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Introduction


Media myths aren’t harmless. They can scare people,
reinforce their biases and become tools of manipulation.

Rene Denfeld, “Hoodwinked,” Sunday [Portland]

Oregonian (March 10, 2002): E1



The New York Sun was one of the great names in American journalism. It was a newspaper that first appeared in 1833, in the vanguard of dailies that sold for a penny. For many years it was edited by Charles A. Dana, a prickly force in nineteenth-century journalism who taunted rival editors in print while cultivating the Sun’s reputation as a writer’s newspaper.

The Sun’s most notable and lasting contribution was its famous “Is There a Santa Claus?” editorial, a paean to childhood and the Christmas spirit that featured the often-quoted passage, “Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus.” The Sun published “Is There a Santa Claus?” in 1897 and it has long since become a classic—the best known and most reprinted editorial in journalism history.

The Sun was never the richest of newspapers and in 1950 it was absorbed by a stronger rival, anticipating the decline and disappearance of many afternoon newspapers in urban America. The Sun was reborn in 2002 as a feisty, literate, conservative daily—the first entry in New York newspaper journalism in many years. The new Sun won a small but loyal readership that allowed it to hold on for six years. But losses of $1 million a month1 proved crushing, and in September 2008 the Sun folded a second time, anticipating the fate of several big-city newspapers in the hard times of the early twenty-first century.1

About two months before it went dark, the Sun offered readers a double dose of media-driven myth, in an article that touched on the influence network television once exerted. To back up that claim, the Sun cited two moments hallowed in broadcast journalism.2 One was Edward R. Murrow’s legendary See It Now program in March 1954, in which he took on the dreaded and powerful U.S. senator Joseph R. McCarthy. The other was Walter Cronkite’s special report on CBS in February 1968, in which the respected network anchorman declared that U.S. forces in Vietnam were mired in a stalemate. Murrow’s program supposedly led to the downfall of McCarthy and put an end to the senator’s communists-in-government witch hunt. Cronkite’s assessment supposedly forced President Lyndon Johnson to recognize that the American war effort in Vietnam was doomed. “If I’ve lost Cronkite,” the president purportedly said, “I’ve lost Middle America.”

Both anecdotes are well known and even cherished in American journalism. They almost always are invoked in the way the Sun presented them, as telling examples of media power, of journalists at their courageous best. Memorable though they may be, both anecdotes are misleading: neither the Murrow program nor the Cronkite special produced the outcomes so frequently associated with them. Both anecdotes are media-driven myths—dubious, fanciful, and apocryphal stories about or by the news media that are often retold and widely believed. Media-driven myths are tales of doubtful authenticity, false or improbable claims masquerading as factual. In a way, they are the junk food of journalism—alluring and delicious, perhaps, but not especially wholesome or nourishing.

The Murrow-McCarthy and Cronkite-Johnson anecdotes are two of ten media-driven myths examined and dismantled on these pages. The others, in chronological order, are:


	Remington-Hearst William Randolph Hearst famously vowed to “furnish the war” with Spain in a telegraphic exchange with Frederic Remington, an artist on assignment in Cuba in January 1897 for Hearst’s New York Journal.


	The War of the Worlds The radio adaptation of a science fiction work of that title convulsed Americans in panic and hysteria in late October 1938.


	The Bay of Pigs invasion The New York Times, at the request of President John F. Kennedy, censored itself about preparations for the ill-fated Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in April 1961.


	Bra burning The women’s liberation protest on the Atlantic City boardwalk in September 1968 gave rise to flamboyant bra burnings by militant feminists.


	Watergate The tireless investigative work of two young, aggressive reporters for the Washington Post brought down the corrupt presidency of Richard M. Nixon.


	Crack babies Children born to women who took cocaine during pregnancy were fated to become what journalists called a “bio-underclass.”


	Jessica Lynch A nineteen-year-old U.S. Army supply clerk fought like a female Rambo in an ambush during the early days of the Iraq War in 2003, news reports of which propelled her to hero status.


	Hurricane Katrina The news coverage of the hurricane’s destructive sweep through New Orleans was superlative, a fine moment for American journalism amid its decade of retrenchment and despair.




These are among American journalism’s best-known stories. Most of them are savory tales. And some of them at least seem almost too good to be false. This work describes why all are media-driven myths.

Only indirectly can media-driven myths be likened to “myths” in the classic sense—as stories passed along from generation to generation about archetypes and heroes whose conduct offers timeless lessons and helps make sense of baffling and unsettling phenomena.3 For purposes of this study, media-driven myths are dubious or apocryphal tales connoting or conjuring pseudo-reality, tales that often promote misleading interpretations of media power and influence. Given the centrality of some of these stories in American journalism, media myths also may be thought of as misleading “consensus narratives”—anecdotes and legends that are found at the heart of a profession’s culture and are readily recalled.4

The objective in confronting media-driven myths is not to apply ex post facto judgments and excoriate the news media for failings past. The news media are scorned routinely enough as it is. Rather, this study aligns itself with a central objective of news gathering—that of seeking to get it right, of setting the record straight by offering searching reappraisals of some of the best-known stories journalism tells about itself. Given that truth seeking is such a widely shared and animating value in American journalism, it is a bit odd that so little effort has been made over the years to revisit, scrutinize, and attempt to verify these stories. But then, journalism seldom is seriously introspective or very mindful of its history. It usually proceeds with little more than a nod to its past.

As this work makes clear, media-driven myths are neither trivial nor innocuous. They can and do have adverse consequences. Notably, they tend to distort understanding of the role and function of journalism in American society, conferring on the news media far more power and influence than they necessarily wield. Media myths often emerge from an eagerness to find influence and lasting significance in what journalists do, and they tend to give credit where credit is not entirely due. The heroic-journalist myth of Watergate is a telling example. The myth holds that the reporting of Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein in the Washington Post brought down Richard Nixon. In reality, the Post and other news organizations were marginal factors in unraveling the Watergate scandal. Nixon’s fall was the consequence of his criminal conduct, which was exposed in the convergence of many forces, newspaper reporting being among the least decisive. So media myths can be self-flattering, offering heroes like Woodward and Bernstein to a profession more accustomed to criticism than applause.

Media myths also tend to minimize or negate complexity in historical events and present simplistic and misleading interpretations instead. Edward Murrow no more took down Joseph McCarthy than Walter Cronkite swayed a president’s views about the war in Vietnam. Yet those and other media myths endure, in part, because they are reductive: they offer unambiguous, easily remembered explanations of complex historic events. Similarly, media myths invite indulgence in the “golden age fallacy,” the flawed but enticing belief that there really was a time when journalism and its practitioners were respected and inspiring—the time, say, of Murrow or Cronkite or Woodward and Bernstein. Confronting media myths discourages the tendency to regard prominent journalists in extreme terms—as heroes or villains. Piercing the myths surrounding Murrow and Cronkite render them less Olympian and less remote. Similarly, debunking the myth about Hearst and his purported vow to “furnish the war” with Spain makes him seem less demonic and less manipulative.

Another hazard of media myths lies in their capacity to feed stereotypes. The misleading if euphonic epithet bra burning emerged from a demonstration on the Atlantic City boardwalk in 1968 to become a shorthand way of denigrating the emergent feminist movement and dismissing it as trivial and even a bit odd. The widely misreported pandemic of “crack babies” in the late 1980s and early 1990s seemed to confirm the worst pathologies associated with inner-city poor people. The highly exaggerated news reports of nightmarish violence and wanton criminality in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina’s landfall in 2005 defamed a battered city and impugned its residents at a time of their deep despair.

Media myths, moreover, can blur lines of responsibility and deflect blame away from makers and sponsors of flawed public policy. Had the New York Times told all it knew about the pending Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba, the administration of President John F. Kennedy likely would not have gone ahead with the expedition, thus sparing the country a stunning foreign policy reversal. Or so the media myth has it. In the final analysis, of course, it was Kennedy, not American journalists, who gave the go-ahead in April 1961, sending a brigade of Cuban exiles to a disastrous rendezvous in the swamps of southwestern Cuba.

Because it takes on some of the most treasured stories in American journalism, this book has a provocative edge. It could not be otherwise. This study is empirically based but recognizes that the effort to debunk myths may produce paradoxical, even counterintuitive effects. A small body of social science research suggests that the process of debunking can have the indirect and wholly unintended effect of perpetuating and extending the myth under scrutiny. Debunking invariably requires that the essence of the myth be repeated, which in some cases can reinforce rather than discredit the erroneous claim or belief, making it more resilient, not less.5 Other research suggests that preliminary news accounts can leave unshakable impressions, even when those reports are subsequently disproved.6 This curious reluctance to jettison unfounded beliefs may help explain why Jessica Lynch, the Army private inaccurately described as having fought Iraqi attackers until her ammunition ran out, was years later still thought of in some quarters as the first American hero of the Iraq War.7

So some myths addressed here may prove resistant to debunking. They may still be widely believed despite the contrary evidence marshaled against them. The most resilient myths may be those that can be distilled to a catchy, pithy phrase like “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost Middle America.” Such quotations are neat, tidy, and easily remembered. Cinematic treatments influence how historical events are collectively remembered and can harden media-driven myths against debunking. The motion picture AH the President’s Men, which cast Robert Redford and Dustin Hoffman in the lead roles of Washington Post reporters Woodward and Bernstein, has helped ensure that the journalists and their newspaper would be regarded as central to cracking the Watergate scandal. There is more than a kernel of truth in the observation that “historical lies are nearly impossible to correct once movies and television have given them credibility.”8

But even if some media-driven myths confronted here survive debunking and retain their appeal, the effort to dismantle them is certainly worthy, if only to insist on a demarcation between fact and fiction. In this sense, it is hard to quarrel with the high-minded observation offered by Max Frankel, formerly the executive editor of the New York Times, who wrote that it is “unforgivably wrong to give fanciful stories the luster of fact, or to use facts to let fictions parade as truths.”9

Debunking myths need not be an entirely somber and solemn enterprise, given mostly to brow-furrowing intensity. Debunking can be an entertaining and even faintly mischievous pursuit: witness the emergence in recent years of popular television programs such as History Detectives on PBS and Mythbusters on Discovery Channel. These shows seek, respectively, to pierce modest historical mysteries and to apply pyrotechnics and scientific analysis in sorting out rumors, legends, and other phenomena.10 While they offer more than a hint of contrivance, the shows are aimed at popular audiences, suggesting broad interest in identifying and dismantling myths and urban legends.

The media-driven myths considered here have never before been examined in a single volume. The only remotely similar study is Edward Jay Epstein’s fine 1975 work, Between Fact and Fiction: The Problem of Journalism, which includes chapters challenging whether the news media were central and decisive to the outcomes of the war in Vietnam and the Watergate scandal. Some media-driven myths taken up in these pages have been considered discretely, as book chapters and journal or magazine articles. For example, in his richly titled work on panics and mass delusions—Little Green Men, Meowing Nuns and Head-Hunting Panics—Robert Bartholomew raised doubts about the extent of hysteria caused by the War of the Worlds radio dramatization. So did Michael Socolow in an essay published in 2008, at the seventieth anniversary of the famous program.11 The historian David Culbert, in assessing Lyndon Johnson’s relations with the news media, posed searching questions about the legendary Cronkite-Johnson anecdote.12 Mariah Blake, in an article in Columbia Journalism Review, aptly described the “crack-baby” scourge as “a media myth built on wobbly, outdated science.”13 Brian Thevenot of the New Orleans Times-Picayune wrote critical and revealing assessments of the erroneous reporting that characterized the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.14

But it would be misleading and quite mistaken to regard this study as a rehash of the work and findings of others. This study draws on secondary sources, and goes well beyond them, to present fresh insights and interpretations that are buttressed by considerable archival research. It draws on previously overlooked sources, such as coverage in the Atlantic City newspaper of the protest at the 1968 Miss America pageant. That newspaper’s report said that bras were set afire during the protest, offering a long-overlooked contemporaneous challenge to the many and insistent denials of the protest’s organizers. Also scrutinized was the report of a select committee of the U.S. House of Representatives that investigated Hurricane Katrina’s aftermath. The panel’s hefty study included detailed discussions about the consequences of the seriously flawed news coverage of the disaster—passages that the American media almost entirely ignored.

The vast collection of newspapers on microfilm at the Library of Congress is a resource unrivaled in the United States. Close reading there of leading U.S. newspapers published in the days after the War of Worlds broadcast in 1938 found little evidence that the radio show set off panic and hysteria throughout the country, as legend has it. Those accounts pointed to a little-recognized source of fright that night: agitated but well-intentioned people, acting with an incomplete understanding about the broadcast’s content, set out on their own to alert others to the supposed calamity. They entered churches, theaters, cinemas, and taverns, shouting that the United States was under attack or that the end of the world was near. Their disparate, uncoordinated, and self-motivated actions had the effect of spreading fear to untold thousands of people who had heard not a single moment of the broadcast.

Decades-old polling data also lent invaluable insight and detail to this study. Public opinion surveys conducted in late 1953 and early 1954 showed that Joseph McCarthy’s favorable ratings had begun to slide well before Murrow took to the air with his celebrated program about the demagogic senator. Similarly, polls taken in 1967 showed that popular sentiment began turning against the war in Vietnam months before the Cronkite program that supposedly had such a decisive effect on Lyndon Johnson and American public opinion.

Visits were paid to several venues related to media mythmaking. These included Grovers Mill, the New Jersey hamlet that was ground zero for the Martian invasion in the War of the Worlds dramatization; the boardwalk at Atlantic City and the site of the protest that gave rise to the bra burning epithet; and the hushed, exclusive Sulgrave Club in Washington, DC, where in December 1950 McCarthy slapped, kneed, or punched Drew Pearson, the muckraking columnist who dogged him the most. Also visited was Key West, from where Frederic Remington and Richard Harding Davis set out in 1897 on an assignment to Cuba that gave rise to the tale about Hearst’s vow to “furnish the war” with Spain—the media-driven myth that is the subject of this study’s opening chapter. It should be noted that the author has previously addressed the famous Hearstian vow, in a study about the yellow press period in fin de siécle American journalism.15 The chapter here presents fresh evidence that the vow was never made and examines how, when, and why that media myth took hold.


CHAPTER 1
“I’ll Furnish the War”

The Making of a Media Myth


You furnish the pictures, and I’ll furnish the war.

Attributed to William Randolph Hearst in

James Creelman, On the Great Highway:

The Wanderings and Adventures of a Special

Correspondent (Boston: Lothrop, 1901), 178



As America prepared for war with Iraq in the early years of the twenty-first century, commentators at opposite ends of the political spectrum turned to what may be the most famous anecdote in American journalism to describe how poorly U.S. media were reporting the run-up to the conflict. The anecdote is more than one hundred years old and tells of the purported exchange of telegrams between William Randolph Hearst, the activist young publisher of the New York Journal, and Frederic Remington, the famous painter and sculptor of scenes of the American West. Hearst engaged Remington’s services for a month in December 1896 and sent him to Cuba to draw sketches of the rebellion then raging against Spain’s colonial rule. The Cuban rebellion gave rise in 1898 to the Spanish-American War, in which the United States wrested control of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.

After only a few days in Cuba in January 1897, Remington purportedly sent a cable to Hearst in New York, stating: “Everything is quiet. There is no trouble here. There will be no war. I wish to return.” In reply, Hearst supposedly told the artist, “Please remain. You furnish the pictures, and I’ll furnish the war.”1

Hearst’s famous vow to “furnish the war” has achieved unique status as an adaptable, hardy, all-purpose anecdote, useful in illustrating any number of media sins and shortcomings. It has been invoked to illustrate the media’s willingness to compromise impartiality, promote political agendas, and indulge in sensationalism. It has been used, more broadly, to suggest the media’s capacity to inject malign influence into international affairs.

As debate intensified in the United States in 2002 about the prospect of war in Iraq, the conservative columnist Charles Krauthammer invoked Hearst’s “furnish the war” vow to condemn Iraq-related coverage in the New York Times. The unbroken flow of antiwar reporting and editorializing in the Times, Krauthammer claimed, was so extreme and egregious as to invite comparison to Hearst’s agitation for war with Spain in the late 1890s.2 A few months later, the editors of the liberal magazine American Prospect also turned to “I’ll furnish the war” and claimed that Hearst “was a pacifist compared with the editors of the Wall Street Journal’s editorial page, who are not only fomenting a war with Iraq but also helping to orchestrate it.”3

Although its appeal is timeless and its versatility impressive, the anecdote about Hearst’s vow and his exchange with Remington is a media-driven myth. It is perhaps the hardiest myth in American journalism, having lived on despite concerted attempts to discredit and dismantle it.4 The Remington-Hearst anecdote is often cited and widely believed. In most retellings, Hearst is said to have made good on his promise,5 and war with Spain “was duly provided.”6 As such, the Spanish-American War has been termed “Mr. Hearst’s War.”7 But the factors explaining why the United States went to war with Spain in 1898 are far more profound and complex than the supposed manipulative powers of Hearst and his newspapers.8

Like many media-driven myths, it is succinct, savory, and easily remembered. It is almost too good not to be true. Not surprisingly, Hearst’s vow to “furnish the war” has made its way into countless textbooks of journalism.9 It has figured in innumerable discussions about Hearst and about the news media and war.10 It has been repeated over the years by no small number of journalists, scholars,11 and critics of the news media such as Ben Bagdikian, Helen Thomas, Nicholas Lemann, and the late David Halberstam.12

Interestingly, the anecdote lives on despite a nearly complete absence of supporting documentation. It lives on even though telegrams supposedly exchanged by Remington and Hearst have never turned up. It lives on even though Hearst denied ever sending such a message. It lives on despite an irreconcilable internal inconsistency: it would have been absurd for Hearst to vow to “furnish the war” because war—specifically, the Cuban rebellion against Spain’s colonial rule—was the very reason Hearst sent Remington to Cuba in the first place. Anyone reading U.S. newspapers in early 1897 would have been well aware that Cuba was a theater of a nasty war. By then, the Cuban rebellion had reached islandwide proportions and not a single province had been pacified by Spain’s armed forces.13

The origins of the “furnish the war” anecdote are modest and more than a little murky. The story first appeared as a brief passage in On the Great Highway: The Wanderings and Adventures of a Special Correspondent, a slim memoir by James Creelman, a portly, bearded, cigar-chomping, Canadian-born journalist prone to pomposity and exaggeration. Creelman relished making himself the hero of his own reporting, a preference that quickly becomes clear in On the Great Highway. In the book’s preface, Creelman said he sought to illuminate “the part which the press is rapidly assuming in human affairs, not only as historian and commentator but as a direct and active agent.” Figuring prominently in On the Great Highway are accounts of Creelman’s meetings and interviews with Leo Tolstoy, Sitting Bull, and Pope Leo XIII. “The frequent introduction of the author’s personality,” Creelman wrote, “is a necessary means of reminding the reader that he is receiving the testimony of an eyewitness.”14

On the Great Highway was favorably received by critics when it appeared in the autumn of 1901.15 Few reviewers, however, noted or commented on the passage reporting the supposed Remington-Hearst exchange. Hearst’s Journal in November 1901 devoted two pages to lengthy excerpts from On the Great Highway.16 But the passage about Hearst’s vowing to “furnish the war” was not included in the Journal’s selection. It also is noteworthy that Creelman invoked the Remington-Hearst exchange not as a rebuke but as a compliment, to commend Hearst and the activist, anticipatory “yellow journalism” that he had pioneered in New York City. Creelman wrote:


Some time before the destruction of the battleship Maine in the harbor of Havana, the New York Journal sent Frederic Remington, the distinguished artist, to Cuba. He was instructed to remain there until the war began; for “yellow journalism” was alert and had an eye for the future.

Presently Mr. Remington sent this telegram from Havana: “W. R. HEARST, New York Journal, N.Y.: Everything is quiet. There is no trouble here. There will be no war. I wish to return. REMINGTON.”

This was the reply: “REMINGTON, HAVANA: Please remain. You furnish the pictures, and I’ll furnish the war. W.R. HEARST.”



And Hearst was as good as his word, Creelman declared.17

If such an exchange had taken place, it would have been in January 1897, the only time Remington was in Cuba before the Maine’s destruction in February 1898. Remington had been hired by Hearst for a month and not, as Creelman wrote, for an indefinite period “until the war began.”18 Moreover, Creelman had no firsthand knowledge about the purported Remington-Hearst exchange. Creelman in early 1897 was neither in Cuba nor in New York. He was in Europe, as the Journal’s “special commissioner” on the Continent. Which means someone had to have told him about the exchange, or else he invented the anecdote from whole cloth. In any case, Creelman never explained how he learned about the anecdote.

Although Remington apparently never spoke publicly about the purported exchange with Hearst, the artist’s conduct, correspondence, and recollections of the assignment to Cuba all belie Creelman’s account. According to Creelman, Hearst instructed Remington to “please remain” in Cuba. But Remington did nothing of the sort. After just six days in Cuba, on January 16, 1897, the artist left Havana aboard the Seneca, a New York-bound steamer that carried six other passengers.19 The Seneca reached New York four days later, and soon afterward Remington’s sketches began appearing in Hearst’s Journal. The work was given prominent display. The Journal’s headlines hailed Remington as a “gifted artist”20—hardly an accolade that Hearst would have extended to someone in his employ who had brazenly disregarded instructions to remain on the scene. Far from being irritated and displeased with Remington, Hearst was delighted with his work. He recalled years later that Remington and Richard Harding Davis, the celebrated writer who traveled to Cuba with the artist, “did their work admirably and aroused much indignation among Americans” about Spanish rule of the island.21

For his part, Remington chafed about how poorly his sketches were reproduced in the Journal.22 Although they hardly were his best work, the sketches serve to impugn Creelman’s account that Remington had found “everything … quiet” in Cuba. The sketches depict unmistakable (if unremarkable) scenes of a rebellion—a scouting party of Spanish cavalry with rifles at the ready; a cluster of Cuban noncombatants trussed and bound and being herded into Spanish lines; a scruffy Cuban rebel kneeling to fire at a small Spanish fort; a knot of Spanish soldiers dressing a comrade’s leg wound. The sketches appeared beneath headlines such as “Cuban War Sketches Gathered in the Field by Frederic Remington” and “Frederic Remington Sketches a Familiar Incident of the Cuban War.”23 Accompanying the sketch of the captive noncombatants was a caption in which Remington said the treatment of Cuban women by irregulars allied with the Spanish was nothing short of “unspeakable.” And “as for the men captured by them alive,” Remington’s caption said, “the blood curdles in my veins as I think of the atrocity, the cruelty, practiced on these helpless victims.”24

Following his return to New York, Remington wrote a letter to the Journal’s keenest rival, the New York World, in which he disparaged the Spanish regime as a “woman-killing outfit down there in Cuba.”25 In 1899, Remington recalled the assignment to Cuba in a short magazine article that further challenges Creelman’s account that the artist had found “everything … quiet” there. Instead, Remington wrote: “I saw ill-clad, ill-fed Spanish soldiers bring their dead and wounded into” Havana, “dragging slowly along in ragged columns. I saw scarred Cubans with their arms bound stiffly behind them being marched to the Cabanas,” a grim fortress overlooking the Havana harbor. The countryside, Remington wrote, “was a pall of smoke” from homes of Cubans that had been set afire.26

Remington’s sketches and correspondence thus leave no doubt that he had seen a good deal of war-related disruption in Cuba. The island during his brief visit was anything but “quiet.” Still, it remains something of a mystery why Remington never publicly addressed Creelman’s anecdote, an unflattering anecdote that certainly cast the artist as timid, ineffective, and feckless. And Remington presumably had opportunities to confront Creelman. He lived until the day after Christmas in 1909, eight years after publication of On the Great Highway. Perhaps Remington kept his silence because the anecdote in the first years of the twentieth century had not yet become widely known or infamous. As we’ve noted, Creelman intended the anecdote as a compliment—a tribute to Hearst and his aggressive style of yellow journalism.

Although Creelman again recounted the Remington-Hearst exchange in 1906 in a magazine profile of Hearst,27 the anecdote stirred little public controversy until 1907, when a correspondent for the Times of London mentioned it in a dispatch from New York. The correspondent wrote: “Is the Press of the United States going insane? … A letter from William Randolph Hearst is in existence and was printed in a magazine not long ago. It was to an artist he had sent to Cuba, and who reported no likelihood of war. ‘You provide the pictures,’ he wrote, ‘I’ll provide the war.’ “28

The Times’s article was the first to give the Remington-Hearst anecdote an unflattering interpretation. It was an interpretation that stirred Hearst to anger. In a letter to the Times, he dismissed as “frankly false” and “ingeniously idiotic” the claim that “there was a letter in existence from Mr. W. R. Hearst in which Mr. Hearst said to a correspondent in Cuba: ‘You provide the pictures and I will provide the war,’ and the intimation that Mr. Hearst was chiefly responsible for the Spanish war. This kind of clotted nonsense,” Hearst declared, “could only be generally circulated and generally believed in England, where newspapers claiming to be conservative and reliable are the most utterly untrustworthy of any on earth. In apology for these newspapers it may be said that their untrustworthiness is not always due to intention but more frequently to ignorance and prejudice.”29
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Figure 1. Remington’s sketches for the New York Journal made clear that he had seen a good deal of war-related upheaval during his brief stay in Cuba. Among other drawings, he illustrated Richard Harding Davis’s report about the firing-squad execution of a twenty-year-old Cuban insurgent, published February 2, 1897. [Library of Congress]

The controversy soon sputtered out, and the unflattering interpretation of Creelman’s anecdote was largely forgotten for years until it was resuscitated in the 1930s. At that time, public opinion was running strongly against Hearst and his newspapers. The media baron turned seventy in 1933 and seemed more roundly disliked and distrusted than ever. His anticommunist advocacy had become strident and harsh. His newspapers solicited essays from the likes of Hitler and Mussolini30 while campaigning viciously against Franklin D. Roosevelt, likening the president to a communist dupe. In the 1936 election campaign, Hearst’s newspapers characterized Roosevelt as Moscow’s candidate for president.31

Americans then were deserting the Hearst newspapers. Given a choice between the publisher and the president, readers exiled Hearst newspapers from their homes, David Nasaw, Hearst’s leading biographer, has written. By the late summer of 1936, unflattering characterizations of Hearst were etched so deeply in the nation’s psyche, Nasaw wrote, “that Roosevelt and his advisers recognized that the worst thing that could be said of [the Republican presidential candidate] Alfred Landon was that he was supported by Hearst.”32

Against this backdrop, the Remington-Hearst anecdote reemerged and took on a permanently sinister cast. Notably, the anecdote appeared in several works in the 1930s that identified the press as an active agent in bringing about the Spanish-American War. Among these works was Joseph E. Wisan’s The Cuban Crisis as Reflected in the New York Press (1895-1898), which influenced a generation of scholarship on the press and the Spanish-American War. Wisan argued that the “principal cause of our war with Spain was the public demand for it, a demand too powerful for effective resistance by the business and financial leaders of the nation or by President McKinley. For the creation of the public state of mind, the press was largely responsible.”33

Wisan argued that the “most widely circulated of the newspapers,” such as Hearst’s Journal, “were the least honestly objective in the reporting of news and in the presentation of editorial opinion…. Hearst’s famous reply to the artist Remington’s complaint that there was no war in Cuba—‘You furnish the pictures; I’ll furnish the war,’—well illustrates the degree of objectivity that prevailed.”34

Other works of the time helped revive the anecdote. A year before Wisan’s book appeared, Willis J. Abbot, a former editor at Hearst’s Journal, brought out Watching the World Go By, a memoir that invoked the supposed Remington-Hearst exchange.35 John Dos Passos cited it in his 1936 novel, The Big Money.36 Ferdinand Lundberg, the most unforgiving of Hearst’s several biographers, cited Creelman’s account of “furnish the war” in Imperial Hearst, a slim and truculent polemic that appeared in 1936. Lundberg erroneously suggested that Creelman had accompanied Remington to Florida.37

What firmly and finally pressed Hearst’s purported vow to “furnish the war” into the public’s consciousness was Citizen Kane, the 1941 motion picture that was based loosely on Hearst’s life and times. Kane was not a commercial success, in part because of Hearst’s attempts to block its release,38 but the film is consistently ranked by critics among the finest ever made.39 A scene early in the film shows Charles Foster Kane, the reckless newspaper tycoon who invites comparisons to Hearst, at his desk, quarreling with his former guardian. They are interrupted by Kane’s business manager, Mr. Bernstein, who reports that a cable has just arrived from a correspondent in Cuba. Bernstein reads the contents and Kane, superbly played by Orson Welles, dictates a reply that paraphrases Hearst’s purported vow. “You provide the prose poems,” Kane says, “and I’ll. provide the war.” Bernstein congratulates Kane on a splendid and witty reply. Saying he rather likes it himself, Kane tells Bernstein to send it off immediately.

The Remington-Hearst anecdote thus became something far removed from the compliment Creelman intended in On the Great Highway. It had taken on an unflattering and threatening tone. Hearst’s toxic personality made the malevolent interpretation seem plausible. The cinematic treatment of Citizen Kane made it vivid and enduring.

REMINGTON WAS ASKED TO LEAVE

As we have seen, Remington’s contemporaneous writings impugn Creelman’s anecdote. So, too, does the correspondence of Richard Harding Davis, the dashing if self-absorbed author and playwright whom Remington accompanied on the assignment to Cuba. In early 1897 Davis was burnishing his credentials as a war correspondent. And he commanded top dollar: Hearst paid him $3,000 for a month-long assignment in Cuba.40

The plans mapped with Hearst’s editors were to take Davis and Remington to Cuba surreptitiously, aboard the Vamoose, a high-speed steam yacht that Hearst had chartered. The Vamoose was to deposit Davis, Remington, and a couple of Cuban guides in Santa Clara Province. From there, they would travel to the camp of the Cuban rebel leader, Máximo Gómez.41 But the trip almost did not take place.

Davis and Remington met the Vamoose at Key West, as planned, in late December 1896. At first, the weather was too unfavorable to hazard a crossing of the Straits of Florida to Cuba. Then the captain balked at making the run over Christmas. Finally, when all seemed ready, the Vamoose proved unseaworthy. Twenty miles out of Key West, the crew refused to go on. The Vamoose turned back and Davis stretched out on the deck and cried.42 Exasperated by the bungled plans, Davis declared, “I am done with [J]ournal forever.”43

In all, Davis and Remington spent three weeks in Key West, awaiting passage to Cuba. Davis fumed about the time wasted and insisted on a thousand-dollar advance payment from the Journal “because of the delay over the Vamoose.”44 “Wait,” he seethed, “is all we do and that is my life at Key West. I get up and half dress and take a plunge in the bay and then dress fully and have a greasy breakfast and then light a huge Key West cigar price three cents and sit on the hotel porch with my feet on a rail. Nothing happens after that except getting one’s boots polished.”45 Remington, whom Davis called “a large blundering bear,”46 was frustrated, too, and thought about aborting the assignment to return to New York. But Remington “gave up on the idea … as soon as he found I would not do so,” Davis wrote.47

Fed up with waiting for Hearst to send a vessel more seaworthy than the Vamoose, Davis and Remington abandoned plans to enter Cuba by stealth and booked passage on a scheduled passenger steamer to Havana. They arrived January 9, 1897. Davis wrote to his mother that it was a great relief to reach Cuba, “after the annoyances and disappointments of those days at Key West. I cannot tell you what we will do but we are both anxious to pull a sort of success out of a failure, if we can…. Had we not wanted to go [to Cuba] so much neither of us would have put up with the way we have been treated” by Hearst and the Journal.48

If Hearst had vowed to “furnish the war” in an exchange of cables with Remington, it would have occurred while Davis was in Cuba. Had Davis known about it, there is little reason to believe he would have kept quiet. His loathing for Hearst would have inspired Davis to direct wide attention to the “furnish the war” telegram, had it been sent. But in his extensive correspondence from Cuba, Davis did not mention an exchange between Remington and Hearst. None of Davis’s letters from Cuba suggest that the artist wanted to return to the United States on the pretext that “everything is quiet.” Instead, Davis offered three related reasons for Remington’s departure. In a letter that Remington carried with him to mail in the United States (a letter he may have read en route), Davis said: “Remington has all the material he needs for sketches and for illustrating my stories so he is going home. I will go on further as I have not yet seen much that is interesting or new.” Davis added that he had asked Remington to leave, “as it left me freer.”49
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Figure 2. Remington and Richard Harding Davis traveled to Cuba in early 1897 on assignment for Hearst’s New York Journal. The trip gave rise to the myth about Hearst’s vow to “furnish the war” with Spain. [Library of Congress]

In another letter, written the same day and mailed from Cuba—a letter that Remington probably did not see—Davis rejoiced at the artist’s departure. “I am as relieved at getting old Remington to go as though I had won $5000,” Davis wrote. “He was a splendid fellow but a perfect kid and had to be humored and petted all the time.” Davis confided that he “was very glad” that Remington had left, “for he kept me back all the time and I can do twice as much in half the time. He always wanted to talk it over and that had to be done in the nearest or the most distant cafe, and it always took him fifteen minutes before he got his cocktails to suit him. He always did as I wanted [in] the end but I am not used to giving reasons or traveling in pairs.”50 Davis gave a related explanation for Remington’s departure in another letter written in January 1897. In it, he said Remington left because he was too frightened to try to cross Spanish lines and attempt to meet up with the rebels under Gómez. “Remington got scared and backed out much to my relief and I went on and tried to cross the lines,” but without success, Davis wrote.51

Moreover, Davis’s correspondence and his dispatches to the Journal described considerable upheaval in Cuba. “There is war here and no mistake,” Davis wrote the day Remington left to return to the United States, “and all the people in the field have been ordered in to the fortified towns where they are starving and dying of disease.”52 His correspondence contained graphic descriptions of what he called the grim process “of extermination and ruin” in Cuba. “The insurgents began first by destroying the sugar mills some of which were worth millions of dollars in machinery, and now the Spaniards are burning the houses of the people and hoarding them in around the towns to starve out the insurgents and to leave them without shelter or places for food or to hide the wounded,” Davis wrote. “So all day long, wherever you look you see great heavy columns of smoke rising into the beautiful sky above the magnificent palms.”53

Davis’s correspondence thus represents a powerful and contemporaneous challenge to Creelman’s anecdote. There is a small chance, however, that Davis was unaware of the purported exchange of telegrams between Remington and Hearst. Had it occurred, the exchange would have taken place late on January 15, 1897, after Remington had left Davis in Matanzas to return to Havana, or in the morning or early afternoon of January 16, 1897, before Remington left Havana for New York aboard the Seneca. In such a scenario, Davis may have been unaware of an exchange between Remington and Hearst.

But such a scenario does not explain how Hearst’s arrogant vow would have cleared the rigid censorship that Spanish authorities had imposed on international cable traffic from Havana.54 The U.S. consul-general in Cuba, Fitzhugh Lee, reported in February 1897 that the “Spanish censor permits nothing to go out except formally [official traffic] to Spain & whenever you see a dispatch in newspapers dated Habana it is shaped to pass the censor.”55 The restrictions were so imposing that the trade journal Fourth Estate declared in mid-February 1897, “The power of the press has been paralyzed by the Spanish censorship.”56 The New York Tribune reported in mid-January 1897 that inside Cuba, “censorship is more rigorous than ever. The publication of news on the burning of cane-fields, farms, estates, etc., known to be occurring daily in the western provinces, especially Havana and Matanzas, is prohibited.”57

So there was no chance that telegrams such as those Creelman described would have flowed freely between Remington in Havana and Hearst in New York. Spanish control of the cable traffic in Havana was too vigilant and severe to have allowed such an exchange to have gone unnoticed and unremarked upon. A vow such as Hearst’s to “furnish the war” surely would have been intercepted and publicized by Spanish authorities as a clear-cut example of Yankee meddling in Cuba.

A TASTE FOR HYPERBOLE

Creelman’s fondness for overstatement and hyperbole stands as further reason to doubt that Hearst ever vowed “to furnish the war.” Creelman’s record of exaggeration offers compelling reason to challenge the anecdote’s authenticity. It is indeed ironic that what may be American journalism’s best-known anecdote owes its existence to the undocumented ruminations of an absentee and notoriously unreliable journalist whom contemporaries derided for his pomposity and extreme self-regard.
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Figure 3. James Creelman was a widely traveled, cigar-chomping correspondent who had a keen taste for hyperbole and a fondness for overstatement. He often took a starring role in his own dispatches. [Fourth Estate/Newseum]

Creelman had a far-flung foreign and domestic career in journalism, writing for James Gordon Bennett’s New York Herald, Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, and Hearst’s Journal. Among Creelman’s specialties was interviewing prominent figures of the day. Invariably, these interviews seemed more about Creelman than about his subject. An editor at Hearst’s Journal recalled that Creelman would “put so much of himself into an interview or story that the real subject of the article was utterly obscured.”58 After the Journal published Creelman’s interview with the union leader Eugene V. Debs in 1897, a columnist for the Journalist trade publication observed that “Creelman talks a hundred fifty words to ten from Debs. What an ass that Creelman is, and I have often wondered whether Hearst supposes that anybody is fooled by his platitudinous nonsense.”59

Creelman was something of an anomaly in American journalism of the late nineteenth century. He was more a polemicist than a reporter. He routinely called attention to himself at a time when nearly all American journalists labored obscurely, rarely even receiving a byline to recognize their work. Few ever became prominent. The ethos of fin de siècle American journalism was that a reporter had to “sink his personality out of sight and merge his very identity in that of his paper…. Every newspaper has a policy, determined by the editor-in-chief, and it is the reporter’s duty to hew the line that has been stretched for him. Nobody cares what his private opinions may be upon matters political or things critical.”60 But there was to be none of that for Creelman. Hearst and, to a lesser extent, Pulitzer indulged Creelman’s self-importance61—and usually looked the other way when he traded in hyperbole.

A notable example came in 1894, when Creelman filed reports to the World describing how Japanese soldiers had massacred and mutilated Chinese civilians while overrunning Port Arthur, a city now known as Lüshun, at the tip of Liaodong Peninsula. So complete was the slaughter, wrote Creelman, that the only Chinese left alive were those who formed burial parties.62 Creelman’s atrocity report was dismissed by the New York Tribune as “reckless sensationalism.” The Tribune declared that the details Creelman related were “so untrue that to call them wild exaggerations would be gross flattery.”63 Nonetheless, Creelman’s report stirred something of an uproar in the United States64 and the U.S. minister to Japan, Edwin Dun, was ordered to investigate. Dun interviewed Creelman as well as American, French, and Japanese military officials and, in a report to the U.S. State Department, concluded that “the account sent to ‘The World’ by Mr. Creelman is sensational in the extreme and a gross exaggeration of what occurred.”65

The rebuke dogged Creelman for years. “Port Arthur Creelman” became a sneering epithet, one favored by the gossip columnist for the Journalist, who relished poking at Creelman’s outsized ego.66 Creelman, though, was hardly chastened. In On the Great Highway, he resurrected his account of atrocities at Port Arthur, writing that “the Japanese killed everything they saw. Unarmed men, kneeling in the streets and begging for life, were shot, bayoneted, or beheaded. The town was sacked from end to end, and the inhabitants were butchered in their own houses.”67

Creelman described similarly gory scenes in dispatches to the World from Cuba in 1896. Spanish atrocities, he claimed, were commonplace. “The horrors of a barbarous struggle for the extermination of the native population are witnessed in all parts of the country,” Creelman wrote. “Blood on the roadsides, blood in the field, blood on the doorsteps: blood, blood, blood! The old, the young, the weak, the crippled—all are butchered without mercy. There is scarcely a hamlet that has not witnessed the dreadful work.”68 Given the predominantly hit-and-run guerrilla nature of the Cuban rebellion, extensive bloodshed of the kind Creelman described was rare.69 In any event, his exaggerated reports about conditions in Cuba prompted Spanish authorities to order him expelled.70

Cuba was the theater of another of Creelman’s self-starring exploits in July 1898, during the Spanish-American War. This time, Creelman claimed to have single-handedly captured a Spanish blockhouse, or stone fort, near the end of a vicious, day-long battle at El Caney, a town on the San Juan heights above Santiago de Cuba. The blockhouse was protected on three sides by a deep trench from which Spanish defenders laid down withering fire, holding off successive assaults by American troops and thwarting their plans to advance on Santiago, Cuba’s second-largest city.

In a first-person account published a few months after the battle at El Caney, Creelman wrote that the Spanish troops offered no resistance as he walked up the hill late in the afternoon. He entered their battered fortress and demanded their surrender: “I went up to the officer [in command], and looking him straight in the eye, said in French: ‘You are my prisoner.’ He threw up his hands and said, ‘Do with me as you please.’ Do you know at that moment I got a sneaking idea into my head that a soldier’s work was about the easiest thing I had ever struck; but I found out my mistake later,”71 when a bullet fired from a Spanish rifle tore into his left shoulder.

Creelman’s account of forcing the surrender of the Spanish troops at the blockhouse seems highly improbable. An editorial writer for the Washington Post mocked Creelman’s unlikely tale, writing: “When he really gets his blood up, what he wants to do is to surround and capture armies, to fly into the imminent deadly breach, to beat back regiments with his single sword, and to scale the dizziest heights in quest of glory…. But not everyone could have charged up the hill … intimidated the Spaniards crouching there, and then modestly transferred the glory and the booty to the trembling forces of the United States. That’s what Creelman did, however; he tells us so himself.”72

There is little evidence the blockhouse at El Caney was captured as Creelman described. Official U.S. Army reports about the fighting there make no mention of Creelman’s presence or his purported heroics. They say instead that the fortress was taken in a charge led by Captain Harry L. Haskell of the Twelfth Infantry Regiment. By the time of Haskell’s assault, U.S. artillery had greatly reduced Spanish resistance inside the blockhouse.73

A far more plausible version of Creelman’s actions at El Caney was offered by David Nasaw in The Chief, an admirably even-handed biography of Hearst published in 2000. Of the battle at El Caney, Nasaw said that Creelman, in the company of Hearst and his small party, mistakenly wandered onto the battlefield as the final American assault on the blockhouse was about to unfold. “Not fully understanding the lay of the land—and the position of the Spanish troops—Hearst’s entourage, on arriving at El Caney, strolled up the hill toward the Spanish fort,” Nasaw wrote. “Only when the American soldiers, lying prone on the ground to escape Spanish gunfire, shouted at the civilians to make themselves scarce, did those in the Hearst party realize that they were walking toward the Spanish fortifications. James Creelman drew fire from the Spanish soldiers and was wounded.”74

Creelman, who recovered from his shoulder wound and filled another self-starring role in covering the Philippine insurrection in 1899, was an adherent of the “journalism of action,” a model or paradigm that Hearst developed in the late nineteenth century. The “journalism of action” anticipated that newspapers would go beyond editorializing about social ills and corruption, and inject themselves, conspicuously, as active agents in righting the wrongs of public life. Newspapers would actively fill the void of government inaction and incompetence and render any public service they could.75 For a time at the end of the nineteenth century, Hearst’s vision of activist journalism attracted a fair amount of interest. No one embraced the “journalism of action” with more fervor than James Creelman.

He exulted in “the journalism of action,” which critics disparaged as “yellow journalism.” Creelman wrote in On the Great Highway: “How little they know of ‘yellow journalism’ who denounce it! How swift they are to condemn its shrieking headlines, its exaggerated pictures, its coarse buffoonery, its intrusions upon private life, and its occasional inaccuracies! But how slow they are to see the steadfast guardianship of public interests which it maintains! How blind to its unf earing warfare against rascality, its detection and prosecution of crime, its costly searchings for knowledge throughout the earth, its exposures of humbug, its endless funds for the quick relief of distress!”76

In offering the Remington-Hearst anecdote, which we now know is surely counterfeit, Creelman sought to illustrate the power and potential of the “journalism of action.” He succeeded instead in constructing a media myth of remarkable tenacity. It lives on as Creelman’s singular contribution to American journalism, an anecdote of timeless appeal that feeds popular mistrust of the news media and promotes the improbable notion the media are powerful and dangerous forces, so powerful they can even bring on a war.


CHAPTER 2
Fright beyond Measure?

The Myth of The War of the Worlds


War of the Worlds is a science fiction with a social history.

