

[image: ]



[image: ][image: ]


Copyright © 2001 by Medium Cool, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, website, or broadcast.

First ebook edition ©2014

eISBN 978-1-59698-148-5

The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:

Goldberg, Bernard, 1945–

              Bias : a CBS insider exposes how the media distort the news / Bernard Goldberg. p. cm.

              1. Journalism—Objectivity. 2. Television broadcasting of news—United States. I. Title.

PN4784.O24 G65 2001

302.23—dc21

2001048378

Published in the United States by

Regnery Publishing

A Salem Communications Company

300 New Jersey Ave NW

Washington, DC 20001

www.Regnery.com

Distributed to the trade by

Perseus Distribution

250 West 57th Street

New York, NY 10107

Manufactured in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Books are available in quantity for promotional or premium use. For information on discounts and terms, please visit our website: www.Regnery.com.


FOR NANCY

Because she never wavered when things got dark and always understood why I had to do it . . . and mostly because my life wouldn’t be nearly as much fun if she weren’t in it

AND FOR BRIAN AND CATHERINE

Who bring me more joy than they know and who, without even trying, put everything into perspective for me

AND FOR MY MOTHER AND FATHER


When it comes to arrogance, power, and lack of accountability, journalists are probably the only people on the planet who make lawyers look good.

Steven Brill


On September 11, 2001, America’s royalty, the TV news anchors, got it right. They gave us the news straight, which they don’t always do. They told us what was going on without the cynicism and without the attitude. For that, they deserve our thanks and our admiration.

But it shouldn’t take a national catastrophe of unparalleled magnitude to get the news without the usual biases. Before September 11, the media elites, too often, behaved badly. And they will again. It is, after all, who they are. And that is what this book is all about.


Foreword

By Ed Morrissey

I grew up addicted to the news, starting in an era when newspapers had already begun their slow decline, and television news meant the Big Three network broadcasts, or chatty local hosts talking about traffic and weather. At ten, the Watergate hearings fascinated me, and I kept up with the story in the Santa Ana (now Orange County) Register. Three years later, I followed the delegate chase in the Republican presidential nomination in newspapers and Time magazine, gaming out the state-by-state possibilities, and experiencing my first political heartbreak when Ronald Reagan narrowly lost the nomination to Gerald Ford.

My second political heartbreak, needless to say, came a few months later. Most of my freshman classmates had rooted for Jimmy Carter, but my only consolation was that they knew next to nothing about the issues and the politics of the day. It took me years to realize that the same was true for many of the adults who actually had a vote, too . . . and years after that to link that ignorance to the pervasive media bias Bernard Goldberg exposed in Bias.

Any news magazine that got left lying around became fodder for my voracious reading appetite—sometimes front to back, or oddly, more than occasional back-to-front readings. Early in my news-addict life, I had begun looking at news from different angles, and compared notes between the coverage provided by Time and Newsweek, and local papers like the Register, the Los Angeles Times, and the now-defunct Los Angeles Herald Examiner. Reporting in print provided comparisons to that provided by radio and television, especially the national-network broadcasts.

Even with this experience, the concept of media bias didn’t coalesce into my news-addict mind until CBS’s 60 Minutes did a whistleblower feature on my father’s employer, a leading government contractor in space and defense programs. The segment argued that the firm discriminated in its human-resource management based on complaints from two men—one of whom had been fired and the other passed up for promotion. The jewel of the CBS News division apparently thought that two anecdotes equaled a trend and a national story, and my father hit the roof after watching the show. The 60 Minutes reporter didn’t bother to dig into the claims of either men, which to this day Dad says were bogus, and didn’t give his employer a fair opportunity to answer the charges. My father had been a regular viewer of 60 Minutes until then, but ever after proclaimed the show “sixty minutes worth of crap.”

