






[image: logo]




Also by Helen Thomas

Dateline: White House

Front Row at the White House

Thanks for the Memories, Mr. President











[image: logo]A LISA DREW BOOK/SCRIBNER

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2006 by Helen Thomas

All rights reserved,

including the right of reproduction

in whole or in part in any form.

SCRIBNER and design are trademarks of

Macmillan Library Reference USA, Inc., used under license by Simon & Schuster, the publisher of this work.

A LISA DREW BOOK is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data is available.

ISBN-10: 1-4165-4861-0
ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-4861-4

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com





To those who suffered and died

for cherishing freedom of the press





Acknowledgments



I am indebted to so many friends and colleagues in the newspaper business for their help and encouragement in writing this book.

I owe special words of gratitude to Diane Nine, my agent, who also has a law degree and contributed to the chapters dealing with the First Amendment and the need for reporters to have a federal shield law.

I am eternally indebted to Margaret Kilgore, my close friend from our days together at United Press International, who was a great editor and contributor to this book. She added so much from her own experience, including her stint as a correspondent covering the Vietnam War and as a reporter for the Los Angeles Times.

I could not have produced this book without the team effort by “Maggie” Kilgore and Diane Nine.

Lisa Drew, my editor at Scribner, was a great help in keeping me focused and guiding me to the finish line.

I am grateful to my colleagues, most of whom have shared my half century in journalism, who told me their stories, anecdotes, gripes, and genuine concerns. Their recollections are lively and insightful, what we call war stories. We have been eyewitnesses to history, and it has been a great vision. I find that what distinguishes them is that they love their work unconditionally.

I want to thank Charles “Chuck” Lewis, Hearst Newspapers Washington Bureau chief and my boss, for his understanding and encouragement, and telling me the book should be “edgy.”

I also want to thank Gwen Gibson, another newspaper-woman who served with me at the UPI and later joined the New York Daily News. Her early research on the book was invaluable to me. Another researcher was Sue Menditto, a whiz at finding important items on the Internet.

So many more journalists were the inspiration for my assessment of the press corps in 2005. There is Paul McMasters, head of the Freedom Forum, who burst with new observations on the state of the American press. I picked the brains of Ron Cohen, former bureau chief of UPI and an editor at USA Today. I also am grateful to my former White House colleagues Alvin Spivak and Ira Allen, and to Paul Mann, an expert reporter in defense matters.

ABC-TV’s Sam Donaldson, Saul Friedman of Knight Ridder, and Ben Bradlee, former executive editor of the Washington Post, helped me to understand the new trends we face in the communications field.

Others from UPI were ever so helpful: Pat Sloyan, formerly with Newsday, and Joe Galloway, a columnist with Knight Ridder, both of whom formerly worked at UPI. And Edith Lederer, UN Bureau chief for Associated Press.

I was delighted to interview Tom Johnson, who rose to the top of the profession in both print and cable television before retiring from CNN, and NPR’s Dan Schorr, as well as Michael Hedges of the Houston Chronicle.

I also gained a good perspective on media trends from Merrill Hartson, a veteran correspondent and editor with Associated Press.

Others who helped were Kristin Collie of Hearst Newspapers, and Clare Finly, an assistant to Ms. Nine. Dr. Suzanne Condray, professor of journalism at Denison University, gave me a good insight into the dedication of young journalists today. Paula McKenzie, a journalism professor and whiz on the computer, found some relevant nuggets on the Internet. I also appreciate the help of Pulitzer Prize winner, Associated Press photographer Ron Edmonds.

I am deeply grateful to my nephews Eddie Geha and Steven Geha, who perused the Internet to find information for me on freedom of the press and the standing of the media in the latest polls.

As always, my great family—my brother, Mate Thomas; my sisters, Isabelle Thomas, Josephine Geha, and Barbara Isaac; and my many nieces and nephews, including Terri DeLeon, Judy Jenkins, Janet Grigg, and Joanne Swanson—gave me moral support.

It really boils down to being lucky to have a great family and so many good friends and colleagues in the profession, and I am a part of all I have met.









Foreword

Watchdogs of Democracy




Journalism is a magnificent obsession to those who practice it, including me.

I have been privileged to cover nine United States presidents, sometimes with sympathy, sometimes with outrage, but most often with critical eyes and a conviction that they all could have done better for the country.

