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JUSTICE TO ALL, PARTIALITY TO NONE

It was a typical day in the Donald Trump administration—which means it would have been an atypical day in the life of any other administration.

The president was talking about sending American troops to the southern U.S. border to help stop a “crisis” that we were told included roving caravans of marauding illegal immigrants intent on looting the countryside, engaging in criminal activities, and stealing American jobs while also in the process of sapping our infrastructure and human services by collecting unemployment.

To send U.S. troops to the border, Trump had to get authorization from Congress because such a move violated the Posse Comitatus Act.1 The act limits the powers of the U.S. military to enforce domestic policies within the United States.

Republicans have long supported this legislation, but the Trump administration seemed to be unaware of it. On the day in question, John Bennett, who at the time was Roll Call’s White House reporter, and I walked back behind the James S. Brady Press Briefing Room in the West Wing to the lower press offices to ask a member of Trump’s staff how the president was going to get around the act and if he planned to ask Congress to give him a waiver. At the time, the GOP ran the House and the Senate—so opposition was unlikely. And Congress has given presidential waivers in the past.

Bennett was a few steps ahead of me and had already cornered Deputy Press Secretary Hogan Gidley in his office. Gidley was once considered for the top job Sarah Huckabee Sanders and later Stephanie Grisham and Kayleigh McEnany held, but he was never chosen. Gidley was a dapper dresser, prone to drinking muscle milk, which he kept stored in his office and which was often given as gifts from staff members.

He was energetic and for the most part friendly. He tried to help out the press, often muttering and jotting things down in a notebook and promising to get back to us—which he seldom did—but he tried. Some of the president’s staff joked about his boundless energy and how he always seemed to be on the go. One assistant vowed to put a bell on his neck so we would know where he was.

Bennett asked Gidley about the Posse Comitatus Act. Hogan stared at him and then me and then said, “Is that some kind of rule or something?”

Bennett and I stared at each other, and we seemed to say in unison. “It’s a law,” and I added, “Republicans are usually supportive of it.” Hogan nodded as if he understood and then went on to answer a few other questions.

At the end, Bennett circled back around to the first question, and Gidley nodded vigorously, telling us both that he’d get back to us about “that Hakuna Matata thing” before shooing us out his door.

“Hakuna Matata?” Bennett said when we got back to the basement cubicles that served as office space for reporters. “He called the Posse Comitatus Act ‘that Hakuna Matata thing,’ what the fuck? He quoted the Lion King ?”

That brand of lunacy was indicative of the Trump years at the White House. But it wasn’t the reaction we got from Gidley that surprised me. Like Bennett, I couldn’t help but chuckle.

Later, when we recounted this story to others, I was surprised there were reporters who had no idea what the Posse Comitatus Act is. “Why would I need to know that?” one reporter asked me.

Another younger reporter said it wasn’t important, and that reporter also asked me how to keep a press secretary from asking a reporter a question in response to a question.

Suddenly, I felt as if I were in that scene in Broadcast News where Albert Brook’s character chides William Hurt’s character about his lack of knowledge of government. Only it was worse. I questioned some of the young reporters and found the White House beat was only their second (sometimes their first) job in the business. One reporter told me, “I just got thrown into it.”

Journalism sure has changed. Or maybe not.

The American journalistic trek through time that led us to Donald J. Trump began in 1690. That year, Benjamin Harris, an Englishman living in Boston, published the first multiple-page newspaper in what would later become the United States. Living and working in Boston, the erstwhile journalist introduced to the world Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick in September. The newspaper had three pages of text, and the fourth page was left blank for others to write in pieces of news they could in turn hand out to others—an early example of social media.2 The publication contained local news, gossip, and a piece on King William’s war. The British government closed it down after one issue, Harris was jailed, and the colonies didn’t get another multipage newspaper until 1704, when John Campbell published Boston News-Letter.

