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			To the late Judi Paparelli

			Thanks for believing in me well before I believed in myself.

		

	
		
			Preface

			When I was ten, if you had asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, I would have said to become nothing like my father. Little did I know there was an actual job description for that: journalist.

			From the outside looking in, my dad seemed to have it all: a dental practice, a depressed trophy wife, and a large Tudor house in the same Boston suburb that the Kennedys, Mike Wallace, and Conan O’Brien once called home. But none of that made him happy. He was a man possessed by impulsiveness and rage. These traits were on full display every weeknight when I obediently shuffled behind him to the den, where we would spend one hour of what was billed as bonding time. This mostly consisted of watching the local news at six, followed by the network news at six-thirty.

			“Fuck you, you liberal shit!” my father would shout at the screen in his thick immigrant accent, spittle flying out of his mouth, his face purple with rage, eyes registering horror at the perceived injustice of it all. What exactly was this grave injustice? It could have been anything, from a criminal getting a sentence—it was never enough—to an anchor reporting on the high unemployment rates for people of color. “Look at me. I’m a shvartze. I have it so bad! Poor me!” He would theatrically rub faux tears away from his eyes.

			My father’s political allegiances were head-spinningly inconsistent. He could go from Archie Bunker to Che Guevara in the blink of an eye. A handcuffed Black man doing a perp walk would prompt dramatic eye rolls and shouts of “Yeah, big surprise!” A handcuffed, balding White banker being led away in handcuffs would prompt him to raise his fist and shout, “Revolución!”

			Any story involving women was sure to trigger him. A report about the gender pay gap would elicit shouts of “stupid American feminists!” Or maybe, “She is so ugly she has to work. Look at her. Who would fuck this horse?” He would laugh uproariously and look to me for approval. I always stared straight ahead impassively. Not because, as a child, I had some heightened sense of social justice—I didn’t—but because I felt such disdain for him, his vulgarity, his overwrought behavior and his complete lack of forbearance. Truth had no place in this home.

			Even fluff pieces could set my dad off. A nice, inoffensive story about a father volunteering to coach his son’s baseball team would prompt shouts of “stupid Americans and their primitive sports. Children do what parent likes. Not other way.”

			During these so-called bonding sessions with my father, nothing caused my heart to drop as much as the following five words: In the Middle East tonight. My father’s entrenched position was that Israel was infallible and that the only good Arab was a dead one. Any reporting more nuanced than this was denounced as anti-Semitic and proof that everyone hates Jews.

			It was during these sessions that I developed habits that would serve me well professionally and quite poorly in my personal life. As my father screamed, spit, and threateningly waved his middle finger at the screen, I would become preternaturally calm and hyper-rational: “Dad, why are you upset that these Arab women are crying? Right or wrong, they lost their husbands and children.”

			“Fuck you!” My father would turn to me, face beet-red, shouting in his broken English, “You are a stupid child! You know nothing!”

			If my mother happened to be in the room at the time, she would shake her head in disappointment and say, “Why do you upset your father like this? He works so hard for us.”

			I knew I was supposed to be more understanding of my broken parents—both of whom were war children. My mother was born in a Polish village in 1940 and then hidden by nuns during the German occupation. She emerged from the war an orphan; both her parents had been killed in the camps. My father’s Russian family emerged from the war intact but traumatized. That’s a hard concept for a child to grasp. It was the 1970s, but to me, World War II might as well have taken place in Jurassic times.

			I saw journalists as everything I wished my father would be. Reporters had a sober demeanor. They never got swept away by the passions of the moment. Dan Rather, Tom Brokaw, Peter Jennings, the Boston local news anchors, all exuded calm. Here’s what happened today. Here’s why it happened. Nothing to get excited about.

			But excitability was all I saw around me: my father shouting at a woman in the supermarket because he falsely believed she had more than fifteen items in the express line; my mom spending the day in bed, crying, begging me to go to law school, telling me that she didn’t survive the war for me to become some sort of a TV person; or my dad making a scene on an airplane when told there was no bin space for his carry-on bag.

			This was my home. A world where facts meant nothing. Truth was whatever my parents said it was, and asking questions was an act of insubordination. I was determined to leave this place, and journalism was going to be my “get out of jail free” card.

			It may sound absurd, but TV news raised me. It’s where I found role models and mentors. The elder statesmen of the business taught me how to work, how to think, how to reason, how to collaborate, how to lead, how to learn, and how to handle pressure. I entered the business as a child, and I’d like to think it made me a man.

			But something happened along the way.

			The business I love so much, the business that saved me—it changed.

			It became full of distortions, dogma, snap judgments, and a stubborn refusal to question authority.

			It became my father.

			This book is my attempt to figure out how that happened, survey the damage, and find a path back home.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Friday, May 29, 2020.

			America was burning and seemed to be on the brink of civil war.

			It was the third month of the pandemic, which, like seemingly everything else in America, had become highly politicized. Blue states were extending lockdowns, keeping schools and businesses closed, and mandating public masking. In contrast, red states were slowly reopening, despite hyperbolic—and, as it would turn out, false—warnings that this would lead to skyrocketing death rates.

			But on this day, the pandemic would not lead any of the major TV newscasts. Instead, all the reporting was about a nation on fire. The United States, violently ripping itself in two.

			That day, millions took to the streets demanding foundational societal changes. But when the sun went down, tens of thousands used the civil unrest as a pretense to burn, loot, destroy, and kill.

			The incident that set off this latest round of violence had occurred just days earlier, when Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin was caught on cellphone video, kneeling on the neck of George Floyd, a Black man suspected of trying to pass off a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill at a nearby convenience store.

			Billions would watch in horror as Floyd repeatedly cried out, “I can’t breathe.”

			Angry bystanders could be heard, off camera, berating Chauvin.

			“You got him down. Let him breathe!”

			“How long y’all going to hold him down?”

			The answer to that last question was nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds. Many who watched and rewatched this reality snuff film would swear that Chauvin seemed to smirk as he kept his knee pressed on Floyd’s neck, not letting up, even after the suspect had stopped resisting.

			This video seemed to encapsulate everything anti-police activists had been claiming since the killing of Trayvon Martin sparked the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. Here was an arrogant and smug White police officer killing a Black suspect after casually ignoring his pleas for mercy.

			The media seemed to believe it was on the right side of what many were calling a “racial reckoning” in America.