Now I have to say the same thing about the press, or what is sweepingly called the media. Something vital has been lost—or have American journalists forgotten that their role is to follow the truth, without fear or favor, wherever it leads them? The truth, rather than an agenda, should be the goal of a free press.

It’s not nostalgia, but true concern that makes me believe that the profession had its golden age in the twentieth century—and we didn’t even realize it!

Journalists, as the purveyors of information, are the watch dogs of democracy. Without an informed people, there can be no democracy. It is the job of reporters and editors to ask the tough questions of those in power and to act on the answers with trust, integrity, and honesty guiding their judgment. These ethical tenets have never changed, but journalism has changed over time—most would say not necessarily for the better.

Technology has transformed communications and made radio and television dominant over print in the transmission of news. The technology that brings instant coverage into the living room has also brought into journalism unqualified people who have adopted the modus operandi of true journalists, blurring the profound differences between news professionals and entertainers.

Talk show hosts, many of them on the far right politically, are viewed as journalists. Hardly. A journalist is detached, and the story is the thing, not the daily harangue of “talking heads.” With the exception of serious documentaries, there is no way a TV news snippet of half a minute can match an in-depth newspaper account.

Technology has revolutionized the way news is gathered: tape recorders, cell phones, digital cameras, satellite transmitters, and the Internet mean that everyone is wired and on camera. There is no place to hide for officials who dissemble. If they lie, they get instant playback. But something has been lost in the translation from print to quick sound bites and an emphasis on entertainment passing as news.

There also is the growing influence of corporations that have acquired media outlets and attempted to control the newsroom. The bottom line has become preeminent in all forms of media here and abroad.

In the modern age, media mergers, ownership by nonmedia companies, bottom-line management, entertainment passing as news, and twenty-four-

hour news cycles have corrupted what we once knew as the “newspaper business.”

With the diminishing of print journalism to one-newspaper towns and a virtual Associated Press monopoly in the U.S. wire-service field, the spotlight is on broadcasters and electronic communication, including the Internet, of course, where everyone can offer an opinion.

Unfortunately, media credibility is under attack from the government, political and religious groups, and many segments of the public perhaps as never before. And yet, those same critics and the public in general have access to more news and are better informed than at any other time in American history. Public officials want us when they need us.

Tom Rosenstiel of the Project for Excellence in Journalism said in a recent report that “Americans think journalists are sloppier, less professional, less caring, more biased, less honest about their mistakes, and generally more harmful to democracy than they did in the eighties.”

If that is not enough to give one pause, there is management and manipulation of the news by government and a supine press that has displayed an incredible lack of courage in the last few years. I think the media let the country down in failing to adhere to its gold standard—the search for truth.

And don’t think the public is unaware of the strange new shortcomings of journalists today—or is it their bosses?—who are too often bowing to government censorship, forgetting the role of a free, unfettered press. I have been amazed at the acuity of the public in confronting and chiding reporters for not asking the obvious important questions at televised White House briefings.

But then, one has to wonder how much General Electric (NBC), Viacom (CBS), and Disney (ABC) care about freedom of the press when access to the White House is at stake, or when they risk losing advertisers for airing provocative viewpoints.

Without a free press, there can be no democracy. It is indispensable to the society that the Founding Fathers bequeathed to us. But do these corporate entities understand—or care about—their public service role?

Remember the political furor over The Reagans, CBS’s movie project in October 2003? Conservatives were incensed and threatened a boycott over early glimpses of the less than 100 percent laudatory portrayal of the late former president Reagan and his wife, Nancy. The network eventually dropped plans to broadcast the movie in prime time, sending it to Showtime, a cable subsidiary with many fewer potential viewers than CBS. Never underestimate the power of political pressure.

Daniel Schorr, a veteran broadcaster formerly with CBS-TV and CNN and now with National Public Radio, put it best, saying, “The important thing is that the one who sits at the top who decides how much money you can spend on what doesn’t really give a damn about journalism. He is worried about the profit line. And it is this palpable concentration of media that changes its character. As a result of that, you get more gossip, more sex, and more violence. All these things appeal to people. They entertain and build up your audience….

“In the end, it’s all about money,” Schorr added—and ratings.

But it was not always so with the major networks. Once upon a time, outstanding news coverage counted with the big bosses more than money.

Schorr said that correspondents from around the world would come back to the United States every year and have lunch with CBS chairman William S. Paley, who is credited with building the Columbia Broadcasting System into what was called the Cadillac or Tiffany of networks.