Dad’s disillusionment became my education. After that, my news appetite became tempered with the need to parse the reporting critically, and to look for multiple sources. Not that many existed at that time, in the early-to-mid 1980s. Even for those with cable television and access to CNN (which was hardly universal in that period), a daily-news consumer had the same choices as had been available in the past few decades: one or two local newspapers and local radio and television broadcasters for hard news, plus the Big Three broadcast networks and their evening news broadcasts. Wire service stories got filtered through the layers of editors and publishers at those outlets. The gatekeepers had control of the flow of information, and comparative shopping wasn’t even an option, let alone a luxury.

Even when editorial bias became clear, consumers had very little power to challenge it. Newspapers printed letters to the editor, but the same editors who made the decisions on publication and reporting approach also decided which letters got printed—and how much of those letters would get cut, too. Local stations occasionally offered rebuttal time to viewers, but generally only to editorials offered earlier by station management. In my local area of Los Angeles, KABC’s John Severino took this seriously and allowed intelligent rebuttals. For most stations, though, the process of selecting rebuttals to air became such a farce that Saturday Night Live’s Gilda Radner turned it into a running gag in the mid-1970s. As “Emily Litella,” the late, brilliant Radner would offer an absurd non-sequitur response to a perfectly reasonable editorial, based on some simple misunderstanding of its subject matter. Once corrected, Litella would smile sweetly into the camera and say, “Never mind!”

If any cultural reference exists that better depicts the contempt editors had for their audience and critics, I have yet to find it.

In short, this was a bleak period for a discerning news consumer, especially one whose politics didn’t match up with the prevailing liberal editorial slant. All this began to change in the late 1980s. The end of the FCC’s Fairness Doctrine reinvigorated the declining AM radio commercial industry, and a new distribution method for information arose: talk radio. Rush Limbaugh dominated the market, but a number of fresh voices appeared to provide alternative channels for news, and also for editorial criticism of news outlets. Thanks to their access to a broader range of news outlets but also to an avalanche of tips from listeners who shared their frustration, these talk-radio hosts became an outlet for the disillusionment and dissatisfaction with the news media. Millions tuned in to hear these stars of New Media take on the Brahmins of the Old Media.

Still, the Old Guard gatekeepers held control of the news flow for most consumers until the commercial internet industry began to emerge in the mid-1990s. The lure of advertising dollars drove the established media outlets to stake out their turf on the internet, especially newspapers, where the internet threatened their home-delivery sales. Suddenly, discerning news consumers had a bevy of choices for information, and not just media outlets. Primary sources, such as government agencies and universities, brought their resources on line in at least crude form for research. The near-monopoly of the local newspaper ended, replaced by access to virtually every news outlet in the world by the end of the decade. As broadband began to replace dial-up, video streaming and archiving also became available.

The growth in breadth and speed of the internet also brought another sea change to the news industry: it allowed consumers to create a significant and independent feedback loop. Until then, consumers either had to write letters to the editor and hope that their letter would get published without getting butchered, call in to a talk-radio show, or fume to family and friends. The expansion of the internet changed that by reducing the cost barrier to entry into publishing to nearly nothing. Blogs began appearing in the late 1990s, which would become a serious venue for media criticism in just a few years later—most remarkably, involving CBS News and a spin-off of 60 Minutes.

Even with these advances, the pushback against bias still had serious limitations. Most news consumers lacked eyewitness experience in news media and the mechanics of bias. The gatekeepers of media insisted that bias was a myth, and that all they did was tell the stories American consumers needed to know. They accused critics of attempting to “work the refs” by pressuring them into media bias to suit the political agenda of the critics. No eyewitnesses had come forward from the inside to tell the truth about editorial bias and news manipulation.

Enter CBS’s Bernard Goldberg. In 2001, the longtime CBS News reporter and analyst created a furor with the first edition of Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media Distort the News. The book took a deep dive into a subject Goldberg had broached five years earlier in a Wall Street Journal column—which made a splash in 1996, but had passed without permanent resonance in the era of limited internet connectivity. The book, however, took the media and political worlds by storm, and consumers, too. When the New York Times—which comes in for considerable criticism in this book—had to list it at #1 in its non-fiction bestseller list in January 2002, it’s not hard to imagine the gnashing of teeth in the Times’ offices.