			So, to many Fourth Estaters, it came as quite a shock when, that night, protesters in Atlanta began converging on CNN headquarters. Of all the institutions to be angry at, it seemed like the most unlikely target: Wasn’t CNN an ally to the cause?

			At first, the crowd was pretty tame.

			As the day progressed, things slowly deteriorated. Some people took out spray cans and defaced the gawdy twelve-foot-high CNN letters proudly adorning the front of the building. Others managed to climb on top of the letters, triumphantly holding up BLM flags, as the crowd euphorically cheered and snapped photos, which were instantly uploaded to social media sites and spread across the globe.

			As the sun went down, a few people in the crowd began hurling rocks and bottles at the glass entrance of CNN Center. The design made the building look cool and futuristic, but now, it was suddenly vulnerable to attack.

			Inside, CNN employees were trapped and terrified. They called the police. Suddenly, they weren’t reporting the story; they were the story.

			A prominent sociologist once came up with a theory called the threshold model of collective behavior. It posits that riots don’t happen because most people in a crowd are ready for violence—they happen when a few outliers start throwing rocks or setting fires, creating a permission structure for others to join in.

			That’s exactly what was happening at the CNN Center. The crowd began to feed off itself. No longer satisfied with throwing projectiles at the network’s entrance, the most aggressive members of the mob were now determined to storm the gates. Emotions ran high, and the crowd cheered, as the leaders of the riot grabbed anything solid they could get their hands on—like street barricades and skateboards—and began smashing in the glass doors of the lobby.

			Once they accomplished that mission, they were finally met with resistance: A wall of SWAT officers were fanned out inside the lobby, blocking the mob’s access to the CNN studios and the frightened staff trapped inside.

			The irony of this was lost on Nick Valencia, a CNN lifer who began his career as a teleprompter operator and improbably worked his way up to become an on-air correspondent. Now, here he was, in the lobby of his own workplace, reporting live on the standoff. As the crowd continued to throw rocks, firecrackers, and projectiles at the officers, Valencia, voice quivering, seemed unable to fathom why the protesters’ rage would be directed towards him and his co-workers. “This is our home, you know. This is where we come to work every day. Journalists who are trying to tell the truth, trying to deliver information for the noble part of our society, and these demonstrators have decided to come here today to take out their frustrations and anger, not just on the police, but on our CNN Center as well.”

			Valencia may not have understood what was going on, but an influential Atlanta rapper certainly did. At a hastily called news conference begging for calm, Killer Mike said, “I love CNN.… But I’d like to say to CNN right now, karma’s a mother. Stop feeding fear and anger every day. Stop making people so fearful. Give them hope.”1

			This book will illustrate how mainstream news coverage of law enforcement violence, from Trayvon Martin’s death in 2012 to the killing of George Floyd in 2020, was not only highly incendiary but also dangerously misleading. It inflamed the public and brought racial tensions to a boiling point.

			To prove this, I will contrast the media’s reporting of these high-profile cases with a fact-based account of what actually happened. The truth is largely a matter of public record, but legacy media showed little interest in the complex realities of these killings. When you view the facts and the coverage side by side, it is difficult to believe that the disconnect was just an honest mistake.

			The thesis of this book is not that the media lies to the American public. The vast majority of stories are factually correct. Every newsroom has risk-averse lawyers who do a pretty good job making sure overzealous reporters and producers avoid outright slander. Ideological watchdog groups and social media sleuths are ready to pounce whenever newscasters report something that is factually incorrect. The real bias in news come from crimes of omission. In other words, the distortions do not come from what is reported. They come from what is left out.

			In the story of the anti-police movement of the 2010s, the crimes of omission were numerous. Most egregiously, legacy media almost exclusively reported on cases involving Black victims, even though two-thirds of unarmed suspects killed by police during that time period were not African American. Legacy media also sanctified each victim, refusing to portray them as the complex, and sometimes deeply flawed, individuals they truly were. Broadcast news minimized the violence associated with the protests, despite the heartbreaking destruction and loss of life that too often followed.

			Legacy news also refused to take a critical look at the emerging BLM movement, even though there were clear signs from the outset that the group was steeped in radical, anti-Semitic, anti-capitalistic, and anti-Western beliefs. Any studies or data points that challenged the activists’ narrative were either ignored or attacked. Journalists also failed to put American law enforcement in its proper context. They rarely mentioned that police shootings of unarmed suspects—while tragic—had become relatively rare. Nor did they mention that modern police methods were saving thousands of lives each year.

			It is critical to remember that broadcast news is, first and foremost, a business, and many veteran decision-makers saw the protests, riots, and violence as an easy story to cover. It had all the ingredients of compelling television: a good vs. evil morality play, passion, race, and violence.

			But the media has paid the ultimate price for the deceptive way it covered the most explosive story of the decade: It lost the confidence of the public. A 2024 Gallup poll reveals that the majority of Americans have more faith in Congress than in the media. Imagine that! People find Lauren Boebert and AOC (Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez) more believable than Anderson Cooper and David Muir.

			Another poll shows 50 percent of Americans believe that journalists purposely try to mislead people and only 21 percent have ‘high trust’ in national news organizations.2

			We have come a very long way from those halcyon days when families gathered around the television to watch newscasters like Walter Cronkite, the most trusted man in television, wrap each broadcast with his catchphrase, “And that’s the way it is.” We believed in him, and because we believed, we all shared a similar worldview. That’s not to say everyone had the same political viewpoints in the 1970s and ’80s; of course, they didn’t. Disagreements are a healthy and normal part of a democracy. But we are at a frightening crossroads in our history—one where people can’t even agree on the most basic facts. We are living in entirely separate realities, seeing the world through different, distorted lenses.

			Imagine a house built entirely out of glass. Some of us are facing the front, looking out on a pleasant suburban street. Others are facing the back, looking out on a beautiful backyard with a nice swimming pool. A third side of this metaphorical glass house faces a neighbor’s dilapidated trailer, with a rusty old car and beat-up couches littering the lawn. The fourth side looks out on a depressing strip mall with boarded-up store windows.

			America is like this glass house.