The correspondents asked Paley, “Are you worried about the trouble you will get into if you run controversial documentaries? Won’t that affect your bottom line?”

To which Paley replied, “You get the story and let me worry about the bottom line.”

In another version, Paley said comedian Jack Benny would bring in the money. Gone are the days.

Paley sweated out Edward R. Murrow’s devastating documentaries on Senator Joseph McCarthy, who conducted a reign of terror against leftists, but later, Paley bowed to pressure and also had Murrow interview celebrities on Person to Person, which was much less controversial.

There were extreme examples of government intimidation of the media to keep them “on message” after the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington. To criticize the government’s failings was considered by many to be un-American in the face of conflict.

The most spectacular examples were telephone calls to the network and cable companies by Secretary of State Colin Powell and National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice warning them not to broadcast postattack tapes of Osama bin Laden because he might be giving coded messages to sleeper cells. In my opinion, Powell and Rice overstepped the line and abused their official roles.

The networks meekly complied with the government’s intimidation. That’s a far cry from the way most of the independent editors and publishers would have reacted to such bullying tactics pre-9/11.

I can’t count how many times I have recently been asked, “What has happened to the press?”

Sad to say, it has defaulted on its watchdog role in so many ways. The profession has also been badly tarnished by a few “bad apples” seeking fame and fortune at the expense of their colleagues and giving new meaning to the term poor judgment. Celebrity status might be the lure for some, but, on balance, I believe young, aspiring journalists believe in the ideals of the profession.

Syndicated columnist David S. Broder of the Washington Post, in a 2004 column written shortly before the November presidential election, noted that the editors of two respected national newspapers, the New York Times and USA Today, were forced to resign because their organizations were duped by lying staff reporters, who fabricated some stories and plagiarized others.

The result has been a housecleaning of reporters and editors nationwide, which no doubt was necessary, but the action has created sagging morale and fear among competent journalists who were left to pick up the pieces.

Broder said it is “hard to overcome the sense that the professional practices and code of responsibility have suffered a body blow.”

When it was vital for the press to take a hard look at the horrific provisions of the Patriot Act, it failed to do so. There were few early reports on the deprivation of legal rights of prisoners of war from Afghanistan and Iraq under the guarantees of the Geneva Convention. Only when photographs of the sadistic abuse of prisoners at Abu Ghraib, the prison near Baghdad, came to light did the press wake up and the public protest. But not enough. Not enough for President Bush-2 to pledge that the prisoners of war and detainees would be treated humanely and the interrogators would abide by rules against torture during questioning.

One brief, shining moment in the media performance was when the Detroit newspapers in 2002 sued the Justice Department to obtain open coverage of the deportation hearings of Arab detainees…and won. Federal Judge Damon Keith in Detroit commented, “Democracy dies behind closed doors.”

I feel that the press defaulted, particularly during the second Bush administration’s post-9/11 barrage of government message manipulation and control, by failing to fight the secrecy imposed by the White House. It failed to protect the people’s right to know.

In other words, the correspondents succumbed to the “fear card” played by the administration and lacked the courage or ability to penetrate the fiction and falsehoods peddled to them at daily White House briefings.

As Tom Blanton, executive director of the National Security Archive, put it, “Almost none of these White House moves for secrecy have been because of national security or to fight terrorism. It’s more of a reflexive, ideological response for more secrecy.”

The publishers and broadcast hierarchy also failed to protest the Pentagon’s refusal to allow photographs of the flag-draped coffins of dead soldiers arriving at Dover Air Force Base in Delaware, the first stop in the United States on their return from Iraq. The point is that news organizations should have staked out the gate at Dover and counted incoming troop planes. That would have been the kind of wire-service reporting we used to do at the White House.

The executives also accepted at face value the Pentagon charade that it had no accurate count of the number of Iraqis killed in the conquest and occupation of their country.

Nor was there any loud protest from the American broadcasters or other media on the barring of Aljazeera reporters from covering Iraq. In other days and other wars, I do believe there was a greater sensibility and concern when press coverage was deliberately banned for political or security reasons.

Paul McMasters of the Freedom Forum, a journalism think tank, said, “Information is as lethal as bullets or bombs.”

Too many times, the major publications have caved out of fear of government reprisals. McMasters wonders at the “malaise of the press” phenomenon in letting the White House call the tune with its message of the day. This ploy was so successful that the Pentagon and other federal agencies followed suit. With the bureaucracy falling in line, reporters were at the mercy of the administration in power and became powerless and a part of pack journalism.