And, for that matter, the offices of CBS News, too. Goldberg worked at CBS for twenty-four years when he first scolded his news division for having a liberal bias in its reporting in the 1996 Wall Street Journal column. Four years later, Goldberg left CBS News, his career torpedoed by people he’d never named in that original column, for the sin of letting everyone in on the worst-kept secret in establishment media. A year after that, Goldberg named all of the players in Bias—especially Dan Rather, whom Goldberg called “The Dan.”

If all that Goldberg offered readers in Bias was a few anecdotes about the pettiness, hypocrisy, and bias inside CBS News, it still would have sold like hotcakes. But Bias accomplished something far more significant—it provided expert confirmation about bias in the media, especially political and social bias, and deconstructed a number of prominent episodes in CBS history proving the point. Nor were his examples limited to CBS News, or just to examples of on-air political bias, as readers will shortly discover for themselves.

Goldberg’s exposé provided even more value to the grassroots critics of national media, too. Bias provided a clear look at the patterns of editorial bias in choice of stories, journalistic bias in the way the stories were written and presented, the biased assumptions that skew the research into the stories, and more. He also identified the root of all the bias: the lack of cultural and political diversity in the newsrooms and editorial castes.

Bias was no ordinary tell-all book. It became the ur-text of consumer criticism of the mainstream media, and a kind of Rosetta Stone for understanding the language and structure of its biases. No book better prepares media consumers for critical thinking in this market, and perhaps no book on the media had ever been as vindicated by later events. Ironically, this vindication would involve CBS News, Dan Rather, the spin-off 60 Minutes II, and a question of human-resources management, this time in the Texas Air National Guard.

In September 2004, 60 Minutes II ran a story just a few weeks before the presidential election alleging that CBS had obtained proof that President George W. Bush had been declared unfit for duty and suspended while in the Texas ANG. The show used the documents to also allege that Bush owed his non-combat assignment and generally good performance reviews to his political ties. The proof was a set of memos supposedly authored by Lt. Col. Jerry Killian, Bush’s commanding officer, which had been provided to CBS News producer Mary Mapes by Bill Burkett. Rather fronted the segment, which had drawn protests from the Bush campaign prior to the broadcast over the charges leveled at the president.

This time, viewers and critics had the means to rebut a badly sourced and obviously biased hit piece from CBS. Within minutes of the segment airing on television, a number of questions arose about the memos, especially their oddly modern typeset font, rather than the fixed-width font that typewriters in the 1970s used. It started with Atlanta attorney Harry MacDougald, posting at the website Free Republic. My friends John Hinderaker and Scott Johnson at Power Line did more extensive analysis of the memos themselves, while Charles Johnson (no relation) at Little Green Footballs overlaid the memos with a version he created with the default settings of Microsoft Word. It matched perfectly, strongly suggesting that the memos had been recently created on a computer and repeatedly photocopied to provide the appearance of some degradation.

Many other bloggers (myself included) provided even more substance to the glaring evidence of fakery in the documents provided to CBS News, and the calls for answers grew louder by the hour. The outrage over the hoax crescendoed to the point where establishment media sources picked up the story from the blogosphere. Within two days of the broadcast, the Associated Press and Washington Post began reporting on the rising skepticism about the memos. The Dallas Morning News discovered that one of the key allegations within it—that Killian had been ordered to “sugarcoat” Bush’s service record by his superior, Col. Walter Staudt—could not possibly have been true; Staudt retired more than a year earlier prior to the date on the memo. Research into Burkett revealed that he had tried smearing Bush in 2000 with a false story about being ordered to sanitize Bush’s military record, only to retract the claim. Burkett had tried to raise the same claim again in February 2004, and Mapes admitted that she knew Burkett was considered “an anti-Bush zealot” by other media outlets.

The story fell apart. After spending a week vociferously defending its report, CBS News reversed course, apologized, and conducted an outside investigation of the scandal. Mapes and three other CBS executives got cashiered, and Rather retired the next year. CBS canceled 60 Minutes II the next year as well, after name changes failed to remove the taint of scandal from the show. Rather insists that no one conclusively proved the documents were false, but even if they were, the underlying story is true—a claim that prompted the derisive phrase “fake but accurate.”

