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Mr. Colson
Throws
A Curve.

y Tom Wicker ">?

diately, it is safe to’as-

ould be good for (a) Richard
leon and (b) Charles Colson, maybe
“even in that order. So let us look
again at Mr. Colson’s assertion in a
Sunday television interview that the
most important thing in the Water-
gate matter is for “the American
people to know immediately” whether

Mr. Nixon was involved in the Jime.

17, 1972, break-in at the Democratic
Natlonal Committee offices, an& 1ts
subsequent cover-up.

Of,course, Mr. Colson insists Mr.
Nixen was not so involved and.ap-
pears~to suggest that therefore the
President can be absolved of any: re-
sponsibility for matters now commg
to light. This tricky approach is en-
tirely worthy of Mr, Colson, -

For one thing, even the single event
of the June 17, 1972, break-in:at the
Demacratic National Committée was
notan obscure or short-lived Egisode.

”‘Sappose Mr. Nixon knew nothing of
“it before it happened* ‘suppose ‘that as
late as the mght ‘March 21, 1973, as
Mr. Colson insisted. {inday, Mr. Nixon
was complaining that “he was not be-
ing told the truth.” Accepting both
assertions for the purposes of argu-
ment, Mr. Nixon had had by the latter
date nine months to find out the truth
—nine months for investigation by his
own Justice Department, his own-ap-
pointee as head of the F.B.I., hisiown
legalwcounsel (as Mr. leon toldrsthe
natign), his own staff; and nine
months, too, of political charges, jour-
nalistic exposés, a Federal court trial,
and the initiation of two Congressional
investigations, one of them lobbied off
the board by White House aides.

Yet, for those nine months, Mr. Col-
son would have us believe, the Presi-
dent of the United States—who has
been Tepeatedly pictured as knowing
“all the ‘facts,” more facts than any-
onie else, on~Vietnam; Cambodia, and

all the trouble spots of the world—

was kept from the truth under his
own nose by the wily machinations

of  evil John W. .Dean 3d. If Richard ;
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Nixon in fact passed those nine months !

without learning; or strongly suspect- -
ing to the point of insistihg on learn-

ing, that the June 17 break-in was the
work of men hired in his name and
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on his’ behalf then- he did not “win!
to know, and there is ‘a prima facie
case of neglect of duty to be bieught
against him, with Mr. Charles Colson
as a principal witness for the prose-
cution.

The June 17 break-in, moreover, was
only the tip of the iceberg. Try as
Mr. Colson and others might tg: nar-
row the inquiry to the limited
tions whether Mr. Nixon knew! of it.
in advanee, and/or helped to cover it
up afterwards, the rest of the iceberg
is still there beneath the oily surface.

What about the Ellsbherg break-in,
the illegal wiretapping of reporters,
the list of “enemies” to be “screwed,”
the forgery of tables, the secret po-
lice activities of the Liddy-Hunt
“plumbers” group who were movéd
from Richard Nixon’s White House to
Richard Nixon’s re-election committee,
the attempts-to pervert the F.. B. I,
the C. I. A, and the Internal Revenue
Service into political henchmen of the
Administration, Mr. Nixon’s admitted
approval of the infamous and illegal
1970 internal security plan, and his
participation in improper approaches
to Judge Byrne during the Ellsberg
trial? Innocence of the June 17 break-

d

in and its cover-up is not necessarily

innocence of these other offenses.
Nor is .it an acceptable defense,
even if true, to say that the President
knew nothing of any of this, or didn’t
understand its implications, or acted
—in the case of the internal security
plan—only to uphold “national secu-
rity.” What kind of security is there
for anyone if the Chief Executive of

-the country is himself ordering ‘bur-

glaries to be committed? If the highest
national official, who is sworn to up-
hold the law, doesn’t know that his
own men are breaking the law, and is
too inept to find out, or doesn’t under-
stand what lawbreaking is, he is pal-
pably unfit for his office.

Finally, although the guilty persons
must be punished, even if they include
Mr. Nixon, there are other, pefhaps
more unportant aspects to the present
¢risis than individual guilt or' ihno-
cence. What structural weaknesses
and political failures permitted the
offenders to abuse powers supposedly
checked and balanced, and to pervert
laws and agencies to illicit purposes?
What can be done, not just to punish
the presently guilty, but to deter and
tie the hands of those who might be
tempted in the future?

How should elections be financed
and supervised? What relationship
should the F.B.I. have to the White
House? Should a Federal crime-investi-
gating agency also have the mission
of counterespionage, with its inevitable
political surveillance tactics? Is the
CLA’s department of “dirty tricks”
any longer needed in an era of good

,‘l‘ques-f

feeling with China and bearhugs with
Brezhnev? What, if anything, can be
done to break down Presidential se-
crecy and make the White House more
accountable to the people between
elections?

- All these and many other questions
transcend the admittedly important
matter of Richard Nixon’s personal
guilt or innocence. And even that
question is far more than a matter
of what he specifically knew about the
June 17 break-in, before or after his
agents pulled it off. |