Lonna M. Malmsheimer, “Three Mile Island: Fact,

Frame, and Fiction,” American Quarterly 38, no. 1

(Spring 1986): 47



No single program in American broadcasting inspired more fear, controversy, and unending fascination than the 1938 radio dramatization of the novel The War of the Worlds. So alarming was the show, so realistic were its accounts of invading Martians wielding deadly heat rays, that listeners by the tens of thousands—or maybe the hundreds of thousands—were convulsed in panic. They fled their homes, jammed highways, overwhelmed telephone circuits, flocked to houses of worship, set about preparing defenses, and even contemplated suicide in the belief that the end of the world was at hand.

Fright beyond measure seized America that night more than seventy years ago. It was a night unlike any other; it was “the night the sky fell in,” “the night that panicked America.”1

Or so the media myth has it.

This chapter offers compelling evidence that the panic and mass hysteria so readily associated with the War of the Worlds program did not occur on anything approaching a nationwide dimension. The program did frighten some Americans, and some others reacted in less than rational ways. But most listeners, overwhelmingly, were neither frightened nor unnerved. They recognized the program for what it was—an imaginative and entertaining show on the night before Halloween. Newspaper reports appearing the next day, however, advanced the notion that mass panic had swept the country. These reports were almost entirely anecdotal and largely based on sketchy wire service roundups that emphasized breadth over in-depth detail. As this chapter discusses, newspapers simply had no reliable way of testing or ascertaining the validity of the sweeping claims they made about the radio show.
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Figure 4. Newspaper headlines across the country told of a scare that wasn’t—how Americans in late October 1938 were pitched into mass panic and hysteria by the War of the Worlds radio dramatization. Here, the front page of the Chicago Herald and Examiner, October 31, 1938. [Courtesy National Archives and Records Administration]

This chapter, which draws on a review of the War of the Worlds coverage in three dozen major daily newspapers from all regions of the United States, also offers evidence that muddled second- and thirdhand accounts—which spread rapidly as the broadcast unfolded—were significant and heretofore little-recognized sources of fright that October night. A false-alarm contagion took hold in many places of the country, sowing fear and confusion among many people who had heard not a word of the program.

The chapter further describes how the broadcast offered American newspapers an exceptional and irresistible opportunity to rebuke radio—then an increasingly important rival source for news and advertising—as unreliable and untrustworthy. While newspapers seemed to delight in chiding an upstart rival, their overwhelmingly negative commentary helped solidify the notion that the War of the Worlds dramatization had sown mass panic and hysteria among Americans.

In short, the notion that the War of the Worlds program sent untold thousands of people into the streets in panic2 is a media-driven myth that offers a deceptive message about the power radio wielded over listeners in its early days and, more broadly, about the media’s potential to sow fright, panic, and alarm. There is, however, no disputing that the War of the Worlds dramatization was great entertainment, worthy of distinction as “the most famous radio show of all time.”3 The broadcast was vivid, clever, fast-paced, and imaginative. Its dramatic quality was enhanced by what has been called radio vérité4—the highly effective use of overlapping dialogue, crowd noise, microphone feedback, and other effects. The program’s references to well-recognized towns and cities, highways, and other landmarks further lent the War of the Worlds broadcast a verisimilitude that heightened its appeal and entertainment value.

The War of the Worlds was an hour-long show of The Mercury Theatre on the Air that aired live on October 30, 1938, over the CBS network.5 The program’s producer, director, and star actor was Orson Welles, a twenty-three-year-old prodigy who had already made the cover of Time magazine and who was destined for lasting fame as the director and star of the 1941 motion picture Citizen Kane.

The War of the Worlds program was an adaptation of the novel written by H.G. Wells and published in Britain in 1898. In H. G. Wells’s treatment, the Martian invasion was set in England. In the 1938 adaptation, Orson Welles and his writers placed ground zero in rural central New Jersey, near the unprepossessing hamlet of Grovers Mill, not far from Princeton. From Grovers Mill, the Martians and their lethal heat rays and poison gas moved on to attack and devastate New York City. Their invasion was halted finally not by military force but by humble germs and bacteria, to which the Martians had no immunity. Telling such a story within an hour promised to be a significant challenge for Mercury Theatre writers and cast. The principal technique chosen to drive the performance and build suspense was a succession of simulated news bulletins, with which American radio listeners had become quite familiar during a recent war scare in Europe.

In the War of the Worlds dramatization, the first bulletin came within the first minutes of the broadcast, interrupting what seemed to be a snoozy program of orchestral music. As the performance unfolded, the interruptions became more frequent and more insistent, as fresh bulletins told of the mysterious bursts of gas on the Martian surface and the fall of a large meteorite on a farm near Grovers Mill. The bulletin series gave way to alarming-sounding on-the-scene reports. The fallen object was no meteorite but a cylindrical, extraterrestrial spaceship from which the leathery, hostile Martians soon emerged, taking aim with a heat ray that wiped out a crowd of human spectators. Just twenty minutes into the broadcast, it sounded as if Earth were under a full-scale alien attack.

Listeners who followed closely would have easily recognized that events moved far too quickly to be plausible.6 In less than thirty minutes, the Martians had blasted off from their home planet, traveled millions of miles to Earth, set up lethal heat rays, wiped out units of American soldiers, disrupted local and national communications, and forced a declaration of martial law. In the next half-hour, they destroyed much of New York City and took control of swaths of the United States before falling victim to earthly germs.7 But casual listeners (of whom there were many in 1938) as well as latecomers to the performance8 were said to have been badly confused, mistaking the simulated news reports of an attack on America for the real thing. These listeners, apparently, failed to realize the broadcast was a dramatization and supposedly were most inclined to panic that night.9

The next day, newspaper headlines from coast to coast told of the fright, terror, and panic the program supposedly had caused. “Thousands Terrified by Radio War Drama,” the Boston Herald said. “Radio Listeners in Panic, Taking War Drama as Fact,” declared the New York Times. “Attack from Mars in Radio Play Puts Thousands in Fear,” said the New York Herald Tribune. “Monsters of Mars on a Meteor Stampede Radiotic America,” said the Washington Post. “Radio Listeners Become Panicky during Story of ‘Mars Invasion,’” said the Cincinnati Enquirer. “Radio Fake Scares Nation,” cried the Chicago Herald and Examiner. “Radio Skit Causes Wave of Hysteria over Nation,” declared the Raleigh, North Carolina, News and Observer. “U.S. Terrorized by Radio’s ‘Men from Mars,’” said the San Francisco Chronicle.10

Welles seemed circumspect and a bit chastened the day after the program, telling reporters at what he called a “mass press interview”11 that he regretted “any misapprehension which our broadcast last night created among some listeners,” but insisting it was unfathomable anyone could have mistaken the dramatization for an alien invasion.12 Years later, though, Welles gleefully endorsed the notion that the broadcast caused widespread panic, saying: “Houses were emptying, churches were filling up; from Nashville to Minneapolis, there was wailing in the street and the rending of garments.”13

The belief that panic swept America that night was endorsed by the research of Hadley Cantril, a Princeton University psychologist who studied public reaction to the performance and published his results in 1940 in The Invasion from Mars: A Study in the Psychology of Panic. Based on assessments of public opinion surveys and on interviews with 135 people, most of them chosen “because they were known to have been upset by the broadcast,”14 Cantril concluded, “Long before the broadcast had ended people all over the United States were praying, crying, fleeing frantically to escape death from Martians.”15
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Figure 5. The day after the War of the Worlds program, Orson Welles confronted reporters at what he called a “terrifying mass press interview.” He said he was “bewildered” how the radio show could have been mistaken for news about an invasion from Mars. [Bettman/Corbis]

Cantril’s became the cornerstone study about the War of the Worlds performance—and something of a landmark in mass communication research. Invasion from Mars has been called the first study of panic and abnormal behavior linked to specific media content. And Cantril’s research pointed the way to theories that mass media exerted variable influences that differed among the recipients.16 But his findings about The War of the Worlds have been challenged by sociologists and others who point out that mass hysteria and panic are rare and, given their transient nature, difficult to study. Cantril, they say, failed to demonstrate that panicked reactions and flight were widespread among listeners to the show. Indeed, Cantril’s own estimates were that at least 1.2 million listeners were “frightened,” “disturbed,” or “excited” by what they heard. That number represents a fraction of the audience’s size, which Cantril estimated to have been at least 6 million people.17 By Cantril’s own calculations, then, most listeners were neither panic-stricken nor fear-struck. They presumably recognized and enjoyed the program for what it was—an entertaining and imaginative radio show.

Moreover, Cantril left unclear the distinctions among “frightened,” “disturbed,” and “excited.” Nor did Cantril estimate how many listeners acted on their fears and excitement. Indeed, one can watch a horror movie and feel “frightened,” “disturbed,” or “excited,” but such responses are hardly synonymous with panic or hysteria.

Robert E. Bartholomew, an authority on mass hysteria and social delusions, has said there is “a growing consensus among sociologists that the extent of the panic, as described by Cantril, was greatly exaggerated.” Only “scant anecdotal evidence,” Bartholomew said, exists “to suggest that many listeners actually took some action—such as packing belongings, grabbing guns, or fleeing in cars after hearing the broadcast.”18 Similarly, Erich Goode has written that relatively few people “actually did anything in response to the broadcast, such as drove off in panic or hid in a cellar…. It becomes clear that whatever the public reaction to The War of the Worlds radio broadcast was, it did not qualify as an instance of mass hysteria.”19

Newspapers of the day offer the most detailed contemporaneous accounts of reactions to the War of the Worlds broadcast, and a thorough review of the reports published in thirty-six major U.S. daily newspapers20 after the program endorses the conclusions of the sociologists: the claims that the broadcast fomented mass panic and hysteria were dramatically overstated. It becomes clear in reading the contemporaneous accounts that newspapers based their characterizations of widespread panic and hysteria on relatively small numbers of anecdotal cases of people who were frightened or upset. These anecdotes typically were not of broad scale. They described agitation and odd behavior among individuals, their families, or neighbors.

Although many small-bore accounts were published in newspapers in metropolitan New York and northern New Jersey, where reactions to the program were most pronounced, they collectively fall well short of documenting or substantiating claims that tens of thousands, or hundreds of thousands, of listeners were terrorized or panic-stricken.21 It is thus impossible to offer a persuasive case that the War of the Worlds broadcast set off nationwide panic and hysteria. That there was no mass panic and hysteria that night is further suggested by the paucity of follow-up reports: newspapers gave little sustained attention to the broadcast and the reactions it supposedly had stirred. Had there truly been mass panic and hysteria across the country that night, newspapers for days and even weeks afterward could have been expected to have published detailed reports about the dimensions and repercussions of such an extraordinary event.22 But coverage of the broadcast faded quickly from the front pages, in most cases after just a day or two. The New York Times kept the story on its front page for two days after the program, as did the Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times, among other newspapers.

Moreover, none of the thirty-six newspapers examined reported deaths or serious injuries attributable to the supposed panicked reaction. Had mass panic and hysteria swept the country that night, the trauma and turmoil surely would have resulted in many deaths and injuries. But the newspaper reports were notably silent on casualties. The New York Times and New York Herald Tribune reported that at least fifteen people had been treated for shock at a hospital in Newark, New Jersey. A number of newspapers carried a photograph showing Caroline Cantlon, an otherwise obscure actress, with her arm in a sling. She reportedly became alarmed while listening to the broadcast at her home in New York, rushed into a street, and fell, breaking her arm and skinning her knees.23 But otherwise, newspaper reports contained few references to injury or adverse health effects linked to the program. Their reports mentioned no suicides, either.

Not surprisingly, newspaper coverage was most extensive in New York City, the prime target of the invading Martians of The War of the Worlds. The New York newspapers offered detailed accounts of the reactions to the broadcast. These accounts captured the individual-level fright that circulated that night but failed to demonstrate that panic was of extreme and far-reaching magnitude. The New York Times, for example, opened its report by stating that a “wave of mass hysteria seized thousands of radio listeners throughout the nation.” The anecdote cited first to support that claim was strikingly modest. The Times described how “more than twenty families” from a single block in Newark had “rushed out of their houses with wet handkerchiefs and towels over their faces to flee from what they believed was to be a gas raid. Some began moving household furniture.” The Times also reported that “Harlem was shaken by the ‘news’” and as evidence described how thirty men and women had rushed to a police station in Harlem, seeking advice. Twelve other people on a similar mission showed up at a police station a dozen blocks away.24

The Times report emphasized individual accounts of fear-stricken people, such as Louis Winkler of the Bronx, who was quoted as saying he “almost had a heart attack” while listening to the War of the Worlds program. Despite his shock, Winkler said he “ran into the streets with scores of others and found people running in all directions.” The Times said a caller to police in Jersey City, across the Hudson River from New York, asked whether the authorities could spare any gas masks. The newspaper told of another man, “white with terror,” who rushed to a police station in Washington Heights at the northern end of Manhattan, “shouting that enemy planes were crossing the Hudson River and asking what he should do.” Elsewhere in the neighborhood, curiosity seemed more commonplace than panic, as clusters of people gathered on street corners, “hoping for a sight of the ‘battle’ in the skies,” the Times reported. Some callers to police stations in New York claimed to have seen smoke “from the bombs, drifting” toward the city.25

Newark’s newspapers also spoke of widespread terror and panic. The Star-Eagle began its report about the broadcast by declaring, “War terror struck hundreds of thousands of persons throughout the nation, particularly in New Jersey.” But for evidence of such a sweeping claim, the newspaper’s lengthy report mentioned just a half-dozen specific cases that figured more than a few people. Among them was a report that told of twenty families, their “household possessions piled in their cars,” arriving at police headquarters in Bergenfield, New Jersey, during the broadcast. The Star-Eagle also said that police in Union, New Jersey, reported seeing panicked people rushing into the streets. And the newspaper said nearly a half hour was needed to calm the thirty night nurses on duty that night at Newark’s hospital for infants.26

Beyond New York and Newark, newspaper accounts about the program and its reactions were briefer, with few detailed reports of people acting on their fears. Although some newspapers said thousands of people were panic-stricken, they offered scant detail to substantiate the claims. The Philadelphia Inquirer, for example, placed on its front page on October 31, 1938, a three-paragraph report that said that “thousands of Philadelphias were terrorized” by the program. But the Inquirer offered little supporting detail beyond saying that “hundreds of persons in various parts of the city ran from their homes fearing an earthquake” and that it received “thousands of telephone calls of inquiry.”27

In the capital, the Washington Post told of callers who in “terrified, tearful voices asked, ‘What’s it all about? Is it safe to stay here? Have they called the Army, the Navy, the Marines?’ They wanted to know if anyone were yet alive in New Jersey, if New York was being evacuated, if Washington would be in danger before morning.” The Post declared, “For an hour, hysterical pandemonium gripped the Nation’s Capital and the Nation itself.”28 But the newspaper offered few specific accounts to support its characterization of “hysterical pandemonium.” And a few days later, a letter-writer chided the Post for having offered “a totally false impression” about reaction to the program. “Except for the scattered cases of ignorant or excitable people who telephoned police and newspapers in many cities, there was nothing approximating mass hysteria,” the letter-writer wrote. “I walked along F street [in downtown Washington] at the hour of the broadcast. In many stores radios were going, yet I observed nothing whatsoever of the absurd supposed ‘terror of the populace.’ There was none.”29

The Post fell victim to a prank-playing marine who told the newspaper that during the broadcast his fellow marines at their barracks in Quantico, Virginia, had been reduced to weeping and praying and protesting that “they didn’t want to go to war in the winter.”30 Marine Corps officials soon issued a pointed denial and the Post backtracked, saying the source of the account was a marine playing “a joke on his buddies, but it was a joke that was not appreciated by the other enlisted men.”31

RELYING ON THE WIRE SERVICES

The broadcast aired late on Sunday evening in the Eastern time zone, a time when most newspaper newsrooms were thinly staffed. Covering the story of reactions to the War of the Worlds broadcast represented no small challenge, especially for morning newspapers having late-night deadlines. Given the constraints of time and staffing, relying on wire services such as the Associated Press became essential. This dependency, in turn, had the effect of promoting and deepening the notion that panic was widespread that night: on a late-breaking story of uncertain dimension and severity, many newspapers took their lead from wire service dispatches. They had little choice.

The Associated Press reports that night essentially were roundups of reactions culled from the agency’s bureaus across the country. Characteristically, the roundups emphasized sweep—pithy anecdotal reports from many places—over depth and detail. Although the anecdotes tended to be sketchy, shallow, and small-bore, their scope contributed to the sense that panic was widespread that night. The reliance on wire service roundups thus helps explain the consensus of U.S. newspapers that the broadcast had created mass panic.

This dependency also gave rise to a striking similarity in newspaper coverage of the broadcast. Many anecdotes transmitted by the wire services found their way into newspapers across the country. One such story was about a woman in Pittsburgh who exclaimed as her husband stopped her from poisoning herself, “I’d rather die like this” than fall victim to a Martian heat ray.32 Another widely published anecdote told of fear-stricken students at Brevard College in North Carolina “fighting for telephones to tell their parents to come and get them.”33 Also widely reported was the story of a woman in Boston who told the Globe newspaper she could “see the fire” caused by the Martian invasion and that she and her neighbors were getting ready to flee.34

The reports in several morning newspapers about the War of the Worlds broadcast were even verbatim. These newspapers published the same Associated Press dispatch, the opening paragraphs of which read:


New York, Oct. 30 (AP)—Hysteria among radio listeners throughout the nation and actual panicky evacuations from sections of the metropolitan area resulted from a too-realistic radio broadcast tonight describing a fictitious and devastating visitation of strange men from Mars.

Excited and weeping persons all over the country swamped newspaper and police switchboards with the question:

“Is it true?”35



As the dispatch suggests, the newspapers placed great emphasis on the unusually large volume of calls placed that night to their switchboards and to those of police and fire departments and local radio stations. The surge in call volume was routinely but mistakenly characterized by newspapers as evidence of widespread fright and hysteria. The New York Times said its telephone switchboard “was overwhelmed by the calls.” The newspaper reported receiving 875 calls, including one from a man in Dayton, Ohio, who asked: “What time will be the end of the world?” The Brooklyn Eagle said it took more than 500 calls during and after the program. In Washington, D.C., the evening Star newspaper reported receiving more than 400 telephone queries.36 Many callers wanted to know whether the program was true or how they could reach friends and relatives.

The Indianapolis Star said its telephone switchboard as well as that of the city’s police department “were flooded with queries. Several persons said they [had] packed their bags and wanted to know ‘which was the best way to go.’ … Several callers asked, ‘People are running out into the streets—what’s the matter?’” The Los Angeles Times said it received calls from “hundreds of persons … within a brief period” during and immediately after the broadcast, and several people came to the newspaper’s offices seeking firsthand information about the fictive invasion.37

Callers were readily deemed to be hysterical and terror-stricken. In a particularly colorful example of an overactive imagination, the Hartford Courant in Connecticut described how its telephone operator, “her board flooded with lights, got a mind picture of hundreds of people frozen with horror at real and impending doom, agony at the imagined fate of relatives and friends in the supposed stricken areas and quivering bewilderment at what to do.” The New York Times likewise adduced panic in the voices of callers, saying that “large numbers” of them, “obviously in a state of terror, asked how they could … flee from the city.” Cantril’s study also directed attention to the unusually large number of telephone calls placed during and after the War of the Worlds broadcast. In northern New Jersey, the volume of telephone calls surged during the show by almost 40 percent, and in the hour afterward by 25 percent. Call volume on Long Island and in suburban Philadelphia also increased markedly during and immediately after the program, Cantril reported. Fifty of fifty-two radio stations surveyed reported receiving a far greater number of calls than usual for a Sunday night. “There seems little doubt then that a public reaction of unusual proportions occurred,” Cantril wrote.38

But the volume of telephone calls that night is a crude and even misleading marker of fear and alarm. The call volume perhaps is best understood as signaling an altogether rational response of people who neither panicked nor became hysterical, but sought confirmation or clarification from external sources generally known to be reliable. And some newspapers congratulated themselves for being such a resource that night. “As is usually the case with wild radio rumors,” the Harrisburg Patriot in Pennsylvania said the day after the broadcast, “the frightened listeners rushed to the telephone to ask the newspaper whether it was true.”39

Moreover, the call volume surely included people who telephoned friends and relatives to talk about the unusual and clever program they had just heard.40 Also, many callers to newspapers and police stations asked how and where they could volunteer their services. These callers likely were not fear-stricken. And they included doctors and nurses who, the New York Herald Tribune reported, “called authorities in New Jersey … offering their services in the emergency they supposed to exist.”41 Some people placed calls to compliment CBS for airing such an entertaining program; others called to express anger and indignation about the stunt.42 Welles reported receiving many telegrams from listeners who said they enjoyed the dramatization.43 In Washington, D.C., radio station WJSV said the day after the broadcast that it received as many as two hundred calls from people asking that The War of the Worlds be re-broadcast.44 There were, then, many reasons beyond fear and panic that account for the call volume that night.

Highways jammed with automobiles have been cited as another indicator of mass panic and hysteria: terrified people were said to have fled to the hills to escape the invading Martians.45 The day after the program New York and New Jersey newspapers contained references to such flight. The Newark Evening News, for example, said that streets “leading to the Orange Mountains became jammed with autos filled with fear-stricken persons.”46 But published reports of traffic jams are little more than a vague, imprecise measure of panic.47 There is simply no way to distinguish between those people who were badly frightened and took to the highways to seek safety and the usual volume of highway traffic that night. The notion of highways crowded with terrified refugees also appears to have taken firm hold many months after the broadcast. For example, this colorful description of the automobile traffic fleeing Trenton, New Jersey, appeared in the Saturday Evening Post in 1940: “Hundreds of automobiles began to flash along at speeds which normally indicate gangsters leaving scenes of assassination. But there were family parties in most of the cars…. When a motorcycle [officer] tried to overhaul one speeding auto, he was passed by two or three others. The stampede was in all directions.”48

News reports at the time described the roadways near Grovers Mill as “virtually impassible”—but they were jammed with curiosity-seekers attempting to get to the supposed Martian landing site as well as those who were trying to flee.49 Such conditions hardly allowed for a “stampede in all directions.” Among those who went to Grovers Mill that night were two of Cantril’s faculty colleagues at Princeton, Arthur F. Budding-ton, the chairman of the university’s geology department, and Harry H. Hess, a mineralogist. Neither had listened to the War of the Worlds program. But during the broadcast, they were told thirdhand about the landing of a meteorite near Grovers Mill and they went to search for it. “We got to Grovers Mill and spent an hour driving around looking for the meteor, but couldn’t find any,” Buddington told the New York Post. “Finally somebody told us it was all a mistake, and naturally we felt quite foolish.”50

Clearly, many people in America were confused, unnerved, and even frightened by the War of the Worlds broadcast. But it was an untenable leap for newspapers to extrapolate mass panic and hysteria from a comparatively small number of anecdotal reports. The evidence the newspapers offered neither matched nor supported the claims in their headlines of mass panic and hysteria. Newspapers simply had no reliable way of ascertaining the validity of the sweeping claims they offered the day after the program.

SECONDHAND FEAR

U.S. newspapers reached indefensible conclusions that panic and mass hysteria prevailed in the aftermath of the War of the Worlds broadcast. But scrutiny of their contents reveals evidence that a false-alarm contagion took hold that night—a largely overlooked but scarcely insignificant source of fright. Mostly in New York and New Jersey, but occasionally in other places, well-intentioned people possessing little more than an incomplete understanding of the War of the Worlds broadcast, set out to warn others of the sudden and terrible threat. These would-be Paul Reveres burst into churches, theaters, taverns, and other public places, shouting that the country was being invaded or bombed, or that the end of the world was near.

It had to have been a cruel and unnerving way of receiving word of a supposedly calamitous event—to be abruptly disturbed in familiar settings by vague reports offered by people who themselves clearly were terror-stricken. The unsuspecting recipients of these jumbled, second- and thirdhand accounts had no immediate way of verifying the wrenching news they had just heard. Unlike listeners of the radio dramatization, they could not spin a dial to find out whether other networks were reporting an invasion. In more than a few cases, a contagion took hold: many non-listeners became quite frightened, thus compounding for a short time the commotion and confusion stemming from the War of the Worlds program.

In New York, some apartment houses “were hurriedly emptied by frantic listeners to the program and by those who heard second- and thirdhand accounts multiplying the supposed peril,” the Newark Star-Eagle reported, adding, “Many of the panic-stricken did not hear the original broadcast but got their misinformation from others.” The newspaper also described how a “panic-stricken” man stood in the middle of a busy intersection in Newark, “directing traffic to head for the Orange mountains.”51 The New York Herald Tribune said that “two or three motorists who had radios in their cars passed through Irvington, N.J., calling to every one to drive back into the country—that the state was being bombed.” The newspaper also said, “Confused reports resulting from the broadcast led to various rumors, including one that a meteor had struck near Princeton and many persons had been killed.”52

Some theater patrons in New York left abruptly upon hearing that an invasion from Mars, or a calamity of some kind, was unfolding. The manager of one theater told the New York Times that “the wives of two men in the audience, having heard the broadcast, called the theatre and insisted that their husbands be paged. This spread the ‘news’ to others in the audience.”53 In Rahway, New Jersey, a man tried without success to secure permission from police to drive a sound truck through town to warn of “the danger from the skies.”54 In Orange, New Jersey, Al Hochberg, the manager of the neighborhood Lido Theater, was credited with averting a panic by intercepting a man who rushed into the lobby, exclaiming that a meteor had fallen nearby and that “little men [were] dashing around and growing into giants.” The Newark Evening News quoted the intruder as shouting, “I’ve got to tell all the people to get out in the country, to get away from poison gases. They’ll all be killed.” Hochberg ordered the man kept in the lobby while he called police to find out what was going on. When Hochberg returned, the intruder had left, reportedly to rouse people elsewhere in town.55 The Evening News also reported that a man rushed into a movie theater in Jamesburg, New Jersey, shouting, “The end of the world has come!” With that, the newspaper said, women screamed “and there was a rush for the exits.”56

In Caldwell, New Jersey, a Baptist service was interrupted by a “wild young man” who, the Evening News reported, entered the sanctuary about 8:40 P.M., shouting, “Parson, a meteor has fallen in Central Jersey and wiped out several towns. Army troops are fighting poison gas.” With that, the man rushed out. The minister, the Rev. Thomas G. Thomas, told the congregation “that if disaster were on the way, church was a good place to be.” His congregation of about one hundred people remained in the church.57 A wedding reception at a restaurant on East 116th Street in Manhattan was disrupted when a latecomer arrived and took the microphone to announce that the city was under invasion from outer space. Guests reportedly grabbed their coats and began to leave, heedless of the bride’s pleas not to ruin her wedding day. The groom took the microphone and began to sing hymns.58

In Indianapolis, a Methodist service was disrupted “when an hysterical woman member of the congregation entered shortly after worship had begun,” the Indianapolis Star reported. The woman hurried to the pulpit, telling the pastor, “Something so terrible has happened that I must interfere.” She announced that “New York has been destroyed” and added: “I believe the end of the world has come. I heard it over the radio.” The pastor offered a short prayer and excused anyone who wanted to return home. Several members of the choir “doffed robes and went from the church, followed by a portion of the congregation,” the Star reported. But the service continued and the pastor delivered his sermon. Soon, several members of the congregation returned, explaining sheepishly that the alarm had been caused by nothing more than a misunderstood radio show.59

The Baltimore Sun reported a “near riot” at a grocery in suburban Baltimore after a girl came in and told of “a huge meteor” that had fallen in New York City and “a lot of little men [had] jumped out and [begun] killing people.”60

Although it is impossible to estimate the cumulative effects of the false-alarm contagion that night, second- and thirdhand accounts certainly provoked evanescent fear and apprehension among thousands of people who had not listened to the program. These second- and thirdhand accounts usually were not highlighted in newspaper reports of the broadcast but they surely were potent, if only for a short while. Indeed, it is tempting to suggest that what radio-induced fear there was that night was mostly spread by credulous people who heard muddled and fragmentary accounts about the program and set about to alert others. This misguided Paul Revere effect also offers a plausible explanation for the many distorted, wildly inaccurate reports that circulated that night—reports of the smell of poison gas, of fires seen on the New York City skyline, of attack planes ready to drop bombs, of meteorites wiping out towns. The great variation in details suggests that many people who were fear-stricken that night had not heard the Mercury Theatre dramatization but were swept up in a wave of second- and thirdhand accounts. As those accounts proliferated, the storyline of The War of the Worlds became distorted, often beyond recognition.

DRESSING DOWN AN UPSTART MEDIUM

Editorial commentary in newspapers, published in the days following the broadcast, served to deepen and reinforce the notion that the War of the Worlds broadcast had created widespread panic, and that culpability for such reactions rested squarely with radio. An editorial in William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal and American repeated unsubstantiated claims that the program caused hysteria that “was NATIONWIDE and literally MILLIONS OF PEOPLE understood the broadcast to be REAL.”61 It “goes without saying,” the Journal and American declared, “that if the industry, or irresponsible units within the industry, cannot guard against incidents of this nature … it will not long be free from more drastic forms of censorship than it has yet known.”62 Similarly, the Detroit Free Press declared, “Things are reaching such a pass that the radio simply must be cleansed of its evil sensationalism, and if there is no other way to perform the job, it must be through some sort of government action.”63

Raising the prospect of censorship was one of several ways in which newspapers seized on the uproar of the War of the Worlds broadcast to chastise and admonish radio, an increasingly important rival in news gathering and advertising. The newspaper-radio rivalry certainly was not new in 1938. It had taken shape during the 1920s. But by 1938, radio’s immediacy in bringing news to Americans had become all too apparent, and troubling, to newspapers. Radio was becoming the principal medium for reports of breaking news, a trend clearly demonstrated during the war scare in Europe in late summer and fall of 1938: radio carried frequent reports about the territorial demands of Hitler’s Nazi Germany and the acquiescence of Western European states, leading to German annexation of Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland. American newspapers thus had competitive incentives to denounce radio and characterize it as irresponsible and unreliable. Many newspapers seized the chance to do so with enthusiasm. It was an opportunity they could not let pass.

The newspaper trade journal Editor and Publisher warned in an editorial about the War of the Worlds program that “the nation as a whole continues to face the danger of incomplete, misunderstood news over a medium which has yet to prove, even to itself, that it is competent to perform the news job.”64 In an editorial titled “Terror by Radio,” the New York Times reproved the medium, stating: “Radio is new but it has adult responsibilities. It has not mastered itself or the material it uses. It does many things which the newspapers learned long ago not to do, such as mixing its news and advertising…. In the broadcast of ‘The War of the Worlds’ blood-curdling fiction was offered in exactly the manner that real news would have been given and interwoven with convincing actualities…. Radio officials should have thought twice before mingling this new technique with fiction so terrifying.”65 The Richmond Times-Dispatch insisted that “this innocent demonstration of radio frightfulness is no laughing matter” and declared: “The effect of this incident will probably be to impress upon radio stations the necessity of dealing more carefully with both truth and fiction.”66

The Mercury Theatre troupe came in for a good deal of criticism as well. The New York Sun said it suspected that Welles and his colleagues “no doubt are sadder and wiser now, after their experiment with broadcasting dynamite…. It will require no lecture from the Federal Communications Commission to make them resolve never to do it again.”67 The Chicago Tribune, meanwhile, reserved a sneering attack for radio audiences, which it said were not “very bright.” The Tribune added, “Perhaps it would be more tactful to say that some members of the radio audience are a trifle retarded mentally, and that many a program is prepared for their consumption.” The War of the Worlds dramatization, said the Tribune, “was not a hoax; it was fiction, and any normally intelligent man, even if he tuned in late, could not have failed to recognize it for what it was within a minute or two.”68

The broadcast exposed a fundamental flaw in radio, said the Cincinnati Enquirer. “At best,” the newspaper said, “radio is a confusing medium of information. It lacks the means of check-back and confirmation so readily available on the printed page. Thus it is that radio listeners customarily telephoned newspapers for confirmation of important news bulletins broadcast by radio.”69 The Harrisburg Patriot in Pennsylvania likewise took up that theme, saying the War of the Worlds broadcast underscored the preeminent reliability of the print media. “Apart from questions of propriety in putting on the air broadcasts which, though not intended, brought panic to many minds, the significant feature of the Sunday night episode was the sense of dependence which the public continues to have on the newspaper,” the Patriot said. “It continues to be a repository of reliable information and an essential part of the life of the people…. [O]ne hesitates to think what might have happened Sunday night had there been no newspapers to which horror-stricken persons could have turned for relief.”70

Similarly, the New York Herald Tribune declared that “no hoax in print could be misunderstood and suddenly stir masses to panic as did this radio blunder.”71 The Rocky Mountain News in Denver, asserting that newspapers “through the years, have built up a high standard of responsibility,” said that the War of the Worlds program “merely emphasizes the value of the familiar warning: Don’t believe it until you read it.”72 The Herald and Examiner in Chicago said radio would do well to follow the lead of newspapers: “Radio news is frequently unreliable, and often sensational and alarming. Radio news ought to be presented with the same restraint that is exercised by newspapers.”73 The Hartford Courant said that the broadcast “ought to serve a double warning—to the radio industry to watch its step and to the listening public to be wary of believing wild rumors for which the only authority is ‘I heard it over the radio.’ “74

The newspapers soon finished their hectoring. But the notion of the panic broadcast, which newspapers had helped to implant, lives on as a delightfully good story, invariably recalled as that strange and exceptional moment when “millions of people … stampeded police stations and hospitals,” when “terrified citizens [rushed] into the street and caused traffic jams along the East Coast.”75 The myth resides just at the margin of bizarre plausibility, which makes it all the more appealing and memorable.

The War of the Worlds broadcast also has become an enduring frame of reference against which ostensibly exaggerated and irrational fears can be measured. For example, the Wall Street Journal once said: “The long-running scare over asbestos is turning out to be the ‘War of the Worlds’ of environmental panics. As with Orson Welles’ famous scary radio broadcast, the asbestos panic has been whipped up by endless evening news reports about how the nation’s schools were cancer traps” because of the chance of exposure to airborne asbestos.76 As the seventieth anniversary of the famous broadcast approached in 2008, a real estate official in Oklahoma likened nationwide concerns over the downturn in housing markets to the scare supposedly caused by the War of the Worlds dramatization.77

The War of the Worlds also offers a ready example of the malevolent effects of news media content. The famous broadcast suggests that when circumstances are right, the media can create panic and other effects that are unpredictable, disruptive, and wide-ranging. The front-page headlines in American newspapers on October 31, 1938, stand as timeless evidence of such unwanted consequences. But reading closer, beyond the headlines, yields the rich and important insight of how overstated those headlines truly were. Inaccurate reporting gave rise to a misleading historical narrative and produced a savory and resilient media-driven myth.


CHAPTER 3
Murrow vs. McCarthy

Timing Makes the Myth


They’ll have to rewrite the definition of journalism now.

“They Listened to Murrow,” Broadcasting/Telecasting

(15 March 1954): 132



Edward R. Murrow is without question the towering icon, the mythic figure, the “patron saint” of American broadcast journalism.1

The highest awards of the Radio-Television News Directors Association are named for Murrow. Documentaries have celebrated his exploits in journalism. Hagiographies have been written about his life and career. A corner of the Newseum, the $450 million museum of news in downtown Washington, D.C., extols Murrow’s contributions to broadcast journalism. Elsewhere in Washington, a wedge of federal parkland on Pennsylvania Avenue, not far from the White House, is named for Murrow.2 And in the lobby of CBS headquarters in New York, a plaque bears the image of Murrow, the network’s most famous journalist. Murrow, the inscription says, “set standards of excellence that remain unsurpassed.”3

Murrow became a household name as World War II swept across Europe. His radio reports about the Nazi aerial blitz of London in 1940 brought home to Americans the horrors and raw drama of war. His sign-on—“This … is London”—was readily identifiable. Murrow became so prominent and popular that on home leave in 1941, his boat was met by crowds as it docked in New York. CBS threw a banquet at the Waldorf-Astoria exclusively in his honor and 1,100 people showed up. Millions more listened to the tributes on the radio.4 “In the whole history of journalism,” one of his admirers wrote, “perhaps no other reporter [had] become famous quite so fast.”5

Forever sealing the image of Murrow as journalist-hero is the widely accepted view that he single-handedly confronted and took down the most feared and loathsome American political figure of the Cold War, Joseph R. McCarthy, the red-baiting Republican senator from Wisconsin. Murrow, it is often said, stood up to McCarthy when no one else would, or dared,6 and in doing so produced one of American television’s most treasured moments, its “finest half hour.”7

The setting for the legendary confrontation with McCarthy was Murrow’s See It Now program that aired on CBS at 10:30 P.M. on March 9, 1954. See It Now was a thirty-minute, documentary-style show sponsored by the aluminum manufacturer Alcoa. Through clever editing of film of McCarthy in action, Murrow and his See It Now team prepared a powerful indictment, one so compelling that it supposedly stopped the brutal senator in his tracks and set in motion events “that left the tyrant censured by his own Senate colleagues” later that year.8 That Murrow’s 1954 broadcast ended Joe McCarthy’s reign of terror is a compelling story, one of the best-known in American journalism. It also is a media-driven myth.

This chapter examines the emergence of the Murrow-McCarthy myth and offers several reasons for its tenacity, notably the unintended yet fortuitous timing of the See It Now program about McCarthy: the show aired amid a sudden convergence of developments that sent the senator into a tailspin from which he never recovered. In addition, the 2005 motion picture Good Night, and Good Luck, an imaginative cinematic treatment of the famous See It Now program, served to popularize and extend the Murrow-McCarthy myth to another generation of Americans.

Seeding the Murrow-McCarthy myth began soon after the See It Now program aired, with an editorial in Broadcasting/Telecasting magazine that declared: “They’ll have to rewrite the definition of journalism now. No greater feat of journalistic enterprise has occurred in modern times than that performed by Ed Murrow last Tuesday on See It Now. He indicted Sen. McCarthy by word and deed, documenting it as it can be done by television only.”9 Variety soon afterward said Murrow was “practically … a national hero” for presenting such a devastating portrait of McCarthy.10

Admiring biographers helped solidify the myth. Among them was the broadcaster Bob Edwards, who wrote that “in 1954, Murrow demonstrated that TV news possessed a power beyond that of other forms of journalism. He and producer Fred Friendly focused the CBS eye on Senator Joseph McCarthy, exposing McCarthy as a despot and a bully.”11 Ann M. Sperber in her biography, Murrow: His Life and Times, was even more expansive. She wrote that the program on McCarthy “served as a catalytic agent, mobilizing and coalescing opinion, hitherto fragmented, into a nationwide expression of popular sentiment,” without fully explaining just how the thirty-minute program could have produced such an effect.12

Veteran journalists also have promoted the myth. Nat Hentoff, a First Amendment advocate who wrote a column for the Village Voice, once recalled that the program “ended Joe McCarthy’s reign of fear.”13 Daniel Schorr, a veteran CBS newsman and onetime associate of Murrow, declared in 2005 that “Murrow launched the attack on McCarthy long before it was the popular thing to do, and Murrow set the standard for integrity in the media.”14

Anniversaries inevitably have been occasions for recalling and celebrating Murrow’s deed. At the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Murrow program, Joseph Wershba, a former reporter for See It Now, wrote in the New York Times Sunday Magazine, “It took more than one ax to topple Joe McCarthy, but [the See It Now program was] one of the first and most deadly blows.”15 On the fiftieth anniversary in 2004, Broadcasting and Cable magazine recalled: “On March 9, 1954, television stood up and said, ‘No more.’ Edward R. Murrow used his See It Now program to present an unflattering, unvarnished portrait of Sen. Joseph McCarthy and his Communist witch hunt…. The world could see that the emperor had no clothes, and was nuts in the bargain.”16 At the hundredth anniversary of Murrow’s birth in 2008, Marvin Kalb, a former reporter for CBS and NBC, told an audience at the Newseum, “It was the … Murrow broadcast … that did in McCarthy.”17

The never-ending accolades notwithstanding, the evidence is overwhelming that Murrow’s famous program on McCarthy had no such decisive effect, that Murrow in fact was very late in confronting McCarthy, and that he did so only after other journalists had challenged the senator and his tactics for months, even years. Eric Sevareid, Murrow’s friend and CBS colleague, chafed at the misleading interpretation attached to the See It Now program, which, he noted, “came very late in the day.” Sevareid said, “The youngsters read back and they think only one person in broadcasting and the press stood up to McCarthy and this has made a lot of people feel very upset, including me, because that program came awfully late.”18

By the time Murrow’s program on McCarthy aired in March 1954, the senator’s favorability ratings had been sliding for three months, a sharp decline propelled in part by McCarthy’s ill-considered clash with President Dwight D. Eisenhower over the direction of U.S. foreign policy. Gallup Poll data show that McCarthy’s appeal crested in December 1953, when 53 percent of Americans said they had a favorable view of him. McCarthy’s favorable rating had slipped to 40 percent by early January 1954, and to 39 percent in February 1954, when an almost identical number of Americans viewed him unfavorably. By mid-March 1954, the proportion had shifted to 32 percent favorable and 47 percent unfavorable.19
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Figure 6. Edward R. Murrow, the chain-smoking “patron saint” of American broadcast journalism, took on Joseph R. McCarthy in a memorable television program on CBS in March 1954. By then, though, public opinion had begun shifting away from the demagogic senator. [Bettman/Corbis]

Interestingly, this media myth took hold despite the protestations of its central figures. In the days and weeks after the See It Now program, Murrow said he recognized his accomplishments were modest, that at best he had reinforced what others had long said about McCarthy. Jay Nelson Tuck, the television critic for the New York Post, wrote that Murrow felt “almost a little shame faced at being saluted for his courage in the McCarthy matter. He said he had said nothing that… anyone might not have said without a raised eyebrow only a few years ago.”20 Murrow told Newsweek, “It’s a sad state of affairs when people think I was courageous.” And he dismissed the notion the program about McCarthy represented television’s coming of age, saying, “No single show can change a whole medium.”21 Murrow’s collaborator and coproducer, Fred W. Friendly, also rejected claims that the program was pivotal or decisive, writing in his memoir, “To say that the Murrow broadcast of March 9, 1954, was the decisive blow against Senator McCarthy’s power is as inaccurate as it is to say that Joseph R. McCarthy … single-handedly gave birth to McCarthyism.”22

It wasn’t as if Americans in early 1954 were hoping for someone to step up and expose McCarthy, or waiting for a white knight like Murrow to tell them what a toxic threat the senator posed. By then, McCarthy and his tactics were well-known and he had become a target of withering ridicule—a sign of diminished capacity to inspire dread. On the day the See It Now program aired, former president Harry Truman reacted to reports of an anonymous threat against McCarthy’s life by saying: “We’d have no entertainment at all if they killed him.”23 Long before the See It Now program, several prominent journalists—including the Washington-based syndicated columnist Drew Pearson—had become persistent and searching critics of McCarthy, his record, and his tactics. McCarthy tried to destroy Pearson, whose little-remembered reporting on McCarthy is revisited in this chapter.

So why does deflating the Murrow-McCarthy myth matter now, more than fifty-five years after the program was aired, and more than fifty years after McCarthy’s death? The reasons are many, not the least of which is the inherent importance of placing in sharper context a famous early moment in American television. Another reason for examining the Murrow-McCarthy encounter is that it demonstrates how a media-driven myth can take hold despite the protests of its principal figures. Confronting the myth also matters because—as Murrow implicitly suggested in rebuffing acclaim for being courageous—the power and influence of television journalism is often assumed and frequently overstated.

SEE IT NOW, MARCH 9, 1954

Murrow had addressed McCarthy and McCarthyism on See It Now before March 9, 1954, but only indirectly or in passing.24 On that night, however, See It Now was a full frontal attack on the man Murrow repeatedly, almost pejoratively, referred to as “the junior senator from Wisconsin.” Murrow was cool, deliberate, and methodical as he went about puncturing a succession of McCarthy’s half-truths and exaggerated claims.