As Bill Moyers, one of the century’s finest broadcasters, put it, “The greatest moments in the history of the press came not when journalists made common cause with the state, but when they stood fearlessly independent of it.” Unfortunately, too many journalists believe their capitulation to power is necessary to gain access to top officials.

The first American newspaper was started in 1690 by one Benjamin Harris. He said he started the three-page publication “to cure the spirit of lying much among us.” The government shut it down after one issue.

From the beginning of American history, journalism has played a pivotal role in democracy as the nation has progressed and developed. The First Amendment to the Constitution, adopted in 1791, states:

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.”

I am inspired by one of the nation’s earliest journalists, John Peter Zenger, who owned a printing press, the sine qua non of a free press. He was imprisoned for criticizing the colonial governor of New York. The jury ignored the charge of “seditious libel” against him. Zenger’s lawyer won the case with a closing appeal when he said, “The laws of our country have given us a right…the liberty both of exposing and opposing arbitrary power…by speaking and writing the truth.”

It seems that correspondents in the past were more in thrall to the ideal that set reporters apart from others in society. They were the self-appointed protectors of democracy, keepers of the flame that is the Bill of Rights and particularly the First Amendment.

And what is a journalist without energy, enthusiasm, and integrity, plus insatiable curiosity and courage?

Among the most enjoyable moments I had while researching this book were in compiling a chapter on the early lives of distinguished American journalists of the twentieth century, some of whom I was privileged to know. I even married one of them.

A few among the legion of great reporters from that era include Ernie Pyle, Scripps Howard’s great World War II correspondent; Merriman Smith, United Press International’s Pulitzer Prize winner who personified the White House reporter; Douglas Cornell of Associated Press, my husband and an icon in wire-service wrap-up story writing; Martha Gellhorn, who covered wars dating back to the Spanish Civil War; Dorothy Thompson, the distinguished political and foreign correspondent; and Marguerite Higgins, who made her name when she flew to Korea with General Douglas MacArthur at the start of the Korean War; Edward R. Murrow, who broadcast from London during the German “Blitz” of World War II; publisher I. F. Stone; columnists Walter Lippmann, James Reston, investigative journalist Jack Anderson, and so many others.

It will be interesting to see who—if anyone—will emerge as journalism “stars” from the current conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Middle East. AP’s Peter Arnett, Hedrick Smith of the New York Times, and David Halberstam of the Times were standouts in the Vietnam War.

Judea Pearl, father of slain journalist Daniel Pearl, said, “Journalists, by their very nature, represent the ultimate strength of an open society as well as its ultimate vulnerability.”

I have often had the opportunity to question the most powerful public servant in the country, the president of the United States. I admit I have approached the task with awe for the office, but not reverence for the men who’ve held it. For one thing, I don’t believe it is our duty to worship at the shrine of any leader, but to keep the spotlight on them constantly to see whether they are upholding the public trust. Presidents take an oath on a Bible to “preserve, protect, and defend” the U.S. Constitution, and they should be tested and graded at every turn. They owe their positions and their salaries to the American people and must be accountable to them at all times. The media is the go-between, a transmission belt to disseminate facts, figures, and policies to a waiting public, explaining what the news means to their readers, viewers, and listeners.

What makes the press so indispensable in a democracy is that it is the only institution in our society that can question the president, or other public officials, regularly. Challenging a public leader is not required in the Constitution, but if a leader is unchallenged, he can rule by executive order, edict, or act on his own whim in secrecy. Fortunately, we do not have a king or a dictator with unlimited, unquestioned power. There is a governmental system of checks and balances in place among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches, but beyond those, a free society depends on the press to keep the government honest.

Thomas Jefferson said it best: “Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty.”

As communications evolve, we have to ask, Why is a free press important? Are we losing the sense of what the First Amendment was meant to be? Is the media failing its constituency—the public? Is the First Amendment seriously threatened?

In this book, I have sought the views of well-known journalists and presidential press secretaries, some active and some retired, on how they view all branches of the media—what journalism is today; what it was yesterday; and what it might be in the future.

I do not think that journalism is a dying art. If anything, I believe it is more important than ever, and journalists worldwide are adapting to our modus operandi—to make public officials accountable to the people. The role of the journalist is indispensable, and as reviled as reporters may intermittently be, they are still highly respected when they pursue the truth and obtain positive results.