The episode proved the power of media accountability in the distributed network of the blogosphere. That power may not have found its full expression without the roadmap and wise tutelage provided by Goldberg in Bias.

Had Hollywood made this into a movie, the denouement would have the national news media, and especially CBS News, learning from this humiliation and reforming its operations to provide objectivity, or at least some intellectual honesty about its biases. In real life, we still see the same problems of bias, if fewer cases of outright fraud. Sharyl Attkisson worked for more than twenty years at CBS as an investigative reporter, one who built a solid reputation for probing administrations of both political parties. After a management change at CBS News in the wake of Katie Couric’s departure as anchor, Attkisson started getting more and more resistance to airing segments critical of the Barack Obama administration. She found this especially true with her reports on scandals such as Operation Fast and Furious and the Benghazi terror attack that left four Americans dead in September 2012, including the first U.S. ambassador killed in the line of duty in thirty-three years. After her departure, Attkisson noted some of the same dynamics in CBS News management that Goldberg described so well, and so entertainingly, in the pages that follow.

Some lessons may never be learned, it seems. The need for vigorous vetting of news media outlets continues. So does the need for people like Bernard Goldberg to keep teaching consumers how to discern the biases in what the media tells us, and how to understand its origins so that consumers can deliver real accountability. Bias serves as the required textbook to succeed.


Introduction

“They Think You’re a Traitor”

I have it on good authority that my liberal friends in the news media, who account for about 98 percent of all my friends in the news media, are planning a big party to congratulate me for writing this book. As I understand it, media stars like Dan Rather and Tom Brokaw and Peter Jennings will make speeches thanking me for actually saying what they either can’t or won’t. They’ll thank me for saying that they really do slant the news in a leftward direction. They’ll thank me for pointing out that, when criticized, they reflexively deny their bias while at the same time saying their critics are the ones who are really biased. They’ll thank me for observing that in their opinion liberalism on a whole range of issues from abortion and affirmative action to the death penalty and gay rights is not really liberal at all, but merely reasonable and civilized. Finally, they’ll thank me for agreeing with Roger Ailes of Fox News that the media divide Americans into two groups—moderates and right-wing nuts.

My sources also tell me that Rather, Brokaw, or Jennings—no one is sure which one yet—will publicly applaud me for alerting the networks that one reason they’re all losing viewers by the truckload is that fewer and fewer Americans trust them anymore. He’ll applaud, too, when I say that the media need to be more introspective, keep an open mind when critics point to specific examples of liberal bias, and systematically work to end slanted reporting.

According to the information I’ve been able to gather, this wonderful event will take place at a fancy New York City hotel, at eight o’clock in the evening, on a Thursday, exactly three days after Hell freezes over.

Okay, maybe that’s too harsh. Maybe, in a cheap attempt to be funny, I’m maligning and stereotyping the media elites as a bunch of powerful, arrogant, thin-skinned celebrity journalists who can dish it out, which they routinely do on their newscasts, but can’t take it. Except I don’t think so, for reasons I will come to shortly.

First let me say that this was a very difficult book to write. Not because I had trouble uncovering the evidence that there is in fact a tendency to slant the news in a liberal way. That part was easy. Just turn on your TV set and it’s there. Not every night and not in every story, but it’s there too often in too many stories, mostly about the big social and cultural issues of our time.

What made doing this book so hard was that I was writing about people I have known for many years, people who are, or once were, my friends. It’s not easy telling you that Dan Rather, whom I have worked with and genuinely liked for most of my adult life, really is two very different people; and while one Dan is funny and generous, the other is ruthless and unforgiving. I would have preferred to write about strangers. It would have been a lot easier.

Nor is it easy to write about other friends at CBS News, including an important executive who told me that of course the networks tilt left—but also warned that if I ever shared that view with the outside world he would deny the conversation ever took place.

I think this is what they call a delicious irony. A news executive who can tell the truth about liberal bias in network news—but only if he thinks he can deny ever saying it! And these are the people who keep insisting that all they want to do is share the truth with the American people!

