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In his Watergate statement last week,
President Nixon presented publicly for
the first time his own version of how
the 1971 Pentagon Papers leak led to
his entanglement in the Watergate scan-
dal.

The presidential account makes new
allegations about the Pentagon Papers
episode. It also raises new questions of
White House credibility.

It was primarily because of the leak
by Daniel Ellsberg, Mr. Nixon contended,
that he created the White House special
investigations unit that became known
as “The Plumbers.” Ultimately it was the
Plumbers who brought Mr. Nixon the
Watergate scandal by breaking into Dem-
ocratic National Committee headquarters
in the early morning hours of June 17,
1972.

In recent days high White House offi-
cials have been made available to the
press to elucidate on Mr. Nixon’s new ver-
‘'sion of events. ¢

At the same time, former government
officials who were deeply engaged in the
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Pentagon Papers study are
disputing both the facts and
tonclusions presented by
the President Tuesday night
in claiming a national secu-

rity rationale for the Water-
gate scandal.

" Leslie Gelb, who directed
the secret study of U.S. deci-
sion-making in the Vietnam
war, branded as “false” yes-
ferday one of Mr. Nixon’s
key assertions in his Water-
gate statement. He chal-
lenged the President to
prove his claim that a ma-
jority of the documents in
the first three installments
published by The New York
Times came from sources
other than the study.

. With respect to the Penta-
gon Papers the President
made these assertions:
" ® No responsible govern-
ment official knew until a
few hours before publica-
tion on June 13, 1971, that
the Pentagon Papers had
been stolen.
< ® Most officials did not
know they existed and no
.senior government official
had read them or knew with
any certainty what they con-
tained. .
# ©.A majority of the docu-
ments published in the first
three installments of The
New York Times—oprior to a
temporary stop order at the
government’s request—‘had
not been included in” the
47volume Pentagon Papers
study.

® Officials had good rea-
son to believe a Tsecurity
leak of “unprecedented pro-
portions” had occurred and
it posed a grave threat to
the administration’s conduct
of foreign relations.
. These circumstances, the
Presment said, called for

“extr, aordinary . actions.”
Therefore he continued,
“during the week followmg

. the Pentagon Papers publi-

cation, I approved the cre-
ation of a Special Investiga-
Hons Unit within the White
House—which later came to
be known as the
‘Plumbers.’ ”

r
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. Those are the basic ingre-

dients of the President’s

case. Almost a year to the
day from the inception of
the Plumbers its two most
celebrated members, E.
Howard Hunt and G. Gor-
don Liddy, were arrested
after the break-in at Demo-
cratic headquarters where
they had been carrying out
electronic espionage that
has had no demonstrated
connection to national se-
curity interests.

o The history of the Penta-
gon Papers affair does not
altogether support the Presi-
dent’s contention that high
‘officials of the government
were ignorant of their exist-
ence or the general thrust
of the study.

° For one thing, Henry A.
Kissinger, the President’s
‘national security adviser
and chief architect of his
foreign policy, was a paid
consultant to the Pentagon
task force that drafted the
study. He served in that role
for a brief period in 1967
and was said by those in
charge of the project to be
entirely familiar with its
scope.

. “We tried to get Klssmger
mterested in staying on,”
said a former Pentagon offi-
cial who was deeply en-
gaged in the project, “but
Ire didn’t seem to have the
time.”

.~In late 1969 the Federal
Bureau of Investigation was
engaged in an investigation
of Daniel Ellsberg and his
suspected intentions of leak-
ing the Pentagon Papers
documents, according to evi-
dence introduced in the
Ellsberg trial.

" Acting FBI director Wil-
liam D. Ruckelshaus re-
cently disclosed that Ells-
berg was being overheard
on the wiretapped phone of
former National Security

.Council staffer  Morton

Halperin late in’/ 1969 and
early in 1970. )

"And so more than 18
months before the Pentagon
Papers made their electrify-
ing public debut in The New
York Times, the then pro-
spective chlef defendant in
the ‘case was under active
surveillance by the FBI, the
government agency charged
by law with investigating
such matters.

-Nor was the existence of
the Pantagon Papers study
unnoticed in other agencies
of the administration.

“On Nov. 8, 1969, Sen. J. W,
Eulbright (D-Ark.), chairman
of the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee, wrote De-
fénse Setretary Melvin R.
Laird and asked that he
make the secret study avail-
able to his committee. )

. Two days earlier Ellsberg
had met with Fulbright and

- advised him of the study. At

that time Ellsberg gave the
Foreign Relations Commit-
tee chairman a small por-
tion of the report deahng
with the Gulf of Tonkin in-
cident in 1964.

C Laird on Dec. 20, 1969,
wrote to Fulbright, and ref-
used to transmit the mate-
rial. In doing so, Laird cited
the intelligence “sensitivity”

2¢ the mateérial as well as



the executive privilege that
attached to presidential doc-
uments, Laird’s Dee. 20 let-
ter was the first formal con-
j firmation by the Depart-
“ment of Defense of the ex-
istence of the Pentagon Pa-
“pers study.

On Jan. 19, 1970, Fulbright
made the request again and
on Feb. 18 Laird again re-
jected it.