It is my hope that future journalists will adhere to the true principles of the profession and understand that they play a vital role in helping to keep democracy and the exchange of free ideas alive at home and abroad.

Reporters should be free to operate independently and be courageous enough to keep a critical eye on those in power who fail to act in the interests of the nation. The media do not—and should not—expect to win popularity contests. But they will be respected only if they remain true to the ideals of the profession. They must be detached. But they must also care.

Most of them know it is not merely a job…it is a way of life!

Helen Thomas

Washington, D.C.

October 2005
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Chapter 1

Journalism—a Most

Honorable Profession




While I put journalism on a pedestal as a most honorable profession, I am not saying that it has been above reproach in practice. Too many times the public has been subjected to ethical breaches by reporters and broadcasters that have tarnished our escutcheon and diminished our credibility.

How many times have you been in a conversation with someone about the news of the day when the person concludes, “But you can’t believe what you read in the newspapers or on TV”?

Why not? More information is available to the worldwide public than ever before with the proliferation of the Internet, cable and network television, radio, newspapers, magazines, and books. Certainly there is a blurring on TV between news and entertainment, but listeners have a choice to accept or reject what they hear or see.

In its annual report on American journalism, 2004, the Project for Excellence in Journalism notes, “Print, uniquely, has the potential to tell people what they can trust and not trust in an age that the journalist and educator Michael Janeway has called one of ‘fact promiscuity, fact chaos.’ Or what Vartan Gregorian, the president of the Carnegie Corporation, has called a time when information is in oversupply, but knowledge in undersupply.”

It is sad, therefore, to have to acknowledge that ethics—the simple difference between right and wrong—is the foremost internal problem facing journalism and other businesses today. The executives of major companies, including media firms, have established written standards for their employees to follow, but those guidelines work only when integrity emanates from the top of the ladder, from the bosses.

Ethics are something that should have been learned at mother’s knee or at least when interacting with others in grade school. An unethical person is not necessarily doing something illegal, but his actions defy professional or social norms.

The National Society of Professional Journalists organizes practical journalism ethics into three main principles: report truthfully, act respectfully, and minimize harm. And, American academics and government advisers have worked with young journalists in emerging democracies in recent years to teach them to be as “ethical” as U.S. journalists in their coverage of the news.

But, suddenly, in about 2003, it became like the old bromide “Don’t do as I do; do as I say.” With twenty-four-hour TV and radio news channels beamed around the world by satellite and the proliferation of Internet sources telling of U.S. media and business scandals, it was becoming increasingly difficult to argue that American media were a paragon of virtue and respect. The outrages committed by a few correspondents who betrayed the trust of their publishers and the public also weighed heavily against the thousands of honest, hardworking men and women who viewed journalism as a noble profession of the highest quality.

Jayson Blair’s serial falsehoods and the subsequent New York Times management shake-up; USA Today’s Jack Kelley’s fraudulent overseas coverage; CBS’s list of flawed reports over several months—all weighed negatively in the equation.

To the credit of the above media companies, most moved quickly to fire the perpetrators and offer mea culpas for the transgressions of their employees, as well as those journalist colleagues and editors who didn’t question or challenge the guilty reporters. In these instances and others that followed, the publishers, top editors, and deskmen who read copy should have shared the blame for the miscreants’ activities and missteps. Many passed the buck.

The media companies set up investigative commissions and impartial “ombudsmen” to see that similar situations wouldn’t reoccur—kind of like locking the barn door after the horses had escaped—but necessary to right the wrongs.

There were other scandals within the profession in the new century resulting in job loss—and they didn’t all occur in Washington or New York. The Chicago Tribune fired a reporter for attributing a quote to a nonexistent psychiatrist; the Macon Telegraph in Georgia fired a reporter for repeated plagiarism; the two top editors of Florida’s Jupiter Courier quit after charging that the parent Scripps Co. ordered a slant on political coverage; and the Tacoma News Tribune in Washington accepted a writer’s resignation after editors could not locate a number of people he had quoted. The Sacramento Bee (California) called for the resignation of a former Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist when editors could not determine that the individuals mentioned in several of her man-on-the-street columns were real. Multimedia star and columnist Mitch Albom of the Detroit Free Press wrote about two Michigan State basketball players who told him they would attend an NCAA semifinal game, but changed their minds. His sports story, written in advance about their attendance, was incorrect, but his editors decided to forgive him, in part, because of the prestige he brings to the Midwestern publication.