It wasn’t easy naming names, but I have. I kept thinking of how my colleagues treat cigarette, tire, oil, and other company executives in the media glare. The news business deserves the same hard look because it is even more important.

Fortunately, I was on the inside as a news correspondent for twenty-eight years, from 1972, when I joined CBS News as a twenty-six-year-old, until I left in the summer of 2000. So I know the business, and I know what they don’t want the public to see.

Many of the people I spoke to, as sources, would not let me use their names, which is understandable. They simply have too much to lose. You can talk freely about many things when you work for the big network news operations, but liberal bias is not one of them. Take it from me, the liberals in the newsroom tend to frown on such things.

And there are a few things that are not in this book—information I picked up and confirmed but left out because writing about it would cause too much damage to people, some powerful, some not, even if I didn’t use any names.

But much of what I heard didn’t come from Deep Throat sources in parking garages at three o’clock in the morning, but from what the big network stars said on their own newscasts and in other big public arenas, for the world to hear.

When Peter Jennings, for example, was asked about liberal bias, on Larry King Live on May 15, 2001, he said, “I think bias is very largely in the eye of the beholder.” This might offend the two or three conservative friends I have, but I think Peter is right, except that instead of saying “very largely” he should have left it as “sometimes in the eye of the beholder.” Because it’s true that some people who complain about liberal bias think Al Roker the weatherman is out to get conservatives just because he forecast rain on the Fourth of July. And some people who say they want the news without bias really mean they want it without liberal bias. Conservative bias would be just fine.

Some of Dan, Tom, and Peter’s critics would think it fine if a story about affirmative action began, “Affirmative action, the program that no right-thinking American could possibly support, was taken up by the U.S. Supreme Court today.” But I wouldn’t. Bias is bias.

It’s important to know, too, that there isn’t a well-orchestrated, vast left-wing conspiracy in America’s newsrooms. The bitter truth, as we’ll see, is arguably worse.

Even though I attack liberal bias, not liberal values, I will be portrayed by some of my old friends as a right-wing ideologue. Indeed, I’ve already faced this accusation. When I wrote an op-ed for the Wall Street Journal in 1996 about liberal bias among the media elites, my professional life turned upside down. I became radioactive. People I had known and worked with for years stopped talking to me. When a New York Post reporter asked Rather about my op-ed, Rather replied that he would not be pressured by “political activists” with a “political agenda” “inside or outside” of CBS News. The “inside” part, I think, would be me.

Sadly, Dan doesn’t think that any critic who utters the words “liberal bias” can be legitimate, even if that critic worked with Dan himself for two decades. Such a critic cannot possibly be well-meaning. To Dan, such a critic is Spiro Agnew reincarnated, spouting off about those nattering nabobs of negativism. Too bad. A little introspection could go a long way.

I know that no matter how many examples I give of liberal bias, no matter how carefully I try to explain how it happens, some will dismiss my book as the product of bad blood, of a “feud” between Dan Rather and me. How do I know this? Because that is exactly how Tom Brokaw characterized it when I wrote a second Wall Street Journal piece about liberal bias in May 2001.

In it I said that as hard as it may be to believe, I’m convinced that Dan and Tom and Peter “don’t even know what liberal bias is.” “The problem,” I wrote, “is that Mr. Rather and the other evening stars think that liberal bias means just one thing: going hard on Republicans and easy on Democrats. But real media bias comes not so much from what party they attack. Liberal bias is the result of how they see the world.”

The very same morning the op-ed came out, Tom Brokaw was on C-SPAN promoting his new book, when Brian Lamb, the host, asked about my op-ed. Tom smiled and said he was “bemused” by the column, adding, “I know that he’s [Goldberg’s] had an ongoing feud with Dan; I wish he would confine it to that, frankly.”

Here’s a bulletin: in my entire life I have mentioned Dan Rather’s name only once in a column, be it about liberal media bias or anything else. Five years earlier, when I wrote my first and only other piece about liberal bias, I did in fact talk about the “media elites,” of which Dan surely is one. So counting that (and before this book), I have written exactly two times about Dan Rather and liberal bias—or, for that matter, about Dan Rather and any subject, period!