The See It Now program was titled “A Report on Joseph R. McCarthy,” and it was powerful television. It also was a hearty dose of advocacy journalism. The program often is described as a skilled dissection in which Murrow allowed McCarthy’s “own words [to] define and ultimately destroy him.”25 Murrow characterized the program as just that—a report told “mainly in his own words and pictures.” But “A Report on Joseph R. McCarthy” was far more clever: Murrow and his See It Now team assembled a series of film clips decidedly unflattering to McCarthy.26 The result rightly has been called “a compendium of every burp, grunt, stutter, nose probe, brutish aside, and maniacal giggle the senator had ever allowed to be captured on film.”27

Clips highlighting McCarthy’s oddball appearance and mannerisms—his hulking, menacing presence, his nutty laugh, his five o’clock shadow, his careless grooming that allowed thin strands of greasy hair to creep down his forehead—were among the program’s most revealing and most unforgettable moments. Philip Hamburger, the television critic for the New Yorker, wrote that the Murrow program allowed him his best look yet at McCarthy. “Most of the time,” Hamburger wrote of McCarthy, “he has a petulant, droop-jaw expression, as though, at the very instant he was all set to challenge everybody in the place to step outside.”28

But at least one prominent critic in 1954 was troubled by Murrow’s technique. He was Gilbert Seldes, a friend of Murrow who then was the radio-television columnist for the Saturday Review of Literature. Seldes pointedly criticized Murrow’s selective use of footage of McCarthy. “It was not good politics, from my point of view, to present this menacing figure as an incompetent fool,” Seldes wrote, adding, “Presented conspicuously as [the unflattering images of McCarthy] were, they became the equivalent of the partial truth and the innuendo.” It is more important, Seldes wrote, “to use our communications systems properly than to destroy McCarthy.”29
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Figure 7. McCarthy’s bumbling response to Murrow was televised on CBS in early April 1954. The timing of McCarthy’s unfocused rebuttal helped solidify a sense that Murrow was central to the senator’s downfall. [Bettman/Corbis]

But the program’s little-disguised advocacy and its confrontational style—elements rare these days in network news programs—help explain why it became so memorable and esteemed. “It was great television because it was a showdown between a journalist and a politician,” Nicholas Lemann wrote in the New Yorker in 2006, “but the days when a major figure on network television can pick that kind of fight and openly state political opinions on prime time are long gone.”30

The See It Now team had ample footage of the wild charges and bullying ways of McCarthy, who had burst into national prominence four years earlier. In a series of speeches in February 1950, McCarthy claimed that scores of communists, communist sympathizers, or persons of risk were embedded in the U.S. State Department. McCarthy at first placed that number at 57 in a speech at Wheeling, West Virginia. He soon raised the number to 205 and then 207. The shifting figures clearly suggested that McCarthy “was just ‘winging it,’ making it up as he went along,”31 which he mostly was. Even so, his charges soon won national attention, turning an obscure first-term senator into something of a political celebrity. In the months and years that followed, McCarthy broadened and intensified his attacks, claiming that communists had penetrated the Democratic Party, the Voice of America, and the U.S. Army, among other institutions. He leveled withering and largely undocumented attacks against prominent Americans, accusing them of being willing accomplices in shielding communists or encouraging their anti-American designs. They included Adlai Stevenson, the Democratic presidential nominee in 1952 and 1956; General George C. Marshall, the author of the Marshall Plan for postwar relief in Europe; and Owen Lattimore, an authority on China and the Far East, whom McCarthy accused of being a spy for the Soviet Union. McCarthy even intimated that the loyalty of President Eisenhower should be regarded cautiously.

Few of McCarthy’s wild and reckless accusations proved true. But his charges, usually hurled from the libel-proof protection of the Senate floor, deepened fears, darkened reputations, and inspired the enduring epithet, “McCarthyism”—shorthand for the “stifling of free debate and the denial of constitutional rights by the imputation of communist sympathies.”32 McCarthyism of course predated Joe McCarthy. Truman had imposed loyalty oaths on federal employees in 1947, the year the House Un-American Activities Committee began investigating suspected Hollywood subversives.33 The term McCarthyism first was used by the Washington Post political cartoonist Herbert Block in late March 1950, not long after McCarthy leveled his first charges about communists in the State Department.

Suspicions about communists in the government were neither farfetched nor entirely baseless in the early 1950s. Shortly before McCarthy’s speech in Wheeling, Alger Hiss, a former State Department official, had been sentenced to prison on charges linking him to a communist spy ring. Shortly after the speech, the physicist Klaus Fuchs was convicted on charges of delivering details about the U.S. atomic weapon program to the Soviets.

McCarthy gained power if not prestige as the Republicans won control of Congress in the fall elections in 1952. He was awarded the chairmanship of the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations and from that perch expanded his accusations about communists in government. By March 1954, Murrow and his See It Now team had collected 15,000 feet of film on McCarthy,34 and they made devastatingly effective use of it.

Murrow seemed earnest, even grim, as he opened the show. “Because a report on Senator McCarthy is by nature controversial,” Murrow intoned, staring at the camera in sidelong fashion, “we want to say exactly what we mean to say and I request your permission to read from the script whatever remarks Murrow and Friendly may make. If the Senator believes we have done violence to his words or pictures and desires to speak, to answer himself, an opportunity will be afforded him on this program.”35

Murrow proceeded to demonstrate McCarthy’s taste for half-truth and innuendo. McCarthy was shown laughing at his feigned mistake of confusing Stevenson, the 1952 Democratic presidential candidate, with Hiss, the convicted spy. The program showed the senator denouncing the Democratic Party for “twenty years of treason.” It showed him browbeating obscure witnesses summoned to testify before his subcommittee about the communist threat in education. Murrow wrapped up by accusing McCarthy of repeatedly crossing the fine line between congressional investigation and persecution. “His primary achievement has been in confusing the public mind, as between internal and the external threats of communism,” Murrow declared. “We must not confuse dissent with disloyalty. We must remember always that accusation is not proof and that conviction depends upon evidence and due process of law. We will not walk in fear, one of another. We will not be driven by fear into an age of unreason, if we dig deep in our history and our doctrine, and remember that we are not descended from fearful men—not from men who feared to write, to speak, to associate and to defend causes that were, for the moment, unpopular.”

McCarthy’s actions, Murrow said in closing, “have caused alarm and dismay amongst our allies abroad, and given considerable comfort to our enemies. And whose fault is that? Not really his. He didn’t create this situation of fear; he merely exploited it—and rather successfully. Cassius was right. ‘The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves.’

“Good night,” Murrow said, invoking his signature sign-off, “and good luck.” The show was over and Murrow slumped in his chair, his head down.36

The program drew mostly favorable reaction from television critics. Some of them were thrilled. Jack Gould, the television writer for the New York Times, wrote: “It was crusading journalism of high responsibility and genuine courage. For TV, so often plagued by timidity and hesitation, the program was a milestone.”37 Hamburger of the New Yorker said that Murrow had “brought off an extraordinary feat of journalism.”38 But other critics pointed out that See It Now had offered nothing new about McCarthy. “Murrow said nothing, and his cameras showed nothing, that this and some other newspapers have not been saying—and saying more strongly—for three or four years,” the New York Post’s Jay Nelson Tuck said in his review. “The news was in the fact that television was saying it at all.”39

Popular reaction to the program was said to have been something else—wildly enthusiastic and congratulatory. CBS headquarters in New York and its affiliated stations elsewhere in the country reportedly were inundated with telephone calls, letters, and telegrams, the sentiments of which were overwhelmingly in Murrow’s favor. Friendly, Murrow’s collaborator, estimated that CBS received as many as one hundred thousand letters about the program,40 and messages came from the notable and the anonymous. Earl Warren, the chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, sent a note. So did Albert Einstein. And the reaction was “far from being an East Coast or liberal-elitist phenomenon,” Sperber, Murrow’s biographer, wrote. She said that “the show’s success was based in large part on strong grass-roots support… proving once again that Murrow knew his audience and the trap, to be avoided, of preaching to the converted.”41

Everywhere he went, Ed Murrow seemed to be a man of the hour. The doorman shook Murrow’s hand as he returned to his apartment after the program.42 Patrons rose to applaud when Murrow and a colleague, Eric Sevareid, walked into a restaurant on the New Jersey Turnpike.43 A similar scene unfolded at the Waldorf in New York, at the Overseas Press Club awards dinner in late March 1954. The fifteen hundred men and women attending “rose in a spontaneous standing ovation as Murrow entered the room,” Sperber wrote. In Europe, the newspapers “went crazy, they were delighted; it was like America coming into her own again,” according to Sperber’s account.44

More recent research suggests that public reaction to the program on McCarthy was far more restrained than Sperber, Friendly, and other biographers suggested. In an exhaustive review of 2,107 editorials and 2,343 letters to the editor published in fourteen leading U.S. newspapers and four national magazines in the three weeks following the program, journalism historian Brian Thornton reported finding only three editorials and five letters that discussed the Murrow-McCarthy program. Had the program stirred “a powerful tidal wave of admiration … it is hard to explain why more enthusiasm did not show up in letters to the editor and editorial pages of the newspapers and magazines at that time,” Thornton wrote.45

There is, he concluded, “little published evidence to support the notion, advanced in several Murrow biographies and in many journalism history books, claiming that the vast majority of the people publicly honored Murrow in March 1954, thanking him for exposing McCarthy.” Thornton noted that intervening years “have added a golden glow to the reaction to Murrow’s program about McCarthy that was not evident in much of the print press in March 1954-”46

Even so, the See It Now program on McCarthy helped to seal Murrow’s reputation as “the white knight of the airwaves.”47 But the legendary status that came to be associated with the program obscured and diminished the contributions of journalists who had taken on McCarthy years earlier, at a time when doing so was quite risky. And at least two of them paid a stiff price for challenging the senator.

A SEVENTEEN-PART EXPOSÉ

In September 19 51—two and a half years before Murrow’s See It Now program on McCarthy—the New York Post published an exuberantly bare-knuckled series about the senator. The series, which ran to seventeen installments, is seldom recalled in the historiography of the McCarthy period. But it was raw, aggressive, unflattering, and insulting. And it represented “the first comprehensive newspaper account of [McCarthy’s] curious public career.”48

The Post’s series was accompanied by the logo “Smear Inc.” and the first installment carried the headline, “The One-Man Mob of Joe McCarthy.” It made no bow to even-handedness. “This is the story of a hoax,” the opening salvo read. “It may turn out to be the most fabulous hoax of the century. It is the story of Joseph Raymond McCarthy, the junior Senator from Wisconsin. The magnificence of the hoax would have intrigued Barnum.”49

The article described the major topics to be addressed in installments to follow, including irregularities in McCarthy’s income tax returns; his hypocrisy in impugning the patriotism “of thousands in government service” while having used political connections “to get out of the Marine Corps seven months before” the end of World War II, and his accepting $10,000 from a company that had received millions of dollars in government contracts. “McCarthy has raced to the fore with breakneck speed,” the Post observed. “In the course of his careening, reckless, headlong drive down the road to political power and personal fame, he has smashed the reputations of countless men, destroyed Senate careers, splattered mud on the pages of 20 years of national history, confused and distracted the public mind, bulldozed press and radio.”50

The first installment also pointed to the source of McCarthy’s power: “By constant practice he has learned that all one needs to defeat or at least immobilize an opponent is to charge that he is linked with the Soviet enemy or just suggest that he has been in the past, might be now, or could conceivably be linked in the future.”51

The series concluded on Sunday, September 23, 19 51, with an article headlined: “Sen. McCarthy: Past Cloudy, Present Windy, Future Foggy.” The closing installment likened McCarthy to “a drunk at a party who was funny half an hour ago but now won’t go home. McCarthy is camped in America’s front room trying to impress everybody by singing all the dirty songs and using all the four-letter words he knows. The jokes are pointless, the songs unfunny, the profanity a bore.”52 While acknowledging that “the McCarthy story isn’t over; perhaps the biggest chapters are yet to come,” the article zeroed in on the senator’s political shortcomings and intellectual limitations. “McCarthy has neither a disciplined mind nor a master plan,” the Post said. “He is strictly the operator eyeing the main chance. Communism is his gold mine and he is working it for all it has, but beyond that he has no strategy. His essential roguishness and irresponsibility—so grotesquely magnified and highlighted in this whole Communist fight—work to betray him.”53

The Post closed the series on a hopeful note that proved premature. “In more places than ever before,” it said, “the methods in McCarthy’s madness are being questioned and men in high and low places are summoning up the nerve to ask questions about him. That could be the beginning of Joe McCarthy’s end.”54 But in fact, the series turned out to be the source of no small amount of trouble for the Post and its editor, James A. Wechsler.

Wechsler was twice summoned before McCarthy’s subcommittee in 1953, ostensibly to answer in closed hearings about books he had written during the three years he belonged to the Communist Youth League. But the sessions quickly became an inquiry into the Post and its editorial policies, as well as Wechsler’s communist past. Wechsler styled himself a “responsive but not friendly witness”55 and the hearing transcript shows that on occasion he sparred deftly with McCarthy. At one point, Wechsler told the senator his newspaper “is as bitterly opposed to Joe Stalin as it is to Joe McCarthy, and we believe that a free society can combat both.”56

Wechsler characterized the hearing as little more than “a reprisal against a newspaper and its editor for their opposition to the methods of this committee’s chairman. In short, I believe I have been called here by Senator McCarthy, not because of anything I wrote or did fifteen or eighteen years ago—none of which I ever concealed—but because of what my newspaper has said about the committee’s chairman in very recent times.”57 Wechsler also likened his appearance to “something of a nightmare,” given that he was placed in the position of “defending myself against the insinuation that I did not break with the Communists 15 years ago.”58 McCarthy was unimpressed by Wechsler’s avowals and suggested that the Post was serving the communist cause. He likened the newspaper to the Daily Worker, the publication of the American Communist Party.59

Rival newspapers such as the New York Times and Washington Post condemned McCarthy’s bullying of Wechsler. In an editorial following release of the hearing transcript, which ran to 189 pages,60 the Washington Post declared: “It is outrageous that the vitally important power of the Senate to conduct investigations should be prostituted in this way to gratify the personal vindictiveness of an individual committee chairman.”61

The closed-doors encounter with McCarthy ended unhappily for Wechsler. He ultimately complied with the senator’s request and turned over names of people he had known to be communists from his days in the Communist Youth League. Wechsler said he agonized about whether to give the names to McCarthy. “I did not believe there was a clear-cut right or wrong, and I found myself weighing rival expediencies,” he wrote in a memoir in 1953. “It was wrong to expose others to McCarthy’s wickedness, but it was equally wrong, in my judgment, to embrace the principle that a former communist should tell nothing to anyone. Whatever I did was bound to be misconstrued.”62 Among the names Wechsler yielded was that of Murray Kempton, who had a long career as a columnist for the Post and, later, for Newsday, where he won a Pulitzer Prize for commentary.

MCCARTHY’S IMPLACABLE MEDIA FOE

During the years of his communists-in-government campaign, McCarthy had no more relentless, implacable, or scathing foe in the news media than Drew Pearson, the lead writer of the syndicated muckraking column Washington Merry-Go-Round. The column featured nuggets of gossip, leaked disclosures, and embarrassing scoops uncovered by Pearson and his legmen. Merry-Go-Round was hardly a model of elegant prose. Pearson, who stood six feet tall and wore a trademark mustache, wrote in a breathless, staccato fashion. Time magazine once likened the column to “jottings [written] on an envelope in a lurching taxicab.”63

Pearson readily made enemies, and almost seemed to relish doing so. He received mail addressed to the “SOB,” after President Harry Truman had invoked the epithet to describe him.64 The biographer of James V. Forrestal, the first U.S. secretary of defense and one of the columnist’s frequent targets, called Pearson “a muckraking journalist of demonic dimensions,” “the self-appointed Grand Inquisitor of Washington officialdom.”65

Pearson was something of a throwback—an activist muckraker eager to inject himself as a participant in Washington’s political scene. Jack Anderson, a legman for Pearson who became his collaborator on Washington Merry-Go-Round, recalled that “Drew was forever meddling in affairs of state, needling congressmen to do his bidding, even writing speeches for them to deliver on the floor. He believed that to get the job done he must intrude during all phases of the battle. Not only would he expose the abuse, he would hound the tribunal until it investigated, instruct witnesses on their testimony, propagandize the galleries, help draft the remedial legislation, and write a popular history of the affair.”66

Arthur Herman, the author of a revisionist study of McCarthy, noted that Pearson would be “hard to understand in terms of today’s Washington media. A strong and fervent liberal, he was a political commentator, investigative journalist, gossip columnist, and political blackmailer rolled into one. No other single person, neither journalist nor politician, looms as large in the effort to derail McCarthy.”67

By the time of McCarthy’s rise in early 1950, Pearson had been writing Washington Merry-Go-Round for seventeen years and had branched out into radio and television. “Generally,” Pearson said in an interview for a cover story in Time magazine in 1948, “I just operate with a sense of smell: if something smells wrong, I go to work.”68 For Pearson, the smell-detector alarm had to have been set to clanging upon learning of McCarthy’s incendiary charges in early 1950 about communists in the State Department.

Pearson has been recognized as the first columnist to take on McCarthy, and the first to identify the likely source of McCarthy’s claims of communist infiltration of the State Department.69 Pearson first wrote about McCarthy’s wild allegations on February 18, 1950, just days after McCarthy had begun raising them. Pearson called McCarthy the “harumscarum” senator and said that when he “finally was pinned down, he could produce … only four names of State Department officials whom he claimed were communists.

“A careful scrutiny of these names is important,” Pearson wrote. “Of the four accused by McCarthy, one, Dr. Harlow Shapley, at no time worked for the State Department. Two, Gustavo Duran and Mrs. Mary Jane Keeney, resigned four years ago; the fourth, John Service, was reinstated after a prolonged and careful investigation and after virtual apologies to him for ever questioning his loyalty.”70 Pearson also called attention to similarities in McCarthy’s charges and those that had been raised three years earlier by Bartel Jonkman, a Republican congressman from Michigan. And Jonkman’s charges had been discredited, Pearson noted.71

McCarthy persisted in his allegations about communists in the State Department and Pearson returned to the topic a week later, seeming almost to let the senator down softly while thoroughly dismantling his charges. “The Senator from Wisconsin has been a healthy watchdog of some government activities, but the alleged communists which he claims are sheltered in the State Department just aren’t,” Pearson wrote, dismissing them as “stale subversives.” McCarthy, Pearson added, had based his allegations on an outdated and discredited list of subversives that had been examined by Congress three years earlier. Most of the suspects on McCarthy’s list “were either ousted or, after thorough examination, found to be OK,” Pearson wrote. Pearson also noted that he had covered the State Department for about twenty years, during which time he had been “the career boys’ severest critic. However, knowing something about State Department personnel, it is my opinion that Senator McCarthy is way off base.”72

Pearson soon after described the calculated and expedient way in which McCarthy landed on his communists-in-government campaign: it was a surefire issue on which to run for reelection in 1952. “Today,” Pearson wrote in his column of March 14, 1950, “… Republican leaders are getting unhappier by the minute at the antics of the junior senator from Wisconsin.” Pearson also reviewed McCarthy’s tax troubles with Wisconsin authorities, who in 1943 claimed McCarthy had failed to disclose $42,000 in income. “Joe explained that he had made some money speculating in stocks while he was out of the United States and not a citizen of Wisconsin; therefore, he didn’t have to pay a state income tax,” Pearson wrote. “However, McCarthy still held office as a state judge at the same time he claimed he was not a citizen of Wisconsin, and in the end, tax authorities accepted a compromise payment.”73

In 1944, McCarthy reported receiving $18,000 from his father, brother, and brother-in-law as campaign contributions in McCarthy’s unsuccessful Senate primary race. “But when the campaign smoke was over,” Pearson wrote, “it was discovered that McCarthy’s father didn’t have enough income to file a tax return himself, while neither the brother [nor] brother-in-law filed an income of more than $2,000. Where they got the $18,000 nobody yet knows.”74

Pearson renewed his probing of McCarthy’s checkered past by revealing in his column of April 19, 1950, that McCarthy had been paid $10,000 for a 7,000-word article, the material for which McCarthy had “obtained in the course of his government-financed trip” in 1948. McCarthy was paid $1.33 a word, Pearson figured, a rate that “would make most authors green with jealousy.” McCarthy’s benefactor, Pearson said, was Carl Strandlund of Lustron Corp., a manufacturer of prefabricated housing that had received millions of dollars in government support through the Reconstruction Finance Corporation.75

Driving the McCarthy-Lustron arrangement, Pearson wrote, was that the senator “was in need of financial aid” and the company “was in need of congressional aid” to fend off a prospective investigation into its management and production troubles. “Actually,” Pearson wrote, “the $10,000 Strandlund paid to McCarthy was part of the [Reconstruction Finance Corporation] millions the government had advanced Strandlund.”76 Lustron filed for bankruptcy in 1950.

Pearson’s inquiries embarrassed and angered McCarthy, who began entertaining thoughts of doing him harm. Not long after Pearson reported Lustron’s $10,000 payment to McCarthy, Joseph B. Keenan, an assistant U.S. attorney general, overheard McCarthy speaking with friends about killing Pearson or causing him serious injury. Pearson’s diary entry for April 21, 1950, described Keenan as “very much worried” when he told Pearson what he had heard. “McCarthy pointed out to his friends that he would be a hero with many Senators if he could pull my teeth, break my insteps permanently, or break fifteen ribs,” Pearson’s diary entry said. “I don’t know where he got the figure fifteen. Joe [Keenan] was so worried he wanted to talk to J. Edgar Hoover. He said that McCarthy was something of a madman.” Pearson said he was undeterred, and two nights later he closed his radio program by likening McCarthy and his tactics to the late seventeenth-century witchcraft trials in Massachusetts.77

At first, Pearson did not seriously believe that McCarthy meant him harm. But he wasn’t so sure after the senator delivered a threat in person in May 1950, at a Gridiron Club dinner in Washington. McCarthy placed a hand on Pearson’s arm and muttered, “Someday I’m going to get a hold of you and really break your arm.”78 The threats turned out to be a prelude to a brief but violent encounter at the fashionable Sulgrave Club in Washington, D.C. The Sulgrave occupies a late Gilded Age, Beaux-Arts mansion at DuPont Circle. In the 1950s, it was a hush-hush meeting place for Washington socialites and powerbrokers. The club prided itself on insuring privacy and permitted no photographers to enter. “So when history is made, as it often is, it is pictorially unrecorded,” the Washington Post once observed.79

In late 1950, a twenty-seven-year-old socialite named Louise Tinsley (“Tinnie”) Steinman invited both Pearson and McCarthy to join her guests at dinner at the Sulgrave. Steinman seated the men at the same table and they traded gibes and insults throughout the evening. Pearson and McCarthy “are the two biggest billygoats in the onion patch, and when they began butting, all present knew history was being made,” Time magazine said about their encounter.80 McCarthy repeatedly told Pearson of plans to attack the columnist in a speech in the Senate. Pearson in turn chided McCarthy on his tax troubles in Wisconsin.81 As the evening ended, McCarthy confronted Pearson in the Sulgrave’s coat check room. Accounts differ about what happened. Pearson said McCarthy pinned his arms to one side and kneed him twice in the groin. McCarthy said he slapped Pearson, hard, with his open hand. A third account, offered by a radio broadcaster friendly to McCarthy, said the senator slugged Pearson, a blow so powerful that it lifted Pearson three feet into the air.82 Senator Richard Nixon, who also was a guest at Tinnie Steinman’s party, intervened to break up the encounter.83

Pearson said he was keenly embarrassed by McCarthy’s assault but insisted the senator had caused no harm. Pearson also claimed to be unworried by McCarthy’s threat to denounce him on the Senate floor, saying, “The Senator’s speeches are as ineffective as his pugilistic powers.”84 But Pearson soon learned otherwise. McCarthy followed through on his threat and assailed the columnist in vicious speeches in the Senate. They were unalloyed McCarthyism. He denounced the columnist as the “diabolically” clever “voice of international communism,” a “prostitute of journalism,” a “sugar-coated voice of Russia,” and a “Moscow-directed character assassin.”85 McCarthy aimed a threat at Adam Hat Stores Inc., principal sponsor of Pearson’s Sunday night radio program, declaring that “anyone who buys from a store that stocks an Adams [sic] hat is unknowingly contributing at least something to the cause of international communism by keeping this communist spokesman on the air.”86 A week later, Adam Hat said it would not renew its sponsorship of Pearson’s program, citing “a planned change in advertising media for 1951.”87

Pearson’s staff claimed that McCarthy reprinted his Senate speeches attacking the columnist and mailed them at taxpayers’ expense to 1,900 newspapers. What’s more, the staff wrote, “copies of these speeches have been put in the hands of rival newspaper syndicate salesmen for discreet use in efforts to sell rival columns.”88 Pearson brought a $5.1 million lawsuit against McCarthy and ten others in 19 51, alleging assault, libel, and conspiracy.89 In a deposition taken in the case, Pearson claimed that losing the Adam Hat sponsorship cut his gross radio income to $ 100,000 from $250,000.90 “I suppose no one newspaperman suffered more economically than I did from Joe McCarthy,” Pearson mused a few years later.91

In the wake of McCarthy’s attack, Pearson discussed moving his radio program to CBS. He discussed that prospect with the president of CBS, Frank Stanton, who seemed enthusiastic about the idea. Later, however, Stanton said that time could not be cleared on the CBS lineup to accommodate Pearson’s program. Unofficially, Pearson was told that Murrow “was really the man who had emphatically turned thumbs down.”92 Precisely why is unclear. But Pearson never forgot the slight. A few weeks after the See It Now report on McCarthy, Pearson wrote in his diary: “I couldn’t help but remember how Ed Murrow vetoed my going on CBS after McCarthy’s first attack on me in December 1950.”93
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Figure 8. Drew Pearson, the energetic muckraking columnist, took on McCarthy years before Murrow’s program in 1954. McCarthy was so angered by Pearson’s probing that he physically assaulted the columnist at an exclusive club in Washington in 1950. [Courtesy Tyler Abell/American University Archives]

WHY WAS MURROW SO LATE?

So why was Murrow so late in confronting McCarthy? Why did Murrow wait until Pearson and Wechsler and other journalists had challenged McCarthy when the risks of doing so were acute and even painful? Why did Murrow move only after McCarthy’s power had fallen into a terminal decline? Such questions have been posed many times over the years, with answers that never have been fully satisfactory. It’s possible that Murrow before 1954 was in no mood for what would be an epic confrontation. He may have sensed that the early 1950s, when the United States was at war against communist North Korea, were not especially propitious for an all-out challenge to an anticommunist senator.94 Or Murrow simply may have been resting on laurels won covering World War II, while settling in to the Person to Person interview show with celebrities on Friday nights.95 Or he may have been figuring out ways of tapping the power of television, which in 1954 passed the threshold of acceptance into more than half the households in the United States.96

Another factor may lie in the well-recognized tendency of television to follow the lead of print media. The See It Now program on McCarthy suggested this predilection in more than one respect. Journalists such as Pearson had long before prepared the way for Murrow’s report on McCarthy. And Murrow borrowed sentiments expressed by his print colleagues. Murrow’s closing commentary about McCarthy—which has been called “the most dramatic, eloquent, and influential oration ever delivered by a television journalist”97—echoed the words and sentiments expressed just two days before in James Reston’s column in the New York Times.

Reston wrote: “Senator McCarthy did not create this situation; he merely exploited it, increasing the fear in the process, but he has been permitted to exploit it so successfully that he has established a technique which is likely to go regardless of his presence.”98 Murrow said in his closing commentary: “The actions of the junior senator from Wisconsin have caused alarm and dismay amongst our allies abroad, and given considerable comfort to our enemies. And whose fault is that? Not really his. He didn’t create this situation of fear; he merely exploited it—and rather successfully.”

A far more interesting question, though, is: What explains the tenacity of the Murrow-McCarthy myth? Why did it take such firm hold, especially in the face of objections by the program’s central actors, Murrow and Friendly? Several reasons present themselves.

Mythologizing the See It Now program of March 9, 1954, serves to affirm television’s sometimes tenuous claim to seriousness of purpose. Enveloping the program in heroic terms is a way to identify and celebrate the potential of broadcast journalism, which often has been criticized for superficiality and a taste for the trivial. As it became an inescapable presence in American living rooms in the 1950s, television needed a hero and a heroic moment. Murrow and his “Report on Joseph R. McCarthy” were both, representing a totem, a gold standard for an often-beleaguered and much-criticized medium.

The communications scholar Gary Edgerton has addressed this question notably well, writing: “In a deep and heartfelt sense, Murrow is the electronic media’s hero for self-justification. Commemorating a ‘patron saint of American broadcasting’ is also an act of testimony to the tenets of fairness, commitment, conscience courage, and social responsibility which compose the Murrow tradition for broadcast journalism.”99

The accidental factor of exquisite good timing further explains the myth’s enduring quality. The See It Now program on McCarthy aired during a week when, coincidentally, the senator’s fortunes made an unanticipated yet decisive turn for the worse. The New York Times identified the week as a turning point in a commentary published five days after the program: “With startling suddenness, there arose in the U.S. last week the question: Has the tide turned against McCarthy?”100

The pivotal moment of the decisive week was not Murrow’s program but the disclosure that came two days later about the Army’s allegations that McCarthy and his subcommittee’s counsel, Roy Cohn, had exerted pressure in an attempt to gain favored treatment for G. David Schine, Cohn’s friend and assistant who had been drafted into military service. The Army’s unwillingness to extend special treatment to Schine had inspired McCarthy’s charges a few weeks earlier about suspected communists in the Army.

The Army’s allegations were “the climax of a week of wide-ranging counter-attack against Mr. McCarthy,” the Times said. “The counterattack was not concerted. It seemed to spring up spontaneously on many fronts,” and included the See It Now program. Other events that sent McCarthy reeling that week included a stinging attack leveled by Ralph W. Flanders, a fellow Republican senator who accused McCarthy of trying to shatter the party. “It was a week of steady siege for Mr. McCarthy,” the Times said, noting that “the general feeling was that he was on the defensive, and in the novel position of being forced to do battle on ground not of his own choosing.”101 Such auspicious timing certainly contributed to the See It Now program’s being regarded as a moment of singular importance. It was, after all, far easier to recall Murrow’s provocative television program than to keep straight the allegations the Army lodged against McCarthy and Cohn and Schine. The senator’s inept and clumsy televised response to Murrow in early April 1954 further highlighted Murrow’s role, however belated, in McCarthy’s unraveling.

The Times analysis was perceptive and on target: the week was decisive. The Army’s charges posed an unparalleled threat to McCarthy and signaled his collapse. The charges were a centerpiece of thirty-six days of Senate hearings in the spring and summer of 1954, hearings that the then-fledgling ABC network televised live. The Army-McCarthy hearings left the senator badly weakened and enabled his censure by the Senate in December 1954. After that, McCarthy fell into political eclipse and died from alcohol-related illness in 1957.

Years later, Fred Friendly acknowledged the decisive importance of the televised Army-McCarthy hearings. “What made the real difference” in toppling McCarthy, Friendly said, “wasn’t the Murrow program but the fact that ABC decided to run the Army-McCarthy hearings. People saw the evil right there on the tube. ABC helped put the mirror up to Joe McCarthy.”102 The Murrow-McCarthy myth was sealed for another generation with the release in 2005 of Good Night, and Good Luck, the dramatic cinematic retelling of the See It Now program on McCarthy. George Clooney directed the film and starred as a slightly pudgy, ever-earnest Fred Friendly. David Strathairn played a twitchy, mirthless, ever-smoking Murrow.

Good Night, and Good Luck was released in black and white, to lend a 1950s feel, and incorporated archival footage of McCarthy from the original See It Now program. Although the movie never explicitly said as much, it left an inescapable impression that Murrow courageously and single-handedly stopped McCarthy.103 Many reviewers saw it that way. The Baltimore Sun called the movie a “factual account of how pioneer CBS broadcaster Edward R. Murrow … took down the rabid anti-communist witch-hunter Senator Joseph R. McCarthy at the height of the Cold War.”104 A critic for the Christian Science Monitor said that Good Night, and Good Luck paid “homage to CBS news legend Edward R. Murrow for going up against anticommunist crusader Sen. Joseph McCarthy, chairman of the House Un-American Activities Committee [sic], when few in the ’50s-era media would dare.”105 Good Night, and Good Luck, said the New York Times, offered a timeless reminder to journalists “that it may take a … willingness to risk career and more, to bring government to account.”106

Roger Ebert of the Chicago Sun-Times said that Good Night, and Good Luck was about “a group of professional newsmen who with surgical precision remove a cancer from the body politic. They believe in the fundamental American freedoms, and in Sen. Joseph McCarthy they see a man who would destroy those freedoms in the name of defending them…. The instrument of his destruction is Edward R. Murrow, a television journalist above reproach.”107

There is no small irony in journalism’s veneration of Murrow, who died in 1965. He was hardly a “journalist above reproach.” On his employment application at CBS, Murrow added five years to his age and claimed to have majored in college in international relations and political science.108 In fact, he had been a speech major at Washington State.109 Murrow also passed himself off as holding a master’s degree from Stanford University, a degree he never earned.110 During the 1956 presidential election campaign, Murrow privately counseled Stevenson, the Democratic candidate for president, on “the finer points of speaking to the camera.”111 These days, such lapses would surely disqualify Murrow, or any journalist, from positions of prominence in America’s mainstream news media.
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In the vernacular of American journalism, spiked is an especially loathsome term, evoking as it does the shame and humiliation of self-censorship. Spiked typically means that a perfectly good, usually provocative news story is suppressed for reasons other than accuracy or good taste. Pressures from outside sources—be they politicians, advertisers, or representatives of other powerful interests—usually are to blame when a news story is spiked.

In early April 1961, the New York Times bowed to pressure from the White House of President John F. Kennedy and “spiked” or “killed” its detailed report about the pending Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba.1 The Times’s purported self-censorship took place just ten days before the invasion, which failed utterly in its objective of toppling the Cuban revolutionary leader, Fidel Castro. The invasion force of CIA-trained Cuban exiles gave up in less than three days and the Kennedy presidency, as well as U.S. standing in the Caribbean and the world, suffered a humiliating setback. Had the Times not censored itself, had the Times gone ahead and reported all that it knew, the ill-fated invasion might well have been scuttled and a national embarrassment avoided.

Or so the story goes.

The story of the Times’s purported spiking has been called the “symbolic journalistic event of the 1960s.”2 It has been recounted in scores of books, journals, newspapers, and other periodicals over the years. It offers supposedly timeless lessons about the perils of self-censorship, about the risks of yielding to pressure to withhold sensitive information on national security grounds, and about the hazards of journalists surrendering to the government’s agenda. It often is cited as an object lesson—“an instructive case study”3—about what can happen when independent news media give in to power-wielding authorities.

Versions vary as to what supposedly transpired between the Times and the Kennedy administration. The Times is often described as having yielded without much of a fight. Howard Kurtz, the Washington Post media writer, wrote a few years ago that “Kennedy pressed the Times successfully to withhold most details of the impending Bay of Pigs invasion.”4 The Tampa Tribune has called it a “classic example of the clash between the public’s right to know and government secrecy … when The New York Times learned of a plan to invade Cuba. President Kennedy pressured Times executives to kill the story, which he insisted would be damaging. The Times agreed.”5

It also has been said that the Times’s act of self-censorship cost untold lives: “Newspapers, including the mighty New York Times, have withheld stories after the government warned that national security and American lives could be jeopardized,” a columnist for the St. Petersburg Times in Florida once wrote, adding: “The Bay of Pigs fiasco is the best example. President Kennedy persuaded the New York Times, which had gotten wind of plans for the ill-fated invasion, to sit on the story. Had the Times gone with the story, the invasion might have been scratched and many lives saved.”6

Another durable version has it that Kennedy soon regretted arm-twisting the Times. The Washington Post once noted that Kennedy “went so far as to indicate his regret that he had successfully persuaded the New York Times to delay a story that would have revealed in advance the preparations for the Bay of Pigs.”7 And a columnist for the Chicago Sun-Times once wrote that “the New York Times’ publisher agreed not to run reports of the upcoming Bay of Pigs invasion, an act of self-censorship that even President John F. Kennedy later regretted.”8

In other retellings, the editors of the Times were the ones left with agonizing regret. The Christian Science Monitor once described how Kennedy “successfully appealed to the patriotism of the New York Times not to publish a story about the then-forthcoming Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba. Times editors later publicly regretted acceding to the presidential plea.”9 The New York Times itself has found lessons in its purported spiking. “There have been times in this paper’s history when editors have decided not to print something they knew,” the Times said in an editorial a few years ago. “In some cases, like the Kennedy administration’s plans for the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion, it seems in hindsight that the editors were over-cautious.”10

The anecdote about the Times’s self-censorship is potent, compelling, instructive, and timeless. It also is apocryphal, a media-driven myth. As this chapter shows, the Times did not spike reports about the pending invasion of Cuba. In fact, the Times’s reports about preparations for the invasion were fairly detailed and prominently displayed on the front page in the days before the assault. Moreover, the notion that Kennedy asked or persuaded the Times to suppress, hold back, or dilute any of its reports about the impending Bay of Pigs invasion is utter fancy. There is no evidence that Kennedy or his administration knew in advance about the Times report of April 7, 1961, a front-page article that lies at the heart of this media myth.11 There is no evidence that Kennedy or anyone in his administration lobbied or persuaded the Times to hold back or spike that story, as so many accounts have said.

Notably, the recollections of none of the principal figures in the Bay of Pigs-New York Times suppression myth say that Kennedy pressured the newspaper’s editors. These include the memoirs of Turner Catledge, then the managing editor of the Times; of James (Scotty) Reston, then the chief of the Times’s Washington bureau; of Pierre Salinger, Kennedy’s press secretary; and of Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., an award-winning Harvard historian who was a White House adviser to Kennedy. In addition, a compelling insider’s account written by Harrison E. Salisbury, a former Times foreign correspondent and senior editor, says flatly that the Kennedy White House neither knew about nor meddled in the newspaper’s deliberations about its preinvasion coverage.12 The evidence is persuasive that Kennedy was unaware of the Times article of April 7, 1961, before its publication. Kennedy did consider contacting the newspaper’s executives after the fact, to call their attention to a passage in the article that dramatically overstated the size of the Cuban exile force.

This chapter also presents evidence that the Bay of Pigs-New York Times suppression myth stems from confusion with a separate episode during the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, when Kennedy did ask the Times to postpone publication of a report about the Soviets having deployed nuclear-tipped weapons in Cuba. On that occasion, when the prospect of a nuclear exchange seemed to be in the balance, the Times complied.

Addressing and dismantling the Bay of Pigs-New York Times suppression myth is essential for reasons that go beyond the importance of setting straight the historical record. Exposing the myth demonstrates how the Kennedy administration sought to deflect blame for the Bay of Pigs and make a scapegoat of the Times. On separate occasions in 1961 and 1962, Kennedy told the senior executives of the Times that had the newspaper published more about the impending assault on Cuba, the invasion might have been scuttled. Such an interpretation, of course, shifts responsibility away from the authorities who possessed the power to order an invasion of a sovereign state. Puncturing the suppression myth, then, allows blame for the Bay of Pigs fiasco to be more properly and accurately apportioned.

THE HEART OF A MYTH

The suppression myth revolves around a report filed by Tad Szulc, a veteran Polish-born correspondent for the Times. Szulc was described by Salisbury as striking the quintessential look of a secret agent, with “classical tan trench coat and all.”13 Szulc also was notably “news prone,” in that important developments seemed to break out wherever he went.14 The Times would send him places, recalled his son, Anthony, and upon his arrival the bullets would suddenly be flying.15

Szulc’s “news proneness” was with him in late March 1961 as he returned to the United States after a six-year assignment in Latin America. He was to take up a position in the Times’s Washington bureau. En route, Szulc stopped in Miami to visit acquaintances. “As I landed in Miami,” he wrote later, “nothing could have been further from my mind than Cuba or the exiles’ plans to launch an invasion to topple Premier Fidel Castro’s regime. Having covered many phases of the Cuban story after Castro’s capture of power, I was naturally aware of the exiles’ activities in general…. But for all practical purposes, Cuba no longer was my story and I had no reason to concern myself with any of it.

“Yet,” he added, “even before I finished that first martini [after arriving], I was suddenly and deeply enmeshed in the invasion story.” Within two days, Szulc had pieced together the outline of CIA-backed plans to attempt to topple Castro with an invasion force of Cuban exiles who had been trained in Guatemala.16

The CIA’s planning was enveloped in little or no secrecy, Szulc found. “It was,” he said later, “the most open operation which you can imagine.”17 It had all the makings of an explosive story. Szulc soon went to New York to confer with senior editors at the Times. “I felt that it would not be advisable to discuss the story over an open telephone line with my superiors,” Szulc wrote. “The details [about the preinvasion plans] were too startling and too unbelievable.”18 In New York, it was agreed that Szulc would return to Miami to continue gathering details about the invasion plans. He was on the story full-time.

On his way to Miami, he stopped in Washington to confer with Re-ston, the Times bureau chief, and with officials in the Kennedy administration. According to his son, Szulc also met with the CIA director, Allen Dulles, at a private dinner in Georgetown, arranged by Szulc’s uncle, John C. Wiley, a retired U.S. ambassador.

After dinner “they got down to business,” Anthony Szulc said. Dulles told Tad Szulc that he was familiar with the story Szulc was working on, and said “for the good of the country, it would be better if this [story] did not go out.” Szulc thought for a moment and replied, “I appreciate everything you’re saying, but I consider it my duty and obligation to report the news … and I don’t see any way I can withhold it.”

OK, Dulles simply said. “I understand.”19

Anthony Szulc recalled that his father related the story in 1997. “I told him,” Anthony Szulc said, “‘that’s quite a story.’ And he said, ‘Yeah, yeah.’ He made it sound as if it was all in a day’s work.”20

Back in Miami, Szulc teamed up with Stuart Novins, a CBS reporter, with whom he exchanged information and impressions.21 By noon on April 6, 1961, Szulc had collected enough details to begin composing a dispatch that said five thousand to six thousand Cuban exiles had been trained in a plan to overthrow Castro.22 Szulc also wrote that invasion plans were in their final stages and that the operation had been organized and directed by the CIA.23 He filed his dispatch by telephone to New York in the afternoon of April 6. The report ran to more than a thousand words and set off a flurry of intense consultations among senior editors. Their deliberations revolved around three elements: Szulc’s characterization of the invasion as imminent, the reference to the operation as CIA-led and directed, and the prominence the report should receive on the Times’s front page.

Catledge, the managing editor, ordered the reference to the invasion’s imminence removed. There were solid reasons for doing so. Reston, consulted at the Washington bureau, concurred. “I had no trouble with printing the facts of the situation,” Reston recalled in his memoirs, “but imminent was a prediction and not a fact.”24 (“The tendency to predict,” Catledge later wrote, “is one of the strongest and most dangerous urges of newspaper reporters.”)25 Moreover, a reference in Szulc’s story to the assault’s imminence would not have been accurate. The article appeared ten days before the invasion, which scarcely could be considered imminent. As Catledge noted, “Szulc himself had reservations about predicting the specific time of the invasion.”26 So references to imminence were deleted.

Catledge also removed reference to the CIA’s sponsorship, instead inserting the more nebulous terms U.S. officials and U.S. experts. His reasoning was that the government had more than a few intelligence agencies, “more than most people realize, and I was hesitant to specify the CIA when we might not be able to document the charge.”27 To anyone familiar with the sometimes rough, give-and-take atmosphere of a newsroom, a place of sharp elbows and often-bruised egos, Catledge’s characterizations carry the ring of authenticity. Catledge may have been cautious in his editing but the alterations he ordered were modest, defensible, and well within the prerogatives of a senior editor on an important and sensitive article. Neither alteration significantly harmed the story.