“It is a depressing time for lovers of newspapers and the old world of print journalism,” columnist Kathleen Parker wrote in Florida’s Orlando Sentinel (6/23/04). “It is also hard not to wonder whether, in seeking explanations and solutions, we’re suffering from self-delusion and denial.”

Journalism classes will be debating for years the merits of reporter/editor involvement in the thirty-year-old BTK multiple-murder case in Wichita, Kansas. Journalists passed on communications from the serial killer to authorities, often honoring police requests to suppress information.

Los Angeles Times media critic Tim Rutten, commenting on the BTK case (3/5/05), asked, Were the Wichita reporters behaving ethically when they complied with authorities’ requests to withhold information from their readers and viewers?

“Of course they were. In the general course of things, it’s obviously true that newspapers and broadcasters should not allow government officials to dictate what they report. But murder investigations, particularly those involving sadistic, demented serial killers, hardly occur in the general course of things. An ethical system that dictates that you should never cooperate with authorities is as destructive as one that says you must always cooperate.”

Rutten added, “First of all, it’s important to remember that whatever they may or may not be, journalistic ethics are not like those that govern law, medicine, or architecture. The so-called learned professionals license their members and operate according to legal statutes that set standards of education and training and impose written codes of conduct binding on all license holders. Our constitutional guarantee of a free press precludes such arrangements, because the First Amendment’s rights belong to individuals and not institutions. Thus, journalism is a vocation, rather than a profession. Nobody gets to set up standards of admission or practice because journalism is the public expression of a right enjoyed by everyone who lives under the rule of the U.S. Constitution.”

In an aside, Rutten said that those who argue that computer “bloggers” deserve the same legal protection as newspaper reporters and network anchors are simply “out to lunch.”

The Jayson Blair story, which shook the New York Times to its core, involved a young black reporter with an apparent substance-abuse problem who lied and deceived his editors and the newspaper’s readers for months in 2003–4. The discovery of his journalistic “crime spree” ultimately led to the resignations of Executive Editor Howell Raines and Managing Editor Gerald Boyd in a major shake-up at the newspaper. It also caused extensive discussion about the affirmative action in the nation’s newsrooms.

Blair wrote a book about his side of the story entitled Burning Down My Masters’ House (New Millennium, 2004). In it, he said, “I lied and I lied…and then I lied some more. I lied about where I had been. I lied about where I had found information. I lied about how I wrote the story. And these were no everyday little white lies…they were complete fantasies, embellished down to the tiniest made-up detail. I lied about a plane flight I never took, about sleeping in a car I never rented, about a landmark on a highway I had never been on. I lied about a guy who helped me at a gas station that I found on the Internet…. I lied about a house I had never been to and decorations and furniture in a living room I had seen only in photographs in an archive maintained by Times photo editors. In the end-justifies-the-

means environment I worked in, I had grown accustomed to lying.”

The Blair case was followed by the misconduct at USA Today of Jack Kelley, a veteran foreign correspondent and one of the paper’s star reporters, who had apparently been fabricating stories around the world for more than a decade.

An internal probe of the matter conducted by a team of reporters and editors determined that Kelley had invented substantial portions of at least eight important stories over ten years and “conspired to mislead those investigating his work” by asking foreign translators he employed to obfuscate the probe. Kelley resigned in January 2004. In the fallout, the paper’s editor, Karen Jurgensen, and Executive Editor Brian Gallagher were replaced along with others.

USA Today’s respected founder, retired Gannett Chief Executive Al Neuharth, blamed Kelley’s longtime deception on the editors. “When big-time blunders occur in any workplace, the boss or bosses usually are at fault. Not reporters. The buck stops with the boss.”

Nor were the media scandals confined to newspapers. CBS News compounded earlier coverage problems during the 2004 presidential campaign by carrying a controversial story on President Bush’s National Guard service on 60 Minutes II. An independent panel issued a 224-page report recommending that a producer and three others on the show be dismissed, and they were. Veteran journalist, anchor, and managing editor of the evening news Dan Rather announced his retirement before the panel issued its report, but the circumstances unquestionably left a stain on his illustrious career. CBS later announced that the midweek 60 Minutes II would be dropped because of declining viewership. But the returns are not all in on the Dan Rather episode and the president’s war record is yet to be told.

Discussing CBS’s and similar situations, retired commentator Bill Moyers said, “I believe that journalism is all about writing in the sand and whistling in the wind. The wind blows the sound away and the sand flows over the writing. A journalist has impact on his time, if he’s lucky.”