			News outlets, which should be showing us a balanced view from all four vantage points, tend to show us only one. So, the person looking out on the beautiful backyard cannot understand why the person looking at the neighbor’s trashy trailer is so pessimistic. And the person with a view of the decaying strip mall cannot fathom why the person facing the front of the house doesn’t share her anxiety about the economy. We are all living in the same house, under the same roof, but our perceptions of reality are totally shaped by where we stand.

			If you believe that we are facing imminent existential doom from climate change, that capitalism is destroying the planet, and that the country is systemically racist, you probably have very little in common with someone who believes that the country is going to hell because of stifling political correctness, creeping socialism, and a total breakdown in law and order.

			These are not philosophical differences. These are differences in perceptions of reality.

			The result: Politics has become America’s bloodsport with families, couples, and friendships breaking up over irreconcilable differences in worldviews. Many who think they’re cutting toxic loved ones out of their lives because of differences in values are actually breaking up with them because they’re consuming their daily dose of “reality” from different, for-profit, corporate news organizations. Framed this way, these rifts seem ludicrous and utterly senseless. Yet, each side is convinced that they’re the ones who have a firm grasp on reality, while it’s the other person who’s being lied to and misinformed.

			This dynamic has plunged us into a national crisis. Talk of civil war has always seemed overwrought and sensationalistic, but it’s now a very real threat. A stunning 2024 survey revealed that 47 percent of Americans believe it’s likely or very likely that there will be another civil war in their lifetime.3

			Real journalism requires a lot of hard work. There are no shortcuts. From 2016–2022, I created, directed, and served as showrunner for a series called Reasonable Doubt.4 In every episode, a family, convinced that their loved one was wrongfully convicted of murder, would call our team in. We would reinvestigate the case, digging into all the fascinating twists and turns of a real-life murder mystery. At the end of each episode, in a highly emotional climax, we would let the families know whether we would get behind their case or whether we believed their loved one really was guilty. Thanks in part to our reporting, nine of the inmates we profiled were released—some were even exonerated. The justice system had failed those convicts, and I was proud to be leading a team dedicated to speaking truth to power.

			However, in the vast majority of the cases we investigated, the justice system had done its job correctly, and we had to gently let the convict’s family know that they were fighting a losing battle: Their loved one was guilty as charged. Delivering this heartbreaking news to a family took an emotional toll on many of the show’s talented producers and researchers. Some were caught up in the burgeoning social justice movement and had a strong predisposition to believe in the inmates’ innocence regardless of what the facts revealed.

			I had to break the staff off this impulse.

			Every day, like a broken record, I reinforced the show’s mantra: We were on a fearless pursuit of truth. We needed to let the facts lead us, not the other way around. Justice for the victims’ families was just as important as justice for the inmates’. We would take each case, one by one, and do our very best to reach a fair and just decision—not based on what we wished to be true but based on what the facts revealed. It was an exercise in the radical acceptance of reality.

			We also did our very best not to commit crimes of omission. There is a strong impulse in television, especially unscripted TV, to be reductionist, to erase all gray areas and make stories simple and clean with “likable” protagonists and irredeemable bad guys. Some of the cases we got behind featured inmates who were hard to root for: career criminals, drug dealers, gang members, or domestic abusers. We didn’t try to soften their rough edges, to turn them into heroic Dr. Richard Kimble types. We presented them as they were and trusted the audience to be able to handle the messiness and gray areas of real life.

			Correctly covering police violence in the 2010s would have required reporting all of the contradictory evidence in each high-profile case, allowing viewers to arrive at their own conclusions. It would have meant doing real investigative reporting, not just regurgitating the storylines provided by attorneys and civil rights activists. It would have meant refusing to amplify the unproven allegations that these incidents were racially motivated. Above all, it would have meant embracing the thing that makes journalism such an exciting, provocative, and intellectually stimulating profession: the relentless pursuit of truth.

			Tragically, legacy news did not take this path, and this book will try to explain why. Dozens of high-profile reporters, anchors, producers, and managers spoke to me at length, providing vivid accounts of what went into the catastrophic newsroom decisions that corrupted the coverage of this critical, nearly decade-long story.

			Legacy news’ misleading coverage of police violence did serious damage to the health and stability of the country.

			In a 2000 Gallup poll, only 4 percent of Americans believed race or racism was the most important problem in America.5 Twenty years later, that number was up fivefold.

			By 2020, largely due to the media’s irresponsible reporting, most Americans were left with the indelible impression that US law enforcement was systemically racist. A very revealing poll asked respondents how many unarmed Black people they believed had been killed by the police in 2019.6 Among those who self-identified as “very liberal,” 53.5 percent guessed the number was at least one thousand. Another 39 percent of people who identified as “liberal” made the same guess. The actual number was just fourteen.7

			This false narrative was so pervasive that even a majority of people who described themselves as “very conservative” believed that police had killed at least one hundred unarmed Black men that year—a figure off by a factor of seven.

			An important disclaimer: I am not a sociologist. I am not trying to provide a commentary on the history of policing in America, especially as it was enforced against Black communities. I am not casting judgment on the millions of Americans who took to the streets protesting police violence.

			If we forget the sins of the past, we are doomed to repeat them. From slavery to the Holocaust, to countless bloody and needless wars, history is littered with examples of man’s cruelty to man. It is critical for us to wrestle with our ghosts, but that work belongs to educators and historians—not journalists. Historical wrongs do not justify distorting present-day facts. The news is not a vehicle to settle old scores.

			My intent in this book is simply to demonstrate that the media’s coverage of the BLM-led movement between 2012–2020 was not only highly misleading, but often divorced from reality.

			In the pre-digital age, the public relied on mainstream journalists to serve as their eyes and ears to the world. The reporting was never perfect—there was always some bias—but until the early 2010s, newsrooms tried to live up to The Journalist’s Creed,8 which states in part, “I believe that clear thinking and clear statement, accuracy and fairness are fundamental to good journalism.”

			It is my contention that if journalists had stayed true to their mission and had covered police violence with a healthy degree of balance, skepticism, and curiosity, America would not have burned in 2020, the nation would be more united today, and the public would still believe newscasters who say “and that’s the way it is.”
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			Part One

			Slow Burn

			“However much you deny the truth, the truth goes on existing.”

			—George Orwell

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Trayvon Martin: Birth of a Movement

			Sometimes, small, seemingly insignificant events spark huge social movements that bend the arc of history.

			In 1955, forty-two-year-old Rosa Parks, exhausted from a long day of work, refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus for a White passenger. This small act of defiance energized and kickstarted the civil rights movement.