A more controversial decision centered around the prominence to be given Szulc’s report. The editors charged with designing the Times’s front page had planned to display Szulc’s article beneath a four-column headline. They also were under the mistaken impression that the invasion of Cuba was a day away.28 Four-column display was unusual, though not unheard of, at the Times in the early 1960s. Given the newspaper’s gray, mostly vertical presentation of front-page news, a four-column headline would have signaled “a story of exceptional importance,” as Salisbury noted.29 But without a reference to the invasion’s imminence, a four-column headline was difficult to justify.30 In the end, Szulc’s report remained on the front page, in a prominent position above the fold. But it was displayed beneath a single-column headline that read: “Anti-Castro Units Trained to Fight at Florida Bases.”31

Altering the story’s prominence sparked near-insubordination by the two editors in charge of laying out the paper, assistant managing editor Theodore Bernstein and news editor Lewis Jordan. They were angered by the decision to change the headline size and went to Catledge in protest, saying that it appeared the change was being made for political reasons. They also demanded an audience with Orvil E. Dryfoos, the Times’s president and publisher-to-be.32 According to Catledge, Dryfoos felt “the story must be played down for reasons of national security.”33 Bernstein and Jordan were hardly mollified, and years later they “still burned” with indignation because their judgment had been overridden. “To them the news evaluation ritual was sacred and they were its high priests,” Salisbury wrote. “This process had been contaminated by infidels and they never really got over this.”34

Although the headline size was modified, Szulc’s report hardly can be said to have been played down. It certainly had not been spiked, diluted, or emasculated.35 Szulc’s report, as Catledge wrote, made “perfectly clear to any intelligent reader that the U.S. government was training an army of Cuban exiles who intended to invade Cuba.”36 It began on the front page, above the fold37—a daily newspaper’s most coveted real estate—and was continued onto another page in the front section.38 It spelled out in detail the preparations for the invasion. Appended to the article was a brief report that quoted Novins of CBS as saying that preparations for the invasion of Cuba were nearing their “final stages.”39 So in the end, the disputed characterization of the invasion’s imminence had found its way into the Times after all.40

Szulc, though, later said he was “overcome with indescribable frustration” the next day when he saw his story in the Times. “But events were moving fast and I had no time to dwell on frustrations. For one thing, I was not aware of the drama that had taken place the night before in the newsroom of The New York Times.”41 And yet, two months later, Szulc spoke with a hint of pride about his report of April 7. In testimony before a closed hearing of a Senate Foreign Relations subcommittee, Szulc described how the article had gone “into very considerable detail on the training of Cuban forces in camps in Guatemala, movements then afoot in Florida, and I think we mentioned for the first time there was a camp in Louisiana outside of New Orleans.”42 Szulc had ample opportunity during the closed hearing to criticize the editing of his dispatch. But he did not.

His report of April 7 was not without flaws, however. Notably, the article overstated the strength of what Szulc described as “the external fighting arm of the anti-Castro” exile organization, an umbrella group called the Revolutionary Council. He said the Cuban exile force was 5,000 to 6,000 strong. In reality, its strength was about 1,200 men.

SCANT TIME FOR PREPUBLICATION CONSULTATIONS

The second important component of the suppression myth is that Kennedy was in touch with Times executives, urging them to spike or downplay Szulc’s article. To whom at the Times Kennedy had spoken varies in different versions. David Halberstam claimed that the president called James Reston “and tried to get him to kill” the Szulc report. Kennedy “argued strongly and passionately about what the Szulc story would do to his policy,” Halberstam wrote, adding that the president warned that the Times would risk having blood on its hands were the article published and the invasion a failure.43 Another version was offered by Peter Wyden, who wrote that Dryfoos, the Times’s president, “was in touch with” Kennedy, who “was upset” by plans to publish the report. Wyden wrote that Kennedy “told Dryfoos that he had not even given orders to release the necessary fuel for the operation” and that Dryfoos “was gravely troubled.”44

There is, however, no evidence that Kennedy spoke with anyone at the Times the day Szulc’s dispatch was written, edited, and prepared for publication. The Kennedy Library in Boston says that the White House telephone logs reveal no calls that were placed to Reston, Catledge, or Dryfoos on April 6, 1961.45 Moreover, Kennedy had almost no chance to speak with those executives during the interval from when Szulc’s story arrived at the Times building in midtown Manhattan and when it was set in type. According to Salisbury’s account in his book, Without Fear or Favor, the Szulc dispatch reached the Times during the afternoon of April 6. It was edited and readied for publication by early evening.

Kennedy during that time was otherwise occupied. He spent the last half of the afternoon of April 6, 1961, playing host to Harold Macmillan, the British prime minister, on a lengthy cruise down the Potomac River to Mount Vernon. They traveled aboard the Honey Fitz, a ninety-two-foot presidential yacht. The round trip from Washington on that chilled and windy afternoon lasted two hours and forty minutes. It was 6:25 P.M. when the yacht returned to an Army Engineers dock in Washington, at the end of the outing. Kennedy and Macmillan rode together to the White House, arriving at 6:28 P.M.46 From there, the prime minister went to a dinner at the British embassy. Salisbury’s account indicates that Szulc’s report had been edited and prepared for publication by 7 P.M., leaving only a very small window for Kennedy to have been in touch with Times executives before the first edition of the newspaper hit the streets.

Salisbury’s description in Without Fear or Favor offers the most detailed account of the Times’s deliberations on the Szulc article. And Salisbury’s version is unequivocal. “The government in April 1961,” he wrote, “did not… know that The Times was going to publish the Szulc story although it was aware that The Times and other newsmen were probing in Miami. Nor did President Kennedy telephone Dryfoos, Scotty Reston or Turner Catledge about the story…. The action which The Times took [in editing Szulc’s report] was on its own responsibility,” the result of internal discussions and deliberations. “Most important,” Salisbury added, “The Times had not killed Szulc’s story…. The Times believed it was more important to publish than to withhold. Publish it did.”47
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Figure 9. The afternoon Tad Szulc filed his dispatch to the New York Times about preparations to invade Cuba, President John F. Kennedy was playing host to the British prime minister, Harold Macmillan, left, on a cruise on the Potomac River. [John F. Kennedy Presidential Library]

Kennedy’s reaction to the Szulc article further indicates that he neither had advance knowledge about it nor had spoken with Times executives about its content. On the morning the article appeared, Kennedy met in the Oval Office for forty-five minutes with Chalmers M. Roberts, the chief diplomatic correspondent for the Washington Post. According to Roberts’s account, Kennedy was seated in a rocking chair, appearing relaxed and smoking thin cigars. The conversation was off the record, Roberts said, and the Szulc report soon was brought up. Kennedy noted that Szulc’s article estimated the strength of the exile force to be five thousand to six thousand men. That figure, the president told Roberts, was far too high. Kennedy telephoned Richard Bissell, the CIA operative heading the invasion planning, to confirm that impression. In Roberts’s presence, Kennedy spoke with Bissell about whether he should dispatch Schlesinger or McGeorge Bundy, another presidential assistant, to speak with Reston “or someone else at the Times” about the article’s flaws. Kennedy decided against doing so because the U.S. government did not want to give the impression of being involved in planning the invasion, Roberts later wrote.48

Szulc’s overstated estimate of the size of the exile force appeared in the article’s second paragraph—a prominent detail that surely would not have been overlooked in prepublication consultations between the president and Times executives. That Kennedy considered sending White House officials to speak with the Times after publication signals that he was unaware of the contents of Szulc’s article before it appeared in print.

NOT A ONE-DAY STORY

The suppression myth fails to recognize or acknowledge that the Times coverage was not confined to Szulc’s article ten days before the invasion. It ignores that several follow-up stories and commentaries appeared in the Times during the run-up to the invasion. The Times did not abandon the Cuba-invasion story after April 7, 1961. Far from it. Subsequent reporting in the Times, by Szulc and others, kept expanding the realm of what was publicly known about a coming assault against Castro.49

On April 8, 19 61, the Times published a front-page article about the Cuban exiles and their eagerness to topple Castro. The article, which appeared beneath the headline “Castro Foe Says Uprising Is Near,” quoted the president of the U.S.-based umbrella group of exiles, the Cuban Revolutionary Council, as saying that a revolt against the Castro regime was “imminent”50—the characterization in Szulc’s report that had caused so much soul-searching among Times editors two days earlier. On April 9, 1961, the Times published two articles about Cuba on its front page, one of them the lead story. That report carried the headline “Castro Foes Call Cubans to Arms; Predict Uprising,” and discussed the vow of the exiled Cuban Revolutionary Council to topple Castro’s regime. “Duty calls us to the war against the executioners of our Cuban brethren,” the Revolutionary Council said in its call to arms. “Cubans! To victory! For democracy! For the Constitution! For social justice! For liberty!”51

The Times front page on April 9 carried another report by Szulc, who described how the exile leaders were attempting to paper over deep rivalries and divisions in advance of what Szulc termed the coming “thrust against Premier Fidel Castro.” The “first assumption” of the leaders’ plans, Szulc wrote, “is that an invasion by a ‘liberation army,’ now in the final stages of training in Central America and Louisiana, will succeed with the aid of an internal uprising in Cuba. It is also assumed that a provisional ‘government in arms’ will be established promptly on the island.”52 With those sentences, Szulc effectively summarized the strategic objectives for what soon became the Bay of Pigs invasion.

Although none of the Times’s preinvasion reports included information about a prospective date for the invasion, they unmistakably signaled that an attempt to topple Castro was forthcoming. Two days later, on April 11, James Reston, the Washington bureau chief, reported on the Times’s front page that Kennedy administration officials were divided “about how far to go in helping the Cuban refugees to overthrow the Castro Government.” Reston described in detail how Kennedy had been receiving conflicting counsel from advisers in the White House, the CIA, and the State and Defense departments. Reston also identified the time pressures facing Kennedy, writing, “It is feared that unless something is done fairly soon nothing short of direct military intervention by United States forces will be enough to shake the Castro Government’s hold over the Cuban people.”53

Reston followed that report the next day with a commentary that addressed the moral dimensions of an armed attempt to topple Castro. His column noted that “while the papers have been full of reports of U.S. aid to overthrow Castro, the moral and legal aspects of the question have scarcely been mentioned.” Reston lamented the paucity of public debate about whether supporting efforts to topple Castro would contravene U.S. treaty obligations. He wrote, “President Kennedy and his advisers are discussing the question on an urgent basis, but the Congress is not talking about it, the press is ignoring the moral aspects of the question, nobody knows where the funds are coming from or where they are going.”54

The Times continued to cover and comment on invasion preparations until the Cuban exiles hit the beaches at the Bay of Pigs. Not all its preinvasion reports were accurate. Besides overstating the size of the anti-Castro force, Szulc said a week before the assault that the exiles had “agreed to concentrate on multiple guerrilla landings in Cuba instead of attempting a large-scale invasion.”55 In so reporting, Szulc may have fallen victim to misinformation spread by the Revolutionary Council leadership. In any event, his report was in error; the invasion at the Bay of Pigs was to be the main show. Still, the newspaper’s preinvasion reporting was fairly extensive. Not only does the suppression myth ignore this, it also fails to recognize that coverage of invasion preparations appeared in newspapers other than the New York Times.

Indeed, the coverage reached a point where Kennedy, a week before the invasion, told his press secretary, Pierre Salinger: “I can’t believe what I’m reading! Castro doesn’t need agents over here. All he has to do is read our papers. It’s all laid out for him.”56 Salinger later noted, “To declare in mid-April of 1961 that I knew nothing of the impending military action against Cuba except what I read in the newspapers or heard on the air was to claim an enormous amount of knowledge.”57

BEYOND THE TIMES

Dimensions of the pending invasion were widely reported, if in piecemeal and sometimes tentative fashion, by U.S. news organizations other than the Times. They included CBS News, the Miami Herald, the New York Herald Tribune, Time magazine, and The Nation. The preinvasion story “was covered heavily if not always well,” according to a critique published in May 1961 in The Reporter, a journalists’ trade publication. The Reporter noted, “Remarkably detailed reports were published and broadcast describing the stepped-up preparations” for the invasion.58 Nine days before the invasion, the New York Herald Tribune reported that “anti-Castro troops are to begin converging on the island in ever-increasing numbers from various secret bases in the Caribbean area.”59

A week before the invasion, the Miami Herald published an intriguing report that described how Cuban exile pilots had left Miami for staging areas in Central America. “This was the latest development here as exiles stepped up preparations for [a] promised attempt to overthrow the Cuban government,” the Herald reported.60 The Herald, though, was embarrassed by a misguided prediction about the invasion’s timing. Beneath the headline, “Here’s Cuban Invaders’ Timetable,” the Herald said the assault against Castro would be launched in fourteen to thirty-five days.61 The invasion came the next day.

Although many of them were sketchy, incomplete, and even mistaken in some details, these and other news reports collectively signaled that moves were afoot in the Caribbean in the winter and spring of 1961 to strike at the Castro regime. Indeed, the coverage helped strip away the fiction circulated by the Kennedy administration that the invasion was strictly a Cuban affair. First inklings of the U.S. role in training and arming the Cuban exiles appeared in late November 1960. The Nation that month published a report titled “Are We Training Cuban Guerrillas?” The journal offered details of a visit to Guatemala by Ronald Hinson, the director of the Institute of Hispanic-American Studies at Stanford University, who said the CIA had acquired a large tract in Guatemala that was “stoutly fenced and heavily guarded.” Hinson was quoted as saying that it was “‘common knowledge’ in Guatemala that the tract is being used as a training ground for Cuban counter-revolutionaries who are preparing for an eventual landing in Cuba. It was also said that U.S. personnel and equipment are being used at the base,” which The Nation said was near the town of Retahuleu, not far from the Pacific coast.62

The Nation closed its strikingly accurate article by calling on U.S. news media with correspondents in Guatemala to follow up on Hinson’s reports. Some news organizations did so. In early January 1961, Time magazine reported on a mystery airstrip “that Guatemalans have been whispering about for months.” Could it be, Time speculated, “the base for a cooperative U.S.-Guatemalan-Cuban-exile airborne military operation against Fidel Castro?” Time did not fully answer its question, but did note that opposition leaders in Guatemala claimed “that hundreds of Cubans were being given commando training by U.S. instructors at the air-base and at several coffee plantations in the area.”63 Soon after, the New York Times published a front-page article about the Guatemala base and airstrip. The report appeared beneath the headline “U.S. Helps Train an Anti-Castro Force at Secret Guatemalan Air-Ground Base.”64 In a separate article published a few days earlier, the Times had quoted a Cuban exile leader as saying his group was “almost ready” to invade Cuba and that he expected to be on the island in February.65

The Times article about the training base in Guatemala prodded the Miami Herald to break its self-imposed embargo of a report describing a “mysterious Miami-Guatemala air highway” in which Cuban exiles were secretly flown to Guatemala for training, from a former Navy airfield at Opa-locka, north of Miami.66 The Herald published the report on January 11, 1961. It appended a short note to the article saying that it had been “withheld for more than two months” and that its publication “was decided upon only after U.S. aid to anti-Castro fighters in Guatemala was first revealed elsewhere.”67 The Herald’s editor, William C. Baggs, conceded that he agonized about delaying the report’s publication. “Once you make a decision to withhold the news,” he was quoted as saying, “it raises the question of how far you go and when you stop.”68

The flurry of news reports in January 1961 effectively meant that “the scope and detail of the operation had been about as widely disseminated as possible, short of an official announcement by the CIA,” Salisbury later wrote, adding, “One had to be blind and deaf not to know what was going on.”69 But for several weeks thereafter, the invasion-preparation story was oddly quiescent, not reemerging in the American press until early April 1961. By then, as Szulc recalled, preparations for the invasion had become an open secret in south Florida—so open that Castro agents in Miami “had simply to go to the usual restaurants and cafes where Cubans went to find out that a military operation was afoot, because people were departing daily, with tearful goodbyes to their families.” By then, U.S. authorities knew of at least one hundred Cuban intelligence agents operating in the Miami area, Szulc said. And that meant, he said, that “the whole operation was mounted in the full view not only of the American press but … of Fidel Castro.”70

ACCOUNTING FOR THE SUPPRESSION MYTH

So what explains the emergence and tenacity of the Bay of Pigs-New York Times suppression myth? Why did Szulc’s report of April 7, 1961, gain such singular focus, especially since several other articles were published in the Times and elsewhere that discussed invasion preparations? The best explanation is that Szulc’s article of April 7 was singled out for discussion by a senior speech five years later.71 Daniel addressed a meeting of the World Press Institute in St. Paul, Minnesota, in June 1966, and prefaced his remarks by saying, “This morning, I am going to tell you a story—one that has never been told before—the inside story of The New York Times and the Bay of Pigs, something of a mystery story.”72 Daniel recounted how Times editors had discussed Szulc’s dispatch and had deleted references to the invasion’s imminence and to the CIA’s sponsorship. Daniel noted that editors Bernstein and Jordan vigorously opposed the decision to publish the report beneath a headline smaller than they had intended.

Daniel also disclosed comments Kennedy had made afterward, in separate conversations with Catledge and Dryfoos. At a meeting with Catledge and other newspaper editors at the White House in 1961, Kennedy “said in an aside to Mr. Catledge, ‘If you had printed more about the operation you would have saved us from a colossal mistake.’” In a conversation at the White House in 1962, Kennedy told Dryfoos, “I wish you had run everything on Cuba…. I am just sorry you didn’t tell it at the time.”73 In neither instance, though, did Kennedy refer specifically to the Szulc article of April 7. The president’s comments in any case were quite self-serving. They represented an attempt to deflect blame for the debacle.74 Reston aptly characterized Kennedy’s comments as “a cop-out,”75 arguing, “It is ridiculous to think that publishing the fact that the invasion was imminent would have avoided this disaster. I am sure the operation would have gone forward” nonetheless.76

Daniel closed his speech in St. Paul by describing how the Times had cooperated with Kennedy’s request on another occasion—during the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962. At that time, Reston was prepared to report that the Soviets had deployed nuclear-tipped weapons on the island. Kennedy telephoned Dryfoos, asking that the newspaper refrain from publishing that report for twenty-four hours, to permit Kennedy to craft an announcement. Dryfoos complied, a decision that Kennedy later said “made far more effective our later actions [to defuse the crisis] and thereby contributed greatly to our national safety.”77

What likely has happened is that over the years, distinctions between the separate incidents surrounding the Times and Cuba became blurred—that Daniel’s account of the Times’s postponing the publication of Reston’s story during the 1962 Missile Crisis was confounded with the Times’s handling of Szulc’s story in the run-up to the 1961 Bay of the Pigs invasion. That is, it was mistakenly thought that Kennedy had called the Times executives about the newspaper’s coverage before the Bay of Pigs invasion when, in fact, his call came on an entirely different matter in 1962.

Another, indirect factor contributing to the suppression myth was that some news organizations did comply with requests by the White House or State Department to withhold sensitive reports about the exiles and the plans to invade Cuba. According to Schlesinger’s memoir, the New Republic magazine solicited prepublication review of an article it intended to publish beneath the headline “Our Men in Miami.” Schlesinger said the New Republic’s report was “a careful, accurate and devastating account of CIA activities among the [Cuban] refugees, written, I learned later, by Karl Meyer,” who collaborated with Szulc on a book titled The Cuban Invasion: The Chronicle of a Disaster. Schlesinger said he showed the New Republic article to Kennedy, “who instantly read it and expressed the hope that it could be stopped.” The magazine “accepted the suggestion” not to publish the article—“a patriotic act that left me oddly uncomfortable,” Schlesinger wrote.78

In addition, Szulc privately discussed how he had complied with a request eight months before the invasion to hold off reporting that camps had been established in Guatemala to train Cuban exiles. In testimony at the closed Senate hearing in 1961, Szulc said he had learned about the camps by August 1960 and was asked by the State Department “to consider this as a matter of national interest, not to write about it. We obliged and did not write about it.”79 Also, as noted, the Miami Herald delayed for two months publication of a report about the secret airlift taking Cuban exiles to training in Guatemala.

The cumulative effect of these separate cases of self-imposed restraint is to provide plausible context for the suppression myth of April 1961. The run-up to the Bay of Pigs invasion was hardly a finest hour for the Times or for American journalism. American journalists then were likelier to accede to requests of power-wielding authorities than they are today.80 They were more inclined to withhold publication, if requested, so as not to undermine or compromise plans to challenge communist regimes. Such acquiescence was certainly misplaced in the Bay of Pigs episode: Castro claimed to have known a good deal about the invasion plans,81 and by the end of March 1961 the Cuban exile community in Miami was abuzz about the coming assault.

In the final analysis, however, the Times did not spike the Szulc article that lies at the heart of the suppression myth. The article received editing that was judicious, comparatively minor, and had the effect of improving its accuracy. Szulc later was to say, “I have no real quarrel with the handling of my stories” in the run-up to the invasion.82

The president did not know in advance about the Szulc report. He did not attempt to persuade Times executives to spike or dilute the report. That the story was not suppressed is readily apparent in reading the Times of April 7, 1961, and the thousand or so words that Szulc filed about the pending invasion. It is a most effective antidote to a tenacious media-driven myth.


CHAPTER 5
Debunking the “Cronkite Moment”


If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost Middle America.

Cited in “Walter Cronkite: The Most

Trusted Man,” Columbia Journalism

Review (November-December 2001): 64



At the close of a thirty-minute special report televised in late February 1968, the avuncular CBS News anchorman Walter Cronkite declared that the U.S. war effort in Vietnam was “mired in stalemate.” Drawing on his visit to Vietnam in the aftermath of the communists’ surprise Tet offensive that winter, Cronkite said military victory seemed out of reach for U.S. forces. “We have been too often disappointed by the optimism of the American leaders, both in Vietnam and Washington, to have faith any longer in the silver linings they find in the darkest clouds,” Cronkite said, suggesting that the moment was approaching when the United States should seek a negotiated settlement, “not as victors, but as an honorable people who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they could.”1

The report by the popular and respected anchorman, it is said, produced immediate and stunning effects. At the White House, President Lyndon Johnson supposedly watched the program and, upon hearing Cronkite’s concluding remarks, snapped off the television set and exclaimed, “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost Middle America.”2 Or words to that effect. A month later, Johnson announced that he would not seek reelection—a decision said to have been tied to, and made inevitable by, Cronkite’s piercing insight.3 The Cronkite program supposedly had another, even more powerful effect—that of shifting American public opinion, from favoring the war to opposing it.4 “Not since Cronkite’s CBS mentor and colleague Edward R. Murrow lifted Senator Joe McCarthy by the skunk tail for public inspection [in 1954] had one TV broadcast reflected such a fateful climate change in public opinion,” Vanity Fair declared at the thirty-fifth anniversary of Cronkite’s report.5

The program and Johnson’s despairing response have become the stuff of legend—certainly among the most unforgettable moments in American journalism.6 It was an occasion when the power of television news was unequivocally confirmed, a rare, pivotal nexus when a single broadcast “shook the nation,”7 exposed “the hopelessness” of a faraway war,8 and spurred a dramatic shift in foreign policy.9 According to some interpretations, it was a turning point,10 the moment when Johnson “lost heart” for the war in Vietnam.11 It was an occasion that demonstrated “what an emotionally explosive combination television and war could be.”12 The program supposedly was so singularly potent that it has come to be remembered as the “Cronkite moment.”

The journalist David Halberstam appears to have been first, or certainly among the first, to recount the Cronkite-Johnson anecdote. He did so in his 1979 book, The Powers That Be. Interestingly, Halberstam did not place Johnson’s purported remark about having “lost Cronkite” inside quotation marks. He paraphrased Johnson, saying the president made the comment to his press secretary, George Christian. Johnson was in Washington when the show was broadcast, according to Halberstam, who characterized Cronkite’s program as “the first time in American history a war had been declared over by an anchorman.”13 A former CBS executive, Howard Stringer, offered a similar analysis, stating: “When Walter said the Vietnam War was over, it was over.”14 But there was more than a little hyperbole in the characterizations by Halberstam and Stringer: it was more than five years after the “Cronkite moment” that the last U.S. combat forces left Vietnam.

Even more serious flaws are associated with the presumptive “Cronkite moment.” Scrutiny of the evidence associated with the program reveals that Johnson did not have—could not have had—the abrupt yet resigned reaction so often attributed to him. That’s because Johnson did not see the program when it was aired. Moreover, Johnson’s supposedly downbeat, self-pitying reaction to Cronkite’s assessment clashes sharply with the president’s aggressive characterization of the war. Hours before the Cronkite program, Johnson delivered a little-recalled but rousing speech on Vietnam, a speech cast in Churchillian terms. It seems inconceivable that Johnson’s views would have pivoted so swiftly and dramatically upon hearing the opinion of a television news anchor, even one as respected as Cronkite. Even if he later heard—or heard about—Cronkite’s assessment, it was no epiphany for Johnson. Not long after the program, Johnson gave a rousing, lectern-pounding speech in which he urged a “total national effort” to win the war in Vietnam.15
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Figure 10. The CBS News anchor Walter Cronkite went to Vietnam in February 1968, shortly after the North Vietnamese communists launched their surprise Tet military offensive. Cronkite returned home to report that U.S. forces were “mired in stalemate.” [Bettman/Corbis]

Moreover, there is scant evidence that the Cronkite program had much influence at all on American popular opinion about the war. Polling data clearly show that American sentiment had begun shifting months before the Cronkite program. And other U.S. news organizations had offered gloomy assessments about Vietnam in the days, weeks, and months before Cronkite described the war as “mired in stalemate.” Nearly seven months before the program, the New York Times had suggested that the war in Vietnam was stalemated.16

The “Cronkite moment,” moreover, has been afflicted with acute version variability. That is, there is no single consensus version of what Johnson supposedly said in response to Cronkite’s assessment. Johnson’s remarks most often have been characterized as: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost Middle America.” Sometimes, however, they have been quoted as: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the country.” Occasionally, they have been presented as: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the American people” or even, “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the war.” Version variability of that magnitude signals implausibility. It is a marker of a media-driven myth.

Interestingly, Cronkite’s views of the program’s effect shifted markedly over the years. In promoting his 1997 memoir, Cronkite likened the effect on Johnson to “a very small straw on a very heavy load he was already carrying.”17 But in the latter years of his life, Cronkite came to embrace the more flamboyant interpretation that his program had a powerful “effect on history.”18

NOT AT THE WHITE HOUSE

Each of those points will be discussed in detail in this chapter, which draws on a variety of primary and secondary sources in challenging the Cronkite-Johnson anecdote as a media-driven myth. The chapter expands on the largely overlooked research of David Culbert, who explored the Cronkite-Johnson anecdote within the broader context of the president’s relations with the news media.19

The CBS special program was titled “Report from Vietnam by Walter Cronkite”20 and aired at 9:30 P.M. Central Standard Time (10:30 P.M. Eastern Standard Time) on February 27, 1968. As the program began, Johnson was en route to Gregory Gymnasium on the campus of the University of Texas at Austin, to attend a birthday party for Governor John B. Connally. He arrived there at 9:50 P.M. and shortly afterward offered remarks honoring Connally.21 As Culbert pointed out, “Johnson could not have seen the broadcast as originally aired”22—which means the president could not have had the immediate, visceral reaction to Cronkite’s assessment that has been so often claimed.
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Figure 11. President Lyndon Johnson did not watch the Cronkite program when it was aired on February 27, 1968. At the time, Johnson was at a birthday party in Texas for Governor John Connally. “Today you are 51, John,” the president said. “That is the magic number that every man of politics prays for—a simple majority.” [Lyndon B. Johnson Library]

About the time Cronkite was offering his closing “mired in stalemate” commentary, Johnson was engaging in teasing, lighthearted banter about Connally and his age: “Today you are 51, John. That is the magic number that every man of politics prays for—a simple majority. Throughout the years we have worked long and hard—and I might say late—trying to maintain it, too.”23

Johnson left the campus soon after completing the cheery remarks. As his limousine drove away, about one hundred antiwar protesters booed and jeered him.24 He boarded Air Force One to return to Washington, arriving at the White House at 2:11 A.M. on February 28. He slept a little more than five hours, rising at 7:45 A.M., and met the outgoing defense secretary, Robert S. McNamara, shortly after 8 A.M.25 Johnson that morning missed NBC’s Today show, which he often watched.26

Culbert held open the possibility that Johnson later viewed the Cronkite program on videotape. Audiovisual records at the Johnson Presidential Library show that the program had been taped, he noted. But there is no evidence that Johnson ever watched the recorded program.27 Johnson’s memoir about his presidency, The Vantage Point, is silent about the Cronkite program, offering no clue about whether he ever saw it or, if he did, what he thought of it. The power of the “Cronkite moment” resides in the sudden, unexpected, and decisive effect it supposedly had on the president:28 such an effect would have been absent, or greatly diminished, had Johnson seen the program on videotape at some later date.29

Culbert attempted to resolve the uncertainties about the Cronkite-Johnson anecdote in a telephone interview with Christian, the former press secretary, in September 1979. He asked Christian about Johnson’s reaction to the Cronkite program and Christian gave this rambling and contradictory reply:


Johnson did talk about Cronkite going to Vietnam and in effect turning against the war and it did worry him immensely that Cronkite had in effect become dovish, because he saw the impact was going to be tremendous on the country. Now whether or not Johnson saw that program at X time and that sort of thing, I don’t know. He saw newscasts of other things, I’m sure that Johnson is bound to have seen the program. I remember being with Johnson when he saw a commentary from Cronkite. Now whether it was on the morning news … I think it probably was on the CBS Morning News, where it might have been an excerpt out of the program or something. I saw the programs … I either saw them at home and I saw the videotapes. I don’t remember … I don’t know whether he saw them. I’m pretty sure he saw all the [recorded] programs in some manner although I don’t remember precisely. I know we talked about the Cronkite program and he was very concerned about Cronkite coming home from Vietnam and portraying the ‘cause is lost’ in effect, the impact it was going to have. Now when it was and where it was, I don’t really have a clear recollection.30



John Wilson, an archivist at the Johnson Presidential Library in Texas, has said, “It is quite likely that Johnson did not see the show when it first aired, but saw either a tape of it or excerpts on another show at a later point. I can not identify just what or when he saw it.”31

A BRAVADO SPEECH ON VIETNAM

While there is no evidence that Johnson ever saw a recording of the program, it is clear that at the time the Cronkite program aired, the president was forceful and adamant in his public statements about the American war effort in Vietnam. He was not despairing in the aftermath of the shock of the Tet offensive, launched in late January 1968 by North Vietnamese forces and their Viet Cong allies. They had attacked more than one hundred cities and towns across South Vietnam and even pressed their assault to the grounds of the U.S. embassy compound in Saigon. The offensive eventually was beaten back and the communist objectives of inciting popular uprisings against the South Vietnamese government utterly failed. But more than 1,700 American troops were killed in action in the Tet offensive; South Vietnamese losses were about twice that many. As many as 40,000 communist forces were killed, most of them Viet Cong.32

The aftermath of the Tet offensive, Johnson said in a speech in Dallas the day the Cronkite program aired, was no time for retreat, no time for loss of resolve. Rather, he said, it was the hour for Americans to demonstrate their determination and unity. “Persevere in Vietnam we will,” Johnson declared, “and we must.”33

Johnson’s visit that day to Dallas was his first visit since the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in November 1963. He made the trip from his ranch in Johnson City, Texas, in low-key fashion. In Dallas, he traveled in an unmarked car that rode ahead of a small motorcade of reporters and secret service agents. Motorists and pedestrians in Dallas were unaware the president was in town.34 “There were no crowds on the streets … and Mr. Johnson appeared to take no notice as he passed within sight of the place where President Kennedy was shot,” the New York Times reported.35

At midday, Johnson spoke to several thousand convention-goers of the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association. Although his pledge to continue supporting rural electrification drew the warmest applause, Johnson devoted much of his speech to the war effort in Vietnam. He invoked Churchillian language, saying at one point: “There will be blood, sweat and tears shed.” Johnson also declared, “I do not believe that America will ever buckle” in pursuit of its objectives in Vietnam. “I believe that every American will answer now for his future and for his children’s future. I believe he will say, ‘I did not buckle when the going got tough.’ “36 He also said:


Thousands of our courageous sons and millions of brave South Vietnamese have answered aggression’s onslaught and they have answered it with one strong and one united voice. “No retreat,” they have said. Free men will never bow to force and abandon their future to tyranny. That must be our answer, too, here at home. Our answer here at home, in every home, must be: No retreat from the responsibilities of the hour of the day. We are living in a dangerous world and we must understand it. We must be prepared to stand up when we need to. There must be no failing our fighting sons.37



Johnson’s speech—although rarely recalled in the context of the “Cronkite moment”—was reported the next day on the front pages of major newspapers, including the Chicago Tribune, New York Times, and Washington Post. The Los Angeles Times also reported Johnson’s speech on its front page, beneath a bold headline that read: “NO VIET RETREAT.” Johnson’s speech, the newspaper said, was “perhaps his strongest public call yet for unity in pushing the Vietnam war.”38

The bravado speech in Dallas was hardly consistent with the crestfallen and resigned tenor of Johnson’s supposed reaction to the Cronkite program later that day. It is difficult indeed to imagine how the president’s mood could swing so abruptly, from vigorously defending the war to throwing up his hands in despair. But if the anecdote of the “Cronkite moment” is to be believed, such a dramatic change in attitude is exactly what happened, within just hours of the hawkish speech in Dallas.

The vigor of the speech in Dallas was consistent with the assertiveness Johnson expressed about Vietnam immediately after the Tet offensive. Washington-based syndicated columnists Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, writing at the end of February 1968, described Johnson as being “in an aggressively martial mood, privately vowing his mailed-fist determination to gain his objectives [in Vietnam] no matter what force of arms is required.” Evans and Novak reported that the president had “never before … been so insistent about the absolute rightness of his policies. In long Johnsonesque monologues these days, he is praising the soldiers and denouncing the war correspondents, emphasizing the shooting war and de-emphasizing pacification” of villages of South Vietnam.39

Even if he had seen Cronkite’s program on videotape, Johnson gave no indication of having taken the anchorman’s message to heart. Just three days after the program aired, Johnson vowed in remarks at a testimonial dinner in Texas that the United States would “not cut and run” from Vietnam. “We’re not going to be Quislings,” the president said, invoking the surname of a Norwegian politician who helped the Nazis take over his country. “And we’re not going to be appeasers.”40 In mid-March 1968, he traveled to Minneapolis to deliver a rousing speech to the National Farmers Union convention, during which he urged “a total national effort to win the war” in Vietnam. Punctuating his remarks in Minneapolis by pounding the lectern and jabbing his finger in the air, Johnson declared, “We love nothing more than peace, but we hate nothing worse than surrender and cowardice.” He disparaged critics of the war as inclined to “tuck our tail and violate our commitments.”41 So even weeks after the Cronkite program, Johnson remained hawkish on the war.

By the end of March 1968, though, such vigor had been drained from Johnson’s views about the war. He yielded reluctantly to pressures within his administration to make a peace overture to the North Vietnamese.42 In a nationally televised speech on March 31, Johnson announced that he had decided to seek “peace through negotiations.” He ordered a limited halt to U.S. aerial bombing of North Vietnam as an inducement to the Hanoi government to enter peace talks. Johnson closed the speech with the stunning announcement that he would not seek reelection to the presidency.43

Johnson’s change of heart on Vietnam came about through a complex process in which Cronkite’s views counted for little. Among the forces and factors that influenced Johnson’s thinking in the weeks ending March 31, 1968, was the counsel of an influential and informal coterie of outside advisers known as the “Wise Men.” They included such foreign policy notables as Dean Acheson, a former secretary of state; Mc-George Bundy, a former national security adviser to Kennedy and Johnson; George Ball, a former under secretary of state; Douglas Dillon, a former treasury secretary; General Omar Bradley, a former chairman of the joint chiefs of staff; and Abe Fortas, a U.S. Supreme Court justice and friend of Johnson. The Wise Men had met in November 1967 and expressed their near-unanimous support for Johnson’s Vietnam policy. They met again, at the request of the White House, in late March 1968.44

The Wise Men, wrote George C. Herring in his study LBJ and Vietnam, persuaded Johnson “that something dramatic must be done” to seek peace in Vietnam.45 They largely, though not unanimously, expressed opposition to America’s escalating the war in Vietnam.46 “The theme that ran around the table was, ‘You’ve got to lower your sights,’” George Ball later recalled. “I think the thing that shook the President most was Acheson, who had been pretty much of a hawk up to that point.”47 Acheson said the Tet offensive had made it clear that U.S. objectives in Vietnam were out of reach and that disengagement had to be considered.48 Johnson “was shaken by this kind of advice from people in whose judgment he necessarily had some confidence, because they’d had a lot of experience,” Ball noted a few years later.49

The counsel of the Wise Men may have been a tipping point for Johnson on Vietnam. But the inklings of a policy change can be traced at least to February 28, 1968, and a breakfast meeting convened at the White House just hours after Johnson’s late-night flight from Texas. The president’s closest advisers and senior cabinet officers were there and the topic was the war, specifically the request of General William C. Westmoreland to increase U.S. troop strength in Vietnam by 206,000 men.50 To meet the general’s request, the U.S. military faced calling up its reserves, extending enlistments for six months, and expanding the military draft—all unappealing options in an election year,51 especially given that U.S. forces in Vietnam already numbered more than 520,000. The breakfast meeting on February 28 set in motion a thorough review of the administration’s options and objectives in Vietnam,52 culminating a month later in Johnson’s speech proposing negotiations and offering a partial bombing halt.

Had Johnson watched the Cronkite program on videotape during that period—that is, after the breakfast meeting February 28 and before his speech March 31—it may have contributed marginally to the president’s reservations about the war. But the videotaped program surely would not have represented a distinctive, remarkable, or decisive element in his thinking. Viewing the Cronkite program on videotape would have given Johnson no exceptional insights. His advisers already had begun to embrace the misgivings that Cronkite expressed, and those reservations were confirmed by the Wise Men.

Distressing political developments also weighed on Johnson in late winter 1968. War supporters in Congress were becoming disenchanted with Vietnam.53 More ominous was the growing popularity of Senator Eugene McCarthy and his insurgent campaign for the presidency. The unexpected potency of McCarthy’s antiwar campaign was revealed in the Democratic primary election in New Hampshire on March 12, 1968. McCarthy won 42 percent of the vote, a far greater portion than expected.54 Johnson won 49 percent. Shortly after the primary, the columnists Evans and Novak reported that many of the president’s supporters had become “convinced he must soften his war policy—at the least, dropping his long-planned tactic of campaigning as patriot President, at most shifting somewhat his war policy—to keep down McCarthy and stave off [the impending candidacy of Robert] Kennedy.”55 Kennedy entered the race for the Democratic presidential nomination in mid-March 1968.

Other factors in Johnson’s decisions to seek negotiations with North Vietnam and quit the presidential race were public opinion polls that signaled a softening of popular support for the war. That support was ebbing had been clear for some months.

SHIFTING PUBLIC OPINION

Periodically since late summer 1965, the Gallup Organization had included this question in its surveys: “In view of the developments since we entered the fighting in Vietnam, do you think the U.S. made a mistake sending troops to fight in Vietnam?” The question was a marker for gauging popular support for the war. In August-September 1965, only 24 percent of the respondents said “yes,” it had been a mistake; 60 percent said “no,” it had not. The percentage of respondents saying that U.S. military presence in Vietnam was a mistake steadily increased and reached a plurality—47 percent “yes” to 44 percent “no”—in the Gallup survey conducted October 6-11, 1967.56

That pivotal moment was 3 1/2 months before the Tet offensive, 41/2 months before the Cronkite program, and 5 1/2 months before Johnson’s peace overture at the end of March 1968. The proportion shifted slightly in December 1967—45 percent said “yes,” it had been a mistake, and 46 percent said “no,” it had not. But in the poll completed in early February, three weeks before the Cronkite program, the proportion had swung back to 46 percent “yes,” it had been a mistake, and 42 percent “no,” it had not. Gallup asked the question again in a poll completed the day the Cronkite program aired. Forty-nine percent of the respondents said “yes,” U.S. military intervention in Vietnam had been a mistake; 42 percent said “no.”

Journalists also had detected a softening in support of the war. In December 1967, for example, Don Oberdorf er, then a national correspondent for the Knight newspapers, noted that the “summer and fall of 1967 [had] been a time of switching, when millions of American voters—along with many religious leaders, editorial writers and elected officials—appeared to be changing their views about the war.”57 And as the historian Daniel C. Hallin later observed, “Lyndon Johnson had essentially lost Mr. Average Citizen months before Cronkite’s broadcast.”58 More recently, Greg Mitchell of the trade journal Editor and Publisher, declared, “Those who claim that [the Cronkite program] created a seismic shift on the war overlook the fact that there was much opposition to the conflict already.”59

By late February 1968, then, Cronkite’s “mired in stalemate” assessment was neither notable nor extraordinary. Mark Kurlansky wrote in his study of the year 1968 that Cronkite’s view was “hardly a radical position” for the time.60 The Wall Street Journal had said in an editorial four days before the Cronkite program that the U.S. war effort in Vietnam “may be doomed” and that “everyone had better be prepared for the bitter taste of defeat beyond America’s power to prevent.”61 And nearly seven months before the program, the New York Times correspondent R.W. Apple Jr. had cited “disinterested observers” in reporting that the war in Vietnam “is not going well.” Victory, Apple wrote, “is not close at hand. It may be beyond reach.” Apple’s analysis was published on the Times’s front page, beneath the headline “Vietnam: The Signs of Stalemate.”62 Several months before Apple’s downbeat assessment, the columnists Evans and Novak had ruminated about “the frustrations of … a seemingly endless war that will not yield to the political mastery of Lyndon Johnson. Never before in his career as a political leader … has Mr. Johnson been so immobilized.”63

Leading American journalists and news organizations had thus weighed in with pessimistic assessments about the war long before Cronkite’s special report on Vietnam. As Jack Gould, the New York Times’s television critic, noted in his column, Cronkite’s closing assessment about America’s predicament in Vietnam “did not contain striking revelations” but served instead “to underscore afresh the limitless difficulties lying ahead and the mounting problems attending United States involvement.”64

Moreover, a close reading of the transcript of Cronkite’s closing remarks reveals how hedged and cautious they really were. Cronkite did not urge immediate talks aimed at ending the conflict, as many accounts have stated.65 Cronkite held open the possibility that the U.S. military efforts might still force the North Vietnamese to the bargaining table and suggested the U.S. forces be given a few months more to press the fight in Vietnam. “On the off chance that military and political analysts are right, in the next few months we must test the enemy’s intentions, in case this [Tet offensive] is indeed his last big gasp before negotiations,” Cronkite said. “But it is increasingly clear to this reporter that the only rational way out then will be to negotiate, not as victors, but as an honorable people who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they could.”66

Cronkite’s closing comments were somewhat muddled and far less emphatic than those offered less than two weeks later by Frank McGee of the rival NBC network. “The war,” McGee declared on an NBC News program that aired March 10, 1968, “is being lost by the administration’s definition.”67

VERSION VARIABILITY

A marker of a media-driven myth can be version variability—the imprecision that alters or distorts an anecdote in its retelling. Often in such cases, the anecdote’s original source is not mentioned or it is misidentified. Typically, the anecdote’s content varies markedly, much like the tall tale in which the details change with frequent recounting. To some extent, version variability characterizes the often-told Remington-Hearst anecdote.68 But it afflicts the Cronkite-Johnson anecdote in greater measure: sometimes Johnson is said to have made the “If I’ve lost Cronkite” comment to Christian, his press secretary; other versions have him speaking to Bill Moyers69—who had left the White House in January 1967 to become publisher of Newsday.70 Still other versions have the president addressing unspecified “aides”71 or “associates.”72

According to the most common version of the anecdote, Johnson’s purported remark was: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost Middle America.”73 Cronkite himself recounted this version in his memoir, A Reporter’s Life.74 But other accounts present Johnson as reacting more vigorously and dramatically. “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the war,” one alternative version has it.75 A variation on that goes: “I’ve lost Cronkite. I’ve lost the war!”76 Another despairing version is: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the American people.”77 Other versions are similarly sweeping: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the country,”78 and “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the nation.”79 A variation on that has Johnson saying: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost America.”80 In some versions, Johnson’s reaction is blithely offhanded: “Well, that’s the end of the war.”81 Once in a while, a nonsensical version pops up, as in: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the mid west.”82 Typographical lapses may have distorted another version, in which Johnson was quoted as saying: “If I’ve lost Cronkite, the country.”83

Version variability in the Cronkite-Johnson anecdote suggests more than sloppiness in journalistic research or a reluctance to take time to trace the derivation of the popular anecdote. The varying accounts of Johnson’s purported reactions represent another, compelling reason for regarding the “Cronkite moment” with doubt and skepticism.