Besides, Moyers asked, who remembers the legacy of the pioneering broadcast news greats, such as producer Fred Friendly and reporter Ed Murrow of CBS? Murrow, still an icon in American broadcast journalism, built his reputation during World War II by reporting from London rooftops on the sights and sounds of the German bombing of the city. With Friendly, he worked at CBS from 1935 to 1961.

“What’s happened to the house that Murrow built?” Moyers asked. “It’s now a shack by the side of the road.” Moyers was referring to cutbacks at all the networks of news airtime, foreign bureaus, and correspondents. CBS ranked third in news ratings in 2005 behind ABC and NBC.

Even Russian President Vladimir Putin got into the act in February 2005 when President Bush chided Putin, on a European trip, for clamping down on freedom of the press in Russia. “We didn’t criticize you when you fired those reporters at CBS,” Putin said, indicating that both countries have had their media problems. Bush explained how he had no power to fire American journalists, but Putin had made his point.

During the 2004 presidential campaign, Sinclair Broadcast Group, Inc. fired Jon Leiberman, its Washington bureau chief, after he publicly protested plans for a one-sided program castigating Democratic candidate Senator John F. Kerry’s anti–Vietnam War activities. Leiberman, who called the show blatant political propaganda, said he was fired for violating company policy by speaking to the media without prior corporate approval. Sinclair Broadcast Group sued Leiberman, claiming he “divulged confidential and proprietary information” to outside interests.

Another journalism scandal of a different sort erupted in late January 2005 in the form of paid-for “news” when USA Today reported that talk show host and conservative columnist Armstrong Williams took $240,000 from the U.S. Department of Education to promote the Bush administration’s No Child Left Behind school program through his public relations firm and TV and radio appearances. Williams did not disclose his paid sponsorship to his audiences. The conservative commentator later signed a contract to be a cohost of a daily radio talk show in New York.

Asked to comment on Williams and two other writers who “moonlighted” for the government, President Bush said the White House was unaware of it, but government agencies had been told to stop the practice of secretly paying journalists because he recognized the need for independent media.

Tribune Media Services immediately dropped Williams from its stable of columnists after it was revealed that he was paid by Uncle Sam. Williams said he did not consider himself a columnist, but rather a commentator.

Later we learned the Pentagon was paying millions of dollars to a contractor to plant stories in Iraqi newspapers and bribe Iraqi opinion columnists and other journalists.

Martha Kumar, journalism professor at Towson University in Maryland, said, “It is now and always has been bad practice to blur the lines between being a journalist and serving the government in an official capacity.”

The Bush administration in 2004 used similar fake video news releases to push its Medicare prescription drug plan, employing actors who pretended to be reporters. These promotional releases are produced to look like genuine news reports for TV. The Government Accountability Office (GAO) said it was a violation of the law barring use of taxpayer money to propagandize federal policies.

[image: 8]

In a bizarre sidelight that best illustrates the confusion over who is a journalist and who isn’t qualified, there is the tale of Jeff Gannon, whose real name apparently is James Dale Guckert. Gannon resigned in February 2005 as a reporter for two conservative Web sites, both owned by a Texas Republican activist. Gannon/Guckert, who attended White House press briefings and presidential press conferences on a day pass from the White House, aroused interest after he asked President Bush a question that slammed Senate Democrats and contained false information about congressional minority leader Harry Reid, a Nevada Democrat.

No longer welcomed at the White House, Gannon/Guckert said, “I’ve made mistakes in my past. Does my past mean I can’t have a future? Does it disqualify me from being a journalist?” Maybe not, but fakery does tarnish a reporter.

In the end, it is public opinion that rewards or punishes, and journalism has received considerable criticism in the last few years as lacking in trust, responsibility, and accountability. It was once a given that of course you were an ethical person or you wouldn’t have advanced as far as you had. Never mind that the pressure and increasing competition among all forms of information has made it easier to forget “get it first but get it right.”

Of course, deception and hypocrisy aren’t new to the field. The term yellow journalism was coined back in the late 1800s when New York publishers Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst sensationalized and concocted events to sell millions of newspapers.

It was Hearst who replied by telegram to illustrator Frederick Remington in Havana in 1897 when the artist got bored waiting for the outbreak of the Spanish-American War and asked to return to New York, “Please remain. You furnish the pictures and I’ll furnish the war” (W. A. Swanberg, Citizen Hearst, Scribner, 1961).