			In 2010, a Tunisian fruit vendor, enraged by police harassment, set himself on fire, sparking the Arab Spring.

			And on February 26, 2012, a worldwide movement, which would ultimately bring the United States to the brink of civil war, was ignited when a troubled Florida teenager was walking home after getting snacks at a local 7-Eleven.

			Trayvon Martin wasn’t even supposed to have been in Sanford, Florida, on that fateful night. The high school junior lived with his mom, Sybrina Fulton, in the crime-ridden neighborhood of Miami Gardens, which is about a four-hour drive south. But he was spending the week with his dad—a punishment of sorts, after getting into trouble yet again.

			Trayvon’s family was worried about him. The seventeen-year-old was fascinated with guns, drugs, and violence. Online, he went by the handle “No Limit Nigga” and there were videos circulating on social media showing him openly and proudly smoking out.

			Trayvon didn’t have a criminal record, but he was constantly getting into trouble at school, which earned him three separate suspensions. The first offense was for being chronically late and skipping school. The second suspension happened in October 2011, when he was caught writing obscene graffiti on a school door.9 In that incident, the school’s police department did a routine check of Trayvon’s backpack and found twelve pieces of women’s jewelry, a watch, and a screwdriver, which they believed might have been a burglary tool.10 Police searched their database but couldn’t match the jewelry to any reported stolen items, so Trayvon wasn’t charged with theft. His final suspension came in February 2012, when school administrators found trace amounts of marijuana in his book bag. As a repeat offender, Trayvon was kicked out of school for ten days.

			As she did each time he got suspended, Sybrina Fulton packed her son’s bags and sent him up north to spend some time with his birth dad, Tracy Martin, who would later say the purpose of the visit was to help Trayvon “disconnect and get priorities straight.”11

			At the time, Martin, a truck driver, was living with his fiancé, Brandy Green, in a gated community called The Retreat at Twin Lakes. Despite the bougie-sounding name, the community was mostly working-class. It consisted of 260 townhomes and was racially diverse: roughly half White, 25 percent Latino, and 20 percent Black.

			 

			On the night of February 26, Tracy and his fiancée went out for dinner. Trayvon stayed home with Brandy’s fourteen-year-old son, Chad. The two hung out together, playing video games. They were planning to watch the NBA All-Star Game. Chad would later tell police that just before tip-off he asked Trayvon to buy him some Skittles.

			It was raining, with wind gusts of around thirteen miles per hour, but Trayvon zipped himself up in a dark grey hoodie and headed off to the nearby 7-Eleven, which was roughly a wet, ten-minute walk away. At the store, Trayvon bought a bag of Skittles and a watermelon fruit juice drink. As he left the store, he was talking on the phone with a female friend.

			He never made it back home.

			Twenty-eight-year-old George Zimmerman routinely patrolled the gated community in his dark silver 2008 Honda Ridgeline truck. The neighborhood watch leader was a familiar and comforting sight to residents, but that night he was off the clock, getting ready to go shopping at a nearby Target.

			Like Trayvon, Zimmerman was no stranger to trouble. The third of four kids, he was raised in a strictly religious Catholic household in the well-off Virginia suburb of Manassas. His father was German, his mother Afro-Peruvian. Despite having African blood, Zimmerman considered himself Latino and checked that box on his voter registration forms. Zimmerman spoke fluent Spanish, which turned out to be a useful skill. His elementary school principal would often call him to his office to act as a translator between the administration and Spanish-speaking immigrant parents.12

			In high school, Zimmerman showed flashes of ambition. He was so determined to buy himself a car that he juggled three part-time jobs while still going to school. It was grueling, but he kept at it until he had saved up enough to make his teenage dream come true.

			As soon as George graduated from high school, his parents decided they had enough of the cold and moved to Sanford, Florida. George, who had no interest in attending college, tagged along.

			Zimmerman got a job at an insurance agency and started taking night classes so he could get a license to sell policies on his own. A few years later, he opened his own Allstate insurance office with an African American friend.13 It was a pretty impressive feat for a twenty-one-year-old, but the thrill was short-lived. For reasons that remain murky, the business was a failure, and the two closed up shop within a year. Zimmerman didn’t take the setback well, and his life went into a tailspin. That summer, he was arrested for shoving an undercover cop. Zimmerman was charged with resisting arrest and violence and battery of an officer. The charges were ultimately dropped after he agreed to take anger-management classes, although those classes didn’t seem to do him much good. The following month, his then fiancée filed for a restraining order, claiming she was the victim of domestic violence. Zimmerman then went tit-for-tat, filing a restraining order of his own against her. The two wisely broke up.

			In 2007, Zimmerman’s personal life seemed to finally settle down when he married a cosmetologist named Shellie Dean. However, professionally, Zimmerman continued to flounder. He aimlessly bounced from one dead-end job to another and, during some rough stretches, didn’t work at all, sitting at home collecting unemployment checks.

			The year 2009 seemed to be a turning point for Zimmerman. He was always at his best when he was working towards a firm goal, and that year, he decided to pursue a career in law enforcement. He enrolled at a local state college, where he majored in criminal justice. He and his new wife also became active members of their local Catholic church. As part of the church’s outreach program, Zimmerman volunteered to mentor two Black teenagers. The church would later discontinue the program, but Zimmerman continued to mentor the teens, paying whatever expenses came up out of his own pocket. Zimmerman made another fateful decision in 2009: He and Shellie rented a townhome in The Retreat at Twin Lakes.

			Gated communities offer the promise of safety and security and usually charge a premium for it. The residents of The Retreat at Twin Lakes were not getting their money’s worth. From New Year’s Day, 2011, to the night of Trayvon’s death roughly fourteen months later, police were called to the development 402 times, mostly for break-ins and thefts, and once, for a shooting.

			In September 2011, Zimmerman, perhaps sensing an opportunity to make professional contacts with local law enforcement, formed a neighborhood watch group. A member of the Sanford police department, Wendy Dorival, came to meet with the volunteers. She gave them the standard spiel: You are there to be the eyes and ears of the community, but don’t approach suspects on your own; call the police if you see anything suspicious; and most importantly, let the police do their job. Dorival was impressed with Zimmerman and would later testify in court, “He was very professional with me. He seemed a little meek to me. He seemed like he really wanted to make changes in his community to make it better.”14

			Zimmerman took his new job very seriously—maybe too seriously. He was like a grade school hall monitor, tirelessly patrolling the development. In his six months on the job, Zimmerman made forty-six calls to the police, mostly to report “suspicious” persons.

