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W
hat N

ixon K
new

, and W
hen and W

hat H
e D

id: A
 V

iew
 

B
y D

ean B
urch 

W
A

SH
IN

G
T

O
N

—
T

he bottom
 line in 

the entire W
atergate affair, and by ex-

tension in the im
peachm

ent inquiry, 
consists of answ

ers to these questions: 
W

hat did the P
resident know

? W
hen 

did he know
 it? A

nd w
hat did he do 

about it? 
T

h
e tran

scrip
ts p

ro
v
id

ed
 to

 th
e 

H
ouse Judiciary C

om
m

ittee answ
er 

th
ese q

u
estio

n
s, in

 ex
h
au

stiv
e an

d
 

com
pelling detail. T

he com
m

ittee m
em

-
bers now

 have in hand all the evidence 
n

ecessary
 to

 b
rin

g
 W

aterg
ate to

 a 
sw

ift conclusion and, equally im
por-

tant, a just conclusion. 
It is clear from

 the transcripts that 
the P

resident, w
hen finally inform

ed 
of the W

atergate cover-up by John W
. 

D
ean

 3
d

 in
 th

at critical M
arch

 2
1

 
m

eeting, m
oved decisively to bring out 

the w
hole story. M

r. D
ean's reluctance 

to
 lay

 it all o
u
t is u

n
d
erstan

d
ab

le: 
H

e w
as involved up to his ears. 

In these taped conversations, w
hich 

clearly at the tim
e w

ere not intended 
to be used as evidence either of P

res-
idential involveM

ent or noninvolve-
m

ent, the P
resident said that "every-

b
o
d
y
 in

 th
is case is to

 talk
 an

d
 to

 
tell the truth." A

gain, he said that "w
e 

are going to get to the bottom
 of this 

thing." A
nd, again: "L

et the chips fall 
w

here they m
ay." S

till later: "W
e all 

have to do the right thing. D
am

n it! 
W

e ju
st can

n
o

t h
av

e th
is k

in
d

 o
f 

business. . .." 
C

ontained in those conversations is 
a solid thread of evidence of a P

res-
ident w

ho w
as determ

ined that all the 
facts be brought out and presented to 
the proper authorities, so that courts 
of law

 m
ust decide the innocence or 

guilt of those involved. 
T

h
e in

itial p
o

in
t is th

at th
e P

res-
id

en
t k

n
ew

 fo
r th

e first tim
e o

n
 

M
arch 21—

and at no tim
e before—

o
f th

e W
aterg

ate co
v
er-u

p
. It w

as 
M

r. D
ean's testim

ony that placed the 
date as early as the previous S

ept. 15, 
b

u
t h

e h
im

self later retreated
 to

 th
e 

level of m
ere "inference" for this alle-

g
atio

n
. It is n

o
w

 fin
ally

 p
u
t to

 rest 
by the actual taped conversation. 

T
he P

resident—
now

 aw
are of w

hat 
w

as happening—
turned the M

arch 21 
m

eeting into a cross-exam
ination of 

M
r. D

ean. A
ltogether, the P

resident 
ask

ed
 m

o
re th

an
 1

5
0

 q
u

estio
n

s o
f 

M
r. D

ean, probing for the full story. 
M

r. D
ean

 o
u

tlin
ed

 th
e W

aterg
ate 

break-in and the developing testim
ony 

b
efo

re th
e g

ran
d

 ju
ry

. H
e said

 to
 

M
r. N

ixon: "W
e have a cancer w

ithin, 
close to the P

residency, that is grow
- 

in
g

." A
t o

n
e p

o
in

t, M
r. D

ean
 said

: 
"I k

n
o
w

, sir, I can
 ju

st tell fro
m

 o
u
r 

conversation that these are things you 
have no know

ledge of." 
E

ven then, M
r. D

ean did not tell it 
all. H

e did not detail his ow
n involve-

m
ent in the cover-up. 
T

he tape of M
arch 21 provides an-

sw
ers to

 th
e first tw

o
 q

u
estio

n
s: 

W
hat did the P

resident know
? W

hen 
did he know

 it? 
T

hereafter, and in rapid-fire succes-
sion, the P

resident did the follow
ing 

things: 
• 

H
e o

rd
ered

 M
r. D

ean
 to

 g
o
 to

 
C

am
p
 D

av
id

 an
d
 p

rep
are a w

ritten
 

report on the m
atter. T

his cam
e less 

th
an

 2
4
 h

o
u
rs after h

e learn
ed

 o
f 

the cover-up. 