Cronkite at first rejected the suggestion that his report on Vietnam had much of an effect on Johnson. But over the years, as the anecdote took on legendary dimension, Cronkite embraced its purported power. His interpretation of the impact and consequences of the 1968 program became more emphatic in the years before his death in 2009.84 As noted, Cronkite characterized the program in distinctly modest terms, saying in his 1997 memoir that the “mired in stalemate” assessment represented for Johnson “just one more straw in the increasing burden of Vietnam.”85 It was an analogy he repeated in interviews promoting the book. He told the CNBC cable network that he doubted whether the program “had a huge significance. I think it was a very small straw on a very heavy load [Johnson] was already carrying.”86 Cronkite once again invoked the straw metaphor in 1999, in an interview with CNN. “I think our broadcast simply was another straw on the back of a crippled camel,” he said.87

But by 2001, Cronkite had begun to claim somewhat greater significance for the program, telling an interviewer for NBC’s Today show that “apparently it had some influence” on Johnson.88 In an interview a few years later, he said, “It never occurred to me it was going to have the effect it had.” He added on that occasion, “President Johnson’s comment after watching from the Oval Office gave it an importance that I don’t think anybody really thought it had.”89 In 2006, Cronkite referred to his special report from Vietnam as having left the president with “another bullet in his rear end.”90 He told Esquire magazine, “To be honest, I was rather amazed that my reporting from Vietnam had such an effect on history.”91 Cronkite further embraced the power of the anecdote in 2007, telling the Gazette of Martha’s Vineyard in Massachusetts: “There are a lot of journalists out there today who if they chose to take that strong stand and course [in opposing the Iraq War] would probably enjoy a similar result.”92

INVOKING THE “CRONKITE MOMENT”

For many American journalists, the “Cronkite moment” has become an ideal, a standard that suggests both courage and influence in wartime reporting. It is an objective that contemporary practitioners at times seem desperate to recapture or recreate. Other, would-be “Cronkite moments” have been identified or anticipated from time to time. The long, U.S.-led war in Iraq produced at least two such occasions. The decision by NBC News in 2006 to call the conflict a “civil war,” despite the objections of the administration of President George W. Bush, was likened to a “Cronkite moment.”93 So was the New York Times editorial in July 2007 that said the time had come “for the United States to leave Iraq, without any more delay than the Pentagon needs to organize an orderly exit.”94 But neither “civil war” terminology nor the pullout editorial proved to have had much influence. Neither presumptive “Cronkite moment” was remembered for very long. That they aspired to such status signaled the enduring allure and importance of the “Cronkite moment”—and suggests why debunking it still matters, more than forty years later.

The evidence presented here demonstrates that the “Cronkite moment” is a media-driven myth. It did not have the effects that Halberstam and many others have attributed to it: it was neither an occasion when “a war had been declared over by an anchorman”95 nor a moment when a single newscast changed the course of history.96 Not unlike the Murrow-McCarthy myth, the “Cronkite moment” parlayed coincidental but propitious timing into enduring recognition. The Johnson administration’s policy review of Vietnam began in the days immediately after the Cronkite program, suggesting a linkage that is more deceptive than valid. The administration’s policy review was triggered not by Cronkite’s assessment but by the surprise Tet offensive and the proposed deployment of thousands of additional U.S. troops in Vietnam. Cronkite’s program had nothing to do with Johnson’s initiating the review.

Critical to Johnson’s decision in late March 1968 to deescalate the war and seek negotiations with the North Vietnamese was the advice and counsel of the Wise Men and the implications of Eugene McCarthy’s insurgent bid for the Democratic nomination for president. In the end, Cronkite’s first impressions about the program’s effect were surely the most accurate: in its influence, the televised report of February 27, 1968, was like that of “a very small straw.”

Under scrutiny, the “Cronkite moment” dissolves as illusory—a chimera, a media-driven myth. That it does is not so surprising. Seldom, if ever, do the news media exert truly decisive influence on decisions to go to war or to seek negotiated peace. Such decisions typically are driven by forces and factors well beyond the news media’s ability to shape, alter, or significantly influence. So it was in Vietnam, where the war ground on for years after the “Cronkite moment.”


CHAPTER 6
The Nuanced Myth

Bra Burning at Atlantic City


I wonder whether the historians whose job it will be to sift
through all the refuse we reporters deposit on the pile of
history might not notice some articles of value we did not
notice at the time.

Remarks by Charles Kuralt, cited in “Charles

Kuralt Receives Allen H. Neuharth Award

for Excellence in Journalism,” Business Wire

(28 April 1995)



Myth-busting can be an uncertain pursuit. On occasion, a myth may carry a bit more truth than debunkers are inclined to believe. So it is with the myth of bra burnings, which took hold in the days following the Miss America pageant at Atlantic City, New Jersey, on September 7, 1968.

Early that afternoon, about one hundred women from New York City, New Jersey, Boston, Washington, D.C., and elsewhere arrived by bus at the Atlantic City boardwalk. They were, according to the New York Times, “mostly middle-aged careerists and housewives”1 and they set up a picket line at Kennedy Plaza, across from the Convention Center. They had come to Atlantic City, as one participant declared, “to protest the degrading image of women perpetuated by the Miss America pageant,” which took place that night inside the Convention Center. “Our goal was: No more Miss America!”2

The demonstrators denounced the pageant as a “degrading Mindless-Boob-Girlie symbol” that placed “women on a pedestal/auction block to compete for male approval,” and promoted a “Madonna Whore image of womanhood.”3 They carried placards declaring: “Up against the Wall, Miss America,” “Miss America Sells It,” “Miss America Is a Big Falsie,”4 and “Miss America Goes Down.”5 And they became visibly more animated when television cameras showed up.6

In time, the protest on the boardwalk came to be recognized as a decisive moment in the emergence of the women’s liberation movement.7 “Before September 7,” Mark Kurlansky wrote in his study of the landmark events of 1968, “the common image of feminism was that it was a movement of long-skirted women in bonnets who fought from 1848 until 1920 to get women the right to vote.”8 The protest at Atlantic City also gave rise to the myth of bra burning, a media-driven myth that became a way to denigrate women’s liberation and feminist advocacy as trivial and even a bit primitive.

Invoking bra burning was a convenient means of brushing aside the issues and challenges raised by women’s liberation and discrediting the fledgling movement as shallow and without serious grievance. The columnist Harriet Van Home was perhaps the first to do so. “My feeling about the liberation ladies,” Van Home wrote soon after the protest in Atlantic City, “is that they’ve been scarred by consorting with the wrong men. Men who do not understand the way to a woman’s heart, i.e., to make her feel utterly feminine, desirable and almost too delicate for this hard world…. No wonder she goes to Atlantic City and burns her bra.”9

Feminists have long despaired of the bra burning epithet and insisted that no bras or other objects were burned at the Atlantic City protest. This chapter, however, offers evidence that bras were set afire, briefly, during the protest that day. It also argues that the notion of flamboyant bra burnings is fanciful and highly exaggerated—a media myth whose diffusion can be traced to a humor columnist’s riff.

The protest on the Atlantic City boardwalk was organized by a small group called New York Radical Women. Many of its members had participated in civil rights demonstrations and New Left protests. But Atlantic City was the group’s initial attempt at staging a public protest. “It was our foray into the adult world,” Robin Morgan, the principal organizer, was quoted as saying years later, “and we were all excited bunnies.”10 Morgan at the time of the protest was twenty-seven years old. The demonstrators were under instructions not to speak with male reporters. “Why should we talk with them? It’s impossible for men to understand,” said Marion Davidson, a protester from New York.11 When Clara de Miha, a sixty-eight-year-old grandmother who belonged to the pacifist Jeannette Rankin Brigade, tried to remind a male reporter that there were “more important things to pay attention to than beauty,” a younger protester pointedly told her, “We won’t talk to men reporters.”12

For all the stern rhetoric and blunt tactics, the daylong protest on the boardwalk wasn’t disruptive, or even very raucous. “Intoxicated with our own leadership and freedom,” Morgan recalled years later, “we picketed, leafleted, chanted, and sang all day outside the convention hall.”13 Mindful of the violence that characterized protests at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago just a few weeks earlier, the organizers sought to avoid what Morgan called “heavy disruptive tactics”14 and tried to inject a measure of frivolity into their demonstration at Atlantic City. There were, for example, moments of absurd street theater, such as when a sheep festooned in yellow and blue ribbons was crowned “Miss America.” As they paraded the frightened animal, the protesters sang, “There she is, Miss America.”15

THE FREEDOM TRASH CAN

The centerpiece of the protest was the so-called Freedom Trash Can, into which the protesters consigned “instruments of torture,” such as brassieres, girdles, high-heeled shoes, false eyelashes, and magazines such as Playboy and Cosmopolitan.16 The New York Times reported that one demonstrator tossed a bottle of pink liquid detergent into the trash can and declared her opposition to “such atrocities as having to do the dishes.” Another woman held a girdle over the trash can and chanted, “No more girdles, no more pain. No more trying to hold the fat in vain.”17

It was around the Freedom Trash Can that the myth of feminist bra burning emerged. In the days before the protest, the protest organizers had let it be known—or at least had hinted openly18—that brassieres and other items would be set afire in the Freedom Trash Can. At least a few news reports in advance of the protest referred to plans for a “bra burning” at the Atlantic City boardwalk. The day before the demonstration, for example, the Wall Street Journal said organizers had promised “picket lines, leaflets, bra-burning and ‘lobbying visits to the contestants urging our sisters to reject the pageant farce and join us.’ “19 The Star-Ledger newspaper in Newark also made reference to “news reports about a New York women’s group” that had announced plans to “burn women’s undergarments in protest” of the Miss America pageant.20

But once in Atlantic City, protesters’ plans to set bras afire supposedly were abandoned in favor of what Morgan termed a “symbolic bra-burning.”21 The Atlantic City mayor, she said, had expressed fears about burning anything,22 given that a week before the protest, fire had destroyed or damaged fourteen stores in a half-block section of the boardwalk.23 In the years since, Morgan and other participants have insisted that bras were not set afire at Atlantic City that day.
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Figure 12. The myth of “bra burning” emerged from around the so-called Freedom Trash Can, shown here. It was a centerpiece of a women’s liberation demonstration in Atlantic City on September 7, 1968, during the Miss America beauty pageant. The protest’s principal organizer, Robin Morgan, is in the striped outfit at center. [Courtesy Press of Atlantic City]

But almost immediately, the notion took hold that bra burning had been a centerpiece of the protest at Atlantic City. In her column in the New York Post two days later, Van Home derided the demonstrators as having wanted “to be liberated from their femininity, such as it is.” Van Home, who was not at the Atlantic City protest, also wrote that the highlight “was a bonfire in a Freedom Trash Can. With screams of delight they consigned to the flames such shackling, demeaning items as girdles, bras, high-heeled slippers, hair curlers and false eyelashes.”24 It was a highly imaginative characterization, one that was taken up a few days later by Art Buchwald in his nationally syndicated column.

Buchwald was the country’s preeminent humor columnist and his wry send-ups appeared in no fewer than three hundred newspapers. Frequent readers knew that Buchwald’s columns usually contained at least a small element of truth. But it was not always easy to judge just how far the columnist had planted tongue in cheek.25 And so it was with the column published September 12, 1968, beneath headlines that read, “The Bra Burners”26 or “Uptight Dissenters Go Too Far in Burning Their Brassieres.”27 Buchwald wrote that he “was flabbergasted to read that about 100 women had picketed the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City against ‘ludicrous beauty standards that had enslaved the American woman.’” He added, “The final and most tragic part of the protest took place when several of the women publicly burned their brassieres.”28

Buchwald concluded, “If the women in Atlantic City wanted to picket the Miss America beauty pageant because it is lily-white, that is one thing, and if they wanted to picket because it is a bore, that is also a legitimate excuse. But when they start asking young American women to burn their brassieres and throw away their false eyelashes, then we say dissent in this country has gone too far.”29

Buchwald’s characterization of the protest at Atlantic City introduced the notion of flamboyant bra burning to a national audience, conjuring as it did a powerful mental image of angry women setting fire to bras and twirling them, defiantly, for all on the boardwalk to see. Buchwald’s humor column thus helped solidify the evocative, though entirely misleading, representation of the angry bra burner.30

Other national publications fortified that impression. At the end of September 1968, the New York Times published a brief wire service article that referred to “bra-burnings and other demonstrations” at Atlantic City.31 The following August, the Wall Street Journal reported in a front-page article about the increasingly popular “no-bra” look that the “fad got a push … when a group called the Women’s Liberation Movement staged a mass bra-burning at Atlantic City” the year before.32 The syndicated political columnist James J. Kilpatrick also linked the no-bra fashion to the protest on the Atlantic City boardwalk, writing in September 1969, “The first organized demonstration against the bra apparently occurred in Atlantic City in September of 1968, when a group of women burned their bras outside the Miss America pageant.”33
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Figure 13. The humor columnist Art Buchwald propelled the notion that flamboyant “bra burning” had marked a feminist protest at Atlantic City. The puckish Buchwald wrote in his nationally syndicated column published September 12, 1968: “The final and most tragic part of the protest took place when several of the women publicly burned their brassieres.” [Bettman/Corbis]

The Washington Post indulged in a striking flight of fancy about bra burning in a series of articles in 1970 that explored the emergent women’s liberation movement. “When the Women’s Liberation members first surfaced at the 1968 Miss America contest, their protest took the form of bra burning,” the Post reported. “A rash of bra burnings followed. No matter how opposed you were to sit-ins, lie-ins, marches and other demonstrations,” the Post went on, “none of them seemed to represent quite as bad a case of the sillies as bra burning. And though they had a point to make, the stigma of silliness has stuck to Women’s Liberation ever since.”34

The notion of numerous and demonstrative bra burnings eventually became ingrained in American popular culture. And bra burning remains convenient shorthand for describing the upheaval of the 1960s and early 1970s. It is casually invoked as a defining phrase, or cliché, of those troubled times—as in “the era of bra-burning,”35 “the hysteria of bra-burning,”36 the time of “raucous bra burning,”37 when there were “bra burnings across the land,”38 “the bra-burning days of the turbulent 1960s,”39 and “the 1970s, when bra burning became the most popular fashion statement.”40 A lawyer named Wendy Kaminer wrote in the New York Times in 1988, “No one has burned a bra in 20 years, but the image of those little bonfires remains.”41

More significantly, the phrase became an offhand way of ridiculing feminists and mocking their sometimes militant efforts to confront gender-based discrimination in the home and the workplace. Characterizations such as “bra-burning feminists,”42 “the bra-burning women’s movement,”43 “loud-mouthed, bra-burning, men-hating feminists,”44 and “a 1960s bra-burning feminist”45 have had currency for years. Betty Friedan, a women’s rights advocate who helped establish the National Organization for Women but rejected radical feminism, reportedly advised college students to avoid “the bra-burning, anti-man, politics-of-orgasm school.”46

Women’s rights advocates were keenly sensitive to, and even mortified by, such epithets and the images they conjured. “Bra-burning,” they claimed, was a “media misrepresentation” that deflected attention from the gender inequality that had encouraged the rise of feminism.47 “Bra-burning” quite clearly suggested that women’s liberation advocates really had “little of substance to complain about,”48 and signaled how the news media could promote contempt for an emergent and uncertain social movement that nonetheless “disturbed many people.”49 As the feminist authors Judith Hole and Ellen Levine wrote, “The phrase ‘bra-burning’ was sufficiently provocative to make headlines and with steady usage by the media … it even assumed an historical reality. In all cases, its usage, ostensibly as a statement of ‘fact’ or description, served to ridicule.”50

Feminists long have insisted that no bras were burned at Atlantic City in 1968—or at any feminist protest, for that matter. Among the first to make such a claim was Joanna Foley Martin, who wrote in the Chicago Journalism Review in 1971: “No one in the women’s liberation movement has ever burned or otherwise mutilated a bra. At least not in public. If you find this hard to believe, that’s not surprising. The myth has been repeated constantly by the media over the past three years, building on itself in the classic pattern of the Big Lie. Every time women’s liberation is mentioned, bras are, too, and vice versa.” She also asserted that the news media had never “documented a specific case in which a women’s liberation group was involved in a bra destruction, despite their constant repetition of the myth.”51

Prominent writers on women’s issues have offered similar assertions over the years. Ellen Goodman, a nationally syndicated columnist, wrote in 1981 that “no piece of lingerie was ever kindled in anger” by women’s rights advocates.52 “In fact,” Susan Faludi wrote in her 1991 book, Backlash: The Undeclared War against American Women, “there’s no evidence that any undergarment was ever so much as singed at any women’s rights demonstration” in the late 1960s and 1970s.53 Suzanne Braun Levine, a former editor of Ms. magazine and of Columbia Journalism Review, scoffed at what she called “the apocryphal bra burning,” saying, “Nothing was actually burned” during the Miss America protest in 1968.54 Flora Davis, in her study of the modern women’s movement, said of the purported bra-burning demonstration at Atlantic City, “America’s most famous bonfire was strictly a media invention.”55 And Robin Morgan, the protest’s principal organizer, has asserted, “There were no bras burned” at Atlantic City. “That’s a media myth.”56

The insistent claims that it was all a media myth were, however, overwhelmed by the alliterative and faintly lascivious appeal of the term bra burning. The term seemed to fit the times as well: bra burning resonated as an extension of draft-card burning, which by 1968 had emerged as a not uncommon way to protest the Vietnam War. Bra burning took hold and gained tenacity because it seemed to define a highly charged moment in a confused and angry time given readily to drama and dissent.

Bra burning offered something of a faint historical connection as well, alluding to the “watch fire” protests of the women’s suffrage movement of the early twentieth century. In pressing demands for the right to vote, members of the suffragist National Woman’s Party tended to “watch fires” just beyond the White House fence. The “watch fires” were set in urns and fed with wood and, imaginatively, with pages from speeches in which President Woodrow Wilson made references to promoting “freedom” in the world.57

Even the watch fires, mild and nonconfrontational though they were, could stir a hostile reaction. On New Year’s Day, 1919, soldiers, sailors, and civilians attacked a National Woman’s Party demonstration in Lafayette Park, across from the White House, knocking down the protesters and destroying the urn in which their “watch fire” burned. The assault came soon after the protesting women had unfurled a banner declaring Wilson a “false prophet of democracy.” The suffragists regrouped and started another “watch fire” in a large urn in the park. Soon, five of them were arrested for violating park regulations, the New York Times reported the next day.58

BRA BURNING AND THE LOCAL PRESS

Long overlooked in the claims and counterclaims surrounding the 1968 protest at Atlantic City is intriguing, contemporaneous evidence that gives dimension to the bra-burning legend and complicates its debunking. The evidence is offered by two eyewitness accounts—one of them published the day after the protest—that said bras and other items were burned, however briefly, in the Freedom Trash Can at Atlantic City. The published account appeared in the local Atlantic City daily newspaper, the Press, on September 8, 1968. The newspaper that day published two articles about the Miss America protest, both appearing on page four. The more prominent of the two articles was displayed at the upper left corner of page four, beneath the headline “Bra-Burners Blitz Boardwalk.”59

The article described what it called “the first such protest in the history of the Miss America pageant,” and its ninth paragraph included this passage: “As the bras, girdles, falsies, curlers, and copies of popular women’s magazines burned in the ‘Freedom Trash Can,’ the demonstration reached the pinnacle of ridicule when the participants paraded a small lamb wearing a gold banner worded ‘Miss America.’ “60

The article did not elaborate about the fire and the articles burning in the Freedom Trash Can, nor did it suggest that the fire was all that important. Rather, the article conveyed a sense of astonishment that an event such as the women’s liberation protest could take place near the venue of the pageant. Nonetheless, the passage stands as a contemporaneous account that there was fire in the Freedom Trash Can that day—a firsthand report that was ignored and left unexamined for forty years. In the many strenuous efforts to characterize bra burning as a myth, the reporting of the local newspaper had gone overlooked.

The “Bra-Burners Blitz Boardwalk” article was written by John L. Boucher, a newspaper reporter for nearly forty years who died in 1973. Boucher was locally prominent and had built a reputation as a conscientious and highly ethical reporter who took pains not to embroider or exaggerate. He won nine awards for writing and reporting, according to an article published in the Atlantic City Press on June 6, 1964, the day the governor declared “John L. Boucher Day” in New Jersey.61

Boucher’s son, Jack, a photographer for the National Park Service, recalled his father as a “meticulous reporter” who “didn’t embellish stories to make them hot news. He was known for that” kind of ethical regard. Although Jack Boucher was not familiar with the “Bra-Burners Blitz Boardwalk” article, he said that his father would have had no reason to contrive a reference to fire in the Freedom Trash Can. “I would take that article as gospel truth,” Boucher said.62

John Boucher was gruff and tough, but also acted as an informal adviser to young reporters at the Press. Among them was Jon Katz, who in 1968 was at the outset of a career that took him to the Philadelphia Inquirer and Boston Globe, and to the CBS Morning News as executive producer. After leaving daily journalism, Katz became a media critic and commentator on digital media, as well as a prolific writer of mysteries and nonfiction.

Katz’s first reporting job was at the Atlantic City Press and Boucher was an informal mentor. “He was very, very careful,” Katz said of Boucher. “He was quite scrupulous about accuracy…. I remember him lecturing me all the time about accuracy.” Boucher would often remind Katz that “‘reputation is all you have.’ He’d say that a lot,” Katz said, adding, “I would give enormous credence to what he wrote.”63

Katz recalled that Boucher felt an affinity for the police he covered and was inclined to look the other way were they to rough up a suspect. But it would have been exceedingly out of character for Boucher to have fabricated the reference to fire in the Freedom Trash Can, Katz said. “He was not creative enough” to have made up such a story.64 Katz was the other reporter the Press sent to cover the women’s liberation protest on the boardwalk, an event, he said, that was “formative in terms of my reporting” career. Significantly, Katz said he recalls that bras and other items were set afire during the demonstration and burned briefly. “I quite clearly remember the ‘Freedom Trash Can,’ and also remember some protestors putting their bras into it along with other articles of clothing, and some Pageant brochures, and setting the can on fire. I am quite certain of this,” Katz stated.65

“I recall and remember noting at the time that the fire was small, and quickly was extinguished, and didn’t pose a credible threat to the Boardwalk. I noted this as a reporter in case a fire did erupt…. It is my recollection that this burning was planned, and that a number of demonstrators brought bras and other articles of clothing to burn, including, I believe some underwear.”66 When the fire flickered out, Katz said, the police dragged the trash bin to the sand. Otherwise, Katz said, “Nobody made a big deal of it.” He said he remembers Mario Floriani, Atlantic City’s public safety commissioner, telling demonstrators, “You can protest but you just can’t set fire to things.”67

Katz wrote a sidebar article that the Press displayed beneath Boucher’s “Bra-Burners Blitz Boardwalk” report. Katz’s sidebar described the puzzled and mostly unfriendly reactions to the demonstration, quoting one confused passerby as saying, “I don’t care if they march, but I wish to God I knew what they were marching about.” Although Katz’s article included references to demonstrators’ “throwing away their bras” and “waving their bras,” it made no reference to fire in the “Freedom Trash Can.”68 Asked about that, Katz said his article focused on boardwalk strollers and their reactions to the protest, not the demonstration itself. “I actually have no doubt about the fire,” he said.69

Informed about Boucher’s contemporaneous article and Katz’s most recent recollections, Robin Morgan said through a spokeswoman, Carol Newton, “There were NO bras EVER burned at the 1968 protest.” Newton also said that “Morgan was present on the boardwalk the entire time” of the demonstration. “Steno pads, diapers, stiletto heels, corsets, bras, etc., were DUMPED into the [Freedom Trash] can but not burned.”70

Other published news reports about the women’s liberation protest at Atlantic City included no mention of bras and other items having been set afire. The New York Times report, written by Charlotte Curtis, the women’s editor, referred to “a symbolic bra-burning.”71 Katz turned to that phrase three years later, in writing a retrospective account about the protest for the Philadelphia Daily News. “The program called for the now-famous ‘burn-in,’ featuring bras, girdles, and other ‘repressive’ female garments,” Katz wrote in 1971, recalling how Floriani, the public safety commissioner, was “resplendent in full uniform” as he “marched onto the Boardwalk and informed the demonstrators that the burning of bras, or anything else, was forbidden by city ordinance. The demonstrators thought it over, and the burning became symbolic, with symbolic bras and a symbolic fire.”72

Asked about that account, Katz said that the retrospective article does not contradict his recollections about fire in the Freedom Trash Can. The phrase “the burning became symbolic” refers to a sequence of events in which the small fire was extinguished and became “a symbolic fire,” he said. “They stopped the burning and made it a symbolic burning.”73

Katz’s recollections about the 1968 protest are detailed and certainly support the passage in Boucher’s article about bras and other items having been “burned in the ‘Freedom Trash Can.’” Boucher’s article carries a ring of authenticity. Had he intended to ridicule or belittle the protesters, Boucher surely would have given greater prominence in his article to burning bras. The passing reference to burning bras also suggests that Boucher assigned little significance to that aspect of the demonstration on the boardwalk. It was only after the protest—in columns by Van Home and, more important, by Buchwald—that bra burning at Atlantic City took on significance and became a term of derision. Similarly, Katz would seem to have little incentive to contrive an account of bra burning at the Miss America protest. The demonstrators at Atlantic City, he said, “were very exotic to me.” It was at that protest, he said, that he first heard the epithet sexist pig.74

And what is the broader significance of Boucher’s article and Katz’s recollections? At the very least, their accounts offer fresh dimension to the bra-burning legend.

They represent two eyewitness accounts that bras and other items were burned, or at least smoldered, in the Freedom Trash Can. There is now evidence that bras and other items were set afire, if briefly, at the 1968 Miss America protest in Atlantic City. This evidence cannot be taken lightly, dismissed, or ignored.

But it must be said as well that the eyewitness accounts of Boucher and Katz lend no support to the far more vivid and popular imagery that many bras went up in flames in flamboyant protest that September day. Their accounts offer no evidence to corroborate a widely held image of angry feminists demonstratively setting fire to their bras and tossing the flaming undergarments into a spectacular bonfire. Boucher’s long-overlooked article and Katz’s recollections offer no endorsement for that central and alluring feature of the media-driven myth. Demonstrative bra burning at Atlantic City would have been reckless and hazardous, coming so soon after the fire that destroyed a portion of the boardwalk.75 Demonstrative bra burning surely would have commanded prominence in Boucher’s article. Therefore, Boucher’s article and Katz’s recollections effectively bolster the view that bra burning is a media-driven myth—exaggerated by Van Horne, Buchwald, and many others. There was no “mass bra-burning.”76 Fire at most was a modest and fleeting aspect of the protest that day.

But the accounts by Boucher and Katz do suggest that the myth of mass or demonstrative bra burning needs to be modified. Their accounts offer compelling evidence that bras were set afire that day, though not with flamboyance as the stereotype has it. Shorn of the adjectives mass or flamboyant, bra burning becomes nuanced, an epithet not entirely misapplied to the women’s liberation protest at Atlantic City.

It is interesting to note, moreover, how the implication of bra burning has slowly morphed over the decades, to take on a meaning that is somewhat less pejorative and less demeaning. The term in recent years has become associated with female empowerment—a metaphor for assertive-ness, audacity, and dedication to women’s rights. It is not unusual these days for female college students to express such views. For many of them, bra burning has few negative associations. They find little reason to cringe at the epithet. Rather, they view bra burning as bold symbolism that connotes a refusal to conform to standards and expectations set by others—sentiments that certainly echo the views of the women who tossed undergarments into the Freedom Trash Can.

An early representation of bra burning’s revised significance appeared in Ms. magazine in 1991, in a retrospective article by Lindsy Van Gelder, who in 1968 was a reporter for the women’s pages of the New York Post. Writing twenty-three years after the Miss America protest, Van Gelder argued that, however misleading the epithet may have been, bra burner carried moral weight in 1968. At the height of the war in Vietnam, “thousands of young men had set fire to their draft cards in public demonstrations. It was an act associated with dignity, bravery, and impeccable politics,” Van Gelder wrote. “To talk about bras being burned was at one and the same time to speak in a language that the guys on the city desk could understand (i.e., tits) and to speak in code to the radicals of our generation.”77

Another example of bra burning’s evolving meaning came during a protest near the Ohio State University campus in February 1999, when members of the Feminist Majority group attempted to burn a brassiere on the rickety porch of the residence of Bob Hewitt, a cartoonist for the student daily newspaper, the Lantern. The attempted bra burning was to protest Hewitt’s unflattering caricature of students in Ohio State’s women’s studies program and, by extension, to demonstrate the group’s assertive-ness. The bra failed to catch fire,78 however, and after a few awkward moments the demonstrators left the porch and their impromptu protest sputtered out.79 The failed bra burning gained a measure of unsought attention for the Feminist Majority. It won top billing that year in the “Campus Outrage Awards” given by the conservative Intercollegiate Studies Institute to call attention to acts of “extreme political correctness.”80

A further example of bra burning’s changing significance took place in February 2008 on the Tyra Banks afternoon television show. Banks took members of her studio audience into the chill of a winter’s afternoon in New York for a made-for-television stunt about what women could do with ill-fitting brassieres. Banks wore an unzipped gray sweatshirt that revealed a powder-blue sports bra. Most of the women were clad only in brassieres above the waist. They clutched other bras as they stood before a burn barrel from which flames leapt hungrily. On Banks’s word, they tossed the bras they were holding into the fire.

So finally, there it was: unmistakably, a bonfire of burning bras. Nearly forty years after the myth of mass bra burnings emerged and was propelled by the riff of a humor columnist, the image had become a reality—in a gratuitous and puzzling gesture on afternoon television.


CHAPTER 7
It’s All about the Media

Watergate’s Heroic-Journalist Myth


Unlike a society with a strong oral tradition, America today
remembers its history through visual imagery.

Jerry Lembcke, The Spitting Image: Myth, Memory,

and the Legacy of Vietnam (New York: New York

University Press, 1998), 188



Watergate was easily America’s greatest political scandal of the twentieth century. Twenty-one men associated with the presidency of Richard M. Nixon or his reelection campaign in 1972 were convicted of Watergate-related crimes, nineteen of whom went to prison.1 Nixon himself resigned in August 1974, less than halfway through his second term, to avoid certain impeachment and conviction. By then it had become clear that Nixon had conspired with senior aides to cover up the scandal’s signal crime, the burglary in June 1972 at the national headquarters of the rival Democratic Party at the Watergate office-apartment complex in Washington, D.C.

To roll up a scandal of such dimension required the collective if not always the coordinated forces of special prosecutors, federal judges, both houses of Congress, and the Supreme Court, as well as the Justice Department and the FBI. Even then, Nixon likely would have served out his term if not for the audiotape recordings he secretly made of most conversations in the Oval Office of the White House. Only when compelled by the Supreme Court did Nixon surrender those recordings, which captured him plotting the cover-up and authorizing payments of thousands of dollars in hush money.2

The complexity of Watergate—the lies, deceit, and criminality that characterized the Nixon White House, the multiple lines of investigation that slowly unwound the scandal, and the drama of what was an exceptional and long-running constitutional crisis—are not routinely recalled these days. The epic scandal has grown so distant that few Americans can accurately describe what took place.3 A survey taken for ABC and the Washington Post in June 2002, at the thirtieth anniversary of the Watergate burglary, found as much: nearly two-thirds of American adults said they were not conversant with the scandal’s fundamental elements.4

What does stand out amid the scandal’s many tangles is the heroic-journalist version of Watergate—the endlessly appealing notion that the dogged reporting of two young, hungry, and tireless Washington Post journalists, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, brought down Nixon and his corrupt presidency. The heroic journalist has become the most familiar story line of Watergate: ready shorthand for understanding Watergate and its denouement, a proxy for grasping the scandal’s essence while avoiding its forbidding complexity. How the Post and its reporters uncovered Watergate is deeply ingrained in American journalism as one of the field’s most important and self-reverential stories.

Inevitably, the tale of the heroic journalist has been cast as a story of “two Davids”—Woodward and Bernstein—who “slew Goliath.”5 That Woodward and Bernstein exposed Nixon’s corruption is a favored theme in textbooks of journalism and mass communication, as in Melvin Mencher’s News Reporting and Writing,6 Shirley Biagi’s Media/Impact: An Introduction to Mass Media,7 and Tim Harrower’s Inside Reporting.8 It is cited in works as disparate as Robert M. O’Neil’s The First Amendment and Civil Liability9 and Edward Kosner’s It’s News to Me: The Making and Unmaking of an Editor.10

Even the New York Times—the Washington Post’s foremost rival—has embraced the heroic-journalist interpretation, noting how “two young Washington Post reporters cracked the Watergate scandal and brought down President Richard M. Nixon.”11 There’s even a sinister and conspiratorial variation to the heroic-journalist theme. “The Watergate witchhunt … was run by liberals in the media,” Paul Johnson wrote darkly in Modern Times: The World from the Twenties to the Nineties. Johnson claimed that Nixon’s sweeping reelection victory in 1972 “was overturned by what might be described as a media putsch. The ‘imperial presidency’ was replaced by the ‘imperial press.’ “12

But to explain Watergate through the lens of the heroic journalist is to abridge and misunderstand the scandal and to indulge in a particularly beguiling media-driven myth. The heroic-journalist interpretation minimizes the far more decisive forces that unraveled the scandal and forced Nixon from office. This interpretation of Watergate is especially powerful, the sociologist Michael Schudson has written, because it “offers journalism a charter, an inspiration, a reason for being large enough to justify the constitutional protections that journalism enjoys.”13 Similarly, Jay Rosen, a media scholar, has called the heroic-journalist construct “the redemptive tale believers learn to tell about the press and what it can do for the American people. It is a story of national salvation: truth their only weapons, journalists save the day.”14

THE DOMINANT POPULAR NARRATIVE

The heroic-journalist myth has become the dominant popular narrative of the Watergate scandal for several reasons. They include: the timing of Woodward and Bernstein’s book about how they reported the unfolding scandal, the popular cinematic version of their book, and the endless parlor game about the identity of the helpful but anonymous high-level source with whom Woodward surreptitiously met while investigating Watergate. These factors combined to place Woodward and Bernstein at the center of Watergate in popular consciousness, and project the notion that the scandal’s outcome pivoted on disclosures reported by the news media.15

The myth began to take hold in June 1974, with publication of All the President’s Men, Woodward and Bernstein’s Watergate memoir. “All America knows about Watergate,” the book’s dust jacket declared. “Here, for the first time, is the story of how we know. In what must be the most devastating political detective story of the century, the two young Washington Post reporters whose brilliant investigative journalism smashed the Watergate scandal wide open tell the whole behind-the-scenes drama the way it really happened.”16 All the President’s Men was a runaway success. Playboy carried two prepublication excerpts. The book’s first print run of 75,000 quickly sold, and in late June 1974, All the President’s Men reached the top of the New York Times’s nonfiction best-seller list. It remained there for fifteen weeks,17 through Nixon’s resignation and the climactic days of Watergate, and beyond.18 When the book came out, Woodward was thirty-one; Bernstein was thirty.

The book’s impeccable timing—appearing as the scandal neared its climax—helped promote the impression that Woodward and Bernstein were central to Watergate’s ultimate outcome. As Stanley I. Kutler, Watergate’s leading historian, has written: “However self-serving or exaggerated the work, [the timely publication of All the President’s Men] undeniably gave an added impetus to the growing understanding and awareness of Watergate…. In an important sense, the book offered a journalistic brief to the nation as it prepared to understand and judge for itself” the deepening evidence of Nixon’s guilt.19 Not only was All the President’s Men well-timed; it was useful in making sense of the scandal’s sprawl. If nothing else, wrote a reviewer for the Wall Street Journal, the book “is a great guide for people like me who still have trouble figuring out where Ehrlichman begins and Haldeman ends.”20 John Ehrlichman and H.R. Haldeman were top aides to Nixon who were convicted of crimes and imprisoned in the Watergate scandal.
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Figure 14. Bob Woodward, left, and Carl Bernstein, right, were the Washington Post reporters often credited with bringing down Richard Nixon’s corrupt presidency. The notion endures even though Woodward has dismissed it, as have other authorities at the Post. [Bettman/Corbis]

All the President’s Men introduced to journalism and American culture the intriguing character known as “Deep Throat.” He has been called the “dark star of All the President’s Men”21 and the “most important … whistle-blower in modern American political history.”22 “Deep Throat” was a stealthy, high-level government source who sometimes conferred with Woodward in the small hours of the morning at an underground parking garage in northern Virginia, across the Potomac River from the Watergate complex.23 The code name “Deep Throat” stemmed from the source’s cloak-and-dagger ways and from his willingness to speak with Woodward only on “deep background.” That meant that “Deep Throat” would confirm information obtained elsewhere but would not be quoted, even anonymously, in articles in the Post.24

“Deep Throat” lent a measure of mystery and intrigue to the narrative of All the President’s Men and the source’s identity became the topic of not infrequent speculation in the three decades that followed the book’s publication. Woodward and Bernstein kept to their pledge to protect “Deep Throat’s” identity until his death, or until he decided to make known that he was the famous source. In 2005, W. Mark Felt, formerly the second-ranking official at the FBI, revealed that he was the “Deep Throat” source. By then, Felt was in his early nineties and suffering from dementia. He died in 2008.

All the President’s Men was more than a best seller. It was an even greater and more lasting success in its adaptation to the screen. The book in fact had been written with the cinema in mind. Robert Redford had taken a keen interest in the Woodward-Bernstein collaboration in reporting the scandal and had encouraged the reporters to structure the book around their experiences.25 “From the very beginning,” Woodward once said, Redford “saw and talked about our story in terms of movie scenes.”26 Redford paid $450,000 for the movie rights to All the President’s Men after seeing only an incomplete draft of the manuscript.27 The cinematic version, which starred Redford as Woodward and Dustin Hoffman as Bernstein, was released by Warner Brothers in April 1976, as the wounds of Watergate had only begun to close. The film was a commercial and critical success.28 It rang up more than $68 million in gross receipts and was the most popular movie of the year, after Sylvester Stallone’s pugilist melodrama, Rocky. All the President’s Men was nominated for eight Academy Awards, winning four, including best supporting actor for Jason Robards’s portrayal of Ben Bradlee, the Post’s executive editor during the Watergate period.

Warner Brothers promoted the film extravagantly, lionizing Woodward and Bernstein as “the two young reporters who cracked the Watergate conspiracy … [and] solved the greatest detective story in American history. At times, it looked as if it might cost them their jobs, their reputations, perhaps even their lives.”29 The movie suggested that their reporting was more hazardous than it was—that by digging into Watergate, Woodward and Bernstein exposed themselves to not insignificant risk and peril. To an extent far greater than the book, the cinematic version of All the President’s Men placed Woodward and Bernstein at the center of Watergate’s unraveling while minimizing, and even denigrating, the efforts of investigative agencies such as the FBI. The effect was to solidify and elevate the heroic-journalist myth, giving it dramatic power, and sustaining it in the collective memory.30

The film closes with the Woodward and Bernstein characters at their respective desks in the Post’s brilliantly lighted newsroom, pounding at their typewriters. The newsroom is otherwise empty at first. Woodward and Bernstein remain oblivious to their colleagues as they slowly drift in. It’s inauguration day 1973 and the Post editors and reporters are shown gathering at television sets in the newsroom to watch as Nixon is sworn in to a second term. Woodward and Bernstein, however, remain hard at work. They do not budge from their desks nor look up from their typing. The television sets show Nixon smiling as he completes the oath of office. The first volleys of a twenty-one gun salute begin to boom. Woodward and Bernstein continue their frantic typing and the cannonade resounds ever louder. The newsroom scene dissolves to a close-up of an overactive teletype machine, noisily battering out summaries of the indictments, trials, and convictions of Nixon’s men. The clattering machine spells out “Nixon resigns, Ford sworn in,” and stops abruptly. With that, the film ends.

It is a deft conclusion that pulls together the many strands of Watergate. But more than that, it offers an unmistakable assertion of the power and centrality of the press in Nixon’s fall. All the President’s Men allows no other interpretation: it was the work of Woodward and Bernstein that set in motion far-reaching processes that brought about the first-ever resignation of a U.S. president.31 And it is a message that has endured. More than thirty-five years later, what remains most vivid, memorable, and accessible about Watergate is the cinematic version of All the President’s Men. Woodward said he expected as much, that the story of the exploits of Woodward and Bernstein would be the one “people know and remember” about Watergate.32

Frank Rich of the New York Times is among the commentators to have noted the effectiveness of All the President’s Men in that regard. “Such is the power of movies,” Rich wrote in 2004, “that the first image ‘Watergate’ brings to mind three decades later is not Richard Nixon so much as the golden duo of Redford and Hoffman riding to the nation’s rescue in ‘All the President’s Men.’ “33 Similarly, David Brooks, another New York Times columnist, has observed that “Watergate in today’s culture … isn’t about Nixon and the cover-up anymore. It’s about Woodward and Bernstein. Watergate has become a modern Horatio Alger story, a real-life fairy tale, an inspiring ode for mediacentric college types—about the two young men who found exciting and challenging jobs, who slew the dragon, who became rich and famous by doing good and who were played by Redford and Hoffman in the movie version.”34

The cinematic adaptation of All the President’s Men possessed what might be called “stickiness,” the elusive quality that makes some films, books, and ideas particularly memorable and enduring.35 All the President’s Men has had long-term influence. The film “holds up extraordinarily well—as both history and entertainment,” Jonathan Kirshner, a government scholar at Cornell University, wrote in a review at the film’s thirtieth anniversary in 2006. That it has retained such appeal “is remarkable,” Kirshner wrote, “considering how easily it might have become a faded period piece.”36 An explanation for its enduring appeal was suggested by Matthew Ehrlich in his study Journalism in the Movies: “If American mythology holds that any boy can grow up to be president, the movie suggests that any boy can grow up to topple a corrupt president, especially if he is ‘hungry’ and has an equally hungry partner.”37

NEAT, TIDY, AND SIMPLIFIED

The cinema was more than an agent in projecting and promoting the heroic-journalist myth of Watergate; it also helped ensure the myth would live on by offering a neat, tidy, and vastly simplified account about Watergate, one that allowed viewers to sidestep the scandal’s complexity while following an entertaining story line. No other Watergate-related movie has retained an appeal that has transcended decades, or has been seen by as many people.38 In addition to the moviegoers who bought nearly thirty-four million tickets to All the President’s Men in 1976, millions have seen the film on television, “another generation would see it on video cassettes, [and] still others would view it in high schools and colleges as part of history or journalism classes,” as Adrian Havill noted in Deep Truth, a critical, unauthorized biography of Woodward and Bernstein.39

What really happened in unraveling the Watergate scandal was, of course, vastly more complex than what was shown on the screen. The arrests of the Watergate burglars in the early hours of June 17, 1972, began the dismantling of illegal intelligence-gathering operations conducted by Nixon’s White House and officials of his Committee to Re-elect the President. Their objective was to collect embarrassing information about the rival Democrats that could be used to good effect in the presidential election campaign in the fall of 1972. Six days after the burglars were arrested at the Watergate complex, Nixon and his top White House aide, Haldeman, conspired to cover up the break-in. Their plan was to call on the CIA to block the FBI’s nascent investigation, ostensibly for reasons of national security. Nixon and his aides also approved the payment of hush money to the burglars and others caught in the web of Watergate.