Two times! And that, to Tom Brokaw, constitutes a “feud,” which strikes me as a convenient way to avoid an inconvenient subject that Tom and many of the other media stars don’t especially like to talk about or, for that matter, think too deeply about.

I also suspect that, thanks to this book, I will hear my named linked to the words “disgruntled former employee” and “vindictive.” While it’s true I did leave CBS News when it became clear that Dan would “never” (his word) forgive me for writing about liberal bias in the news, let me state the following without any fear whatsoever that I might be wrong: Anyone who writes a book to be vindictive is almost certainly insane and at any moment could find himself standing before a judge who, acting well within the law, might sign official papers that could result in that “vindictive” person being committed to a secure facility for people with mental defects.

I don’t know this from firsthand experience, but my guess is it would be easier to give birth to triplets than write a book, especially if you’ve never written one before. Staring at a blank page on a computer screen for hours and hours and hours is not the most efficient way to be vindictive. It seems to me that staring at the TV set for a couple of seconds and blowing a raspberry at the anchorman would take care of any vindictive feelings one might have.

So, does all of this lead to the inevitable conclusion that all the big-time media stars bat from the left side of the plate? Does it mean that there are no places in the media where the bent is undeniably conservative? Of course not!

Talk radio in America is overwhelmingly right of center. And there are plenty of conservative syndicated newspaper columnists. There are “magazines of opinion” like the Weekly Standard and National Review. There’s Fox News on cable TV, which isn’t afraid to air intelligent conservative voices. And there’s even John Stossel at ABC News, who routinely challenges the conventional liberal wisdom on all sorts of big issues. But, the best I can figure, John’s just about the only one, which says a lot about the lack of diversity inside the network newsrooms.

On February 15, 1996, two days after my op-ed on liberal bias came out in the Wall Street Journal, Howard Kurtz of the Washington Post wrote about the firestorm it was creating. “The author was not some conservative media critic, but Bernard Goldberg, the veteran CBS News correspondent. His poison-pen missive has angered longtime colleagues, from news division president Andrew Heyward and anchor Dan Rather on down.”

Kurtz quoted several dumbfounded CBS News people, one of whom suggested I resign, and ended his story with something I told him, more out of sadness than anything else. Journalists, I said, “admire people on the outside who come forward with unpopular views, who want to make something better. But if you’re on the inside and you raise a serious question about the news, they don’t embrace you. They don’t admire you. They think you’re a traitor.”

I am not a traitor, nor am I the enemy. And neither are the millions of Americans who agree with me. The enemy is arrogance. And I’m afraid it’s on the other side of the camera.


The News Mafia 1

I can’t say the precise moment it hit me, but I do know that it was on a Sunday night while I was watching the HBO series The Sopranos. That’s when I started noticing that the wise guys in the mob and the news guys at the networks had the same kind of people skills.

Maybe Tony had somebody killed. Or maybe just roughed up. Or it might have been only words, something he said to his psychiatrist. I’m not sure. But the more I watched the more I saw how striking the similarities are between the Mafia and the media.

And, let the record show, I mean no disrespect to the Mafia.

In between hijacking trucks and throwing people off bridges, the wise guys are always going on about honor and loyalty and family, the holy trinity as far as guys with names like Tony Soprano and Paulie Walnuts are concerned. These are people who are exquisitely and monumentally delusional, of course. But it’s this fundamental belief—that despite the bad PR, deep down where it really counts, they are just a bunch of honorable men who care about the important things in life and only hurt people who hurt them—that allows the wise guys to crush anyone who gets in their way.

It’s the same with the News Mafia.

On The Sopranos, the biggest sin a wise guy can commit is to open his big mouth to the wrong people and blab about family business. On this matter, there is no difference—no difference whatsoever!—between the wise guys who operate in the dark shadows of the underworld and the news guys who supposedly operate in the bright sunlight. If a wise guy on The Sopranos—or one from the real-life Gambinos or Bonannos or Colombos—becomes too chatty about dirty little family secrets, there’s a very good chance he will get very unhealthy very quickly.

