —

Magruder: That bulls——.

Higby: — that said that you had talked to them and in
the story, you mention the fact that you’'d talked to Halde-
man regarding the bugging in general and the Watergate
specifically. :

Magruder: I don’t know what he’s talking about.

The conversation continued, Highy talking tough and
threatening, Magruder denying he had spoken to the press.
Magruder tried fo make the point that none of that mat-
tered any more, but Higby charged ahead.

Finally, Magruder said:

“Well, Larry, look, you know, the game is over on this
whole thing and I'm certainly not going to tell them a story
that’s abselutely ridiculous.’”

- But Higby kept boring in, while Magruder attempted to -

make him realize something far more serious was at stake
than any press accounts.

“I don’t see that I can stonewall it, Larry, probably,”
Magruder, said, and then added:

“I think I is going to be in Lewisburg (federal prison)
quite soon, Larry.”

Still, Higby didn’t getit.

“Who is?”” he asked.
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“1 am,” Magruder said.
He went on to say:

. »“This? fooling around. I'm not talking about published
sAtgflles. 'm probably going to Jail, Larry. Goddamn it.”
“I've committed perjury so many times now that Pm,
uh, you know, I'm, uh, Fve got probably a hundred years
on perjury alone.”
s Still, Highy persisted.
“Well, I just couldn’t believe yowd go around telling.”
()thrs were in his position, Magruder said. “Our lives
are ruined right now anyway. You know, most of ours.
Mine is _c(_artamly. And so will many othersg before this is
over. I think we ought to realize that.”
Godg E‘f ;1 11 (Iiﬁgby puli)sue;d his theme. Bhrlichman “was so
ned sure about it,” meaning that Magrud had
talked tfo the press. ¢ srder nad
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JOHN N. MITCHELL -

‘Poor John (Dean) is the guy just caught in the middle . . .
like so many others trying to keep the lid on all

the other things going on over here that would have
been worse than the Watergate business.’

(U THHEITH]

‘Magruder then lost his patience.

“Well you tell Ehrlichman to go to hell. For me. I
mean, you just tell him that. I'm tired of this bull—-. You
Know, we're not playing games any more. Iis going to go
f:o Jail, Larry. You know, I mean there’sno question about
it: I'm going to jail. The question is for how long, is all the
question is now.” :

Higby responded, “You ean’t screw this place in the
process of doing that, for long term or short term.”

In the next formented passage, Magruder utters his
own epitaph:

"l can’t, I can’t lie any more.” He had been to the
grand jury. He had protected Mitchell, and he had protect-
€d the President “when it was important,” but “the story
18 going to come out,” pariicularly since “half the White
House staff has been down to the grand jury.”

He goes on to say whom he will implicate: John Dean,

Gordon Strachan, Mitchell — but not the President.
* * *

They have been talking a long time now when Highy's
phone rings “Oops,” he says, “That’s Haldeman calling
from the President’s office. Bye.”

Evidently, however, Highy doesn’t hang up on Magru-
der; perhaps he puts him on hold.

In any event, the next passage is intriguing. It raises
the possibility that all this time Haldeman has been pri-
vately listening in on their conversation. The transcript
records the scene this way: .

“Highy speaks immediately to Haldeman.”

Higby: Yes, sir.

Haldeman: Do you helieve Magruderh

A 21-second silence then oceurs. No more conversation
is recorded between Haldeman and his aide. But the con-

versation between Highy and Magruder resumes with more
of the same and still Highy is preoccupied with the press.

Magruder tells him: “I would hope you all were think-
ing more in terms of the big picture now, and I wouldn’t
worry about the press anymore, Lar. There’s going to be
lots of stuff floating and I'd worry about.”

Throughout the conversation, Highy has asked leading
questions about what Magruder might say about Haldeman
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and has assured Magruder that the President wants him to
tell the truth.

(A year later, as he was about to go to jail, Magruder
recalled that conversation in his book, “An American
Life.” “I felt much better after my talk with Higby,” he
wrote. “‘He said the President wanted me to tell the truth,
and I was telling the truth. Everyoéne was pleased. I didn’t
learn until later that our talk had been taped, and Ireal-
ized that the assertion about the President’s wanting me to
tell the truth and the leading questions about Haldeman
were intended to be part of Haldeman’s defense.” -
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- Early the next{ morning, the President, Haldeman and
Ehrlichman met for a long discussion of the Watergate
problems. Magruder had picked up a story, the President
was told (according to a transcript), that someone had said
Mr. Nixon. Mitchell, Haldeman, Charles Colson and Dean
all knew about Watergate.

The President asked if Magruder believed that,

No, Ehrlichman said, and then told about the secret
taping of the conversation between Magruder and Higby.

“Higby handled it so well that Magruder has closed all
his doors now with this tape,” Ehrlichman said.

When Mr. Nixon asked what good that would do, Ehr-
lichman replied:

“Sir, it beats the socks off him
reservation.”

The President asked if such a tape could be used legal-
ly. Haldeman said no law required such disclosure of a
secret recording in the District of Columbia.