Decisive to sorting out this complex web of criminality were John Sirica, a federal judge whose threat of stiff prison sentences for the Watergate burglars forced one of them, James McCord, to crack and implicate others in the break-in and cover-up;40 the Senate Select Committee on Watergate, which in 1973 uncovered the existence of the White House audiotapes, a discovery that proved crucial to the scandal’s outcome; the two federal special prosecutors on Watergate, one of whom Nixon ordered fired and the other of whom won the release of the White House tapes that incriminated the president; and the Supreme Court, which ruled unanimously in August 1974 that the president could not hide behind executive privilege and had to turn over the audiotapes subpoenaed by the special prosecutor. “The fact is,” Kutler has written, “an incredible array of powerful actors all converged on Nixon at once—the FBI, prosecutors, congressional investigators, the judicial system.”41

Amid this tableau of prosecutors, courts, federal investigations, and bipartisan congressional panels, the contributions of Woodward and Bernstein were at best modest, and certainly not decisive. Principals at the Post have acknowledged as much. Katharine Graham, the newspaper’s doughty publisher, often insisted that the Post did not topple Nixon. “Sometimes people accuse us of bringing down a president, which of course we didn’t do,” Graham said in 1997, at a program marking the scandal’s twenty-fifth anniversary. “The processes that caused [Nixon’s] resignation were constitutional,” she insisted.42 In earthier terms, Woodward concurred: “To say that the press brought down Nixon, that’s horseshit.”43 In 2005, Michael Getier, then the Post’s ombudsman, wrote: “Ultimately, it was not The Post, but the FBI, a Congress acting in bipartisan fashion and the courts that brought down the Nixon administration. They saw Watergate and the attempt to cover it up as a vast abuse of power and attempted corruption of U.S. institutions.”44

This is not to say that the Post’s reporting on Watergate was without distinction. As the scandal slowly unfolded in the summer and fall of 1972, Woodward and Bernstein progressively linked White House officials to a secret fund used to finance the burglary. The Post was the first news organization to establish a connection between the burglars and the White House, the first to demonstrate that campaign funds to reelect Nixon were used to fund the break-in, the first to implicate the former attorney general John Mitchell in the scandal, and the first to link Haldeman to Watergate.45

“OUT OF GAS” ON WATERGATE

Those reports were published in the four months following the Watergate break-in.46 But by late October 1972, the Post’s investigation into Watergate “ran out of gas,” as Barry Sussman, then the newspaper’s city editor, later acknowledged. “After the Haldeman story [in late October 1972] we didn’t have anything else to print” about Watergate for weeks.47 Woodward conceded that he and Bernstein “really weren’t concentrating” in the aftermath of the November election. “We had taken some time off, and were working on our book and traveling around making speeches.”48 Meanwhile, Nixon was reelected, defeating George McGovern, the hapless Democratic candidate, in a forty-nine-state landslide.

Its Watergate reporting won the Post the 1973 Pulitzer Prize for Public Service—the most prestigious award in American print journalism. But as earnest and revealing as their reporting was, Woodward and Bernstein did not uncover defining and decisive elements of the Watergate scandal—the cover-up and the payment of hush money to the Watergate burglars. Those aspects of the scandal, Woodward was quoted as saying in 1973, were “held too close. Too few people knew. We couldn’t get that high.”49 They also had a lead about, but failed to report on, the White House audiotaping system that proved critical to determining Nixon’s fate. According to All the President’s Men, Woodward was tipped about the taping system a day or two before it was disclosed in July 1973. Bradlee, in a lapse of judgment, suggested that Woodward not expend much energy pursuing the tip. And Woodward did not.50

Principals at the Post say the newspaper’s key contribution was to keep the Watergate story alive during the summer and fall of 1972, when few other news organizations seemed interested in pursuing the break-in and its aftermath.51 “For months we were out there alone on this story,” the Post’s managing editor, Howard Simons, once said. “What scared me was that the normal herd instincts of Washington journalism didn’t seem to be operating…. It was months of loneliness.”52 Sussman similarly characterized the Post as “out on a limb by itself” on the Watergate story.53 Although potent and memorable, such characterizations are not entirely accurate. The Post may well have led other newspapers on the Watergate story—principally because Watergate at first was a local story, based in Washington, D.C. But rival news organizations such as the Los Angeles Times and the New York Times did not ignore Watergate as the scandal slowly took dimension during the summer and fall of 1972.54

The Los Angeles Times, for example, published an unprecedented first-person account in early October 1972 by Alfred C. Baldwin III, a former FBI agent who had acted as the lookout man in the Watergate burglary.55 Baldwin described how he had delivered to Nixon’s Committee to Re-elect the President sealed eavesdropping logs from wiretaps that had been placed at Democratic national headquarters shortly before the burglars were arrested in June 1972. Baldwin’s account “was powerful stuff,” David Halberstam observed in The Powers That Be. “It brought Watergate right to the heart of the Nixon reelection campaign, in a more dramatic way than any other story” to that point.56

In late summer 1972, the New York Times called for an independent prosecutor “of unquestioned political independence and judicial integrity” to investigate what it called the “sinister affair” of Watergate.57 “What is involved in these tawdry proceedings is not an obscure political caper but the integrity of the election process and of government itself,” the Times said in an angry and prescient editorial about Watergate.58 More significantly, the Times was the first news organization to report the payment of hush money to the Watergate burglars,59 a pivotal disclosure that made clear that efforts were under way to conceal the roles of others in the scandal. Unlike most other Watergate-related news reports in 1972 and early 1973, the Times story about hush money “hit home!” John Dean, Nixon’s former counsel, recalled years later. “It had everyone concerned and folks in the White House and at the reelection committee were on the wall.”60

Additionally, Edward Jay Epstein noted in his classic essay disputing the heroic-journalist myth of Watergate that the Post and other newspapers were joined during the summer of 1972 by the General Accounting Office, the investigative arm of Congress,61 and Common Cause, a foundation that seeks accountability in government office, in calling attention to the scandal. Within a few days of the Watergate break-in, moreover, the Democratic National Committee filed a civil lawsuit against the Committee to Re-elect the President, which ultimately compelled statements under oath. And Nixon’s Democratic challenger for the presidency, George Mc-Govern, repeatedly invoked Watergate in his campaign appearances in the summer and fall of 1972. At one point, McGovern charged that Nixon was “at least indirectly responsible” for the Watergate burglary. McGovern also termed the break-in “the kind of thing you expect under a person like Hitler.”62 In its reporting on the emergent scandal in the summer and fall of 1972, the Post in fact was one of several institutions seeking to delineate the reach and contours of Watergate.63 The Post, in other words, was very much not alone.

Epstein’s essay also noted that Woodward and Bernstein had been “diverted” in their investigation to focus on what was a minor sideshow of Watergate—a “dirty tricks” campaign directed by a Republican lawyer named Donald Segretti. “The quest for Segretti,” Epstein pointed out, “dominates the largest section” of Woodward and Bernstein’s book.64 But nearly all of Segretti’s “dirty tricks” took place during the Democratic primary election, before the Watergate break-in, Epstein noted. In October 1972, Woodward and Bernstein reported that Segretti was one of “at least fifty undercover Nixon operatives” who “traveled throughout the country trying to disrupt and spy on” challengers for the Democratic nomination for president. Woodward and Bernstein characterized “numerous acts of political sabotage and spying” as perhaps “the most significant finding of the whole Watergate investigation.”65

But none of the many Watergate-related investigations uncovered evidence endorsing such a claim. An internal FBI memorandum disputed as “absolutely false” Woodward and Bernstein’s claim about fifty undercover Nixon operatives.66 In short, Epstein wrote, “neither the prosecutors, the grand jury, nor the [Senate] Watergate Committee … found any evidence to support the Bernstein/Woodward thesis that Watergate was part of the Segretti operation.” The Segretti-dirty tricks element represented “a detour, if not a false trail,” in the Post’s Watergate coverage, Epstein concluded.67 Over time, though, such distinctions have become blurred. So has recognition of the contributions by agencies and organizations besides the Washington Post.

“DEEP THROAT” GUESSING GAME

Significantly, the thirty-year guessing game about the identity of the “Deep Throat” source provided periodic and powerful reminders about the Post and its Watergate coverage, serving to keep Woodward and Bernstein in the public eye far longer than they otherwise would have been. They and the mysterious “Deep Throat” source became central figures in what one newspaper termed “the parlor game that would not die…. With each passing year, as ‘Deep Throat’s’ cloak of anonymity remained securely in place, his perceived role in Watergate gained gravitas.”68 And so, in a sense, did the roles of Woodward and Bernstein. In public appearances, they often were asked about “Deep Throat’s” identity.69 The guessing game became “a convenient means of journalistic self-congratulation,” Kutler wrote, a ready way for the news media to assert that they had figured decisively in exposing the scandal.70

Speculation about “Deep Throat’s” identity began in June 1974, soon after publication of All the President’s Men, with a front-page article in the Wall Street Journal that appeared beneath the whimsical headline “If You Drink Scotch, Smoke and Read, Maybe You’re ‘Deep Throat.’ “71 In the years that followed, countless articles and columns, and at least a couple of books were written about the mysterious source and who he may have been. The list of candidates seemed endless and included, at one time or another, George H. W. Bush, the former CIA director who was elected president in 1988; Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s secretary of state; Alexander Haig, Nixon’s former chief of staff; L. Patrick Gray, the former acting FBI director; Ron Ziegler, the White House press secretary; Diane Sawyer, a network television newswoman who worked for a short time at the Nixon White House; Bobby Ray Inman, a former deputy CIA chief; and John Dean, former White House counsel to Nixon.

Identifying “Deep Throat” was the inspiration for a multiyear assignment in an investigative journalism class at the University of Illinois. Under the guidance of William Gaines, a professor and former reporter, the students sifted clues that appeared in All the President’s Men and reviewed thousands of pages of FBI documents, congressional testimony, and Watergate memoirs. In 2002, Gaines’s students placed Patrick Buchanan, a former speechwriter and special assistant to Nixon, atop their short list of “Deep Throat” suspects. “One of the things that swayed the students on Buchanan,” Gaines told an interviewer, “was the trucker’s bar” near Washington where Woodward and “Deep Throat” once met. Of all the candidates the students reviewed, Buchanan was a native of Washington, D.C., “and knew his way around” the capital and its environs. Buchanan presumably would have been familiar with the trucker’s bar.72

Still, the archconservative Buchanan, who after the Watergate era ran for president three times, was a highly improbable candidate. The student-sleuths went back to their work, sifting clues. About a year later, they announced that Fred Fielding, a lawyer and former assistant to John Dean, most likely was “Deep Throat.”73 Meanwhile, a former White House aide named Leonard Garment brought out a book, In Search of Deep Throat, that told of his years-long sleuthing to pierce the mystery. Garment’s conclusion: John Sears, a Republican strategist, was “Deep Throat.”74

Suspicions also abounded that “Deep Throat” was a literary device, a composite character developed to embody a number of government sources and to inject a sense of suspense into the narrative. Epstein embraced that view.75 So did Robert L. Jackson and Ronald Ostrow, reporters who covered the unfolding Watergate scandal for the Los Angeles Times. “We were trying to compete with them and when we got some of the same stories, we know they did not all come from the same person,” Ostrow once said.76 Adrian Havill hypothesized in his critical biography of Woodward and Bernstein that “Deep Throat” was “a hybrid of three or four main sources.”77

Even so, Mark Felt was fingered early and often as a leading “Deep Throat” candidate. The Wall Street Journal article that initiated the years of speculation about the source’s identity described Felt as the top suspect.78 Epstein wrote in his Watergate essay in 1975 that “prosecutors at the Department of Justice now believe that the mysterious source was probably” Felt.79 The Atlantic Monthly also identified Felt in a detailed account published in 1992.80 Felt, though, repeatedly denied he was “Deep Throat.” “I’m just not that kind of person,” he told the Wall Street Journal in 1974, adding that he, too, thought “Deep Throat” was a composite character.81 In a memoir published in 1979, Felt insisted, “I never leaked information to Woodward and Bernstein or to anyone else!”82 Twenty years later, Felt told a Connecticut newspaper that had he been “Deep Throat,” he “would have done it better.”83

Woodward engaged in occasional misdirection over the years that served to deflect attention from Felt. For example, Woodward said in an interview with Playboy in 1989 that “Deep Throat” was not part of the “intelligence” community, a statement that seemed to rule out anyone at the FBI. Felt finally acknowledged that he was “Deep Throat” in an article published in 2005 in Vanity Fair. He did so partly because his family urged him to do so, while he was still alive, possibly to pursue ways of capitalizing on his status.84

As it turned out, Felt was hardly a noble character. He was embittered by having been passed over for the FBI’s top position when the long-serving director, J. Edgar Hoover, died in 1972. Whatever motives propelled Felt to become Woodward’s “Deep Throat,” “it wasn’t because of a distaste over illegal break-ins,” as the columnist Mark Steyn wrote in 2005. In his senior position at the FBI, Felt had authorized illegal burglaries as part of FBI investigations into leftists associated with the radical Weather Underground in the early 1970s.85 Felt was convicted in 1980 on felony charges related to the break-ins but pardoned by President Ronald Reagan.86

WATERGATE’S SUBSIDIARY MYTH

The disclosure that Felt was “Deep Throat” gave fresh life to the heroic-journalist myth and to a stubborn subsidiary myth of Watergate—namely, that the exploits of Woodward and Bernstein were a profound stimulus to enrollments in collegiate journalism programs. Journalism supposedly was made sexy by All the President’s Men, and enrollments in journalism schools surged. The Post’s media writer, Howard Kurtz, invoked the subsidiary myth in recalling the evanescent “golden glow” that Woodward and Bernstein supposedly cast on the news business in the mid-1970s. “Newspapermen became cinematic heroes,” Kurtz wrote of those days. They were “determined diggers who advanced the cause of truth by meeting shadowy sources in parking garages, and journalism schools were flooded with aspiring sleuths and crusaders.”87

Many other newspapers invoked the subsidiary myth as well. The Philadelphia Inquirer referred to “the muckraking duo who launched a million journalism majors.”88 Jay Bookman, a columnist for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution wrote that journalism schools in the 1970s became “overcrowded with students aspiring to be the next Woodward and Bernstein.”89 And the journalism scholar Philip Meyer, writing in USA Today, declared that All the President’s Men and its film version “persuaded thousands of young people who might otherwise have been English or accounting majors to choose journalism.”90 In a posthumous tribute to Felt in 2008, the Washington Post declared that “he inspired thousands and thousands of campus misfits to get journalism degrees, each one of them in pursuit of bad haircuts, smoking habits and the next Deep Throat, the next huge story.”91

But there is no evidence to support the notion that enrollments in journalism programs surged because of Woodward, Bernstein, “Deep Throat,” and All the President’s Men. The subsidiary myth lives on despite its thorough repudiation in scholarly research. In one such study, financed by the Freedom Forum media foundation, the researchers Lee B. Becker and Joseph D. Graf reported that “growth in journalism education resulted] not from specific events [such] as Watergate … but rather to a larger extent from the appeal of the field to women, who ha[d] been attending universities in record numbers. The growth also in part reflect[ed] the applied nature of the field and its link to specific job skills.”92 They added: “There is no evidence … that Watergate had any effect on enrollments.”93

Becker and Graf’s study was published in 1995. It was not the first to challenge Watergate’s subsidiary myth. Seven years earlier, Maxwell E. McCombs reported in the Gannett Center Journal that “the boom in journalism education was underway at least five years before” the Watergate break-in in 1972. McCombs, a veteran mass communication scholar, wrote: “It is frequently, and wrongly, asserted that the investigative reporting of Woodward and Bernstein provided popular role models for students, and led to a boom in journalism school enrollments. The data … reveal, however, that enrollments already had doubled between 1967 and 1972.”94

The subsidiary myth appears to derive from an Atlantic Monthly cover story in March 1977, nearly a year after the release of the cinematic version of All the President’s Men. The article was titled “Woodstein U” and included an image from All the President’s Men, the movie. The image showed Hoffman telling Redford: “Would you believe it! More than 60,000 kids studying journalism!” Redford replies: “Yeah. And they’re all after our jobs.”95

The tenacity of the subsidiary myth is easily understood: it endures because it seems irresistibly logical and straightforward—too obvious, almost, not to be true. But as the journalism educator Reese Cleghorn once noted, the “popular mythology” of American journalism “knows no bounds.”96 And media-driven myth can build on media-driven myth, a phenomenon that will be apparent again in this study.
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The drug wars of the 1980s and 1990s produced few images more wrenching or despairing than those of “crack babies,” helpless infants born to women who while pregnant took cocaine or its potent, smokable derivative, crack. Prenatal exposure supposedly left these infants neurologically damaged, addicted at birth, and prone to all kinds of suffering—convulsions, withdrawal, chronic irritability, an unwillingness to be touched or held. They were given to emitting ear-piercing, unearthly shrieks and cries.1 And worse. Much worse. Prominent journalists declared crack babies the harbingers of a social disaster from which there would be unending consequences.

“The inner-city crack epidemic,” Charles Krauthammer, a conservative syndicated columnist for the Washington Post, wrote in 1989, “is now giving birth to the newest horror: a bio-underclass, a generation of physically damaged cocaine babies whose biological inferiority is stamped at birth.” Krauthammer added: “In the poorest, most desperate pockets of society, it has now become a menace to the future. For the bio-underclass, the biologically determined underclass of the underclass, tomorrow’s misery will exceed yesterday’s. That has already been decreed.” The crack-induced bio-underclass, Krauthammer said, promised to become “a horror worthy of Aldous Huxley” and his Brave New World.2

Writing from the other end of the political spectrum, Courtland Milloy, another Washington Post columnist, also invoked the specter of a “bio-underclass.” He declared in 1989 that cocaine-damaged children were “turning up in first- and second-grade classrooms around the country, wreaking havoc on themselves and others. Severe emotional damage and even physical deformities not so readily apparent today may mushroom in the near future. The children’s irritability and anger—along with their need for love and understanding—will surely grow.”3

Jane E. Brody, an award-winning medical writer for the New York Times, likewise described a gathering “epidemic of damaged infants, some of whom may be impaired for life because their mothers used cocaine even briefly during pregnancy.” New research, Brody wrote in 1988, “has found a wide spectrum of ill effects that can result from fetal exposure to cocaine. These include retarded growth in the womb and subtle neurological abnormalities, which may afflict a majority of exposed newborns. In more extreme cases, cocaine can cause loss of the small intestine and brain-damaging strokes…. The litany of threats to newborns is long and growing.” So powerful was the drug, Brody wrote, that “research suggests that a single cocaine ‘hit’ during pregnancy can cause lasting fetal damage.”4

Newsweek declared in 1990 in a report about “crack children” that “the country now must confront a whole new facet of the crack epidemic: an entire generation that may never be free of the scourge.”5 Dr. Elaine M. Johnson, the director of the Federal Office of Substance Abuse Prevention, warned that the crack babies represented “a new generation of innocent addicts.”6 The New York Times likened crack to a disaster of historic dimension. “Crack may be to the 80’s and 90’s what the Great Depression was to the 30’s or the Vietnam War was to the 60’s and 70’s,” the Times declared in an editorial in 1989.7

The anticipated consequences were jaw-dropping, and the scare was fullblown, bolstered by what seemed to be inescapable logic: taking crack or other forms of cocaine during pregnancy seemed a surefire way to devastate the human fetus. And because crack was a fairly new, still-mysterious drug of the inner city, it became a ready and inviting target, a “popular demon in the war on drugs” of the second half of the 1980s.8 So intense was the crack-baby scare that in some jurisdictions, pregnant women who used crack risked prosecution and imprisonment for child abuse.9 At some hospitals, pregnant women were secretly tested for cocaine exposure.10 By the late 1980s and early 1990s, wrote Mariah Blake in Columbia Journalism Review, the crack-baby scare had become “an emblem of the havoc drugs wreak and a pretext for draconian drugs laws.”11

But the much-predicted social catastrophe—the dreaded “bio-underclass”—never materialized. The crack-baby scare turned out to be an “epidemic that wasn’t.”12 Fears that American society would be overwhelmed by a lost generation of crack-damaged misfits proved wildly exaggerated, a “grotesque media stereotype,” in the words of Deborah A. Frank, a leading authority on prenatal drug exposure.13 The crack-baby scare, Frank has said, was “an unscientific panic based on minimal data…. This fantasy panic around crack had to do with the social aspect of the drug, with the inner city, with violence.”14 It was, in short, a compelling story that fit a media-conjured template about the out-of-control, inner-city nature of the crack epidemic. It was a media-driven myth based more on anecdote than solid, sustained research, a myth that had the effect of stigmatizing underprivileged children presumed to have been born damaged and despised as “crack babies.”15

To be sure, smoking crack during pregnancy is hardly risk-free, and certainly neither prudent nor sensible. But the effects of prenatal cocaine exposure have proved more subtle than sweeping: newborns exposed to crack during pregnancy tend to be smaller in birth weight, in length, and in head circumference.16 Some research suggested that mild cognitive deficiencies, such as difficulties in concentrating on tasks at hand, might be attributable to prenatal cocaine exposure,17 especially as cognitive demands on children intensify as they grow older.18 But biomédical research has found nothing akin to a “bio-underclass,” a “new generation of innocent addicts,” or even a “crack-baby syndrome.” There is no recognizable set of neonatal defects attributable to cocaine, nothing akin to fetal alcohol syndrome, which can be characterized by low birth weight, diminished cranium size, distorted facial features, and cognitive disorders.

The adverse effects that journalists so often attributed in the late 1980s and early 1990s to prenatal exposure to crack turned out to be associated with a variety of factors—such as use during pregnancy of tobacco, alcohol, or marijuana—as well as the quality of the newborn’s environment and the quality of the mother’s prenatal care.19 Women who consumed cocaine during pregnancy also tended to smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, take other illegal drugs, and receive inadequate prenatal care. “It’s astonishing that so much fuss has been raised about cocaine when kids born with fetal alcohol syndrome are so much worse off,” Claire D. Coles, a clinical psychologist at Emory University, has said about the crack-baby scare.20

Revisiting the myth of the crack baby allows insights into a tendency among journalists to neglect or disregard the tentativeness that characterizes serious scientific and biomédical research, and to reach for certainty and definitiveness that are not often found in preliminary findings. The tendency of journalists to push hard on tentative data has been apparent in coverage of more recent drug scares, notably that of methamphetamine in 2004 and 2005. Parallels in exaggerated coverage of “crack babies” and “meth babies” were striking. “Meth addicts are pouring into prisons and recovery centers at an ever-increasing rate, and a new generation of ‘meth babies’ is choking the foster-care system in many states,” Newsweek magazine reported in 2005. The methamphetamine scourge seemed to know no bounds. “Anytown, U.S.A., can be turned into a meth den almost overnight,” Newsweek declared.21 Such reporting prompted the media critic Jack Shafer to declare, “Proving that the press corps has no memory, they’re at it again, proclaiming without any scientific evidence that a generation of damaged ‘meth babies’ is on the way.”22

This chapter points to the risks of anecdote-driven reporting, which characterized news coverage of the crack-baby phenomenon. Disturbing images and heart-wrenching descriptions of helpless newborns supposedly damaged by their mothers’ toxic indulgence were frequent and irresistible elements of the coverage. Anecdotes were fuel for a powerful but misleading story line. This chapter also calls attention to the reluctance or unwillingness of journalists to revisit and correct erroneous interpretations of scientific phenomena. In the case of crack babies, the news media presented a powerful, perhaps indelible misimpression that crack-exposed children faced empty, hopeless futures. It was irresistibly “hot copy to write about screaming little monsters birthed from the wombs of dope fiends,” City Paper, an alternative weekly newspaper in Washington, D.C., said in 1991 in a lengthy report critical of crack-baby coverage.23 It was far less appealing to report that the crack-baby story was really not so hot after all. As the crack-baby scare suggests, the news media often are not inclined to revisit and explain their mistakes in a meaningful or sustained fashion.

THE MYTH EMERGES

The derivation of the crack-baby myth can be traced to 1985 and an article titled “Cocaine Use in Pregnancy” that was published in the New England Journal of Medicine.24 The article reported on a study of twenty-three cocaine-using women who were found to have increased rates of spontaneous abortions and developmental disorders. The results were tentative, as the study took care to point out: “These preliminary observations suggest that cocaine influences the outcome of pregnancy as well as the neurologic behavior of the newborn, but a full assessment will require a larger number of pregnancies and longer follow-up.”25 On the eve of the study’s release, the CBS Evening News program devoted a brief segment to the topic and quoted the study’s lead author, Ira J. Chasnoff, as likening cocaine’s effects on pregnant women to those of heroin. A wire service article published the next day in the New York Times quoted Chasnoff as saying, “This is a tremendous problem.” The article stated, “Cocaine use may be dangerous for pregnant women and their babies, causing spontaneous abortions, developmental disorders and life-threatening complications during birth, doctors reported today.”26
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Figure 15. This commentary in the Washington Post said that crack was “uniquely dangerous” and told of crack-using mothers who had abandoned “their sick babies in the hospital—not returning, even if the infant dies, to help bury it.” [Washington Post]

The news media’s fascination with the phenomenon intensified during the second half of the 1980s, with flurries of anecdotal reports in print and on broadcast outlets describing the dire and lasting effects of cocaine use during pregnancy. Reporters, correspondents, and columnists for several of the country’s leading news organizations—including the New York Times, the Washington Post, USA Today, and CBS News—embraced powerful anecdotal evidence and then failed to follow up when the evidence proved not so strong or compelling. For example, USA Today declared in 1989 that “crack babies enter the world with a long list of medical and behavioral problems destined to grow as they do.” The newspaper quoted a woman who said that she had smoked crack “‘from the time I got up until I went to sleep …. One hit trembled the [fetus] so much it was like it was looking for some place to hide.’ But there is no hiding.” The USA Today account said 375,000 babies were born in the United States “after exposure to cocaine and other drugs during pregnancy.”27

In a commentary headlined “Crack Babies: The Worst Threat Is Mom Herself,” the Washington Post in 1989 claimed that the incidence of crack babies was on the rise everywhere, “in cities, suburbs and even rural areas.” Crack, the commentary said, “is uniquely dangerous. Other drugs have plagued our society since the 1960s, but cocaine, and especially its derivative, crack, poses a threat to many more young children—because mothers use it.” The article described, without attribution or anecdotal examples, how crack had left some new mothers so depraved that they “abandon their sick babies in the hospital—not returning, even if the infant dies, to help bury it.”28 A columnist for the Post struck a similarly despairing tone, writing: “We are faced here with an unprecedented phenomenon in this city and nation. And it affects the relationship of that deepest and most sacred of bonds: that between a mother and a child. In the case of crack cocaine, the most extraordinary and dreadful quality of its use is that it totally erodes all natural maternal tendencies. This is a development that is taking place from coast to coast and is a breakdown of profound proportions.”29

Hints that the scourge was overstated and probably something less than “uniquely dangerous” began appearing in the early 1990s. The Post published a lengthy article in April 1990, reporting that in many states, alcohol outstripped crack as the leading problem drug. By then, state and federal governments had devoted billions of dollars to combating cocaine and other illegal drugs. The Post said, “a growing number of public health officials fear that this effort has overshadowed the far more damaging and pervasive problems caused by alcohol abuse. This is especially true in many Midwestern and Rocky Mountain states where officials say the toll from alcohol—measured by highway fatalities, teenage drinking and thousands of babies with fetal alcohol syndrome—dwarfs the problems created by cocaine and other illegal drugs.”30

The article raised an early, tentative challenge to the crack-baby scare, stating: “Even the mounting national concern over crack-addicted babies may be out of proportion, some health officials say. In Iowa, local hospitals report that they continue to see far more babies suffering from fetal alcohol syndrome…. Some doctors and researchers now believe that at least some of the adverse symptoms detected in ‘crack babies’ may actually be the consequence of alcohol use by the mother.”31

A more pointed challenge to the crack-baby phenomenon was published late in 1991 by City Paper, the alternative newspaper in Washington. The article, written by Kathy Fackelmann, declared the phenomenon a myth, stating: “The tragedy of the ‘crack-baby’ myth is that it taught at-risk mothers the wrong lesson, instilling in them the belief that there is no hope for their developing child, that nothing they do will ameliorate the impact of their addiction. Nothing could be further from the truth.”32

Ellen Goodman, a columnist for the Boston Globe, wrote in early 1992 that the crack baby was a myth and misnomer. The phrases crack babies and crack kids, she wrote, had become “shorthand for monster-children who are born addicted. These are the kids destined to grow up without the ability to pay attention or to learn or to love. But just when the name has stuck, it turns out that ‘crack baby’ may be a creature of the imagination as much as medicine, a syndrome seen in the media more often than [in] medicine.” She wrote that researchers were beginning to raise doubts about the singular destructiveness of crack and noted: “Cocaine is rarely taken by itself. It’s part of a stew of substances taken in a variety of doses and circumstances. No direct line has been drawn from the mother’s use of cocaine to fetal damage. Alcohol and tobacco may do as much harm to the fetus as cocaine.”33

About the time of Goodman’s column, the prestigious Journal of the American Medical Association published a withering commentary, deploring “a rush to judgment” about the effects of prenatal cocaine exposure. The commentary criticized the news media’s frequent characterization of cocaine-exposed infants “as severely or even irrevocably brain damaged—to the point that they may never function normally in society. On this account, a very large group of children is in danger of being ‘written off.’” The commentary pointedly noted, “Predictions of an adverse developmental outcome for these children are being made despite a lack of supportive scientific evidence.” It was a stinging rebuke by the medical profession’s most authoritative publication of what it called “the lay media.” The commentary closed with a call for “a suspension of judgment about the developmental outcome of cocaine-exposed babies until solid scientific data are available.”34

AN UNEVEN ROLLBACK

The news media’s retreat or rollback on crack babies was neither as extensive nor as prominent as the dramatic and ominous reports about the scourge in the late 1980s and early 1990s. There was little sustained effort to revisit and dismantle the media-driven myth, even as a consensus took hold among scientists and biomedical researchers that exposure to crack during pregnancy was not as destructive as preliminary research had suggested. As the alternative magazine Mother Jones noted in 1995, “The publicity blitz that spread the crack-baby myth has not been matched by an attempt to unmake the myth—and many, many people still believe in it.”35

Revisionist accounts appeared sporadically in the mainstream media, with a notable spurt in the mid-1990s. Beneath the headline “‘Crack Baby’ Fears May Have Been Overstated,” the Washington Post said in 1997 that much of the reporting eight to ten years earlier was based “more on anecdotal reports than scientific studies.” The Post quoted a neonatologist as saying, “If there is a cocaine effect, it’s not a tomahawk between the eyes.” Interestingly, though, the Post’s article was assigned an obscure place in the newspaper, on page Z10 in the Tuesday health section.36 About the same time, Newsweek reported, “Most likely, the effects of cocaine are real but small,” and quoted Barry Kosofsky of the Harvard Medical School as saying, “Cocaine is not a sledgehammer to the fetal brain.”37

The rollbacks on crack babies continued sporadically into the first years of the twenty-first century. E. R. Shipp, a columnist for the Daily News in New York, conceded in 2004 that “we probably overreacted with forecasts of harm to so-called ‘crack babies.’ … I’m no apologist for drug abusers,” she wrote, but “what we’re finding out is that crack may not have been as permanently ‘whack’ as we rather hysterically thought it would be. The response, in hindsight, was as off-kilter as that now-comical 1930s movie meant to warn young people against marijuana. Remember ‘Reefer Madness’? If not, please do check it out.”38 In March 2005, the Denver Post published a 2,000-word account that acknowledged that “cocaine did not appear to be the demon originally feared.”39 In January 2009, the New York Times devoted 1,440 words to “the epidemic that wasn’t,” quoting researchers as saying, “the long-term effects of [prenatal cocaine] exposure on children’s brain development and behavior appear relatively small.”40

So how could the news media have been so spectacularly wrong about crack babies, so badly in error about the prospect of a social catastrophe rippling outward from the inner city? What can be called the “something for everyone”41 syndrome helps account for the tenacity of the media-driven myth. As suggested in the columns of Krauthammer and Milloy, the crack-baby phenomenon inspired fearful commentary across political and ideological boundaries. The crack baby was a rare social issue that had appeal across the political spectrum—appeal that made the phenomenon especially powerful, compelling, notable, and tenacious. For conservatives, the specter of crack babies underscored the importance of imposing stiff penalties in the country’s war on drugs. And penalties were stiffened for crack possession during the second half of the 1980s. For liberals, meanwhile, crack babies represented an opportunity to press for costly assistance programs aimed at helping crack users and their children.42 The absence of skeptical or dissenting opinion at either end of journalism’s ideological spectrum helped sustain the crack-baby myth. When challenges to the dominant narrative about crack babies did begin to emerge, they often appeared in alternative weekly newspapers before turning up in mainstream news media.

The crack-baby myth also was sustained by the perverse appeal of the would-be apocalyptic—an impulse or mind-set not uncommon in journalism. It is a truism that bad news is news. In local television news, an emphasis on coverage of crime and disaster news long ago spawned the cliché “if it bleeds, it leads.” A richer and more sophisticated variant of the would-be apocalyptic impulse can be seen in the periodic Malthusian indulgence in the terrifying specters of acute resource depletion, unstoppable disease, and nation-state deterioration—what Robert Kaplan called “the coming anarchy” in a memorable article in the Atlantic in 1994.43

Journalists do at times seem unthinkingly eager to report on trends and developments that seem so exceptional or frightening as to be without precedent. This is not to characterize them as morbid or macabre in their news gathering. But they respond with undeniable excitement and energy when trends of exceptional and hazardous proportion seem to be taking hold. The “uniquely dangerous” is seductive and perversely appealing among journalists. And the crack baby promised to become just such a scourge, a curse derived from unfathomably selfish and amoral behavior of women who in effect were sentencing their newborns to a life of deviancy and an unavoidably bleak future. Such a story line was irresistible in an apocalyptic and morbidly fascinating sort of way. “Of all the drug horror stories ever told,” it has been pointed out, “perhaps none has provoked as much public concern as that of the crack baby.”44

The rush to report shocking findings before research-based consensus emerges is not uncommon in American journalism. Nor is the related tendency to extrapolate broadly from tentative data. Journalists covering the crack-baby phenomenon were caught in such a predicament: their deadlines were vastly shorter than those of medical researchers, the best of whom work incrementally and deliberately. In reporting the crack-baby scare, journalists not infrequently overlooked or ignored methodological shortcomings in scientific research and presented preliminary findings as if they were well-established fact.45 Their descriptions of a social catastrophe in the making often were extrapolated from anecdotal evidence that proved misleading and unreliable, and from preliminary, even flawed scientific studies.

The crack-baby scare was hardly the first time when alarming news media predictions about medical and scientific phenomena proved erroneous or exaggerated. In the 1970s, for example, Newsweek and other print media warned about the gathering threat of global cooling. “There are ominous signs that the earth’s weather patterns have begun to change dramatically and that these changes may portend a drastic decline in food production—with serious political implications for just about every nation on earth,” Newsweek declared in 1975, demonstrating that the perverse appeal of the would-be apocalyptic is hardly a recent phenomenon. “The evidence in support of these predictions has now begun to accumulate so massively that meteorologists are hard-pressed to keep up with it,” Newsweek reported.46

Inevitably, the pace and pressures of daily journalism conflict with the rhythm of scientific and biomedical research. Scientists typically operate without the urgency that characterizes the professional life of journalists. At their best, scientists insist on time to test hypotheses and conduct experiments, repeatedly, before reaching sure conclusions. “Research findings are tentative, undigested, preliminary—and therefore not newsworthy [in the view of scientists]—until they are certified by peers to fit into the existing framework of knowledge,” the British medical journal Lancet has said of the inherent tension between science and journalism. “For journalists, by contrast, established ideas may be ‘old news,’ and of far less interest than fresh or dramatic, though possibly tentative, research.”47

Even so, scientists are not always beyond reproach. Some of them seek media coverage of tentative findings in hopes of gaining recognition and financial support for their research.48 Researchers were not blameless in the crack-baby scare. Some of them pushed hard at tentative findings. In addition, methodological flaws plagued a good deal of the early research about prenatal cocaine exposure, the Journal of the American Medical Association noted in 1992. These shortcomings included the difficulties in disentangling cocaine-specific effects from the additive or synergistic effects from exposure to other drugs. Crack-using pregnant women often drank alcohol, smoked tobacco, and received little prenatal care. Teasing out discrete effects was problematic in the early studies. Other methodological shortcomings included the reliance on self-reporting, which tended to underidentify cocaine users, and the difficulty in identifying and accounting for differences in the timing and duration of prenatal exposure to cocaine.49

Beyond methodological complications was an apparent bias, at least in some quarters, against studies that reported few or no adverse effects from prenatal cocaine exposure. A team of researchers led by Gideon Koren, a pediatrician at the University of Toronto, reported in 1989 that research indicating adverse effects was significantly more likely to be accepted for presentation at the Society of Pediatrie Research than were studies showing few or no effects. “This bias … may lead to distorted estimation” of the potential of cocaine to cause birth defects, “and thus cause women to terminate their pregnancy unjustifiably,” Koren reported in Lancet in 1989. The rejected research showing few or no adverse effects tended to be better grounded methodologically, Koren wrote, adding: “This strengthens the suggestion that most negative studies were not rejected because of scientific flaws, but rather because of bias against their non-adverse message. The subconscious message may be that if a study did not detect an adverse effect of cocaine when the common knowledge is this is a ‘bad drug,’ then the study must be flawed.”50

Moreover, scientists who argued in the 1980s that insufficient research had been conducted about prenatal exposure to cocaine to allow definitive conclusions sometimes became targets of withering criticism. Claire Coles of Emory University, who raised pointed challenges to the crack-baby scare, recalled several years later that because she had warned that “the information on prenatal exposure to cocaine was not yet complete and that it was too soon to draw conclusions or to take actions on such conclusions,” she was “attacked as advocating drug use,” called “an inept researcher,” and dismissed as “personally corrupt.” Her outspoken challenges, Coles said, led to her “being excluded from committees, losing foundation funding, and being criticized by both a state legislator and a medical school official.”51

While fears of a “bio-underclass,” of a generation of crack-damaged children long ago dissipated without much attention from the news media, references to “crack babies” are neither rare nor difficult to find in the mainstream media. The references were common enough for thirty prominent doctors and scientists to sign a collective appeal in 2004, urging the news media to abandon use of crack baby and crack-addicted baby as terms that lacked scientific validity.52 “Through almost 20 years of research,” the doctors and scientists stated, “none of us has identified a recognizable condition, syndrome or disorder that should be termed ‘crack baby.’ … The term ‘crack addicted baby’ is no less defensible. We are deeply disappointed that American media continues to use a term that not only lacks any scientific basis but endangers … the children to whom it is applied,” the statement said. Leading authorities on fetal exposure to cocaine were among those who added their names to the appeal. They included Claire Coles, Deborah Frank, Gideon Koren, and Ira Chasnoff, whose preliminary study in 1985 had been the basis for the news reports that helped ignite the crack-baby scare. Chasnoff had long since become skeptical of the crack-baby scare. “I personally have never seen a ‘crack kid,’” he wrote in 1993, “and I doubt I ever will.”53

“CRACK BABIES” IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

The appeal of the thirty doctors and scientists did little to stem the appearance of the term crack baby in the media. It remained in circulation, often invoked casually and idiomatically, as something of a cliché. For example, the entertainer Bill Cosby spoke of “crack babies” during an appearance in October 2007 on the Sunday television talk show Meet the Press. The program was devoted to Cosby’s campaign to call attention to social pathologies in African-American communities. “If I give it to a woman,” Cosby said of illegal drugs, “that knocks her out of doing anything other than being a user. She also can become pregnant, and this goes to her child, better known as ‘crack babies.’ “54

Colbert I. King, a columnist for the Washington Post, casually referred to the term in 2006 in writing about directionless inner-city youths: “Kids by the dozens, if not hundreds, who barely attend school or don’t attend at all. They are, in some cases, crack babies of the ’90s grown up and with emotional and mental disorders they don’t even know about.”55 Another writer for the Post, DeNeen Brown, reported in 2007 that while “the skinny ‘crack babies’ have grown,” crack itself “has hung on, never really left.” Deep into the article of 1,900 words, Brown offered this contradictory passage: “The one light spot in the crack epidemic—if you can call it light—is that recent studies have shown there are really no crack babies.”56

In some ways, the dread associated with “crack baby” has dissipated, and the idiom has been morphed into a slightly eccentric emblem of self-congratulation and self-promotion, a badge of sorts for peculiar accomplishment. That it has became apparent in 2007, when sixteen-year-old Denise Jackson declared during an audition for a spot on television’s American Idol talent show that she had been born a crack baby. Buoyed perhaps by the sympathy that her admission may have generated, Jackson advanced to the next round of auditions before being cut.57

Other self-congratulatory testimonials have appeared in the news media from time to time, about how crack babies had grown up to beat the odds and triumphed over low expectations, how they have entered adulthood with few emotional or psychological disorders and no record of crime and drug abuse. One such triumphant testimonial appeared in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution in 2008. “I was supposed to be an emotional ‘crack baby,’ a problem child, a troublemaker, a statistic,” the writer declared. “I was born in 1983, conceived by two parents who both used drugs at the time. When I was born in Atlanta’s Grady Hospital, my mother was asked to participate in a scientific study that would monitor my cognitive reception, intelligence, personality, habits and overall attitude for the next 24 years…. Last summer, I participated in one of the final portions of the study. I impressed the testers in every test I took.”58

More bizarrely, “crack baby” has been associated with nocturnal adventures of Prince Harry, third in line to the British throne. Harry a few years ago developed a taste for a cocktail called the “crack baby,” a potent tipple intended to be downed in a single gulp or sucked through a straw. The “crack baby” is a signature cocktail at Boujis, a private nightclub the prince has frequented in the South Kensington section of London.59

In March 2007, after a night spent downing what a London newspaper called a “vat of crack baby cocktails,”60 the prince emerged unsteadily from the nightclub’s rear door. It was about three in the morning and paparazzi were waiting, cameras at hand. Seeing the photographers, the prince shouted an obscenity and took an awkward swing at one of them.61 As he was guided to his chauffeur-driven Range Rover, the prince lost his balance and toppled into the gutter. Harry’s pink socks and boxer shorts were exposed as bodyguards helped him to his feet.62 “Harry the crack baby,” sneered London’s Mail on Sunday newspaper.63

And what is the heady cocktail that the prince has so favored? A “crack baby” is a blend of vodka, champagne, passion fruit, and raspberry liqueur—or what the Daily Telegraph called “a combustive mix … that sounds more like vomit-in-waiting than a drink.”64 The prince’s taste for the concoction and his embarrassing tumble into the gutter are far removed, of course, from the biomedical scare stoked years earlier by the American news media. Even so, Harry’s conduct offers a measure of how media-driven myths, once loosed, can turn viral and take on altered new meaning—morphing, in this case, from term of dread to catalyst for low farce.


CHAPTER 9
“She Was Fighting to the Death”

Mythmaking in Iraq


Jessica Lynch was G.I. Jane come to life.

Steve Ritea, “A Little Too Perfect?”

American Journalism Review

(August/September 2003): 10



Scholars call the phenomenon “intermedia agenda-setting.” It usually occurs when large news organizations with wherewithal to cover news across the globe set an agenda for outlets that are smaller and have fewer resources. Intermedia agenda-setting is not at work all the time. But it certainly was in evidence in propagating the hero-warrior myth of Jessica Lynch, a blonde, waiflike, nineteen-year-old Army private from West Virginia who, through no exceptional effort of her own, became the single best-known American military figure of the war in Iraq.

Her trajectory from obscurity to celebrity status began on March 23, 2003, the fourth day of the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. Lynch was a supply clerk, in charge of paper, pencils, toilet paper, and the like,1 for the 507th Maintenance Company, which had been deployed to Kuwait in the run-up to the war. The unit entered Iraq on March 21, in a lumbering convoy of heavy trucks and Humvees, at the end of a column of six hundred U.S. military vehicles that stretched for miles across the desert. The men and women of the 507th had been trained to shoot firearms but they were not combat soldiers. They were cooks and clerks and computer technicians. Their first mission in Iraq was to reach an Army base near Najaf and help deploy Patriot antimissile batteries there.2

On Sunday morning, March 23, elements of the 507th convoy made a wrong turn that took them across the Euphrates River and headlong into Nasiriyah, a southern city controlled by Iraqi forces. Soon realizing their mistake, the American soldiers turned their vehicles and began to double back through the city. As they did, gunfire erupted all around them: Iraqi irregulars had caught them in an ambush. Some vehicles of the 507th escaped the attack; others did not. When it was over, eleven American soldiers were dead or dying, and six others were taken prisoner. Among those captured was Jessica Lynch, who suffered grievous injuries and had been knocked unconscious in the crash of a fleeing Humvee. The Iraqis took Lynch to a military hospital and then to a civilian facility, the Saddam Hussein General Hospital in Nasiriyah. She was bedridden, and at times in the days afterward seemed near death from the shattering injuries she had suffered to her arms, back, legs, and spine.3

Early on April 1, nine days after the deadly ambush, a U.S. Special Operations unit swooped down on the hospital and rescued Lynch in a swift and well-coordinated helicopter-borne raid. Lynch, who was taken from the hospital on a stretcher, became the first captured American soldier retrieved from behind enemy lines since World War II. She was quickly taken to a U.S. military hospital in Germany for treatment, quite unaware that she was about to become the subject of an international media frenzy.