			On the night of February 26, even though Zimmerman was planning to go shopping, he was still on high alert. There had been several burglaries in the development over the past few weeks, and most of the suspects in those cases were Black. We’ll never know if that’s why Zimmerman’s eyes were suddenly drawn to Trayvon, as so many people assumed. It could also have been due to the fact that Martin was out in the rain and his face was obscured by his hoodie. Or it could have been that since Trayvon was just visiting, Zimmerman didn’t know who he was and got suspicious. The only insights we have into Zimmerman’s state of mind that night come from the four-minute-long call he made to the Sanford Police Department’s non-emergency number at 7:09 p.m.

			“Hey, we’ve had some break-ins in my neighborhood, and there’s a real suspicious guy,” Zimmerman calmly told the dispatcher. “The guy looks like he’s up to no good, or he’s on drugs or something. It’s raining and he’s just walking around, looking about.”

			The dispatcher immediately asked, “OK, and this guy, is he White, Black, or Hispanic?”

			“He looks Black.”

			“Did you see what he was wearing?”

			“Yeah, a dark hoodie, like a grey hoodie, and either jeans or sweatpants and white tennis shoes. He’s here now. He’s just staring.”

			At that same moment, Trayvon was on the phone with Rachel Jeantel. The two had known each other for a few years and had a very close, apparently platonic, relationship. Rachel would later testify that Trayvon told her he was being followed by a “creepy-ass cracker,” and that he was trying to get away from him.

			Zimmerman was telling the dispatcher a different story: “Now he’s coming towards me. He’s got his hand in his waistband.… Something’s wrong with him.” Zimmerman still sounded preternaturally calm. That confidence may have come from the fact that he was legally strapped with a licensed 9 mm handgun. “He’s coming to check me out. He has something in his hands. I don’t know what his deal is,” he said.

			The cop assured George that a patrol car was on the way, but that did not seem to placate Zimmerman. “These assholes,” he complained, “they always get away.”

			Moments later, Zimmerman announced, “Shit, he’s running.”

			In what would become one of the most critical parts of the call, the dispatcher asked Zimmerman, “Are you following him?”

			“Yes,” he replied.

			“OK, we don’t need you to do that.”

			“OK,” he responded, sounding somewhat compliant.

			The call ended at 7:13 p.m. Four minutes later, police arrived and found themselves in the middle of a crime scene. Trayvon Martin’s motionless body was lying face down in the grass, just seventy yards from the front door of his dad’s townhome. George Zimmerman was standing near the body. He immediately told officers that he had shot Martin and was still armed. Officer Timothy Smith handcuffed Zimmerman and confiscated his pistol. At 7:30 p.m., as Dwight Howard and Andrew Bynum squared off for the opening tip-off of the NBA All-Star Game, paramedics officially pronounced Trayvon Martin dead.

			Sanford police brought Zimmerman in for questioning that night. He admitted he had been following Trayvon around the development but insisted that the teenager initiated the confrontation. In his telling, Martin came up to him and defiantly asked, “Do you have a problem?”

			Zimmerman said he answered no, and that Trayvon responded, “You do now!” and punched him in the nose, knocking him to the ground. Zimmerman told police that Trayvon then got on top of him and began slamming his head against the ground. According to Zimmerman, Trayvon then reached for his gun, and it was only then, fearing for his life, that he pulled out his 9 mm and fatally shot Martin on the left side of his chest, just under his nipple.15

			Christopher Serino, the lead investigator on the case, had his doubts about Zimmerman’s story. In his report, he questioned whether George’s injuries were consistent with his account of what happened. Sure, Zimmerman had a bloody nose, lacerations on the back of his head, and some scratches, but Serino thought the injuries would have been more severe if Trayvon had beaten him up as badly as George claimed. He also believed that the whole situation could have been avoided if Zimmerman had just stayed in his car, like he was supposed to.

			On the other hand, a couple of eyewitnesses seemed to back Zimmerman’s account. One neighbor, Jonathan Good, told police he saw a man in dark clothing on top of a man wearing “red” or “light clothing”—Zimmerman was wearing a red jacket that night. Good told police the person on top was punching the person on the bottom, but it was raining and he couldn’t tell if the blows were landing.

			Good said he tried to call out to the two, but when they didn’t respond and kept on fighting, he went inside to call 911, which is when he heard the gun go off.

			Investigators may have had doubts about Zimmerman’s story, but they didn’t think they had nearly enough evidence to make an arrest. So, they sent him home for the evening.

			The killing of Trayvon Martin had all the makings of a compelling story, but initially the media wasn’t the least bit interested. For three weeks, it was completely ignored by network news and barely covered by the local stations. Even The Sanford Herald, which is dedicated to covering news in the small city of roughly sixty thousand residents, ran just one story on February 29 and then didn’t run another piece until twelve days later.

			During this period of relative quiet, the Sanford Police Department dragged its feet. Serino, suspicious of Zimmerman from the get-go, recommended that the district attorney charge him with manslaughter. But as he undoubtedly knew, it would be a difficult case to prosecute.

			In 2005, Florida became the first state to pass a “Stand Your Ground” law, when then-Governor Jeb Bush signed the bill. Before that law was passed, individuals had a duty to retreat before using force, even in cases of self-defense. That meant if someone was being attacked, they couldn’t just reach for their weapon and fire; they needed to first see if it was possible to run away. “Stand Your Ground” removed this requirement. Of course, if Zimmerman was telling the truth and he really was lying on his back getting pummeled by Martin, he would have been legally justified in pulling out his weapon and shooting, whether or not the new law had taken effect.

