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t Clair: Watergate Forced

By, Charles Lew1s

BOSTON (AP)—James D.
St. Clair says he doesn’t
‘think Watergate means fu-
‘ture. Presidents will be
" forced out of office, but it
was a spark: that allowed
*Congress to regain some of
its power.

The break-in and bugg_lng
_ at the Democratic National
Committee headquarters by
itself ‘was ‘“probably a re-
. grettable incident of no last-
. ing significance,” -Richard
. M. Nixon's Watergate law-
yer said.

But it gained historic sig- -
nificance ‘when it became -

-“an occasion wherein an ad-
;Justment in the balances of
- power between the Congress
and the ‘executive was tak-
. ing place,” he said in an in-

‘. terview.

“But I don’t believe that

- Watergate will necessarily
foreshadow a series of at-

‘tacks on future Presidents,

- resulting in their resigna-

- tion or removal, as some
people, I think, fear might
be the result. It seems to me
the American people are

~ sufficiently ;‘appalled by

--such a thought that it’s not
" likely to happen again, and
“‘certainly I hope it won't.”

St. Clair said Watergate
produced at least four bene-

+ fits.

First, it focused public at-
tention on government and
the relationships between
the branches of government.
- Second, the scandal pro-
duced a Supreme Court deci-

sion that upholds executive .

privilege, with the exception
that the privilege cannot
prohibit disclosure  of al-
leged criminal misconduct.
- Third, it increased the le-
gal profession’s sensitivity
"to its ethical responsibili-
‘ties. And fourth, it provided
the impetus to improve the
electoral process.
‘On the negative side,
Watergate led to the first
" presidential resignation, “a
precedent that is undesir-
able,” he said.
“Our form of government
has prided. itself on its sta-
- bility within ‘each term of
the office. This was the first
instance of lack of such sta-

bility within the office of

~ the presidency.”

St. Clair reviewed Water
gate during a two-hour ret
rospective interview in his
small, modern office here
where he is a senior partner
in a leading law firm.:

He agreed to the inter-
view with the understanding
that the attorney-client priv-
ilege would not allow him to
discuss confidential matters
affecting his former client
Richard Nixon. In addition,
he requested that the inter-

view await the ‘sequestration
of the jury in the Watergate
cover-up trial now under
way in Washington.

Here . are " some of, the
questiofis and answers: !

Q. Why did you take the
Watergate case?

A. Because I thought it
was an important matter
and appropriate for a law-

-yer to undertake. I felt I

was competent to handle the
matters as I understood
them at the time, and my’
experience was such that it
would be something I would
probably be . qualified to
deal with, if anyone was.
. Q. How were
selected?-

A. 1 can only say that I
understand my name came
to Gen. Alexander M. Haig's
attention from a number of
sources, not all of which I
can identify. I believe one of
_them to be David Shapiro,
who is Mr. Colson’s lawyer.
Former White House |aide
(Charles W. Colson.)

Q. Had you ever met Mr.
Nixon before?

A. Not any more than
shaking hands with him
among a group of people on
one or two occasionsi Cer-
tainly not on any basis
where we had anything but
slight conversations.

Q. How would you de-
scribe the role the White
House tapes played?

A. Very critical.

Q. Was it a mistake to in-
stall the tapes?

A. Well, I think it would

you

be very easy to answer that:

“Yes,” but I'm not sure that
would be a very-thoughtful
answer In some re-
spects I suppose it was a
mistake, in a very limited
sense. On the other hand,
for better or for worse, they
are a primary record of
events from which we may
draw a great deal of value.

Q. Could President Nixon
have lawfully destroyed the
tapes after their existence
was revealed in June, 19737

*A. Well, would that have
‘been an obstrUCtmn of
justice? Would it’ "have' been

a destruction. of evidence in -

a pending ¢ ‘eriminal
1nvest1gat10n‘7 I never have
thoroughly researched the
point, but my judgment is
that it probably would not
have been a technical viola-
tion of the statutes that deal
with the. obstruction of jus-
ice.

Q. Would you have ad-
vised him to destroy the
tapes if you had been his
counsel when the taping sys-
tem was disclosed?

A. Probably not. I gener-
ally do not believe the de-
struction of even. material

that might become evidence !

is the thing to do, whether
or not is an obstruction of
justice . . . At the time of a
pending Senate investiga-
tion, whether or not it
would have been an obstruc-
tion of justice, I don’t think
it would have been a very

wise thing to do to dispose .

of the tapes. ...

Q. When you were defend-
ing the President, did you
believe you had adequate ac-
cess to him?

- A, I think so; yes.

Q. Was your access to the
tapes limited?

A. Well, I never requested
to see a ‘tape I didn’t see.
But I didn't spend my time
at a tape recorder listening
to hour after hour of tapes.

Q. Why didn't you review
all the tapes?

A. Well, 1 was very busy
doing other matters, -to be
very frank with you. I was
responding to requests from
the special prosecutor’s of-
fice. Sometimes those re-
quests . resulted in motions

which we opposed. I was re-

sponding to similar requests
from the judge in the
(White House plumbers’)
case that was tried. I was in-
volved in litigation proceed-
ing from Judge Sirica's
court to the Supreme Court
of the United States. I was
also trying to get ready to
represent the President in
the impeachment inquiry. I
was not unemployed. . .

St. Clair declined to dis-
cuss how he came across the
June, 1972, tapes that the
White House disclosed after
the Supreme Court ordered
them turned over to the spe-
cial prosecutor. He also de-
clined to say what his reac-
tions were when he first
heard those tapes, and he
declined to comment on re-
ports that he threatened to
resign unless Nixon turned
the tapes pver.

Q. Was Nixon'’s resigna-
tion the right thing to do?

A. Well, in my view, the
President is the only one to
decide whether or not he .
should' resign, and he ap-
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parently was satisfied it was
the right thing to do . ..
Q. When did it become

clear the House Judiciary .

Committee would recom-
mend impeachment?

A. I thought there was se-
rious risk of that at the out-
set of the impeachment in-
quiry. B

Q. Why?

A. I considered the im-
peachment inquiry as much
a political as a quasi-judicial
matter, political in the sense
that an elected official re-
flects what he believes his
electorate would support in
terms of who they would
vote for in the next go-
around. :

Q. After the final tape dis-
closures, what were your
chances in the House?

A. T doubt very much we
could have prevailed in the
House.

Q. Could you have pre-
vailed in the Senate? ’

A. Well, you know, who
knows? It became an aca-
demic matter . .. Was I pre-
|

pared to fight it in the
Senate? The answer is yes.

" Q. What kind of defense
were you planning in the
Senate? i

A. It would have been ap-.

propriate to argue that
whatever was done was not
of the magnitude to justify
impeaching a President. Sec-

ondly, in fact the FBI was -

not impaired in its investiga-
tion- (of the Watergate
break-in), that within a mat-
ter of two or three weeks
they were instructed to
carry on their investigation
without interruption and
that there was some reason
to believe that maybe the
FBI investigation was in
fact impinging on CIA pre-
rogatives. . . )

Q. Did you say the special
prosecutor’s office leaked?

A. I found references to
material from time to time
that it would be hard to at-
tribute to any other source.

Q. Do you agree with
President Ford that accept-
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ance of a pardon is tanta-
mount to admission of
wrongdoing?

A. I never made any legal

research into the question,
but, any way, it would be
unseemly for me to com-
ment.