And they both did their jobs.

Going back even further in history, Jonathan Alter, writing in Newsweek (2/7/05), noted that Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton each paid journalists to savage the other in print. The columnists Walter Lippmann and Ernest K. Lindley occasionally wrote speeches for Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt, respectively; more recently, George Will praised Ronald Reagan’s “thoroughbred performance” after a 1980 debate without disclosing that he had helped prepare Reagan for it; and Sidney Blumenthal wrote materials for Gary Hart while covering him for the New Republic. And paying foreign journalists and funding newspapers overseas to advance American interests has long been done by the CIA.

In the 1930s, Walter Duranty, the New York Times Moscow correspondent, chose to ignore the brutality of Stalin’s regime, advising readers that things were calm in Ukraine when actually millions were dying of starvation.

Probably the most notorious journalism deception in the 1980s was Janet Cooke’s account in the Washington Post of a child heroin addict, which gained her the Pulitzer Prize in 1981. Two days after receiving the award, Cooke admitted that young Jimmy, the addict, was fictitious.

During the 1990s Wall Street Journal reporter R. Foster Winans was convicted of securities fraud for touting stock he owned; columnist Mike Barnicle resigned from the Boston Globe, and another columnist, Patricia Smith, was fired from the paper for allegedly making up sources and facts; former Associated Press foreign correspondent Peter Arnett, who had a distinguished career as a combat correspondent during the Vietnam War and then Afghanistan, was fired by his later employer CNN for reading on-air a script he didn’t write about an alleged event in Laos during the Vietnam War, which the government proved to be untrue.

Shattered Glass, the movie, was based on a memoir by a young reporter, Stephen Glass, who was fired from the New Republic after his editors discovered that he had fabricated all or parts of twenty-seven of the forty-one articles he had written for the magazine in the late 1990s. The military pulled the press credentials of TV reporter Geraldo Rivera in Afghanistan when he endangered lives by prematurely reporting upcoming troop movements.

It is not my intent here to sound like a common scold, but after more than forty years of striving and working to succeed in journalism, I can only express my deepest sadness and regret when members of the profession don’t measure up to the highest standards of integrity.

Several of the above mentioned perpetrators have apparently visited psychiatrists to learn why they cheated on stories when they didn’t have to, but the basic reasons remain unclear. Money, ego, laziness, no doubt played a part as evidenced in several cases where it was easier to take shortcuts to stardom than make an effort to do the story in the right way.

Evidently, the Bob Woodward–Carl Bernstein model of hard work, checking and rechecking sources, during the Watergate scandal of the seventies seldom penetrated later journalist thinking. Their stellar examples of careful reporting and writing were brought back into the public consciousness in June 2005 when the mysterious and elusive “Deep Throat” came forth to confirm his identity as a chief source for Woodward and Bernstein in the fall of the Richard M. Nixon presidency. W. Mark Felt, ninety-one, and in failing health, was second-in-command at the FBI more than thirty years ago. He repeatedly met Woodward in the predawn hours at a public parking garage to confirm or deny allegations concerning corruption and cover-up in the Nixon administration.

There may have been controversy over Felt’s aid to the reporters, but his identity as a news source was never revealed by the Washington Post until Felt himself talked about it. When Bob Woodward, now assistant managing editor at the Post, was asked how Felt’s identity was kept secret for so long in gossipy Washington, he replied, “We kept that secret because we kept our word.”

A few weeks before the Felt story, Newsweek magazine, at the government’s request, rolled back a story about alleged abuse of the Koran at Guantánamo Bay in Cuba.

Richard M. Smith, chairman and editor in chief, in a letter to readers, said the magazine retracted the story “in the light of the Pentagon’s denials and our source’s changing position on the allegation.” He also announced tightening of editorial controls on future stories.

Ethical dilemmas and unethical journalist behavior were on the periphery of journalism in the classroom until recent years. But lately, journalism has taken a lot of hits with flagrant episodes of plagiarism, fabrication of stories, and relying on dubious documents without checking the facts.

The media will survive because as long as people are on this planet there will be news. And the proliferation of news via improved technology makes a cover-up almost impossible to maintain for long. Too many readers and too many viewers are hip to the facts and ready to catch the errors.

The record also shows that the media move rapidly to clean house because they know that their credibility is essential to their work. Heads roll when the honor of a newspaper or broadcast network is at stake.
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