Same with the News Mafia.

Trust me. I’m speaking from up-close-and-personal firsthand experience, from twenty-eight years on the inside as a news correspondent with one of the three big families, CBS News.

So, what happened? Well, as Tony Soprano might put it to his old pal Pussy Bompensiero in the Bada Bing! Lounge: Bernie G opened his big mouth to the wrong people—and he got whacked! (Which is precisely what happened to Pussy after he opened his big mouth to the wrong people.)

The Don in this case is actually The Dan. Dan Rather. Capo di tutti news guys. It’s not generally known, but The Dan even speaks his own secret language, which around CBS is known as Dan-ish (it shouldn’t be confused with the language they speak in Denmark). In Dan-ish, “it’s all my fault” means “it’s all your fault” . . . “no problem” means “big problem” . . . “don’t worry, amigo” means “worry a lot, you unworthy piece of crap!” In The Dan’s presence, you get the feeling that if things start going wrong for The Dan, something real bad could start going wrong—for you!

If CBS News were a prison instead of a journalistic enterprise, three-quarters of the producers and 100 percent of the vice presidents would be Dan’s bitches. In the 1980s there actually was a vice president at CBS News whose unofficial title was “vice president in charge of Dan Rather.” His main job was to make sure Dan was happy. This was a very important job.

But in spite of the aura of fear that surrounds The Dan, he’s also one of the most generous people I’ve ever known. At holiday time, I would often get a nice gift from The Dan. And if you were one of his loyal guys—and for twenty-five years, I was—he’d also send nice handwritten notes telling you how much he appreciated you being around. To this day—even though he’s the one who wanted me whacked—I still have an old framed picture on my wall at home in Miami of The Dan, with his arm around my young son, Brian, and me at CBS News in New York, all of us with big smiles.

And he’s also funny, in a disarming, folksy kind of way. If you’ve ever tuned in to CBS News on Election Night, you might think you hit the wrong button on your remote and stumbled onto an old rerun of Hee Haw.

“Democrats and Republicans are nervous as pigs in a packing plant over these returns because the polls have closed and we don’t know the results.”

Must be a hot race, huh, Dan?

“Why, it’s hotter than an armadillo’s hide at a West Texas picnic on the Fourth of July.”

How ’bout that cliffhanger down in Florida, Dan, between Dubya and Al Gore?

“That race is tighter than the rusted lug nuts on a ’55 Ford.”

Looks like Dubya’s got the lead.

“Yeah, but that lead is shakier than cafeteria Jell-O.”

Those boys sure are playin’ hardball, huh, Dan?

“Nasty enough to gag a buzzard.”

Who do you think will win?

“I wouldn’t touch that one with an eleven-foot pole, which is the pole I reserve for things I won’t touch with a ten-foot pole.”

That’s Dan playing Will Rogers on pork rinds. It’s all written down and rehearsed, of course, but Dan makes it sound like genuine, off-the-cuff, good-ol’-boy ad-libs.

I know that Dan Rather real well. And I like him.

But a few years ago, I got to meet the other Dan Rather, the one behind the big anchorman smile. The one the public doesn’t get to see. The one who operates with the cool precision of a Mafia hit man who kisses you on the cheek right before he puts a bullet through your eyeball.

So when that Dan assured me, sounding more like The Godfather than The Anchorman, that “Bernie, we were friends yesterday, we’re friends today, and we’ll be friends tomorrow”—I knew I was dead.

It was just a matter of time.

February 13, 1996, was the day I committed my unpardonable sin and began to die.

Which was what, exactly? What terrible, unforgivable crime had I perpetrated against The Dan?

Did I sell crack to his kids?

No.

Did I spill a drink on his wife’s head at the CBS News Christmas party?

No.

Did I sneak into his office after work one night and make off with one of his Savile Row suits, which are tailored by the same house that made Edward R. Murrow’s clothes, and which cost more than my house?

