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The ‘‘Plumbers’’ and the Wiretaps

HAT did he know? When did he know it?’’ These questions by

Senator Howard Baker became one of the hallmarks of the tele-
vised Watergate hearings conducted by Senator Ervin’s Select Commit-
tee. As the investigations and allegations spread, more and more mem-
bers of the White House staff were being asked to account for a wider
and wider range of decisions. The break-in and cover-up at Watergate
and the burglary of the office of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist came to be linked
with controversial foreign policy decisions that were totally unrelated.
The bombing of Cambodia or covert operations in Chile were thrown
into the cauldron and pursued in an effort to vindicate a philosophical
and political point of view by quasi-judicial proceedings. Inevitably, I
as security adviser during the period in question became involved in the
controversy. Early in the Watergate ordeal, Nixon’s enemies had a vested
interest in focusing all attention on him and in leaving those conducting
foreign policy out of the general assault. As Nixon weakened, even
more after he left office, the few survivors of the debacle became the
targets for those drawing emotional sustenance from Watergate. That
small minority feeding on its resentments sometimes seemed to imply
that there had been no President making decisions, only a security ad-
viser.

I shall deal with Cambodia and Chile elsewhere. I knew nothing of
the Watergate break-in, or the burglary of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist. The
area of activity that critics have emphasized is the effort to protect na-
tional security information. For the sake of a complete record I shall
deal with it here.

The Office of the Assistant to the President for National Security Af-
fairs must self-evidently be concerned with safeguarding military -and
diplomatic secrets. A nation that cannot be trusted to maintain the con-
fidentiality of sensitive exchanges loses the ability to conduct diplo-
macy. It will be crippled in negotiations; it will be deprived of crucial
information. If every exploratory contact immediately becomes public
before even the reaction of the other side can be ascertained, the frank
communications so necessary to clarify positions cannot take place. Di-
plomacy becomes trench warfare. If internal deliberations are leaked,
foreign governments gain an advantage and candid advice to the Presi-
dent by his colleagues is inhibited.

No doubt administrations tend to confuse what is embarrassing polit-
ically with what is essential for national security — the Nixon Admin-
istration perhaps more than most. Fairness dictates acknowledgment,
however, that few administrations since the Civil War faced a more
bitter assault on their purposes, a more systematic attempt to thwart
their policies by civil disobedience, or a more widely encouraged effort