			Trayvon’s parents were grieving and outraged. This seemed like such a clear-cut case. A teenage boy walking home with nothing more than a bag of Skittles and a drink, shot and killed by a grown man. From the start, Tracy Martin believed this case was all about race. In his mind, that was the reason Zimmerman had confronted his son, and it was the reason the Sanford Police Department had yet to make an arrest. Martin told one reporter, “They will have to decide whether it’s a hate crime or not.… I think my son was racially profiled, that that was the motive.”16

			Across the state, in Florida’s capital city of Tallahassee, a forty-two-year-old lawyer was making a name for himself representing Black plaintiffs in racially charged cases. In 2002, Benjamin Crump had represented the family of a Black driver shot by a White state trooper. Five years later, he advocated for the family of a fourteen-year-old Black teenager beaten to death at a Florida detention center. So, when Trayvon’s parents asked him to be their attorney, he readily agreed. This was the kind of case that could put him, and the anti-law enforcement movement, into the national spotlight.

			Crump was a gifted attorney. Al Sharpton would later pay him the highest of compliments, calling him “Black America’s attorney general.”17 If you had to boil down what made the dapper Benjamin Crump so successful, you could point to his passion, work ethic, or the way he calmly but resolutely articulated his positions. But his most critical asset—his secret sauce—might be that he had a unique understanding of how to manipulate the media. He intuitively knew how journalists think, what ingredients they need to get a story on the air, and most importantly, he understood how to help shape those stories so that they benefited his clients.

			Crump recognized that a lot of TV news coverage is driven by emotionally resonant video or audio clips. For example, it’s doubtful that anyone would have ever heard the name Rodney King if a Los Angeles plumber, George Holliday, hadn’t woken up to a huge commotion in front of his house, grabbed his new video camera, and started taping the infamous beating. And that was Crump’s challenge with his new case: The media wasn’t covering Trayvon’s shooting because all they had were talking heads and dry police reports. As people in the business would flippantly say, it made for bad TV. But Crump immediately zeroed in on the one way he could make Trayvon’s shooting a very compelling news story: Somehow, he had to pressure the Sanford Police Department to release the 911 tapes. There were seven in all. The one from Zimmerman, and six others made by terrified neighbors. Crump understood that those tapes would give the story the emotional resonance it needed to merit airtime.

			Crump’s strategic pressure campaign began on March 8, 2012, when he called his first news conference. He framed Trayvon Martin’s death as part of what he claimed was a much larger pattern of racial profiling and systemic racism. He simplified the story, laying out the narrative that the media would obediently follow—Trayvon was targeted because he was Black and wearing a hoodie. Crump said the Sanford Police Department owed it not just to the Martin family, but to the entire world, to release those 911 tapes. Crump argued that since the police hadn’t arrested Zimmerman, the least they could do was release the tapes in the name of transparency.

			Eight days later, Crump and Trayvon’s parents met with city officials. Whatever they said behind closed doors worked. Hours later, Sanford officials relented and released the 911 tapes. City officials probably hoped this move would ease the growing scrutiny on how they were handling the investigation. They were wrong. They had been outsmarted and outmaneuvered. Trayvon Martin’s death was about to become the biggest story in the world.

			On March 17, 2012, ABC News’s David Muir looked gravely into the camera and pronounced, “We’re going to turn to the anger and anguish in Orlando, Florida, tonight. Police have just released the 911 calls in the shooting death of a teenage boy who went out to buy some Skittles and then was shot and killed by a man who was leading a neighborhood watch.”

			He then threw to the telegenic Matt Gutman, a thirty-four-year-old reporter, who would be at the forefront of the network’s social justice coverage for the next eight years. Gutman’s report was, for the most part, factually correct, but it followed a Crump-approved narrative; all the grey areas of the case—any information that might cast doubt on the “Trayvon as a victim” storyline—were either minimized or ignored.

			At one point in his report, Gutman crossed the line, saying, “In a series of jarring 911 tapes, you hear seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin fighting for his life.” He was referring to screams heard in the background of some of the neighbors’ calls to police. Martin’s family would later insist the voice belonged to Trayvon, while Zimmerman’s family said they were sure it was George’s. Audio experts were never able to come to a firm conclusion.18 By stating, without a shred of evidence, that Trayvon was the victim “fighting for his life,” Gutman completely dismissed the very real possibility that he had been the aggressor in the confrontation.

			The following night, ABC gave the story a more prominent spot in the newscast. Again, Matt Gutman’s reporting seemed shaped by Benjamin Crump’s narrative. Citing unnamed “law enforcement experts,” Gutman speculated that Zimmerman was drunk when he called the police that night—something that was never substantiated and would not be brought up in his trial.

			By Monday, March 19, thanks to the 911 tapes, Trayvon Martin’s shooting was the biggest story in the country. That night, Matt Gutman continued his credulous, incendiary reporting. He juxtaposed a tearful bite from Trayvon’s mom with the sound of the gunshot from one of the 911 tapes and then solemnly intoned, “But for now, police are still calling this self-defense.” The implication was clear: The police department’s position was untenable, and sooner or later, they would have to do the right thing and arrest Zimmerman.

			CBS News also interviewed Trayvon’s mom, Sybrina Fulton, who made the provocative accusation that “if he had pulled the trigger and he was an African American and he shot a Caucasian man—White man—yes, he would be in jail.” The ethics of running a sound bite like this land in a gray area. On the one hand, she was a central part of the story, and she was making an emotionally charged claim. On the other, it’s a volatile accusation and running the bite without contextualizing it—just letting it dangle there as some sort of obvious truth—creates a powerful emotional response in the audience: It is prejudicial and inflammatory without technically being a lie.

			CNN’s Anderson Cooper opened his coverage with a smiling picture of a young Trayvon holding a baby. And if there was any doubt where the photo came from, he then introduced Tracy Martin and Benjamin Crump, who were joining him as live in-studio guests. It had all the trappings of a real news interview, except for any actual probing questions.

			Cooper made no attempt to challenge his guests, tossing them underhand pitches like, “You have no doubt that if it was Trayvon Martin who had shot a White person, that Trayvon would be in jail. That if it was any African American who had shot a White person, that suspect would be in jail.”

			Crump nodded eagerly and said, “Absolutely, Anderson. They could say self-defense, but they would still be arrested and put in jail.”

			Cooper blithely ignored any of the complexities of the case. Instead, at one point, he turned to Tracy Martin and asked the following pseudo-question, which made it abundantly clear that he had already rendered his judgment: “The idea that Mr. Zimmerman thought there was something suspicious about your son. Your son was wearing white sneakers, jeans, and a hoodie, which I got to tell you—I wear every single day of my life when I’m not on camera. And I don’t think anybody, even if they didn’t recognize me, would have said, well, I look suspicious.… To you, is that just a matter of race?”