No. But I wish I had.

What I did was worse. Much worse, as far as The Dan was concerned. I violated the code of omerta, the sacred code of silence that both wise guys and news guys live and die by.

I said out loud what millions of TV news viewers all over America know and have been complaining about for years: that too often, Dan and Peter and Tom and a lot of their foot soldiers don’t deliver the news straight, that they have a liberal bias, and that no matter how often the network stars deny it, it is true.

I would have been a lot better off if I had spilled a drink on his wife’s head, sold crack to his kids, and stolen one of his Savile Row suits!

Actually I didn’t say the networks were biased—I wrote it in one of the most important and widely read newspapers in the entire country, the Wall Street Journal, whose editorial page liberals love to hate. In an op-ed piece, I wrote, “There are lots of reasons fewer people are watching network news, and one of them, I’m more convinced than ever, is that our viewers simply don’t trust us. And for good reason.

“The old argument that the networks and other ‘media elites’ have a liberal bias is so blatantly true that it’s hardly worth discussing anymore. No, we don’t sit around in dark corners and plan strategies on how we’re going to slant the news. We don’t have to. It comes naturally to most reporters.”

As my old buddy Wayne, who’s never set foot in a newsroom in his life, put it, “What’s the big deal; everybody knows that’s true.” Maybe, Wayne, but there’s a big difference between when Rush Limbaugh or Bill Buckley says it and when a CBS News correspondent says it.

This was coming from the inside, from one of Rather’s guys. Limbaugh could rave on about the liberal media all he wanted and the media elites would brush him off like a flake of dandruff on a blue suit. If William F. Buckley had written, word for word, what I had written, Dan Rather would have yawned and jumped in his limousine and headed for lunch at The Four Seasons.

Limbaugh and Buckley and all those other “right-wingers”—everybody to the right of Lenin is a “right-winger,” as far as the media elites are concerned—were all a bunch of Republican partisans.

But I wasn’t. I was a newsman. One of their newsmen! I had done a thousand stories for Walter Cronkite and Dan Rather on the CBS Evening News and later as the senior correspondent on 48 Hours, the prime-time show Rather fronted. They don’t let you stick around for more than two decades if you’ve got a political ax to grind. No, I was what The Dan and his nominal bosses in the front office call all of their reporters and producers: objective . . . fair . . . balanced.

I’ll bet anything those are the exact words CBS News would have used to defend me if I had reported a story for the Evening News that came down hard on big business or the military or even the church. CBS News would have said, Bernie has a well-deserved reputation for being objective, fair, and balanced, and we stand by Bernie and our story.

But this piece I had written for the Wall Street Journal wasn’t about business or the military or the church or any other safe target. Writing about the evils of business or the military or the church is like taking a walk in the park. I had just taken a stroll through a field of land mines. Taking on the pope is one thing. Taking on the media elites is quite another. And taking them on from the inside—violating their sacred code of omerta—is a sin.

A mortal sin.

It’s funny how some of the biggest, most dramatic changes in our lives happen almost by accident. If we hadn’t gone to that particular drugstore to buy toothpaste and tissues on that particular day, we might not have met an old friend whom we hadn’t seen in years, who invited us to a party where we met somebody’s accountant, who walked us over to this schoolteacher whom we fell in love with and married. Go to a different drugstore and wind up with a different life.

Which brings us to Hurricane Andrew, the costliest natural disaster in the entire history of the United States, which just happened to blow through my house and thousands of others in South Florida in 1992. This brought me into contact for the very first time with a good ol’ boy named Jerry Kelley, a chain-smoking, fifty-something building contractor who grew up in Enterprise, Alabama, and who makes Gomer Pyle sound like Laurence Olivier.

Without Hurricane Andrew there would have been no Jerry Kelley. And without Jerry Kelley there would have been no Wall Street Journal op-ed piece that changed my life forever.

Jerry Kelley saved my family and me. He repaired the damage the hurricane had done to our house. He was always there when we needed him. And we became friends, a kind of odd couple. We talked often, mostly about politics and current events, which he loved.
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