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Top Nixon political aide threatens
unprecedented suit against Time

WASHINGTON — Charles Colson,
President Nixon’s top political strategist,
has threatened Time magazine with a
multi-million-dollar libel suit unless the
issue out today says it regrets not pub-
lishing his denials of any link to the
conspiracy to bug Democratic national
headquarters at the Watergate.

On advice cof counsel, Colson declined
to talk to us. But based on our conversa-
tions with his associates in and out of the
White House, Colson seems deadly seri-
ous about seeking at least $2 million in
punitive damages unless Time prints a
statement of regret. At this writing, law-
yers for Colson and Time are still negoti-
ating Colson’s demands. ‘

Colson leaves the White House around
March 1 to resume private law practice
.in Washington but even then is expected
to maintain immense influence. at the
White Heuse. For anybody that close to
the President to threaten a libel suit
against a major national publication is
without precedent in contemporary poli-
tics. It can be regarded as part of the
administration’s hard-line campaign
against the media, attempting in this in-
stance to forcibly remind newsmen of the
libel laws.

The disputed report, published in last
week's Time and given further national
distribution "by the wire services, sug-
gests that a guilty plea by four Water-
gate defendants “staved off’’ their court-
room testimony that they had been told
the bugging was approved by Colson and
former Atty. Gen. John Mitchell, then
Mr. Nixon’s re-election campaign man-
ager.

When Time’s report became public,
Mitchell and Colson both issued public
denials. Mitchell told us he considered a
libel suit but decided against it because
of the Supreme Court’s 1964 Sullivan de-
cision (requiring proof of malice to sup-
port a libel charge).

But Colson immediately consulted his
own attorneys (among them Thomas Ho-
gan of Washington), who informed him
he had a shot at proving malice. Friends
insist Colson means business, pointing
out he sought legal counsel instead of
publicly denouncing the magazine.

For oné thing, nobody from Time con-
tacted Colson or Mitchell to confirm or
deny their report.

For another, the Time charge is based

on an alleged conversation between the
four Watergate buggers and ex-CIA
agent E. Howard Hunt, key figure of the
Watergate crime. Time reported: “When
Hunt recruited them into the Watergate
conspiracy, he grandly told them: ‘It’s
got to be done. My friend Colson wants
it. Mitchell wants it.””

In the story’s context, it appears that’
quete might conceivably have come from
a long interview with Hunt by Time
Washington correspondent David Beck-
with. In fact, it did not. In a sworn
affidavit, Beckwith told Hunt’s lawyers
last week that Hunt did not give him the
quote and he did not so report te his
editors.

Asked by us whether Time stood by its
story, managing editor Henry Grunwald
replied, ‘‘Sure,” adding, however, the
story might have been “more complete”
in some respects. He declined further

discussion hecause of possible legal im-
plications.

A footnote: If a Colson libel suit ever
did get to trial, it might possibly open up
the Watergate scandal to more detailed
exploration than anything produced by
the Watergate trial itself. However, Col-
son has always unequivocally denied any
knowledge of the" affair and reiterated -
that denial under oath in sworn deposi-
tions, Based on those depositions, Colson
was not called as a witness in the trial.
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