The following month Ells-
berg gave the Foreign Rela-
tionsyCommittee some 3,000
pages that had been photo-
copied from 25 volumes of
the study. On July 10, 1970,
Fulbright again asked Laird
to release the documents.
The answer again was no.

Fulbright finally took the
Senate floor on Aug. 7, 1970,
and issued an unusual chal-
lenge. “I hope that the first.
enterprising reporter who
obtains a copy of this his-
tory will share it with the
committee,” he declared. -

Nearly half of the Penta-
gon Papers study was at
that moment lying in a safe
of the Foreign Relations
Committee.

“Fulbright was trying to
get the study on an official
basis,” a staff aide éx-
plained. “There was a mass
of Xerox material classified
top secret. Unless we got it
on an official baisis, our
hands were tied.”

Yet by that point the evi-
dence suggests that Kis-
singer, Laird and the FBI
were fully alerted to the ex-
istence-and the scope of the
study. In the case of the bu-
reau there was an intensive
surveillance already under
way of Ellsberg, prompted
by intelligence that he had
unorthodox designs on the
documents.

By Oct. 25, 1970, Parade
magazine had an allusion to
the existence of the Penta-
gon Papers study and it
named task force director
Gelb.

In his Tuesday night state-
ment, President Nixon said
that the late J. Edgar Ho-
over had become increas-
ingly alienated, in his role
as FBI director, from the
CIA and other agencies with
the exception of the White
House. )

Perhaps the President was
trying to suggest that he did
not have sufficient confi-
dence in the FBI to carry
out the investigation once

the Pentagon Papers sur- '

faced. And that was why he
established the “Plumbers”
under the direction of for-
mer White House aide John
D. Ehrlichman’s office.

But he did not say as
much. Security leaks are the
province of the bureau. And
as it turned out in the files
of the Ellsberg case, much
of the material gathered by
Hunt on the Pentagon Pa-
pers was based upon FBI re-
ports.

As to Mr. Nixon’s addi-
tional assertion that the ma-
jority of the New York
Times documents came from
elsewhere than the Penta-

" gon Papers study, the -evi-
dence is contradictory.

‘Gelb, the man in charge
of the study, denies it flatly.
Only one document that he
saw in The 'Times, the Gulf
of Tonkin command and
control study, was not part-
of the Pentagon Papers,
Gelb insists. B

“The President rested a
major part of his national
security case on that point.
He ought to be able to es-
tablish its truth,” said the
former deputy assistant sec-
retary of defense for inter-
national security affairs.

White House officials be-
came available to newsmen
recently in hopes of resolv-
ing this question. One of
these officials tried to por-
tray the security concerns of
the administration in the
aftermath of the Pentagon
Papers disclosure.

“No one knew what was

still outstanding and this -

contributed to the confusion
of that first week,” said a
senior official. At first, he
said, it was felt that some 31
of the 45 full texts and par-
tial documents published by
The Times were nowhere in
the 47-volume study.

He could not explain why
the White House did not call
the Pentagon ' officials in
charge of the project, Gelb
or his aide, Col. Paul F. Gor-
man, and pose the question
directly.

It was not until Decem-
ber, 1971, that the Pentagon .

leak analysis team deter- .

mined that all but four of
the documents in the first
three installments of The
Times could indeed he
traced to the Pentagon Pa.-
pers study, a fact that the
President did not mention.

Gelb could have dispelled :
the initial White House con- |
fusion, had he been con-
tacted immediately. Many of
the missing documents were |
not included in the final 47-
volume version of the study
because the task force was
running out of time and
secretarial help.

“We just decided there
were t0o many documents to
type and include in the
study,” he said. The man
who chartered the inquiry,
Robert S. McNamara, was
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gone and a new administra-
tion was in power,

This explains why the
White House and Pentagon
could not immediately find
the documents which had
been leaked to The Times
and other newspapers but
did not appear in their en-
tirety in the final study,

In any event, the Presi-
dent’s assertion that “a ma-
jority” of the New Yor
Times documents came from
somewhere other than the
Pentagon Papers file is not
true, according to his own
administration spokesmen.

However, it may have
been the government’s im-
pression at the time the Pa-
pers surfaced in the press.

‘These senior adminisira-
tion officials assert that the
President, in the Tuesday
statement, was not in any
way hinting at future efforts
to renew prosecution of Ells-
berg. The President was
merely trying, they said, to
illustrate the confused state
of affairs within the govern-
ment when the Pentagon
Papers were first published.

Mr. Nixon said his high
alarm over national security
prompted him to create the
Plumbers a week after the
Pentagon Papers appeared

|

LESLIE GELB
« . . disputes Nixon claim

in The Times. That would
be about June 20,

Ten days later the Su-
breme Court ruled that the
government had failed to
make a sufficiently compel-
ling case of a national secu-
rity breach to justify prior |
restraint against The New
York Times and The Wash-
ington Post.

The court permitted the
newspapers to resume publi-
cation of the Pentagon Pa-
pers. But the activity of the
Plumbers continued.

Finally, the exptessed
fears of the President that
the release of the Papers
would put a severe erimp
in his diplomatic initiatives
in Vietnam, China, the So-.
viet Union and elsewhere
were not to be borne out.
The months that ensued
after the Pentagon Papers
leak were, ironically, the -
most- fruitful ones for the
Nixon foreign policy.
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