A SENSATIONAL WORLD EXCLUSIVE

Two days after her rescue, the Washington Post published a sensational world exclusive on its front page, reporting that Lynch had “fought fiercely” in Nasiriyah and had “shot several enemy soldiers after Iraqi forces ambushed” her unit, “firing her weapon until she ran out of ammunition.” Citing “U.S. officials” who otherwise were unidentified, the Post said that Lynch had “continued firing at the Iraqis even after she sustained multiple gunshot wounds and watched several other soldiers in her unit die around her in fighting March 23.” One official was quoted anonymously as saying: “‘She was fighting to the death. She did not want to be taken alive.’”4

It was an electrifying account of heroism, unlike any to emerge from the war. It was not entirely far-fetched to imagine the frail, blonde teenager pouring fire into the ranks of her attackers, fighting desperately even as she was shot and stabbed. It was all rather evocative of the actress Meg Ryan firing away at Iraqis in the 1996 film Courage under Fire.5
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Figure 16. Jessica Lynch was honorably discharged from the Army following her return to the United States for treatment of the shattering injuries she suffered in Iraq. In July 2003, Lynch received the Purple Heart, the Prisoner of War medal, and the Bronze Star. [Department of Defense/Brett McMillan]

The Post’s story about Lynch quickly became a classic illustration of intermedia agenda-setting: news organizations around the world followed the Post’s lead by prominently reporting the supposed heroics of young Jessica Lynch and contemplating their significance. The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette said that Lynch “appears headed for life as an American icon, regardless of whether she likes it.”6 Even more expansively, a columnist for the Hartford Courant in Connecticut suggested that Lynch was destined to join the likes of Audie Murphy and Alvin York in the gallery of improbable American war heroes. Lynch, the columnist noted, “does share qualities with her illustrious predecessors. Like them, she is from rural America, daughter of a truck driver, raised in a West Virginia tinroofed house surrounded by fields and woods.” The Courant’s columnist quoted the historian Douglas Brinkley as likening Lynch to an “Annie Oakley of the high-tech world.”7

A reporter for the Plain Dealer in Cleveland went to Lynch’s hometown, Palestine, West Virginia, and filed a front-page story that read: “For many Americans, and certainly in this part of the country, the face of [the Iraq War] will forever be the smiling young woman under the camo-colored Army cap against the background of an American flag. It belongs to rescued POW Jessica Lynch. It’s the face of a hero, America’s hero, folks around here say. The stuff she’s got inspires songs and action figures and sit-downs with Oprah [Winfrey] and Barbara [Walters].”8

In USA Today, Robin Gerber, a scholar at University of Maryland, declared Lynch “the latest in a long line of women who prove their sex’s capacity for steely heroism.” Lynch’s battlefield derring-do, Gerber wrote, “shows that the time is right to blast through the armored ceiling that keeps women second-class citizens in the military.”9 The New York Times published a commentary by Melani McAlister, an American Studies scholar, who likened Lynch to Hannah Dunston and other long-ago American heroines. In 1697, Dunston was taken hostage by Indians in Massachusetts but escaped after killing and scalping ten of her captors. The Lynch story, McAlister wrote, “resonates because it is the latest iteration of a classic American war fantasy: the captivity narrative.” Like Dunston, McAlister wrote, Lynch “was ‘fighting to the death.’ “10

In London, the tabloid Daily Mirror repeated the essentials of the Post’s report, saying it “was only when lightly-armed Jessica, 19, ran out of ammunition that she finally gave up.” The Mirror also said Lynch had “fought like a lion.”11 The Times of London wondered “where she found the strength to shoot back while her comrades lay dead and dying around her and she bled, apparently, from multiple bullet wounds.” But “one thing is certain,” the Times declared. “Private Lynch has won a place in history as a gritty, all-American hero, to rival the likes of Bonnie and Clyde.”12 The flashy Daily Telegraph of Sydney, Australia, reported Lynch’s heroics on its front page, saying that she had “staged a one-woman fight to the death,” and was “certain to become a national icon.”13

Broadcast media in the United States couldn’t get enough of the Lynch exploits. On ABC’s Good Morning America program, Robin Roberts reported: “This morning, we are learning dramatic new details of her rescue and her capture a week ago by Iraqi forces. According to ‘The Washington Post,’ Lynch fought fiercely after her unit was ambushed near Nasiriyah, shooting several Iraqis during the attack. Emptying her weapon before being stabbed and finally taken prisoner.”14

On NBC’s Today Show, anchor Katie Couric asked Lynch’s mother, Deadra, about the Post’s report, saying: “Apparently, she fought fiercely and shot several enemy soldiers after Iraqi forces ambushed her company. She fired her weapon until it ran out of ammunition. She sustained multiple gunshot wounds. She watched several soldiers in her unit die around her. She was fighting so hard, [she] did not want to be taken alive…. [A]re you surprised at the tenacity she showed when—when she was faced with this?” No, Deadra Lynch replied, “I’m not surprised. She’s a fighter. That’s—that’s our Jessi. She’s a fighter, and I think that that’s exactly what I would [have] expected … out of her.”15 Vernon Loeb, one of the authors of the Post’s “fighting to the death” story, went on NBC’s Sunday evening Dateline program to say that Lynch “had literally fired her weapon until it ran out of ammunition.”16

It was all quite remarkable, fascinating, and irresistible:17 the shy, petite clerk who, in the Post’s telling, had fought her attackers with Rambolike ferocity. But little of it proved true: Lynch, it turned out, had been neither shot nor stabbed. She had not fired her assault rifle during the ambush. “I didn’t kill nobody,” Lynch would tell her biographer, who wrote that she “seemed ashamed” in making the acknowledgment.18 Her weapon had jammed, and as the ambush raged around her, Lynch had cowered in the back seat of a speeding Humvee, her head between her knees, praying, “Oh God help us. Oh God, get us out of here.”19 Moments later, a rocket-propelled grenade slammed into the Humvee, sending it crashing into a disabled tractor-trailer just ahead. The driver and four others in the Humvee were fatally injured. The impact tossed Lynch around like a rag doll, crushing her arms and legs and knocking her unconscious for several hours.

This chapter explores the many and enduring consequences of the erroneous newspaper report that propelled the media-driven myth of Jessica Lynch. The Post’s account that Lynch was “fighting to the death” became a foundation myth, enabling and encouraging the emergence of subsidiary media myths, including the notion that Lynch’s dramatic rescue was “completely manufactured,”20 a stunt manipulated by the U.S. military to boost morale at home. This chapter also notes that the Post never fully acknowledged or explained its extraordinary error about Jessica Lynch, and that the newspaper’s retreat from its false report was belated, incomplete, misleading, and even disingenuous.

The Post’s erroneous hero-warrior tale thrust Lynch into an international spotlight that has never fully receded. Years after the erroneous account of her exploits in Iraq, the fame and riches associated with hero’s status still attach to Lynch, despite her protestations that in her case, hero was a characterization both inaccurate and undeserved. The media myth of Jessica Lynch had the additional effect of diverting attention from the real Ramboesque hero of the ambush at Nasiriyah, an Army cook from Oregon who laid down covering fire as elements of the 507th fled the ambush and then fought Iraqis until running out of ammunition.

THE HERO-WARRIOR STORY UNRAVELS

The Post’s “fighting to the death” story about Lynch was reported by respected veteran journalists: Loeb and Susan Schmidt shared the byline, with contributions by Dana Priest and others. The careers of these journalists suffered little, if at all, from the debacle of the Lynch report. Loeb moved from the Post to become an investigations editor at the Los Angeles Times and, later, a deputy managing editor at the Philadelphia Inquirer. Schmidt won a Pulitzer Prize in 2006 for investigative reporting and Priest won a Pulitzer and other awards as lead reporter in the Post’s disclosures in 2007 about scandalous conditions for some wounded soldiers at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington.

Their stunning story about Lynch began unraveling within hours after its publication, when Lynch’s father told reporters that doctors treating Lynch at the U.S. military hospital in Landstuhl, Germany, said she had suffered neither gunshot nor knife wounds.21 The implications of that report, and others that followed, were clear enough: the “fighting to the death” story was seriously flawed. The Post, though, was hardly eager to follow up on those implications. “The story had an odor to it almost from the beginning,” wrote Michael Getier, the Post’s ombudsman, or in-house critic, “and other news organizations blew holes in it well before The Post did.” Why, Getier asked in his column in the Post, “did the information in that first story, which was wrong in its most compelling aspects, remain unchallenged for so long?”22

The Post waited ten weeks before revisiting the Lynch story,23 doing so in a 5,500-word report that began on the front page and continued on two inside pages.24 The article’s first paragraphs were worded to suggest it was an update about Lynch and her slow recovery from serious injuries. But the article’s continuation on page 16 presented the embarrassing news—or what one critic called “the journalistic equivalent of Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow.”25 The Post acknowledged what by then was becoming widely known: Lynch “was neither shot nor stabbed.” Her broken bones and other injuries were suffered in the crash of the Humvee as it tried to flee the ambush at Nasiriyah.26

But the article included a nervy attempt to deflect blame from the Post’s central role in spreading the hero-warrior myth of Jessica Lynch. The Post faulted the U.S. military and the administration of President George W. Bush for failing to correct an error for which the Post was responsible. “Neither the Pentagon nor the White House publicly dispelled the more romanticized initial version of her capture,” the Post said, “helping to foster the myth surrounding Lynch and fuel accusations that the Bush administration stage-managed parts of Lynch’s story.”27 It was an astounding assertion because the Post alone was responsible for propagating the “romanticized initial version” that created the hero-warrior myth. To claim that the Pentagon and the White House should have done more to dispel that report was as brazen as it was misguided.28

The article contained another sleight of hand: it referred to “initial reports, including those in The Washington Post,” that depicted Lynch as “emptying her M-16 into Iraqi soldiers.” It was a disingenuous reference that implied that the Post had company in breaking the hero-warrior story. And that was untrue, as Getier, the newspaper’s ombudsman, pointed out. “The Post… put this tale into the public domain,” Getler wrote in a column on the editorial page, and the “rest of the world’s media picked it up.” The report about Lynch’s heroics was, Getler added, “the single most memorable story of the war, and it had huge propaganda value. It was false, but it didn’t get knocked down [by the Post] until it didn’t matter quite so much.”29

Given that the hero-warrior narrative proved untrue, it was scarcely surprising that other suspicions arose about the Lynch saga, namely that Pentagon officials had planted the “fighting to the death” report; that the rescue of Lynch was “something of a scam,”30 a stunt concocted for propaganda purposes; and that the rescue was contrived to boost flagging morale at home. Each of these subsidiary myths will be examined, and dismantled, in turn.

PENTAGON NOT THE SOURCE

Loeb, Schmidt, and Priest have never spoken publicly about the specific identity of the sources for their “fighting to the death” account. They said in the article that their information about Lynch and her heroics was from “U.S. officials” with access to what the reporters called “battlefield intelligence” compiled from “monitored communications and from Iraqi sources in Nasiriyah whose reliability has yet to be assessed.” The article said that “Pentagon officials … had heard ‘rumors’ of Lynch’s heroics but had no confirmation” to offer.31 Pentagon officials were said to have been mortified by the “fighting to the death” story and treated the Post’s account “as if it were radioactive.”32

Even so, it was soon widely suspected that the “U.S. officials” cited in the Post’s report were Pentagon sources—or, as a columnist in Lynch’s native West Virginia put it, “the armed forces’ PR machine.”33 A columnist for the Post speculated that Loeb, Schmidt, and Priest “may have been misled or misinformed by their sources in the military” and suggested, “Maybe the Pentagon hyped the Lynch story.”34 It was hardly far-fetched to suspect that the military had had a hand in the Post’s report. None of the Post reporters was with Lynch’s unit when it was attacked. No reporters were. Loeb, Schmidt, and Priest put together the “fighting to the death” report in Washington, D.C. Loeb at the time was the Post’s defense writer. The Pentagon was his beat. Given those elements, the Pentagon seemed a logical source for a story about battlefield derring-do. But Loeb, belatedly perhaps, insisted that was not so.

In a little-noted interview on National Public Radio’s Fresh Air interview program in late 2003, Loeb made it clear the Post’s sources were not Pentagon officials. “And, in fact,” Loeb said, “I could never get anybody from the Pentagon to talk about those reports at all. I got indications that they had, in fact, received those intelligence reports, but the Pentagon was completely unwilling to comment on those reports at all. They wouldn’t say anything about Jessica Lynch.” Loeb scoffed at the interviewer’s suggestion that the “fighting to the death” report was the result of clever manipulation by the Pentagon. “I just didn’t see the Pentagon trying to create a hero where there was none,” Loeb said. “I mean … they never showed any interest in doing that, to me.”35

On another occasion, Loeb was quoted in the New York Times as saying, “Far from promoting stories about Lynch, the military didn’t like the story.”36 Victoria Clarke, then the Defense Department spokeswoman, was quoted by the Associated Press as saying, “We were downplaying [the Lynch hero-warrior story]. We weren’t hyping it.”37

Although Loeb did not identify the newspaper’s sources for its “fighting to the death” report, he characterized them on the Fresh Air program as “U.S. officials” who were “really good intelligence sources” in Washington. He said that they were privy to the battlefield reports from Iraq and had shared those reports with what Loeb called “senior members of the U.S. government.”38 In a separate interview broadcast on CNBC, Loeb had said that “Iraqi informants on the ground who either witnessed the battle or heard stories of the battle” were “the ones who basically told American intelligence that Jessica Lynch fought until she ran out of ammunition and that they—it was the Iraqis themselves who were basically stunned at her fierce resistance on the battlefield.”39

It is clear that the top spokesman at the U.S. Central Command in Qatar passed along aspects of the Post’s flawed story. The spokesman, Navy Captain Frank Thorp, was quoted as saying in a Military Times report, posted online April 3, 2003, that Lynch had “waged quite a battle prior to her capture.” Thorp also was quoted as saying that the military had “very strong indications that Jessica Lynch was not captured easily. Reports are that she fired her (M-16 rifle) until she had no more ammunition.”40 Thorp, who later became a rear admiral and the Navy’s chief of information, told congressional staff members in 2007 that his interview with Military Times was brief and that the news media then “desperately wanted me to confirm the story [about Lynch’s heroics] that was running in the States.” He added: “I may have said I am familiar with ‘the reports’ meaning the press reports, but as you can see I did not confirm them…. We did have reports of a battle and that a firefight had occurred…. That is what I stated.”41

Had the Pentagon planted or concocted the story about Lynch’s fighting to the death, it failed miserably in keeping the ruse from unraveling. The day after the Post’s “fighting to the death” report, Colonel David Rubenstein, commander of the Army’s hospital at Landstuhl, Germany, told journalists that Lynch had been neither shot nor stabbed,42 undercutting crucial elements of the hero-warrior narrative. If the military was complicit in fabricating the Lynch saga, it defies logic to believe it would permit one of its own, an Army colonel, to impugn that narrative just as it began to circulate around the world.

Mark Bowden, the author of Black Hawk Down, a critically acclaimed book about the failed U.S. military mission in Somalia in 1998, dismissed as implausible the notion that the Pentagon concocted and planted the Post’s “fighting to the death” report. “For one thing,” Bow-den wrote in the New York Times, “it would hardly have taken a secret plot to get the American press to make a hero out of Lynch, any more than it would take a plot to make a thirsty horse drink…. What happened often happens on big breaking stories, especially from a war zone. The bits and pieces of information that emerge from the fog are fit into a familiar frame…. There is no doubt that the American media took these bits and pieces from the fog of war and assembled them into a heroic tale…. This is how the media works today, for better or worse.” And this happens, Bowden wrote, “without any prompting from the Pentagon.”43

A STAGE-MANAGED STUNT?

The Lynch case produced an international variation of intermedia agenda-setting: the notion that her rescue was contrived drama emanated from news media in Britain. The day after the Post published its “fighting to the death” report, the Evening Standard newspaper in London cast a wary eye on the story, saying that it smacked of “a dirty little piece of propaganda in a morally suspect war.”44 Such suspicions reached full expression in May 2003, in a documentary broadcast on the BBC, one of the world’s most respected news organizations. Relying almost entirely on the accounts of Iraqi medical personnel at the hospital, the BBC concluded that the rescue of Lynch was “one of the most stunning pieces of news management ever conceived,” a shameless bit of stagecraft done for propaganda purposes.

The program, which the BBC called “War Spin,” quoted an Iraqi doctor at the hospital as saying the rescue “was like a Hollywood film.” The extrication team, he said, “cried ‘go, go, go,’ with guns and blanks without bullets … and the sound of explosions. They made a show for the American attack on the hospital—action movies like Sylvester Stallone or Jackie Chan.” The BBC’s report also said that the Pentagon, in organizing the Lynch rescue, “had been influenced by Hollywood producers of reality TV and action movies,” notably by Jerry Bruckheimer, who made the war film Black Hawk Down.45

The Pentagon dismissed the BBC’s claims as “void of all facts and absolutely ridiculous.” Other experts scoffed at the notion that Special Operations units would ever enter a hostile environment with blanks in their weapons. A Pentagon spokesman insisted that the military had employed tactics and procedures that were consistent with the prospect of facing hostile forces46—and an investigation by the Defense Department’s inspector general supported that version. The inspector general’s inquiry had been requested in the wake of the BBC’s allegations by Rahm Emanuel, Louise Slaughter, and Pete Stark, all of whom were then members of the U.S. House of Representatives.

In testimony to Congress in April 2007, Thomas F. Gimble, the Defense Department’s acting inspector general, said the BBC’s allegations had not been substantiated and that no evidence had been uncovered to support the notion that the rescue “was a staged media event.” Rather, Gimble said, the rescue operation was “a valid mission” to rescue a prisoner of war “under combat conditions.” That the Lynch rescue was videotaped was not unusual, Gimble said, noting that combat cameramen routinely filmed high-priority operations. In the Lynch case, he said, there was “no indication that any service member was acting for the camera during the rescue mission.”47 More than thirty witnesses were interviewed in the inspector general’s inquiry, including members of the Special Operations rescue team, Gimble said in his written testimony. Few if any of those witnesses had been interviewed by news organizations, he said. In undertaking the Lynch rescue, Gimble said, the extrication team “fully expected to meet stiff resistance” and had come under enemy fire from the hospital building and areas nearby.48

Gimble’s report was an unequivocal rebuke to the BBC’s account. Even so, by the time Gimble testified, four years had passed and the BBC’s version had become an unshakable, widely accepted element of the Lynch saga.49 Gimble’s contrary report did not fit what had become the dominant narrative about the rescue. It made little news. After all, the notion of a theatrical but counterfeit rescue operation fit well with the curdled popular view of the war in Iraq. U.S. forces had toppled Saddam Hussein’s brutal regime, but they became bogged down in a lethal insurgency that took years to dampen. The weapons of mass destruction that Saddam supposedly developed and stockpiled were never found. Not surprising, it wasn’t long before the American news media turned harshly skeptical about the war effort and the Lynch saga.

Her rescue, said the Philadelphia Inquirer, seemed at first to be “a balm to American hearts. Except that much of it now appears to be untrue. The British Broadcasting Corp. cast cold water on the tale,” and only belatedly “the American media have begun examining the story they had swallowed” so readily.50 The Associated Press wire service gave the BBC’s version a significant endorsement, reporting in late May 2003 that its interviews of doctors, nurses, and medical staff at the hospital from which Lynch was rescued supported a conclusion that “the dramatics that surrounded Lynch’s rescue were unnecessary.”51

But skeptics invariably ignored the critical variable of uncertainty, which shaped and defined the rescue operation. Lynch’s rescuers could not have known whether, or to what extent, they would encounter resistance at the hospital.52 The dangers and uncertainties in Nasiriyah obliged the rescuers to arrive in force.53 Being uncertain about what they would encounter, they had no option but to prepare for the worst.54 Military planners above all wanted to avoid a botched rescue mission like the aborted attempt in 1980 to extricate U.S. diplomatic personnel held hostage in Tehran.55 That operation ended in disaster when a would-be rescue helicopter collided with a military transport aircraft at a rendezvous zone in the Iranian desert during the mission’s early stages.

The hospital in Nasiriyah had been a command post for Iraqi irregulars, the Fedayeen, until the day before the rescue. Lynch’s biographer called the place “a safe haven” for Iraqi militia who knew that U.S. forces “would not—intentionally—bomb a hospital. The Americans would certainly not bomb a hospital with a female U.S. soldier lying helpless in her bed.” Lynch, he wrote, was in effect “a human shield.” In the basement of the hospital, the Iraqis kept a cache of rifles, mortars, and ammunition.56 Not long after Lynch’s rescue, the hospital’s wards came under attack by men “in long gowns and head scarves, carrying grenades and machine guns,” the London Daily Telegraph reported. “Hospital workers said the men rampaged through the wards stealing drugs and generators as terrified patients on all floors fled.”57 Even weeks later, Iraqis were still shooting at Marines in the vicinity of the hospital.

LITTLE NEED FOR MORALE BOOST

Portions of the videotape of Lynch’s rescue were released almost immediately. Critics slammed the military for having orchestrated and choreographed the rescue so as to deliver a much-needed boost to spirits back home at a difficult moment in the war.58 “Her story broke during the stalled early days of conflict, with morale reaching low tide, and had a galvanizing effect,” David Lipsky wrote in the New York Times.59 “Just when the war in Iraq seemed to drag and was losing public support, there was America’s heroine on the front page of the Washington Post,” wrote Steve Ritea in American Journalism Review. “It was the perfect story at the perfect time.”60

It is an enticing notion. But it finds little support in public opinion surveys taken during the first days and weeks of the war. Those surveys show there was little need for morale-boosting. It may be little recalled now, but the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq was widely supported by the American public. Polling data from March and April 2003, the opening days and weeks of the war, show an overwhelming percentage of Americans supported the conflict and believed the war effort, overall, was going well. A CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll, taken of 1,012 American adults on March 29 and 30, 2003—just days after the ambush in Nasiriyah and shortly before Lynch’s rescue—found that 85.5 percent of respondents thought the war effort was going “very well” or “moderately well” for U.S. forces. Seventy-two percent thought that U.S. military action was proceeding according to plan. And 69 percent of respondents said that they felt sure the United States would win the war; only 0.98 percent felt certain the United States would lose.61

Washington Post-ABC News polls conducted in late March and early April 2003 also contradict the notion that the Lynch rescue came at a time of sagging spirits and declining support for the war. A Washington Post-ABC News poll on March 23, 2003, found that eight of ten Americans felt that the war effort was unfolding well, and 71 percent approved of the Bush administration’s handling of the Iraq situation.62 Another Washington Post-ABC News poll, taken April 3, 2003, the day the Post published its “fighting to the death” report about Lynch, found that nine of ten Americans thought the war was going well and 69 percent said they believed the war was justified even if weapons of mass destruction were not found.63

At the time of the Lynch rescue, U.S. forces were closing in on Baghdad. So it defies logic to argue that the American military would have singled out and hyped the Lynch rescue for morale-building purposes when its central and vastly more important wartime objective was within reach. Yet, the improbable notion that the Lynch rescue was contrived as a morale booster caught on and endures, notably in the news media in Britain and Ireland. For example, the Observer newspaper in London returned to that theme in 2008 at the fifth anniversary of the start of the Iraq War, saying the “rescue” had been “used to bolster public backing for the war” and that “the facts surrounding her capture had been manipulated by the United States military.”64 The Irish Times recalled the Lynch case in cheeky fashion, stating, “A non-victim called Jessica Lynch was non-saved by U.S. soldiers in a non-heroic non-event.”65

The most lasting and ironic consequence of the Post’s “fighting to the death” report was to help turn an Army private who had never fired a shot in anger in Iraq into the war’s most recognizable soldier. So powerful and unexpected was the Post’s account that it stamped the Lynch story into the collective memory of the American public. No other American soldier or Marine in Iraq, hero or otherwise, received so much attention or was the beneficiary of so many rewards.

In the weeks and months that followed the Post’s article, Lynch’s photograph appeared on the cover of Time and Newsweek magazines. She starred in a welcome home parade in her hometown in West Virginia upon her release from the Walter Reed Army hospital. She accepted a book deal estimated at $1 million, half of which reportedly went to her biographer, Rick Bragg, a former New York Times correspondent. She went on morning and evening television shows to promote the book, I Am a Soldier, Too, which Bragg completed in time for publication on November 11, 2003—Veterans Day. She inspired a television movie, Saving Jessica Lynch, the title of which evoked Steven Spielberg’s war film Saving Private Ryan.66 Lynch was offered tuition-free education at West Virginia University. She was named West Virginian of the Year in 2003.67

She also won an award from Glamour magazine, was a guest in the Gator Bowl parade, attended parties after the Golden Globe awards program, and visited the Bahamas after christening a cruise ship.68 She told an interviewer a year after her rescue: “I do want my life back to normal, because it’s hard—it’s so hard. But at the same time I’m like—wow, I get to go to New York, I get to go to Hollywood. I get to hang out with people like Britney [Spears] and Leonardo [DiCaprio].”69 Those and other rewards and accolades all had as their primal source the Post’s “fighting to the death” story. Absent that report, Jessica Lynch the soldier never would have encountered such fame and fortune.

Lynch placed herself in the peculiar and paradoxical position of denying that she was a hero while accepting the riches and rewards associated with hero’s status.70 Lynch attempted to explain the incongruity by saying in an interview with Time magazine: “I don’t feel that I’m a hero or that I’ve done anything spectacular. I’m not trying to take advantage of the situation. These things are coming my way. If they [her critics] were put in my shoes, they would be doing the same thing.”71

A MISTAKE IN TRANSLATION?

More significantly, the hoopla associated with the Lynch myth had the effect of blurring recognition of the American soldier whose actions at Nasiriyah were heroic and initially were attributed to Lynch. He was Sergeant Donald Walters, a cook in the 507th Maintenance Company. Walters was the father of three daughters and a veteran of the 1990-1991 Gulf War. He told his parents of premonitions that this time he would not return alive from Iraq.72 During the ambush in Nasiriyah, as the lumbering vehicles of the 507th came under Iraqi fire, Walters either stayed behind, or was left behind, to lay down covering fire as his fellow soldiers tried to make their escape. Walters fought his attackers in a fashion that the Post attributed to Lynch.73 The most detailed account of Walters’s bravery appears in Richard Lowry’s book about the fighting at Nasiriyah, Marines in the Garden of Eden. Left alone on a dusty Iraqi highway, far behind enemy lines, “Walters fought his way south … killing several Iraqis before he was surrounded and captured” by Iraqi irregulars, the Fedayeen, Lowry wrote.74

Walters was taken to the headquarters of an Iraqi brigade in Nasiriyah. Soon, his body was “carried out of the building and placed in an ambulance,” Lowry wrote. The driver was ordered to take the body to Saddam Hospital, where it was hastily buried.75 “We will never really know the details of Walters’ horrible ordeal,” Lowry wrote. “We do know that he risked his life to save his comrades and was separated from the rest of the convoy, deep in enemy territory. We know that he fought until he could no longer resist.”76 The Army ultimately acknowledged that Walters’s conduct “likely prevented his unit from suffering additional casualties and loss of life”77 and posthumously awarded him the Silver Star, the U.S. military’s third-highest decoration for valor.

But how was it that Lynch came to be confused with Walters, who was slim, ruddy, and thirty-three years old? The probable sources of confusion were Iraqi radio communications that the U.S. forces intercepted. These communications reportedly included references to a blond American soldier’s fierce resistance in the fighting at Nasiriyah. In translating the intercepted reports to English, the pronoun “he” was mistaken for “she.” As Lynch was the only blonde woman in the 507th, the battlefield heroics were attributed to her, not Walters.78 A brigade commander, Colonel Heidi Brown, offered that explanation in an interview broadcast in 2004 on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered program. “What I was told,” Brown said, “was that it was just a faulty translation, but it made for everyone … to make a huge assumption that it was Jessica Lynch, when, in fact it probably—but you know, no one knows for sure. It probably was Sergeant Walters.”79
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Figure 17. The heroics that the Washington Post misattributed to Jessica Lynch most likely were the battlefield deeds of Sergeant Donald Walters, a cook who fought Iraqis until his ammunition ran out. Walters was captured and executed in Iraqi custody. [Department of Defense/Courtesy Norman and Arlene Walters]

Walters’s heroics, when they became known, attracted little more than passing interest from the American news media—certainly nothing akin to the intensity of the Lynch coverage after the Post’s “fighting to the death” story appeared. Nicholas D. Kristof, a columnist for the New York Times, looked into the Walters case and wrote that it “seems that the heroism originally attributed to Private Lynch may actually have been Sergeant Walters’s. Iraqi radio intercepts had described a blond U.S. soldier fighting tenaciously, and the Army … awarded him a posthumous Silver Star in implicit acknowledgment that he was probably that soldier.”80 The Oregonian newspaper in Portland also explored the case and concluded that it was “likely that Walters was one of the real heroes behind the story of Jessica Lynch.”81 But the All Things Considered program, Kristof’s column, and the Oregonian article were the notable exceptions.82 Interest in Walters’s actions proved thin and the corrective account soon faded.

Walters’s parents said they have no doubt that their son performed the heroics that were attributed to Lynch. “I’m 100 percent certain that it was our son,” Norman Walters said by telephone from his home in Salem, Oregon.83 He and his wife, Arlene, said that Lynch never called or spoke with them, and they conceded they felt frustrated by the news media’s scant interest in the case of mistaken identity. Arlene Walters noted that Lynch’s photograph had appeared on the cover of Time magazine, but when the editors “found out it wasn’t her, there was never any story about Don. I called all these magazines…. They didn’t really care.”84 What happened during the ambush at Nasiriyah deserves to be understood fully, she said. “Don has three kids and when they grow up, they would like to hear what their dad did, instead of giving the credit to someone else.”85 Jessica Lynch, said Norman Walters, “got the million-dollar book deal, and our son got a gravestone.”86

The Post’s mistaken hero-warrior story about Lynch has had many effects and unintended consequences. It was, as we’ve seen, the foundation from which subsidiary myths sprang. It vaulted Lynch to celebrity status, paving the way for a lucrative book contract and a measure of wealth. It obscured the actions of an unheralded Army cook whose conduct at Nasiriyah probably saved the lives of some of his fellow soldiers but won little lasting recognition. And the Post never fully explained or accounted for its error about Jessica Lynch. Beyond Loeb’s comment that he “could never get anybody from the Pentagon to talk about” the Lynch case, the sources he consulted in the Post’s hero-warrior story remain undisclosed. Loeb bristled when asked in 2008 to discuss the Lynch case, saying he was tired of talking about the matter.87

For its part, the Post has sought to deflect blame from its erroneous world exclusive about Lynch. That was apparent years later, when Lynch gave testimony to a congressional oversight committee inquiring into misreporting from the battlefield. On that occasion, the Post referred to Lynch as “a former soldier whose ordeal in Iraq in 2003 was inaccurately portrayed in the media as a heroic fight against insurgents [sic], when in fact Lynch never fired a shot.”88 The wording in the media sidestepped the Post’s singular role in promoting the hero-warrior myth. The wording suggested that the “fighting to the death” report in April 2003 had not been the Post’s, alone. But of course it was.

Lynch received an honorable discharge from the military in 2003 and still struggles with the effects of the severe injuries she suffered at Nasiriyah. “I continue to deal with bladder, bowel and kidney problems as a result of my injuries,” Lynch told the congressional hearing in 2007. “My left leg still has no feeling from the knee down and I am required to wear a brace so that I can stand and walk.”89

She has not entirely left the limelight. She spent Memorial Day in 2004 selling commemorative silver hero coins on the Home Shopping Network.90 She also established the Jessica Lynch Foundation, which has made small grants to children of members of the West Virginia National Guard.91 Bragg’s book about Lynch, I Am a Soldier, Too, debuted atop the New York Times’s best-seller list in late November 200392 but sold far fewer copies than the publisher had expected.93 A reviewer for the Washington Post called the book a “treacly embarrassment” and observed that “once the original myths surrounding her capture are stripped away, Lynch, as unworldly as she is sweet, simply doesn’t have much of a story to tell.”94 Later, Lynch figured in “Precious Little Jessi,” a lengthy and mostly unflattering chapter in Susan Faludi’s 2007 book, The Terror Dream.95

Lynch’s book deal stirred murmured complaints. Randy Kiehl, whose son was among the soldiers of the 507th Maintenance Company killed in the ambush at Nasiriyah, went on CNN in 2003 and accused Lynch of benefiting from dubious fame. “Pretty severe, isn’t it, that she makes money off of the death of my son and off of the death of so many others,”

Kiehl said in the CNN interview, adding, “Now she’s a profiteer because what she did was in the line of duty.”96

From time to time, Lynch has popped up in newspaper gossip columns. One occasion was when she and her boyfriend became parents in January 2007.97 Much as she resists the term, hero still attaches to Lynch, too98—as when Newsweek in 2008 referred to her as the “war’s first hero.”99


CHAPTER 1O
Hurricane Katrina and the Myth of Superlative Reporting


Accurate reporting was among Katrina’s many victims.
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DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2007), 360



The first decade of the twenty-first century brought harsh and painful times to America’s mainstream news media. Metropolitan newspapers and television networks hemorrhaged audiences and lost advertising to online media. Newspapers shrunk their pages to curb expenses. Staffs were cut deeply, through layoffs and buyouts. Salaries were trimmed and unpaid leaves were imposed. Predictions appeared with increasing frequency that newspapers might not long survive.1 Warned American Journalism Review: “Adapt or die.”2 Debts mounted and profits fell quarter by quarter. Well-known metropolitan dailies such as the Rocky Mountain News in Denver and the Post-Intelligencer in Seattle ceased publication. Once-powerful media enterprises such as the Tribune Company in Chicago sought Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection.

Midway through the grim decade came a moment of ostensible triumph for the beleaguered news media—their reporting of Hurricane Katrina, one of America’s worst-ever natural disasters. The storm packed winds of 145 miles an hour as it plowed into the Gulf Coast in late August 2005. Katrina brought vast flooding to New Orleans and devastation along coastal Mississippi and Alabama. More than 970 people were killed in Louisiana, most of them in New Orleans.3 Across the Gulf Coast, tens of thousands of people were displaced, including 20,000 who took shelter at the Louisiana Superdome and 30,000 who fled to the Convention Center in New Orleans. Looting broke out in New Orleans soon after the hurricane passed and more than two hundred New Orleans police officers deserted their posts or failed to report for duty in the storm’s aftermath.4 Some officers even joined in the looting spree.5

In the face of the deepening disaster, federal, state, and city emergency relief efforts proved sluggish, erratic, and stymied, especially in New Orleans. The plight and despair of evacuees gathered at the hot, fetid Super-dome and the Convention Center represented compelling testimony about the failure to provide relief and necessities. Evidence of government incompetence at all levels was abundant and became a powerful element of the post-Katrina story. People were suffering in New Orleans, and journalists went after the story vigorously, posing lacerating questions of federal, state, and city authorities: Where was the aid? Why had it not arrived? What was to be done to help the evacuees?

Conditions turned so dreadful that the Times-Picayune, the daily newspaper in New Orleans, published an open letter to President George W. Bush, urging the dismissal of every official at the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). “We’re angry, Mr. President, and we’ll be angry long after our beloved city and surrounding parishes have been pumped dry,” the newspaper said, adding: “Our people deserved rescuing. Many who could have been were not. That’s to the government’s shame.”6

Television journalists, meanwhile, were notably unrestrained, unafraid to show their frustration or express their faintly disguised contempt. A frequent target was the beleaguered FEMA director, a Bush political appointee named Michael D. Brown, who had had almost no emergency management experience when named to the position. In the hurricane’s confused aftermath, Brown conceded to being unaware that the Convention Center had been turned into a shelter for thousands of people in New Orleans. Journalists were incredulous. “How is it possible that we’re getting better intel than you’re getting?” Soledad O’Brien, an anchor for the CNN network, asked the hapless official. “We were showing live pictures of the people outside of the Convention Center…. And also, we’ve been reporting that officials have been telling people to go to the Convention Center if they want any hope of relief. I don’t understand how FEMA cannot have this information.”7 Ted Koppel of ABC News upbraided Brown for being unaware of the plight of Convention Center evacuees. “Don’t you guys watch television?” Koppel asked him. “Don’t you guys listen to the radio?”8
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Figure 18. Journalists covering Hurricane Katrina’s aftermath were withering in their appraisals of Michael D. Brown, the director the Federal Emergency Management Agency. Brown seemed to possess only a tenuous grasp of posthurricane conditions in New Orleans. [Jocelyn Augustino/Federal Emergency Management Agency]

ESSENTIAL AGAIN

It was all powerful, very moving stuff. In the turmoil that followed the hurricane’s landfall, traditional news media seemed vital, aggressive, and authoritative. “Essential Again,” American Journalism Review proclaimed in a flattering cover story about the news media and their Katrina coverage. “Those first days were a time for intrepid TV cameramen to take us into the stench and the sweat, the anger and the not knowing, the fear of those who seemed abandoned by their own country,” the journalism review declared. “Those first days were a time for newspapers to put aside jitters about their declining importance and worries about layoffs and cutbacks. The old papers instead reasserted the comfort and utility of news you could hold in your hand.”9 It added: “In this era of blogs, pundits and shouted arguments, the coming of Katrina reunited the people and the reporters. In a time of travail, parts of the media landscape that had seemed faded, yea, even discarded, now felt true.”10

The miseries for the news media seemed suddenly to have lifted, and journalists congratulated one another on their gritty, searching, no-holds-barred reporting. “People were starved for information. And journalists, brave, committed journalists, went out and got it for them, often under harrowing conditions,” Rem Rieder, the editor of American Journalism Review, wrote in a preface to the “Essential Again” article.11 “Journalism seems to have recovered its reason for being,” declared Howard Kurtz, the Washington Post’s media writer, in a tribute to the Katrina coverage. “For once, reporters were acting like concerned citizens, not passive observers. And they were letting their emotions show.”12

Dan Rather, a former evening news anchor for CBS News whose early career had been propelled by his coverage of hurricanes, was extravagant in his praise. Rather went on the CNN talk show Larry King Live to declare the Katrina coverage “one of the quintessential great moments in television news,” ranking “right there with the Nixon/Kennedy debates, the Kennedy assassination, Watergate coverage, you name it.” The coverage, Rather declared, was nothing short of a “landmark.”13

The praise was effusive, self-reverential—and more than a little misleading. Journalists did confront incompetent government officials who seemed to dither in the face of the disaster. Journalists did let their emotions show. Many of them took great risks in New Orleans to report a demanding, multidimensional story in a city that was 80 percent under water. Some journalists there went days without much of a break, sleeping little and toiling amid despairing conditions.
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Figure 19. The New Orleans Times-Picayune reported on September 2, 2005, that chaos and lawlessness had seized the city in Katrina’s aftermath. The newspaper subsequently revisited the accounts of mayhem and said that “most of the worst crimes reported … never happened.” [© 2005 The Times-Picayune Publishing Co. All rights reserved. Used with permission of the Times-Picayune]

But Katrina’s aftermath was no high, heroic moment in American journalism. The coverage was in important respects flawed and exaggerated. On crucial details, journalists erred badly and got it wrong. In the days following Katrina’s landfall, news reports described apocalyptic horror that the hurricane supposedly had unleashed. They reported snipers firing at medical personnel. They reported that shots were fired at helicopters, halting evacuations from the Convention Center. They told of bodies being stacked there like cordwood. They reported that roving gangs were preying on tourists and terrorizing the occupants of the Superdome, raping and killing. They said that children were victims of sexual assault, that one seven-year-old was raped and her throat was slit. They reported that sharks were plying the flooded streets of New Orleans.

None of those reports was verified or substantiated: no shots fired at rescue helicopters,14 no child rape victims, no bodies stacked like cord-wood, no sharks.15 No single news organization committed all those errors. And not all the lapses were committed at the same time. But the erroneous and exaggerated reporting had the cumulative effect of painting for America and the rest of the world a scene of surreal violence and terror, something straight out of Mad Max or Lord of the Flies.16 “The picture that emerged,” the Times-Picayune said in a detailed retrospective report about the flawed news coverage, “was one of the impoverished, overwhelmingly African-American masses of flood victims resorting to utter depravity, randomly attacking each other, as well as the police trying to protect them and the rescue workers trying to save them.”17 The reports had made it seem as though the city were a haven for lurking criminals waiting for the opportune moment to inflict violence on others.

CONSEQUENCES OF FLAWED COVERAGE

The exaggerated, over-the-top reporting was neither benign nor without consequences. It had the very real and serious effects of delaying the arrival of aid to New Orleans, of diverting and distorting the deployment of resources and capabilities, of heightening the anxiety of evacuees at the Superdome and Convention Center, and of broadly stigmatizing a city and its people.

“Americans depend on timely and accurate reporting, especially during times of crisis,” a bipartisan select committee of the House of Representatives said in a six-hundred-page report about the hurricane’s aftermath. “But it’s clear [that] accurate reporting was among Katrina’s many victims. If anyone rioted, it was the media,” the report declared. “Many stories of rape, murder, and general lawlessness were at best unsubstantiated, at worst simply false. And that’s too bad because this storm needed no exaggeration.”18 When accurate reporting was most urgent, the news media too often failed to deliver.

The central focus of the House select committee was not the performance of the news media. The panel’s report identified and criticized “failures at all levels of government” in Katrina’s aftermath, including the Bush administration.19 But the report presented what in effect was a compendium of adverse consequences traceable to the news media’s flawed and inaccurate reporting.