			Even a lawyer questioning his own client at a trial might make more of a pretense of asking tough questions than Cooper did during that interview.

			Not surprisingly, when ABC’s Matt Gutman interviewed George Zimmerman’s first attorney, Craig Sonner, there were no lollipop questions—just a hostile cross-examination.

			Gutman started the interview by showing grainy surveillance footage of Zimmerman being led into the police department on the night of the shooting. The video then zoomed in on the back of Zimmerman’s head. Even though the image was too low in resolution to make out any meaningful details, Gutman still confidently concluded, “The back of his head shows no gash.” We would later find out this was untrue, and ABC News would have to “clarify” its reporting, stating that enhanced video did indeed show there were gashes on the back of Zimmerman’s head. But during this interview, Gutman projected nothing but absolute certainty. He turned to Sonner and demanded, “Does he look injured to you?”

			The entire interview was testy and adversarial. Gutman kept cutting Sonner off, unsuccessfully trying to get him to walk into a “gotcha” moment.

			“Did Mr. Zimmerman seek medical treatment?”

			Sonner calmly replied, “That evidence is all going to come out—”

			“That’s evidence?”

			“When the case is litigated.”

			“But earlier you said that at some point he did seek medical attention.”

			“Then I’ve already answered your question—”

			“But it was vague, so I’m following up on it.”

			“Well, then I’ve already answered your question—”

			“So he did seek medical attention.”

			“Well, I’m not going to continue to litigate the case here.”

			 

			According to researchers at Pew,19 in the first month after the 911 tapes were released, MSNBC dedicated a striking 49 percent of its prime-time coverage to the story. CNN followed with 40 percent, but Fox News only gave it 15 percent. There were also stark differences in emphasis. For MSNBC, it was Sanford’s racial history and Florida’s “Stand Your Ground” law. CNN’s coverage of the story was more straightforward, but with an obvious Trayvon bias. And Fox News spent most of its time reporting on how the other networks were reporting the story.

			This is one of the most underappreciated parts of news bias—deciding which stories to cover and which to ignore, which parts of a story to highlight and which to leave out. Clearly, viewers of MSNBC and CNN were seeing the Trayvon Martin story through a very different lens than were viewers of Fox News. It was as if all the networks were handing out different pieces of the same jigsaw puzzle, but unless a viewer watched all the coverage, on all the networks, they would never be able to complete the puzzle.

			To be fair, this was a highly sensitive story, and many network producers and reporters had a hard time not personalizing it. As CNN’s Don Lemon said, “On this story, there is a certain understanding that comes from minorities, and particularly African Americans, just because we’ve lived it.”20 Lemon also revealed that at a planning meeting, one of his producers, a Black mother of two boys, “was almost in tears saying, ‘We’ve got to do something on this story.’”

			If the Sanford Police Department thought they were under pressure before releasing the 911 tapes, they must have felt under siege afterward. The story had struck a raw nerve in the American psyche. And unlike most ephemeral stories that come and go with each news cycle, the Trayvon Martin case was an A-block story on most newscasts for weeks.

			A big reason for this was the clever maneuvering of Benjamin Crump. He had played the police department, and now, in phase two of his plan, he was making himself and Trayvon’s parents available to anyone with a microphone and a camera. His messaging was consistent: This was not an isolated incident. Trayvon Martin’s death was part of a much larger story about systemic racism in the American justice system.

			This framing was cemented on March 23, 2012, when President Obama, at a press conference in the White House Rose Garden, was asked about the case. “My main message is to the parents of Trayvon—if I had a son, he’d look like Trayvon,” said the president, swallowing hard and pausing for a moment before continuing, “I think they are right to expect that all of us as Americans will take this with the seriousness it deserves and we’re going to get to the bottom of what’s happening.”

			Mitt Romney, who was well on his way to winning the GOP presidential nomination, also made it clear that he wasn’t entertaining the possibility that the real victim in this case might have been George Zimmerman: “What happened to Trayvon Martin is a tragedy. There needs to be a thorough investigation that reassures the public that justice is carried out with impartiality and integrity.”

			LeBron James and Dwyane Wade, the megastar leaders of the soon-to-be NBA champion Miami Heat, got their teammates to pose for a protest photo. The players all stood together against a generic backdrop, heads bowed, wearing matching hoodies. The implication was clear: Trayvon Martin was murdered for being Black and wearing a piece of “street clothing” that White America did not approve of. Ironically, at the time, the NBA prohibited its players from wearing hoodies at league events.

			Trayvon’s case soon became a cause célèbre. Flea and Anthony Kiedis of the Red Hot Chili Peppers wore hoodies on stage during a concert in Tampa. Not to be outdone, other celebrities like Sean “Diddy” Combs, Jamie Foxx, and Will Smith posted photos of themselves wearing hoodies.

			Film director Spike Lee took things a step too far, irresponsibly retweeting a post that purported to reveal George Zimmerman’s home address. However, it turned out to be the address of a Florida couple who had absolutely nothing to do with the case. Fearing for their lives, they went into hiding, and Lee issued a public apology.

			A foundational principle of the United States is the presumption of innocence, but when it came to George Zimmerman, everyone seemed to have conveniently forgotten this basic rule. It’s one thing for celebrities and politicians to jump to conclusions, but journalists are supposed to serve as a check on those impulses. Their job is to be fair and impartial—like referees in an NFL game. But all of a sudden, the refs didn’t want to blow the whistle anymore. They wanted to play, and they were all on Team Trayvon.

			The most egregious example of this came on the morning of March 29, 2012, on NBC’s highly rated Today show. In a stunning breach of ethics, the network aired an edited version of Zimmerman’s call to the police, which was deliberately doctored to make him look like he had racially profiled Trayvon. In the original call, the conversation went like this:

			Zimmerman: “The guy looks like he’s up to no good, or he’s on drugs or something. It’s raining and he’s just walking around, looking about.”

			Dispatcher: “OK, and this guy, is he White, Black or Hispanic?”

			Zimmerman: “He looks Black.”

			But on the Today show, the call was cut up so that Zimmerman was made to say, “This guy looks like he’s up to no good. He looks Black.” The dispatcher’s question—inquiring about the suspect’s race—was completely cut out. This clearly distorted the conversation, making it seem like Zimmerman volunteered the information.

