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Ehrlichman
Disputed on
Bombing

By Laurence Stern

‘Washington Post Staff Writer

Senior Defense Depart-
ment officials indirectly
challenged an allegation by
John D. Ehrﬁchman s attor-
neys that the civilian leader-
ship ‘of the Pentagon was
bypassed in White House-
ordered bombings of North
Vietnam during 1971.

This allegation, made in
U.S. District Court on
Thursday, is a key element
in Ehrlichman’s refense
against charges that he eon-
cealed the activities of the
“plumbers” anit.

Ehrlichman’s attorneys
made a series c¢f unsworn
statements that the White
House . bypassed Defense
Secretary Melvin R. Laird’s
office and relayed calls for
bombing strikes in North Vi-
etnam directly to the Joint
Chiefsiof Staff.

The'reason, Ehrlichman’s
motions alleged, was be-
cause “normal lines of com-
mand in the Defense ‘De-
partment were ineffective
because of certain Cabinet-

. level personal difficulties.”

The Joeint Chiefs chairman, :

Adm. #Thomas H. Moorer,
was in‘charge of liaison for
the alleged bypass channel.
Highly placed Pentagon
officials, while dechnm& to
take 51des openly in a pe,;ad-
ing criminal case, said
Moorer still stands by a
sworn declaration he made
to the Senaie Armed Serv-
ices Committee last Aug. 9.
In his testimony Moorer
said he had never sent any
authorization for military
action to field commanders
“which was not approved by
the Secretary of Defense.”
This would include, it was
pointed out, any bombing

strikes alluded to in fhe
Ehrlichman motions.
Informed officials ‘ac-

knowledged that Laird was
opposed to the size, fre-
quency and target obJec-
tives of the intensive hom-
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bing ralds conducted against
North Vietnam during De-
cember, 1971. Ehrlichman,
in his White House role, was,
aware of Laird’s dissenting
position. \

But senior officials said
Laird was informed of all
air actions against the north
ordered by the White House
and its 'Vietnam negotiating
team.

Former Pentagon associ-
ates of Laird say the former

Secretary was deeply .con-
cerned about pilot losses, fi-
nancial costs and the dubi-
ous military value of the air
strikes—doubts which were
reflected at the time' by
other Pentagon officials.

In addition to these fac-
tors, limitations were im-
posed on the scope of the
strikes to conform with. the

i diplomiatic exigencies of the

i formed

Vietnam negotiations being
conducted by the then-na-
tional 'security adviser. to
the President, Henry Af-‘éK.lS
singer.

Ehrlichman’s motionSwpro-
vided the strongest public
hint by a former White
House insider of Laird’s role
as chief dissenter within: the
Nixon Cabinet to the admin-
istration’s policies on bom-
bing North Vietnam.

One: seninr official -said
that Moorer was in ‘an im-
possible position” during
the 1571 disputes over bom-
bing policy. “He was getting
pulled in different ‘direc-
tions by two sets of bosses
Laird and the White
House,”

Although the clalm by
Ehrlichman’s lawyers of a
specific Laird bypass chan-
nel on bombing policy was
pointedly disputed, in-
officials acknowl-
edged that the White :House

did have direct comrmunica-
tion with che Joint Chiefs

on other matters. This link

between prasidential secu-

rity advisers and the mili-
tary chiefs has existed since

the Kennedy administiation,

~ officials admitted.

Ehrlichman’s atlorneys

raised the issue to justify

the defendant’s claim of a
national security 'basis for
concealing the White House
“plumbers” activities.

L

The Ehrhchman motlon
said.that the President’s. dls»e'*'
covery of Pentagon spying
activities against the White
House in December, 1971,
threatened to impair the d1-
rect chain of command to
Moorer “and would have in
turn impaired negotiations
with ‘the North Vietnam
government.”,

Since the “ﬁumbers” unit
was investigating the mili-
tary spying incident, Ehrl-
ichman’s lawyers reasoned,
President Nixon imposed se-
curity restrictions on all ac-
tivities of the unit. It was
that presidential command
which Ehrlichman contends
he was obeying in conceal-
ing the activities of the
White House investigators.

“What might be taken for
concealment,” said the Ehrl-
ichman motion, “was in fact
an effort to protect a legiti-
mate national security con- :
cern.”

One of the ironies of the
disputed 1971 bombings is
that they were carried out
during the time period of
unauthorized strikes order-
ed by retired Gen. John D.
Lavelle, former commander
of the U.S. Air Force in
South Vietnam. k