They then began to talk about a greater concern —
Mitchell. Through “innuendo’ from Colson, they had heard
that “Mitchell has put Magruder up to this.”

The President said: *“. . . by reason of Magruder nail-
ing Haldeman and Colson, that’s the door of the Oval Of-
fice.”” At that pint they began talking abut cntacting Mitch-
ell t tell him “the jig is up.” ‘

* * *

if he ever gets off the

That Aprii 14 was a critical time. They knew that E.
Howard Hunt was about to testify, probably about black-
mail payments and perhaps the Ellsherg affair and the
break-in at the office of Herman (Hank) Greenspun, pub-
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lisher of the Las Vegas Sun, in regard to a Howard Hughes |

commection. They knew that Colson had been urging the
President ““to be able to say afterward that you (the Presi-
dent) cracked the case.” They knew they had only a mat-
ter of hours — two days at the most — “for the White
House to get out in front of this.”

Mitchell was a key. If they could get the former attor-
ney general to confess, they might be able to contain the

situation — and certainly get credit for the President for
acting on knowledge he had received. If they could per- |

suade Mitchell to go to the U.S. aftorney, “it redounds to
the administration’s advantage,” Ehrlichman told the
President — for then the President would be able to call in
Mitchell ag the “provable wrongdoer.”

Then, Ehrlichman tells the President, you can call in
Mitchell and say, “Now, John for (expletive deleted) sake
g0 on in there and do what you should. And let’s get this
thing cleared up and get it off the country’s back . . .”

Haldeman agrees. “Plus the other side of this is that
that’s the only way to beat it now,” he says. ' F

Perhaps, they say, if Mitchell goes, the coverup investi- -
gation will be dropped. Then Ehrlichman can release g -
report saying ‘‘there are no other higher-ups.”_That would

“put a cap on it,” the President says. :
" The President asks Ehrlichman to meet with Mitchell -
that day, but then wonders: “Suppose you get stonewalled
with Mitchell?” :
"1 tell you, it is not what Mitchell says that matiers
today,” Ehrlichman answers. “It is the fact that you have -
acted on information you have today.” .
khrlichman says he wants a tape-recorded record of .
his Mitchell meeting and is going to “get my office geared -
up so that I can do that.” y
“Well, go gear it up,” Mr. Nixon advises. Then he says -

wait a minute — “I don’t want to hear the record. . .don’t -
have me hear the record.” :
* ¥ *

At 1:10 that afternoon, Mitchell arrives in Ehrlich-
man’s White House office. The hidden tape recorders are
working., '

. Ehrlichman 1s deferentiai: “Sorry to drag you down
here this way, but things seem to be moving and I thought
you'd better know what we know.” '

The President was troubled, he tells Mitchell, becauge
it seemed that “some people thought that their silence ,
served his purpose at this point.” He didn’t want anybody
to labor under g misapprehension that there was “any ov-
erriding consideration in his interest of anybody remaining
mute.” The President felt that his interest is better served
by “having this thing aired, disposed of, and put, put be-
hind us, so to speak.” '

Ehrlichman tells Mitchell that Magruder has decided
0 make ‘g clean breast of things and to take a guilty
plea,” that the U.S. attorney is focusing on the obstruction
of justice aspect of the case in the Watergate aftermath;
vth:ivt Iéunt has been induced to testify; and that Dean is in-
volved.

“Poor John (Dean) is the guy that just caught in the
middie . . . Mitchell says, “like, ub, like so many others -
that were first of al trying to keep the lid on it until after
the election, and uh, in addition to that. to keep the lid on -~
all the other things that, uh, were going on over here, uh,
that would have been worse, I think, than the Watergate
business.” !

Mitchell is tougher than Magruder. more laconic. He R
does not talk ahout going to jail or moan, I can’t lie any”
more.”’ y e

His message to Ehrlichman and the President is clear
and fatalistic. o ".

“Well, let me.”’ he begins, clearing his throat, *‘tell you
where I stand. Uh, there is no way that I'm going to do
anything except staying where I am because I'm too far,"
uh, far out. Uh, the fact of the matter is that, uh, I got
euchred into this thing, when I say, by not paying attention -
to what these bastards were doing.” :
- . Then he says”

“And, uh, well you know how far back this goes “this, -
uh, whole genesis of this thing was over here (in the White
House) — as you're perfectly well aware.”

Ehrlichman says, no, he didn’t know that. Mitchell, =
obviously, is not going to play the game.
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After 30 minutes of careful fencing, Ehrlichman says
he has another visitor and must break up their meeting.

Can he make him comfortable, give him another office,
get him an automobile? “I don’t know whether vou can.:
make me comfortable,” John Mitchell says. L

Ehrlichman has offered — and Mitchell has accepted
— for the White House to book a commercial flight that
alternoon back fo New York.

Ehrlichman picks up the phone and asks a secretary o -
get a seat for the former attorney general, %

“First class,” Mitchell says.

“First class. Yeah.” Ehrlichman instructs. .

John Mitchell flies back first class to await his fate .
while Jeb Magruder prepares to go to jail.