• 
H

e o
rd

ered
 A

tto
rn

ey
 G

en
eral 

R
ichard G

. K
leindienst to report di-

rectly to the P
resident on any W

hite 
H

ouse involvem
ent. 

• 
H

e in
stru

cted
 all W

h
ite H

o
u
se 

staff m
em

bers, including M
r. D

ean, to 
testify

 b
efo

re th
e g

ran
d
 ju

ry
, an

d
 

later h
e g

av
e th

e sam
e o

rd
er w

ith
 

regard to the S
enate W

atergate C
om

-
m

ittee, w
ith

o
u

t claim
s o

f ex
ecu

tiv
e 

privilege, and w
ithout im

m
unity. 

• 
H

e received offers of resignations 
fro

m
 H

. R
. H

ald
em

an
 an

d
 Jo

h
n
 D

. 
E

hrlichm
an, w

hich he later accepted. 
• 

H
e issu

ed
 o

n
 A

p
ril 1

7
 a state-

m
en

t say
in

g
 th

at h
e h

ad
 b

eg
u

n
 h

is 
o

w
n

 in
v

estig
atio

n
 an

d
 th

at if an
y

 
W

hite H
ouse staff m

em
bers, or any 

one else in G
overnm

ent, w
ere indicted  

th
ey

 w
o
u
ld

 b
e su

sp
en

d
ed

 an
d
 th

at 
those convicted w

ould be discharged. 
• 

H
e m

ade a nationw
ide address 

accepting the resignations of M
r. H

al-
dem

an and M
r. E

hrlichm
an and an-

nouncing that M
r. D

ean had also re-
sig

n
ed

. H
e also

 an
n
o
u
n
ced

 th
e ap

-
pointm

ent of a new
 A

ttorney G
eneral, 

E
lliot L

. R
ichardson. M

r. R
ichardson 

w
as given the responsibility for "un-

co
v
erin

g
 th

e w
h
o
le tru

th
" ab

o
u
t 

W
atergate. 
A

ll th
is o

ccu
rred

 in
 th

e sp
ace o

f 
five w

eeks—
w

eeks in w
hich the P

res-
ident w

as m
oving decisively to find 

out w
hat had happened in the w

ake 
of W

atergate, to "prick the boil" and 
"tak

e th
e h

eat." 
T

he conclusions are obvious: T
he 

P
resident had no prior know

ledge of 
th

e
 b

re
a
k
-in

 n
o
r a

n
y
 p

a
rt in

 its 
co

v
er-u

p
. H

e en
g
ag

ed
 in

 n
o
 p

lo
t to

 
obstruct justice. 

H
e m

o
v
ed

 sw
iftly

 to
 g

et to
 th

e 
b
o
tto

m
 o

f th
e case, to

 g
et th

e facts 
before the proper authorities—

w
ith 

the final objective of bringing those 
guilty of w

rongdoing before the courts 
w

here justice could be m
eted out. 

T
hese w

ere the P
resident's actions. 

T
he tape-recorded conversations bear 

them
 out in every substantial detail. 

T
he tapes have also raised questions 

about the propriety and even the m
o-

rality of the conversations, and these 
are m

atters that every A
m

erican has 
to judge for him

self. B
ut the focus of 

th
e Ju

d
iciary

 C
o
m

m
ittee h

as n
o
t 

changed. A
s before, its duty m

ust be 
to define an im

peachable offense and 
to judge the data against this precise 
and exacting criterion. T

he com
m

ittee 
now

 has the evidence it needs to put 
the long agony of W

atergate behind 
us. 

D
ean 

B
u

rch
 is 

co
u
n
selo

r to
 

the 
P

resident. 