			NBC eventually conducted an internal investigation and fired the producer who made the deceitful edit. Zimmerman would later file a $100 million lawsuit against NBC, but a judge would toss it out, ruling he had failed to show actual malice.

			CNN was also guilty of peddling falsehoods. Reporter Gary Tuchman did an entire piece speculating that Zimmerman might have uttered a racial slur when he called the police. As audio experts later confirmed, Zimmerman said, “These fucking punks,” when he complained about young thieves who were committing crimes in his gated community. But Tuchman was pretty convinced he heard him say, “These fucking coons.” As part of his news package, the reporter took the tape into an edit bay and listened to it over and over, concluding, “It sounds like this allegation could be accurate, but I wouldn’t swear to it in court.” After this hit piece ran, CNN’s senior legal analyst Jeffrey Toobin, who would be suspended years later for exposing himself on a work Zoom call, opined that the slur was huge, because it could allow the Department of Justice to charge Zimmerman under The Hate Crimes Act. But of course, the report wasn’t accurate, and the DOJ later declined to press charges, saying there was insufficient evidence that Zimmerman acted with any racial bias.

			The biggest crime of omission was in the reporting of Trayvon Martin himself. If you close your eyes and try to conjure up an image of him, chances are you will see a young, innocent, and harmless child. That’s because the media consistently used his grade school photos, which were at least four to five years old. When these were juxtaposed with pictures of the stocky and older George Zimmerman, viewers were left with the indelible impression that the neighborhood watch leader killed a small, defenseless child. The truth was far more nuanced. Trayvon Martin was actually taller than Zimmerman—5’11” to 5’8”—although Zimmerman outweighed the teenager by forty pounds.

			The media also showed little interest in investigating Trayvon’s troubled past, and on the rare times that they did, Benjamin Crump was there to shame them, claiming that bringing up Trayvon’s flaws was really an attempt to sweep his death under the rug. That argument would only have had merit if it was obvious that Trayvon was the victim. But at that point, any objective journalist should have known that the case remained a mystery and there was a very real possibility Zimmerman had fired his gun in self-defense.

			With film titles like Paul McCartney Really Is Dead and Elvis Found Alive, documentary director Joel Gilbert is nobody’s idea of a true journalist. He is openly right-wing, prone to peddling conspiracy theories, and his movies—to be generous—have a homemade quality to them. He is the kind of citizen journalist who can easily be dismissed by the elites. But he does have two qualities they seem to lack: curiosity and resourcefulness.

			In 2019, Gilbert, then fifty-four, released The Trayvon Hoax. In it, he did something none of the traditional outlets bothered to do; he got his hands on seven hundred pages of transcripts containing all of Trayvon Martin’s text messages before his death.

			Gilbert, disheveled in a Steve Bannon kind of way, says Florida is an open-records case, so he was amazed that it never occurred to legacy journalists to request the documents.21

			“The media creates a narrative,” he says. “They are disinterested in any storylines that do not support the narrative.”

			Trayvon’s texts definitely do not fit the narrative of an innocent child. A lot of them are sexually explicit. Others reveal that he loved to fight. In one, Trayvon brags about “knocking someone out.” In another text, he says that he had been involved in his share of street fights and that his strategy was to “swing first.”

			What’s even more damaging is that Trayvon wrote about drugs a lot, even admitting that he smoked pot almost every day. He texts to a friend about the street drug “purple lean,” which is made with hard candy, soft drinks, and cough syrup, leading Gilbert to speculate that this might have been the real motivation for Trayvon’s late-night Skittles run.

			There is no doubt that Gilbert has a spotty record as a journalist—but this was good, old-school reporting. The texts, after all, came straight from Trayvon’s phone. It is our best look into the mind of the troubled seventeen-year-old. But this aspect of the story was simply too hot for most legacy outlets to touch.

			“Everyone was terrified,” Gilbert theorizes. “It was an emotional narrative that could not be penetrated. It’s a taboo. They did not want to hear any fact that might disrupt the public’s emotional bond with Trayvon.”

			On April 11, 2012, there was a major break in the case, making it the lead story on every network and cable newscast, including Fox.

			On ABC, Diane Sawyer stared into the lens and told her audience, “After forty-five days of inflamed argument and rising tensions in America, the prosecutor has announced that George Zimmerman will be charged with second-degree murder. A charge that could put him behind bars for life. His crime: shooting an unarmed seventeen-year-old while Zimmerman was patrolling the neighborhood.”

			Tellingly, Sawyer slipped and didn’t say “his alleged crime,” but by this point, any regular consumer of legacy newscasts was probably convinced that Zimmerman’s conviction was nothing more than a formality.

			What they weren’t told is that prosecutors had their work cut out for them. To get a second-degree murder conviction in Florida, prosecutors would have to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that George Zimmerman’s shooting of Martin was a criminal act “demonstrating a depraved mind without regard for human life.”

			Over the next fourteen months, as lawyers prepared for trial, the story slowly faded away, and the public turned its attention to other matters. In September, the US consulate in Benghazi, Libya, was attacked, resulting in the deaths of four Americans. In November, President Obama won reelection. The mass shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School, which killed twenty-six people, including twenty children, dominated the news in December. The following April, the deadly Boston Marathon bombing captured the nation’s attention.

			On June 24, 2013, George Zimmerman’s murder trial began and the country turned its attention back to the case.

			The jury, as allowed by Florida law, consisted of just six people. Six women, five of them White, would decide George Zimmerman’s fate.

			But the thing that initially caught everyone’s eye was the defendant himself. Over the previous months, George Zimmerman had gained well over one hundred pounds. Not a helpful visual for someone trying to prove he had been physically overpowered by a seventeen-year-old.

			In opening arguments, prosecutor John Guy declared that Zimmerman was a vigilante who profiled Trayvon Martin because he looked like he “was up to no good.” Guy concluded his argument with a flourish, “We are confident at the end of this trial, you will know in your head, in your heart, and your stomach that George Zimmerman did not shoot Trayvon Martin because he had to. He shot him for the worst of all possible reasons: because he wanted to.”



OEBPS/image/1.jpg
Distorted Justice: The Media’s War on Truth

ROB ROSEN





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
Distorted Justice: The Media's War on Truth

ROB ROSEN





OEBPS/image/posthill_v_black.jpg
Post]Hill

PRESS