Principal among the effects was to impede or delay the relief effort in New Orleans. By reporting exaggerated or unsubstantiated rumors of mayhem and violence, journalists “unwittingly helped slow an already slow response and further wound an already wounded population,” the House report said. Commercial truck drivers transporting badly needed supplies of water, food, ice, shelter, and medicine read or heard the reports of nightmarish violence and were too frightened to enter New Orleans. Convoys of National Guardsmen were organized to escort the truckers into the city, but doing so diverted the guardsmen from other relief assignments.20

Exaggerated reporting had another complicating effect, that of encouraging spontaneous self-deployments of law enforcement officials from other parts of the region. According to the House select committee, local and state police officers responded at their own initiative to the media accounts of lawlessness in New Orleans. The committee said it could not estimate the extent of these self-deployments, given their ad hoc nature. But it noted that the “‘self-deployed’ personnel were acting without proper authority, without liability protection, and without eligibility for expense reimbursement.”21

The reports of mayhem in New Orleans also forced National Guardsmen to delay their deployment to the Convention Center until September 2—one hundred hours after the hurricane struck—to be sure of mustering a force of sufficient size to confront the lawlessness and security problems that had been reported there. Those problems turned out to be wildly overstated.22 In addition, one thousand FEMA employees who were set to arrive in New Orleans two days after the hurricane struck turned back because security in the city seemed so tenuous, the House report said, quoting the chief of staff of then-Louisiana governor Kathleen Blanco.23

The exaggerated news reports not only complicated and impeded the relief effort, the House report said, they also “affected decisions on where to direct resources.”24 A senior National Guard official, Lieutenant General H. Steven Blum, told the select committee that in the absence of reliable communication networks, National Guardsmen and relief officials turned to news reports to gauge conditions on the ground—for what the general called “situational awareness.” The news media, he said, “failed in their responsibility to get it right,” noting that the National Guard “sent forces and capabilities to places that didn’t need to go there in numbers that were far in excess of what was required.”25 Similarly, the New York Times in a retrospective article in late September 2005 reported that “terror from crimes seen and unseen, real and rumored” had the effect of altering troop deployments in New Orleans and slowing medical evacuations.26

Reports of mayhem in New Orleans forced authorities and rescue workers to adopt unnecessary and cumbersome precautions to complete what otherwise would have been routine tasks. The Wall Street Journal reported that “federal rescuers and doctors were required to secure armed escorts even for short trips across the street” in Katrina’s immediate aftermath. Moreover, the Journal said, the reports of “unspeakable violence” in New Orleans raised the possibility, at least for a short time, that American soldiers might be called on to confront “or even kill American citizens” to restore order. Such a scenario, the newspaper said, would have “added political and tactical complications to the job of filling the city with troops and set back relief efforts by days.”27

While the Superdome and Convention Center went days without electricity, many evacuees turned to battery-powered transistor radios to keep up with news reports.28 This created a feedback loop, in which the exaggerated reports about rampant lawlessness at the Superdome and Convention Center reached the evacuees inside those places, raising their fears and pushing some of them almost “to the boiling point.”29 Major Ed Bush of the Louisiana National Guard, who was stationed at the Superdome during the most wretched days after the hurricane struck, offered a sense of how the feedback loop caused confusion, consternation, and fresh rumors. “People would hear something on the radio and come and say that people were getting raped in the bathroom or someone had been murdered,” Bush told the Washington Post. “I would say, ‘Ma’am, where?’ I would tell them if there were bodies, my guys would find [them]. Everybody heard, nobody saw.”30

IMPUGNING A CITY AND ITS PEOPLE

The exaggerated reporting had the broader effect of impugning the reputation of New Orleans and its residents, depicting them as having shed all restraints. They have been “kind of cheated,” Bush said, “because now everybody thinks that they just turned to animals, and that there was complete lawlessness and utter abandon” in the days after Katrina’s landfall. “And that wasn’t the case.”31 The hurricane did unleash spasms of looting in New Orleans. But often, looters were seeking necessities such as food and water. The House select committee cited the National Guard and law enforcement authorities as saying that “the people in the Superdome were very unhappy and anxious, but they were never out of control.”32

The exaggerated reporting was not occasional, a slip or a mistake here or there. It came to characterize coverage of Katrina’s aftermath and it was noticeable within seventy-two hours after the hurricane’s landfall. Banner headlines in newspapers across the country on September 2, 2005, told of the city’s supposed slide into chaos and anarchy. “Anger, Anarchy, Desperation,” declared the San Francisco Chronicle; “Crisis to Chaos,” proclaimed the Scottsdale Tribune in Arizona. “Toward Anarchy,” said the Waterbury Republican in Connecticut. “Descent into Chaos,” said the San Diego Union-Tribune.33

On her CNN program on September 1, 2005, Paula Zahn referred to “very discouraging reports out of New Orleans tonight about bands of rapists going from block to block, people walking around in feces, dead bodies floating everywhere. And we know that sniper fire continues.” Zahn also said: “We are getting reports that describe it as a nightmare of crime, human waste, rotten food, dead bodies everywhere. Other reports say sniper fire is hampering efforts to get people out.” That day, John Burnett of National Public Radio said on the All Things Considered program: “We understand that there was a 10-year-old girl who was raped in the convention center in the last two nights. People are absolutely desperate there. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

Meanwhile, the Miami Herald reported that a “major American city all but disintegrated … and the expected death toll from Hurricane Katrina mushroomed into the thousands. Bodies floated down streets. Defeated survivors waded waist-deep and ghost-like through floods. Packs of looters rampaged through the ruins and armed themselves with stolen weapons, and gunfire echoed through the city.”34 The New York Daily News offered similarly horrific accounts: “Corpses littered the sodden streets. Snipers fired on cops and rescue workers. Gangs of looters took anything that wasn’t nailed down.”35

The Associated Press reported that New Orleans had “descended into anarchy” as “corpses lay abandoned in street medians, fights and fires broke out, cops turned in their badges and the governor declared war on looters who have made the city a menacing landscape of disorder and fear.”36 The news agency also said that shots had been fired at a military helicopter near the Superdome, suspending efforts to remove evacuees from the place.37 It turned out that the evacuation was never suspended,38 and that the gunshots were fired most likely in an attempt to attract attention, not deter the relief helicopters.39

In some instances, news organizations passed on unadulterated rumors—and even identified them as such. Gannett News Service, for example, reported on September 3 that inside the Convention Center, evacuees “spoke of dead bodies stacked up,” of “toilets overflowing with waste and looters demanding payment for food they’d plundered from stores. Feverish rumors shot through the crowd—authorities wouldn’t let people onto buses out of the city unless they cleaned up the area first, chemicals were being sprayed on them, the Mississippi River was about to be unleashed.”40

Estimates of Katrina’s death toll in New Orleans were wildly exaggerated. U.S. Senator David Vitter, a Louisiana Republican, said on September 2 that fatalities in the state could reach 10,000 or more41—which would have made Katrina the country’s worst natural disaster. Vitter characterized his estimate as “only a guess,” but it was taken up and repeated by the New Orleans mayor, Ray Nagin, and reported widely.42

Nagin and the city’s police commissioner, Eddie Compass, were sources for some of the most shocking and exaggerated reports about the disaster. During a joint appearance on Oprah Winfrey’s popular television talk show on September 6, Nagin said “hundreds of armed gang members” were terrorizing evacuees inside the Superdome. The mayor said that conditions there had deteriorated to “an almost animalistic state” and evacuees had been “in that frickin’ Superdome for five days, watching dead bodies, watching hooligans killing people, raping people.”43 Compass spoke of other horrors. “We had little babies in there, little babies getting raped,” the police commissioner said on the show.44 Compass also claimed police officers had been shot at inside the Superdome. They had not returned fire, he said, for fear of wounding evacuees. Compass also claimed that police had made thirty arrests inside the Superdome by tracking the flashes made as weapons were fired.45 Winfrey even joined in, declaring that gangs had “banded together” in the Superdome “and had more ammunition, at times, than [did the] police.”46
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Figure 20. New Orleans mayor Ray Nagin was a source of highly exaggerated reports about death and violence in the city following Katrina’s strike. Nagin said on Oprah Winfrey’s television show that “hundreds of armed gang members” had been terrorizing evacuees inside the Louisiana Superdome. [Marvin Nauman/Federal Emergency Management Agency]

These accounts were widely reported—and proved to be almost totally without foundation. In all, six people died in the Superdome during the Katrina aftermath. None of those deaths was related to violent crime. At the Convention Center, where the Times-Picayune had reported that National Guardsmen found thirty to forty corpses stacked in a freezer, four bodies were recovered.47 Reports that infants and young girls were raped were likewise unfounded.

Compass was asked months afterward why he had depicted New Orleans as swept by mayhem in Katrina’s aftermath. He offered a baffling reply. “I didn’t want people to think we were trying to cover anything up,” he said. “So I repeated things without being substantiated, and it caused a lot of problems.” Within a few weeks of his appearance on Oprah, Compass was forced to resign. Nagin, though, was reelected in 2006 to a four-year term as mayor.

International news organizations were keen to report the horror stories from New Orleans, as if the hurricane had exposed pathologies in American society that otherwise would remain obscure. The international media “played the unfounded reports for all they were worth,” noted David Carr in the New York Times, “with hundreds of news outlets regurgitating tales of lawlessness.”48 The British press, including the so-called upscale “quality” newspapers, were particularly eager to indulge in tales of mayhem. “Girls and boys were raped in the dark and had their throats cut and bodies stuffed in the kitchens,” the usually staid Financial Times said of conditions inside the Convention Center, “while looters and madmen exchanged fire with weapons they had looted.”49 The Guardian of London called New Orleans “a city … subsumed beneath waves of violence, rape and death” and said it was “clear from talking to survivors that what happened in New Orleans … was far more extensive, bloody and terrifying than the authorities have admitted so far.”50

A columnist for London’s Independent newspaper offered this colorful and highly imaginative account: “Reports from New Orleans ring like prophecies of the apocalypse. Corpses float hopelessly in what used to be a thriving and distinctive downtown; coffins rise from the ground; alligators, sharks and snakes ply the poisonous waters.”51 The Times of London erroneously and excessively reported that ambulances “were hijacked or tipped on their sides, and one fully functioning hospital asked to be evacuated after a supply truck carrying medical supplies was held up at gunpoint. Staff at another hospital came under sniper fire as they tried to evacuate patients.”52 The Times offered a short corrective article in mid-September, conceding that “there was much we thought we knew that turns out to be wildly exaggerated or plain false.” That included estimates of 10,000 deaths in New Orleans. The Times said that “it was clear that 10,000 people could have died only if more than 90 per cent of them had locked themselves into their homes, chained themselves to heavy furniture and chosen to drown instead of going upstairs as the waters rose.”53 But the Times rationalized the flawed reporting, saying it was inevitable: when “nature and the 24-hour news industry collide, hyperbole results.”54

REVISITING THE REPORTS OF MAYHEM

The London Times’s acknowledgment of error anticipated a flurry of reports in U.S. newspapers that revisited the descriptions of anarchy and mayhem in New Orleans, and attempted to set the record straight. Among the first and most detailed of these retrospective accounts appeared in the Times-Picayune in late September 2005. The article, written by Brian Thevenot and Gordon Russell, opened with the account of a doctor who was associated with FEMA. In preparing to take possession of the dead bodies at the Superdome, the doctor had ordered a refrigerated, 18-wheel tractor trailer. “I’ve got a report of 200 bodies in the Dome,” the doctor was quoted as saying. The actual total was six—four of whom died of natural causes, one from an overdose of drugs, and one from an apparent suicide.55

“Four weeks after the storm,” Thevenot and Russell wrote, “few of the widely reported atrocities have been backed with evidence. The piles of murdered bodies never materialized, and soldiers, police officers and rescue personnel on the front lines assert that, while anarchy reigned at times and people suffered unimaginable indignities, most of the worst crimes reported at the time never happened.”56

The report by Thevenot and Russell was followed by similar accounts in the Los Angeles Times,57 the New York Times,58 the Philadelphia Inquirer,59 the Washington Post,60 and the Washington Times,61 as well as on network and cable television,62 all revisiting and criticizing the media’s coverage. “The media joined in playing whisper-down-the-lane,” the Philadelphia Inquirer said in explaining the exaggerated reporting, “and stories that defied common sense were treated as news.”63 The Inquirer had identified an important point. Much of the reporting about the nightmarish violence in New Orleans seemed so shocking as to defy believability. To accept those reports required a willing suspension of disbelief.

Jim Dwyer of the New York Times addressed this element of the Katrina coverage, writing, “I just thought that some of the reports were so garish, so untraceable and always seemed to stop short of having actual witnesses to the atrocities… like a galloping mythical nightmare had taken control.”64 Dwyer said he went to Louisiana after the hurricane struck “specifically to ascertain the truth of early wild reports of crime,” especially those unattributed reports recounting “nightmarish scenes that seemed to defy common sense.”65 Dwyer’s skepticism was reflected in a 2,100-word, front-page article in the Times in late September 2005, which said that many “of the most alarming stories that coursed through the city [in Katrina’s wake] appear to be little more than figments of frightened imaginations, the product of chaotic circumstances that included no reliable communications.”66

The bimonthly American Journalism Review also revisited Katrina. In the issue immediately after its cheerleading “Essential Again” cover article, the magazine offered a far more critical and sober assessment of the media’s performance. Gone were the admiring remarks about traditional media and how they demonstrated their value and relevance in New Orleans. Instead, American Journalism Review acknowledged that “hundreds of myths got reported in the early days of Hurricane Katrina’s aftermath.”67 The article, titled “Myth-Making in New Orleans,” was written by Thevenot of the Times-Picayune, who did not exempt himself from the bath of media criticism.

He opened the “Myth-Making in New Orleans” article by describing how he had taken the word of an Arkansas National Guardsman named Mikel Brooks that a freezer at the Convention Center contained the bodies of thirty or forty victims. “I didn’t push it,” Thevenot conceded. “Now I wish I had, as gruesome as that may seem. The soldiers might have branded me a morbid fiend and run me the hell out of there, but my story in the September 6 edition of the Times-Picayune would have been right, or at least included a line saying I’d been denied the opportunity to lay eyes on the freezer. Instead, I quoted Brooks and another soldier, by name, about the freezer’s allegedly grim inventory, including the statement that it contained a ‘7-year-old with her throat cut.’ Neither the mass of bodies nor the allegedly expired child would ever be found.”68 Thevenot traced the tale to a rumor that had circulated on a food line at Harrah’s Casino a block away. In the storm’s aftermath, the casino was used as a law enforcement and military staging area.69

Thevenot noted that “in the worst of the storm reporting, tales of violence, rapes, murders and other mayhem were simply stated as fact with no attribution at all. I am among those who committed this sin,” having described the Convention Center as “a nightly scene of murders, rapes and regular stampedes.”70 The news media’s contrition and introspection did not last for long, however. The self-critical articles tended to be one-off assessments that usually received little prominence. The Los Angeles Times, Philadelphia Inquirer, and Washington Post all placed their retrospective articles on inside pages, for example. After the flurry of post-Katrina assessments in late September and early October 2005, the news media demonstrated little interest in sustaining or revisiting the self-critique. The report of the House select committee was scathing in its criticism of the news media. But that criticism was rarely noted in news reports about the panel’s report.

Instead, the dominant narrative about news coverage of the hurricane was that it represented a welcome counterpoint to the supposedly hesitant and noncritical reporting in the run-up to America’s war with Iraq in 2003. Unlike the Iraq story, journalists covering Katrina’s aftermath had demonstrated courage and temerity in standing up to public officials and holding them accountable for their inept and muddled response. “In the week following Katrina’s marauding of the Gulf Coast,” wrote James Wolcott in Vanity Fair in November 2005, “American journalism magically awakened, arose from its glass coffin, and roused itself to impromptu glory.”71 The authors of a slim 2007 study, When the Press Fails, saw it that way, too. The Katrina coverage “was a heady moment,” they wrote. “Everywhere one turned, there seemed to be an impassioned journalist expressing public outrage and seeking to hold officials accountable.” Whether in print or on the air, journalists “were suddenly and surprisingly taking adversarial positions with officials, even informing those officials about the realities of the situation at hand.”72

Jeffrey Dvorkin, the executive director of Committee of Concerned Journalists, identified Katrina coverage as a moment when American journalism took to the offense after what he said was a prolonged period of defensiveness in response to accusations of media bias and distortion. “I sense that the days of journalistic defensiveness are if not over, at least journalism appears less defensive than it used to be,” Dvorkin told an audience in 2006. “Part of that is because of one event which allowed journalists in the U.S. to start reporting with a critical and skeptical eye. That event was Hurricane Katrina.”73

The media’s back-patting was notably apparent at the first few anniversaries of the Katrina disaster. In 2007, at the hurricane’s second anniversary, news reports revisited nearly every element of the disaster, particularly the federal government’s sluggish and uncertain response. “But there was one thing missing from the coverage of this natural, social, economic, and political disaster,” noted Jonah Goldberg, a columnist for the conservative National Review, and that was “the fact that Katrina represented an unmitigated media disaster as well…. Katrina unleashed a virus of sanctimony and credulity for urban legends almost without precedent,” an embarrassment that the news media were loath to revisit.74 The media, Goldberg observed, “are often good watchdogs of government, but rarely of themselves.”75

In failing to sustain their self-critiques, the news media largely missed the opportunity to extract useful lessons from the flawed coverage. Opportunities often did present themselves. The prestigious Nieman Reports, published quarterly by Harvard University’s Nieman Foundation for Journalism, devoted its fall 2007 issue to twenty articles and photo essays about the news media and the aftermath of Katrina. But not one addressed the news media’s errors in the hurricane’s aftermath or addressed the enduring lessons to be learned from those lapses.

Those lessons are many, and include the recognition that it is a near-certainty that erroneous reports will circulate in a disaster’s immediate aftermath. On that point, the House select committee’s report quoted Kathleen J. Tierney of the Natural Hazards Center at the University of Colorado-Boulder as saying that “misleading or completely false media reports should have been among the most foreseeable elements of Katrina.”76 Similarly, initial and worst-case estimates of disaster casualties almost always are exaggerated. This happened in the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks on New York City, offering a ready point of reference for reporters covering Katrina’s aftermath. The initial estimates of 10,000 deaths in New York were considerably overstated. Casualty predictions in other crises—“from the refugee emergency in eastern Zaire after the Rwandan genocide, through the Kosovo crisis, to the U.S. wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, to the 2004 South Asian tsunami”—likewise were overstated.77 Recognition of this tendency might well have helped to temper or curb the exaggerated reports of lawlessness and violence in post-Katrina New Orleans.

To their credit, some reports about mayhem in New Orleans contained a measure of skepticism. The Knight Ridder news service reported Nagin’s “grim estimate of Katrina’s human toll” of 10,000 dead with the caveat that “he didn’t cite the basis for that statement.”78 The phrase was meant to signal caution and uncertainty. But such qualifiers seldom are much of a roadblock: the shocking estimate—10,000 dead—is still reported, still appears in headlines, and the cautionary phrase does little to dilute the impact. In the end, the caveat dissolves to little more than an afterthought.

DISASTER COVERAGE OFTEN IN ERROR

The news media’s susceptibility to reporting falsehoods and rumors in disaster coverage has long been recognized. A Canadian research team struck a prescient tone in an article in 1986 titled “Coping with the Media in Disasters.” The authors observed that news organizations “can spread rumors, and so alter the reality of disaster, at least to those well away from it, that they can bias the nature of the response. They can and do create myths about disasters, myths which will persist even among those with contrary disaster experience.”79

Reporters for American news media typically receive scant if any training in covering disasters. And when they find themselves amid the uncertainties of a postdisaster environment, their ability to filter rumors may be significantly reduced, leaving them susceptible to repeating and circulating what later prove to be outlandish reports. In such circumstances, they are well advised not to report more than what they can see for themselves. But even that inclination can be trumped by what can be called the “out there” syndrome: if other news organizations are “out there” reporting what seems to be an important element of a disaster-related story, pressures intensify to match those reports.80 As a result, thinly documented accounts can gain wide circulation.

Av Westin, a former vice president and executive producer for ABC News, invoked the “out there” syndrome in Thevenot’s “Myth-Making in New Orleans” critique. The “out there” syndrome, Westin said, helps explain why flawed reporting circulated so widely in Katrina’s aftermath. “With 24/7 news,” he said, “the deadline is always now, you go with whatever you’ve got, you stick it on the air.”81 There certainly is truth to Westin’s observations. The “out-there” syndrome does add pressure to publish or broadcast accounts that have been incompletely reported. But the notion that “the competition made me do it” is an untenable excuse when thinly documented accounts are shown to be false or exaggerated.

Another quite obvious factor cited by Thevenot was the utter breakdown in communication networks. Telephone service was out in New Orleans after Katrina swept through. Cell phones did not function. Electricity was scarce. Amid such conditions, Thevenot wrote, “Stone-age storytelling got amplified by space-age technology.” Stories that at first may have had some factual underpinning became “exaggerated and distorted as they were passed orally—often the only mode of communication—through extraordinarily frustrated and stressed multitudes of people, including refugees, cops, soldiers, public officials and, ultimately, the press,” he wrote.82

And yet another factor for getting it wrong was the reliance on officials such as Nagin, the mayor, and Compass, the police commissioner, both of whom were presumed to possess authoritative information. Usually, the imprimatur of officialdom translates to adequate sourcing for journalists. But in Katrina’s aftermath, Nagin and Compass became the very public sources of alarming but false and exaggerated reports about their city and its inhabitants. And they offered their erroneous reports seemingly in all confidence, without equivocation or qualification.

Although these explanations certainly help explain why myths took hold in the aftermath of Katrina, none of them exonerate the flawed news coverage or let journalists off the hook. None of those factors—neither competitive pressures, nor communications breakdowns, nor outlandish public officials—was peculiar to Katrina’s aftermath. In varying degrees, they are elements familiar in all disasters. And there is no reason why each of those factors could not have produced alternate outcomes in covering Katrina. It would not have been unreasonable for the collapse of communication networks to have given reporters pause, leaving them more cautious and more wary about what they heard and reported, and thus less likely to traffic in wild and dubious claims.

The extravagant descriptions offered by Nagin and Compass were remarkable not only in their luridness—“little babies getting raped”—but also in being utterly false. Journalists covering disasters must often rely on public officials for critical details about casualties and relief efforts. But in doing so they are not expected to shed the skepticism they are encouraged to develop about the officials and personalities they cover. Journalism, after all, is not stenography. As Duncan Campbell pointed out in London’s Guardian newspaper in a look back at the flawed Katrina coverage, “when reporters get their information from their own eyes rather than from a government spokesperson, we inevitably get a truer story.”83

It is hard to quarrel with advice offered by Scott Libin of the Poynter Institute, a Florida-based journalism training and resource center. Libin referred to the Katrina coverage in suggesting: “Even when plausibly reliable sources such as [government] officials pass along information, journalists should press for key details—respectfully and courteously, but assertively. Mr. Mayor, tell us more about how you found out. Chief, can we talk to the officer or officers who actually responded to those rapes?” Libin’s former colleague at Poynter, Bob Steele, recommended that journalists keep in mind the “what if?” question—as in: “‘What if that information isn’t true?” What if the source is wrong?’ “Professional skepticism, he said, “is part of a vigorous checks and balances process that debunks rumors, reveals false assumptions and clarifies misconceptions. Ideally, professional skepticism produces high-quality, believable reports.”84 And as the House select committee pointed out, “Skepticism and fact-checking are easier when the sea is calm, but more vital when it is not.”85

Two other related explanations offer themselves as to why journalists got it so badly wrong in covering Katrina’s aftermath. One is the perverse appeal of the would-be apocalyptic. Not only is daily journalism driven by what loosely can be termed “bad” news—events that are extraordinary and potentially harmful. There is a perverse appeal among journalists for exceptionally “bad” news, for “the latest big scare story.”86 In mild form, the perverse appeal is evident almost daily in local television news coverage of building fires. Not only do fires offer dramatic footage, they also carry the potential to spread wildly out of control. “It could have been worse” is a phrase not uncommon among local television reporters. Hurricane Katrina unleashed the perverse appeal of the would-be apocalyptic, the appeal of the truly big-scare story. Here, after all, was a disaster of almost Biblical proportion: storms and floods, death and mayhem; criminal gangs run amok in a city collapsing in chaos. New Orleans seemed to promise a descent into the truly apocalyptic. And for a time the reporting matched that premise: it was as if some of the most dreadful events imaginable were taking place in New Orleans.

Related to the perverse appeal of the would-be apocalyptic is a latent readiness to assume the worst about the “other”—in this case, the poor, mostly black urban dwellers, with whom affluent mainstream journalists usually have little sustained contact and few shared interests. In the immediate aftermath of the hurricane, reporters engaged in unintentional stereotyping of New Orleans and its poor people and minorities. Thevenot wrote in “Myth-Making in New Orleans” that he had “little doubt that, consciously or unconsciously, some white reporters, and probably a smaller number of black ones found it more plausible that babies had been raped and children had been knifed in a black crowd than they would in a theoretical white one.”87 Jim Amoss, the editor of the Times-Picayune, addressed the topic, too, saying that it would be “hard to imagine that if the Dome and the Convention Center had been filled with sweaty, hungry, desperate white people, middle-class white people—it’s hard to believe that these kinds of myths would have sprung up quite as readily.”88 Responding to that observation, Donna Britt, a columnist for the Washington Post, declared, “No kidding.” It is, Britt wrote, “always easier to recount—and believe—the alleged inhumanity of those who are poor, less educated or of different ethnicities than … those reporting their supposed actions.” Rumor, Britt added, “becomes part of the official record more often than journalists, historians and other ‘authoritative’ chroniclers care to acknowledge.”89

THE LOVE OF PRIZES

American journalism loves giving prizes—to its own. Among other effects, prizes and awards can help lift the spirits and puncture the gloom enveloping an industry in decline. Journalism’s prize culture has become so entrenched, the media critic Alicia Shepard once wrote, that the field seems “locked in the iron grip of prize frenzy.”90 It has been that way for years. “Were there ever members of any profession so keen on giving each other prizes as journalists?” the author Alexander Cockburn asked in the Wall Street Journal in 1984. Cockburn speculated that American journalists were so keen to give each other awards out of a sense of shared insecurity. To alleviate such pangs, he wrote, “British journalists turn to drink and American ones to prizes.”91

In 2006, many of American journalism’s most prominent awards were given to print and broadcast journalists and their news organizations for coverage of the hurricane and its aftermath. The New Orleans television station WWL won a Peabody Award and the Radio-Television News Directors Association’s Edward R. Murrow Award for “best continuous coverage by a large-market station.” WWL was the city’s lone television station with a local news operation to remain on the air throughout the hurricane.92

The Times-Picayune and the Sun-Herald of Biloxi, Mississippi, shared the coveted Pulitzer Prize for public service, for their Katrina coverage. The Times-Picayune won a separate Pulitzer for local reporting of breaking news. The award citation noted the newspaper staff’s “courageous and aggressive coverage of Hurricane Katrina, overcoming desperate conditions facing the city and the newspaper.” The Times-Picayune also won a Polk Award for metropolitan reporting.

Less prominent in the constellation of awards for Katrina reporting was the Mongerson Prize for Investigative Reporting on the News. The award was initiated in 2001 to recognize journalists who set the record straight on inaccurate, incomplete, or misleading news stories. The Mongerson Prize was administered by Northwestern University and had a five-year run. It never attracted much attention, certainly nothing approaching the prominence of the Murrow Awards or the Pulitzer Prizes.

The Mongerson Prize was given for the last time in 2006 and the winners that year were Thevenot and Russell of the Times-Picayune. They were honored for the report they prepared in late September 2005 about the highly exaggerated accounts of mayhem in post-Katrina New Orleans. In announcing the winners, Northwestern said that Thevenot and Russell had “exposed the dangers of pack journalism in a difficult reporting environment.”93 More accurately, they were recognized for challenging, or at least poking at, the myth of superlative reporting.



Conclusion


We have been cock-sure of many things that were not so.

Oliver Wendell Holmes, “Natural Law,” Harvard Law
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The tales examined on the preceding pages often ascribe power, significance, and sometimes great courage to the news media and their practitioners. Edward Murrow’s; crushing the McCarthy menace, Walter Cronkite’s; effectively ending a faraway and unpopular war, and Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein’s toppling a corrupt president are prominent examples. These purported achievements are compelling and exert an enduring allure; to expose them as exaggerated or untrue is to take aim at the self-importance of American journalism. To identify these tales as media myths is to confront the reality that the news media are not the powerful agents they, and many others, assume them to be. It is exceedingly rare for any news report to trigger a powerful, immediate, and decisive reaction akin to President Lyndon Johnson’s purported response to Cronkite’s; televised assessment about Vietnam: “If I’ve; lost Cronkite….” Researchers long ago dismissed the notion that the news media can create such profound and immediate effects, as if absorbing media messages were akin to receiving potent drugs via a hypodermic needle.1

Debunking media-driven myths enhances a case for limited news media influence. Media power tends to be modest, nuanced, diffused, and situational. But too often the ubiquitous presence of the news media is mistaken for power and influence. Robert J. Samuelson, an economist and a columnist for Newsweek and the Washington Post, has described this fallacy notably well. “Because the media are everywhere—and inspire much resentment—their influence is routinely exaggerated,” Samuelson wrote. “The mistake is in confusing visibility with power, and the media are often complicit in the confusion. We [in the news media] embrace the mythology, because it flatters our self-importance.” 2

The notion that the news media are powerful forces seems almost intuitive. As the media scholar Denis McQuail has noted, “the entire study of mass communication is based on the assumption that the media [exert] significant effects.” Yet, as McQuail has said, “there is little agreement on the nature and extent of these assumed effects.” In an observation of particular relevance to this study, McQuail has noted that the news media “are rarely likely to be the only necessary or sufficient cause of an effect, and their relative contribution is extremely hard to assess.” 3

The influence of the news media typically is trumped by other forces. American journalists traditionally have considered themselves as messengers, principally, rather than the makers and shapers of news.4 These days, the American media are far too splintered and diverse—print, broadcast, cable, satellite, online—to exert much in the way of collective and sustained influence on policymakers or media audiences. As Herbert Gans, a sociologist who has written widely about the news media, noted, “If news audiences had to respond to all the news to which they are exposed, they would not have time to live their own lives. In fact, people screen out many things, including news, that could interfere with their own lives.” 5

Large numbers of Americans are beyond media influence in any case. They choose to go newsless—they mostly ignore the news altogether. They are nonaudiences for news. Nearly 20 percent of American adults go newsless on a typical day, according to a study conducted in 2008 by the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press. The newsless option is most common among young adults, eighteen to twenty-four years old. Thirty-four percent of that cohort goes newsless, according to Pew Research. That proportion is a substantial increase from 1998, when 25 percent of the eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old cohort shunned the news.6 And among those who do keep up with the news, what topic do they follow most avidly? Weather. Pew Research reports that nearly half of all American adults say they follow news about the weather very closely. “No other topic generates close to this level of interest,” the research center reported.7

Debunking media-driven myths, then, can help to place questions of media influence in a more coherent, more precise context. But what might be done to keep media myths from taking hold in the first place? What can be done to guard against their rise and proliferation? An elemental step lies in the recognition that media myths spring from diverse yet fairly recognizable sources. Among the most common of these sources is the tumult of war. Half of the myths examined in this work had their origins in armed conflict.

That war can be a breeding ground for myth is scarcely surprising. The stakes in war are quite high, and the shock of combat is alien and unfamiliar to most people. Given their limited firsthand experience with war, media audiences usually find themselves in no position to challenge reports from the battlefield. The confusion and intensity inherent in warfare can lead journalists to place fragmented information that emerges from conflict into recognizable if sometimes misleading frames. In the process, distortion can arise and media myths can flourish. Mark Bowden, the author of one of journalism’s finest recent war stories, Black Hawk Down, noted this inclination in the case of Jessica Lynch. In wartime, Bowden wrote, the tendency is “to weave what little we know into a familiar shape,” and this can resemble “the narrative arc of a film.” 8 Hence the Washington Post’s flawed account of Jessica Lynch as a female Rambo, pouring lead into attacking Iraqis: it was an image that seemed at least vaguely familiar, and not entirely implausible.

Hurried and sloppy reporting, which certainly characterized the sensational story about Lynch’s purported heroics, also contributes to the rise of media myths. The myth of “crack babies” was propelled by hurried reporting, overeager journalism, and premature medical findings. Reporters and columnists pushed too hard and eagerly on preliminary and inconclusive research. And the horrors they predicted, that “crack babies” would grow up to be a vast permanently dependent class—a “biounderclass” of staggering dimension—proved decidedly wrong.

Serendipitous timing figures in media mythmaking, too, as the “Cronkite moment” suggests. Cronkite’s; assessment in February 1968 that the United States was “mired in stalemate” in Vietnam took on significance in part because it coincided with—but certainly did not set in motion—the Johnson administration’s extensive review of war policy in Vietnam. The “Cronkite moment” preceded by one month—but surely did not prompt—Johnson’s; surprise announcement that he was not seeking reelection. Fortuitous timing also helps explain the lasting importance attached to Murrow’s See It Now program on CBS television about McCarthy. Murrow’s report on See It Now came after other journalists had challenged the senator’s tactics and reckless claims for months, even years.

But Murrow’s assessment was aired during the week in March 1954 when, for reasons quite independent of See It Now, the senator’s fortunes irrevocably hit the skids. The Army that week accused McCarthy of having sought special treatment for a staff member who had been drafted into military service, charges that were to culminate in McCarthy’s censure, disgrace, and political eclipse.

High-quality cinematic treatments are powerful agents of media myth-making and can enhance a myth’s durability. Untold millions of Americans born after 1954 were introduced to the Murrow-McCarthy confrontation through Good Night, and Good Luck, a critically acclaimed film released in 2005 that cleverly promoted the myth that Murrow stood up to McCarthy when no one else would or could. The 1976 cinematic version of All the President’s Men solidified the notion that young, diligent reporters for the Washington Post brought down President Richard Nixon. That myth of Watergate may be stronger than ever, given that All the President’s Men is the first and perhaps only extended exposure many people have to the complex scandal that was Watergate.9 Thanks in part to Hollywood, the heroic-journalist myth of Watergate has become the most familiar and readily accessible explanation of why Nixon left office in disgrace.

The quest for scapegoats further accounts for the rise of media myths. It is, after all, not unheard of to blame the news media for policy failures—as John Kennedy did in the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs debacle: if only the New York Times had told all it knew about the Bay of Pigs invasion, perhaps the invasion plans would have been scrapped. That notion is absurd, as we’ve seen. But what can be striking is that the news media do not always protest when they’ve been made scapegoats. Sometimes they are complicit in the act. Leading U.S. newspapers were eager to condemn their upstart rival, radio, for supposedly pitching thousands of Americans into mass panic and hysteria in late October 1938. The torrent of newspaper criticism helped solidify the myth that the radio adaptation of The War of the Worlds had panicked America.

Media myths also take hold because of the timeless lessons they supposedly offer. Yielding to government pressure can bring news organizations all sorts of problems and embarrassment, as supposedly was dramatized by the New York Times and its decision to muzzle itself about the coming Bay of Pigs invasion. William Randolph Hearst’s; purported vow to “furnish the war” offers a lesson about the hazards of unchecked media power: unscrupulous media moguls can distort public policy and even lead us into wars we otherwise would not fight.

Though they spring from multiple sources, it is not as if media-driven myths are beyond being tamed. To thwart media myths, journalists can start by applying a measure of skepticism to pithy, telling quotations such as Hearst’s; vow to “furnish the war” and even to euphonic phrases such as bra burning. Turns of phrase that sound too neat and tidy often are too perfect to be true. Journalists also would do well to cultivate greater recognition of their fallibility. Too often they seem only faintly concerned with correcting the record they tarnish. They tend not to like revisiting major flaws and errors. As Jack Shafer, a media critic for the online magazine Slate, has written, “The rotten truth is that media organizations are better at correcting trivial errors of fact—proper spellings of last names, for example—than they are at fixing a botched story.” 10 Not surprisingly, then, there was little sustained effort to explore and explain the distorted and badly flawed reporting from New Orleans in Hurricane Katrina’s aftermath. There was no sustained effort by the news media to set straight the record about the chimerical scourge of crack babies.

Enhancing the training journalists receive in covering disasters and in analyzing medical and scientific research could be a preventive measure against media-driven myths. By recognizing that implausible rumors and exaggerated casualty tolls almost always are among the first effects of major disasters, journalists could spare themselves considerable embarrassment and their audiences great confusion. Journalists might also learn to resist the temptation of reporting results of preliminary studies as if those findings were solid and unequivocal. News coverage, it has been noted, “can easily mislead when reporters don’t make it sufficiently clear that premature science may well not offer the truth.” 11 Initial findings almost always are open to revision and substantial reinterpretation.

There is scant evidence that American journalists reporting on issues of health and science have taken lessons from the misreported “crack-baby” scare. A survey conducted in 2008 of nearly four hundred newspaper and magazine journalists covering health-related beats found that only 18 percent had received specialized training in health reporting.12 A separate study of five hundred news reports on medical-related topics published and broadcast by U.S. news media in 2006-2008 found that most of the reports “failed to adequately address costs, harms, benefits, the quality of evidence, and the existence of other options when covering health care products and procedures.” Such sketchy reporting, the study said, “raises important questions about the quality of the information U.S. consumers receive from the news media on … health news topics.” 13

Suggesting that journalists seek enhanced training may ring hollow and improbable at a time of severe retrenchment in the news business and deep uncertainty about the future of America’s; mainstream media. Even so, there are plenty of good reasons to encourage a culture of skepticism and a tolerance for viewpoint diversity in American newsrooms, places that sometimes seem to be bastions of groupthink. Michael Kelly, the former editor of National Journal, once observed, with only a small measure of hyperbole: “Reporters like to picture themselves as independent thinkers. In truth, with the exception of 13-year-old girls, there is no social subspecies more slavish to fashion, more terrified of originality and more devoted to group-think.” 14 Kelly had a point, and polling data tend to lend support to such claims. For example, few journalists for mainstream American media consider themselves politically conservative. A survey conducted in 2004 for the Washington-based Committee of Concerned Journalists, found that 7 percent of national correspondents for U.S. news media considered themselves “conservative.” The overwhelming majority were “moderate” or “liberal.” 15 Similar findings were reported in 2008.16

Viewpoint diversity is an issue not much discussed in American journalism. But it is hardly irrelevant. “The perception of liberal bias is a problem by itself for the news media. It’s not okay to dismiss it,” Tom Rosenstiel, the director of the research organization Project for Excellence in Journalism, has said. “Conservatives who think the press is deliberately trying to help Democrats are wrong. But conservatives are right that journalism has too many liberals and not enough conservatives. It’s inconceivable that that is irrelevant.” Rosenstiel called for “more intellectual diversity among journalists,” saying, “More conservatives in newsrooms will bring about better journalism.” 17 Rosenstiel probably is correct. It is certainly not inconceivable that a robust newsroom culture that embraces viewpoint diversity, encourages skepticism, invites challenges to dominant narratives, and rewards contrarian thinking would have helped thwart publication of embarrassing tales such as the Washington Post’s “fighting to the death” story about Jessica Lynch.

Similarly, journalists would do well to deepen their appreciation of complexity and ambiguity. All too often, the news media seem complexity-averse and exceedingly eager to simplify and synthesize. This tendency is explained in part by the tyranny of deadlines and the limitations of on-air time and newsprint space. Even so, few important events can be explained without recognizing and acknowledging their context and their intricacies. More than a few media-driven myths addressed in the preceding chapters arose from an impulse to offer easy answers to complex issues, to abridge and simplify topics that are thorny and intricate.

Other antidotes to media mythmaking are not too difficult to find. The online world has more than a few myth-debunking sites of note. Among the most lively and engaging is stats.org, which is run by the Statistical Assessment Service in Washington, D.C., and skewers misinterpretation of statistical data by the news media. Stats.org offers fairly regular updates and a year-end review of the worst cases of misreported data. Howlers reported in 2008, for example, included reports that regular rainfall in the Pacific Northwest may cause autism in children and that a powder extract of pig’s bladder can regrow severed fingertips.18

The digitization of newspapers and other media content offers another antidote to media-driven myths. Digitization has made it easier than ever to consult and scrutinize source material from the past. Never has American journalism’s record been more readily accessible. Reading what was written makes it clear that the War of the Worlds radio broadcast created nothing approaching nationwide panic and hysteria. Reading what was written makes clear that Murrow’s critique of McCarthy was belated and unremarkable. Reading what was written makes clear that the New York Times reported in detail about the run-up to the Bay of Pigs invasion. The newspaper’s preinvasion coverage assuredly was not limited to the controversial dispatch filed by Tad Szulc eleven days before the ill-fated attempt to topple Fidel Castro. Reading what was written can be an effective antidote to media-driven myths.

A few years ago, a Princeton University economist and public policy analyst named Alan B. Krueger came out with a thin, statistics-laden, yet intriguing volume titled What Makes a Terrorist. Krueger’s thesis challenged the popular notion that poverty breeds terrorism. Such a linkage seems intuitive and has been invoked by politicians, scholars, analysts, and journalists.19 Krueger’s research showed persuasively, however, that the poverty-terrorism symbiosis is illusory. It is remarkable, he wrote, “that so many prominent, well-intentioned world leaders and scholars would draw this connection without having an empirical basis for it.” 20 The Princeton economist, then, also is a myth-buster, and an implication of his research is that there are, and will be, more media-driven myths to confront and dismantle. By no means do the media myths examined on these pages represent a closed universe. Others surely will assert themselves. They may tell of great deeds by journalists, or of their woeful failings. They may well hold appeal across the political spectrum, offering something for almost everyone. They may be about war, or politics, or biomedical research.

Predictably, they will be delicious tales, easy to remember, and perhaps self-congratulatory. They probably will offer vastly simplified accounts of history, and may be propelled by cinematic treatment. They will be media-driven myths, all rich candidates for debunking.
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stats.org website

Steele, Bob

Stein, Jeff

Steinman, Louise Tinsley, 61

Stevenson, Adlai; (Murrow’s counseling of, 67

Steyn, Mark

Stone, Oliver

Strandlund, Carl, 60

Strathairn, David, 66

Sturgis, Frank A.

Sudetenland, German annexation of

Sulgrave Club (Washington, D.C.)

Supreme Court, in Watergate investigation

Sussman, Barry

Sydney Daily Telegraph, coverage of Lynch

Szulc, Anthony

Szulc, Tad; on Bay of Pigs coverage; Bay of Pigs reporting; Congressional testimony of; credibility of; The Cuban Invasion; role in Bay of Pigs myth

Tampa Tribune, on Bay of Pigs invasion

Tehran, hostage rescue attempt (1980)

television ownership, in 1950s

terrorism, myths of

Tet offensive (1968); Johnson and

Thevenot, Brian; Hurricane Katrina retrospective of; on looting; Monger-son Prize of

Thomas, Thomas G.

Thornton, Brian

Thorp, Frank

Tierney, Kathleen J.

tobacco use, during pregnancy

Today Show (NBC), coverage of Lynch

Toplin, Robert Brent

Traman, Harry: loyalty oaths under; on McCarthy; on Pearson

Tuck, Jay Nelson

U.S. Army: Central Command (Qatar); (McCarthy’s investigation of. See also 507th Maintenance Company

U.S. Defense Department, investigation of Lynch rescue

U.S. Special Operations, rescue of Lynch

USA Today: coverage of Lynch; on crack babies

Vamoose (yacht)

Van Gelder, Lindsy: on bra burning

Van Horne, Harriet: on Miss America pageant demonstration; on (women’s movement

Vanity Fair, on Cronkite report

Variety, on Murrow

Version variability

Vietnam war: Congressional opposition to; (Johnson’s reversal on; (Johnson’s speeches on; public opinion on; Tet offensive; U.S. troop strength in. See also “Cronkite moment” myth; “Report from Vietnam by Walter Cronkite”

Vitter, David

Wall Street Journal: on All the (President’s Men (book); on bra burning; on Deep Throat; Hurricane Katrina coverage; invocation of War of the Worlds; Iraq War editorials of; on Mark Felt; on Miss America pageant demonstration

Walter Reed Army Medical Center, conditions at

Walters, Arlene

Walters, Donald; heroism in Nasiriyahn

Walters, Norman

Warner Brothers

The War of the Worlds (radio program, October); anecdotal evidence concerning; audience size of; distortion of facts concerning; as example of irrationality; follow-up reporting on; injuries following; listener anger over; newspaper accounts of; pacing of; panic reports following; radio coverage of; as radio vérité; secondhand accounts of; seventieth anniversary of; telephone enquiries concerning; use of radio bulletins; wire service coverage of

The War of the Worlds myth; newspaper promulgation of; (radio’s role in; resilience of

Warren, Earl

“War Spin” (BBC documentary)

war zones, media coverage of

Washington Post: on Bay of Pigs invasion, 69; coverage of Jessica Lynch; crack babies coverage; on crack babies myth; on Felt; Hurricane Katrina retrospective; on McCarthy; Pulitzer Prize (1973); role in Jessica Lynch myth; on Sulgrave Club; Vietnam coverage; on War of the Worlds; Watergate investigation; in Watergate myth. See also All the (President’s Men

Washington Post-ABC News polls, on Iraq

Washington Times, Hurricane Katrina retrospective in

Waterbury Republican, Hurricane Katrina coverage of

Watergate burglary; cover-up of; thirtieth anniversary of

Watergate conspiracy: American memory of; complexity of; media coverage of; movies about; New York Times on; (Nixon’s role in; popular narrative of

Watergate investigation: Common Cause in; (FBI’s role in; General Accounting Office in; as media putsch; as media story; (Senate’s role in; Supreme Court in; Washington (Post’s role in. See also All the (President’s Men

Watergate myth; heroic journalism in; as Horatio Alger story; journalism school enrollment in; in journalism textbooks; subsidiary myths of; Washington Post in

weather, news coverage of

Weather Underground

Wechsler, James A.: (McCarthy’s investigation of

Welles, Orson, 30; in Citizen Kane; and War of the Worlds

Wells, H. G.: The War of the Worlds

West Africa, as symbol of anarchy

Westin, Av

Westmoreland, William C.

When the Press Fails (2007)

Wicker, Tom

Wiley, John C.

Wilson, Woodrow

Winfrey, Oprah: and Hurricane Katrina coverage

Winkler, Louis

wire services, print (media’s use of

Wisan, Joseph E.: The Cuban Crisis as Reflected in the New York Press

Wise Men (Johnson advisers)

Wolcott, James

women, hero-warrior myths of

(women’s liberation movement: in bra burning myth; discrediting of; Miss America pageant demonstration and

(women’s suffrage movement, watch fires of

Woodward, Bob; on All the (President’s Men (motion picture); and Deep Throat; depiction in All the (President’s Men (motion picture); heroic journalist myth of; knowledge of Nixon audiotapes; on presses’ role in Watergate; role in Watergate investigation; as role model; in Watergate myth; on Watergate popular narrative

WWL (television station, New Orleans), during Hurricane Katrina

Wyden, Peter



Young, Cathy



Zahn, Paula
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