Newspapers were cutting-edge technology. Unlike word-of-mouth communications and later the internet and television, newspapers also represented an unchangeable foundation on which political and social issues could be discussed. Anyone who’s ever played the “telephone game” knows how easily the spoken word can change—even without intent. Anyone who’s ever read the news on the internet or seen “deep fake” videos knows how ephemeral those methods of communication are. Newspapers were and are different. Once printed, the word doesn’t change unless amended in further print issues. This enabled then and does now a voluminous amount of people to read the same thing. When Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay united to produce the Federalist essays, they chose to publish them in  The Independent Journal  and  The Daily Advertiser, from which those essays were copied by practically every paper in America long before they were made into a book.

Until then, the most widely spread printed material was the Bible.
 
From the beginning of our republic, the government and the independent press were contentious players on the public scene. Journalists by nature are antagonistic toward those in power. “And what is a journalist without energy, enthusiasm, and integrity, plus insatiable curiosity and courage,” Helen Thomas wrote.3

Thomas noted, as H. L. Mencken did before her, that journalists rarely encourage friendship among those they cover—and often do not even encourage such feelings among their competitive peers. The craft has never been among the higher-paid professions, though some of the richer talking heads on networks make a barrel full of cash. The rewards in such a lifestyle come in a proximity to events and the ability to then communicate facts of those events to the rest of us. The firsthand seat at historic events and the ability to directly question those in power and to tell everyone what is actually going on is a powerful draw to people with a certain independent mind-set. Journalism has always attracted those types, but it is hard to hold on to them.

In the beginning, it was all about the politics. Newspapers owed allegiance to politicians and parties. Competing factions had competing newspapers.

The founding fathers were well aware of the problems of the emerging Fourth Estate, and Thomas Jefferson, for one, never hesitated to call reporters and publications on the carpet for perceived transgressions and inaccurate reporting. And while Jefferson was a staunch critic, he was an even larger supporter of the free press. His quotes are often taken out of context, but the fact remains free speech is guaranteed in the First Amendment and was seen as a cornerstone of democracy by our founding fathers.

In the first years of the republic, the U.S. Postal Service Act provided substantial subsidies: newspapers were delivered up to 100 miles for a penny and beyond for 1.5 cents, when first-class postage ranged from six cents to a quarter.4 As a result, the growing population of the United States stayed informed and literate, and that, in turn, helped to drive economics and the engine of democracy.

As the country got its footing, the press started feeling its oats. George Washington became upset with the competing press, particularly the part the press played in bitter acrimony between John Adams and Thomas Jefferson.

One of the most acrimonious criticisms occurred in the Connecticut Courant, the weekly precursor of the Hartford Courant, the oldest continuously published newspaper as of March 2021. It has gone through a long history of sales and acquisitions but began as a weekly called the Connecticut Courant on October 29, 1764, becoming daily in 1837. In 1979, it was bought by the  Times Mirror Company. In 2000, Times Mirror became owned by the Tribune Company, which later combined the paper’s management and facilities with those of a Tribune-owned Hartford television station. In 2014, the  Courant  and other Tribune print properties were spun off to a new corporate parent, Tribune Publishing, separate from the station.

Jefferson, who said he still supported a free press, also encouraged court packing and investigations against those in the press he didn’t like—stirring up animosity from Federalists. Jefferson even sued the Courant for criminal libel and took it a step farther.

The Reverend Azel Backus was charged with libeling the president from his Bethlehem pulpit. Backus had called Jefferson a “liar, whoremaster, debaucher, drunkard, gambler.”

He also made references to Jefferson’s using slaves for immoral purposes.5

In The Opposition Press of the Federalist Period, Donald H. Stewart noted the decline of the Federalists and the rise of Jefferson’s Democratic-Republican Party. He said much of it came to pass because Jefferson was very good at manipulating and driving press coverage, which helped him spread the word and gave rise to his power. Not until Lincoln’s plurality in 1860 did a “victorious electoral machine” arise from nothing within less than a decade. “With all their gifts for leadership and all the popular topics that arose, Madison, Jefferson and their companions could not possibly have worked this miracle without the aid of the newspapers.”6

As newspapers began printing on pulp, replacing more expensive cloth-laden paper, printing prices fell, and the Penny Press was born. Advertising freed the press from its political overlords and for many years helped to drive the independence that marked the supposed “golden age” of journalism.

Some, of course, never believed there was a golden age. Critics point out that newspapers traded one overlord—politicians—for another—advertisers (who often influenced and were influenced by politicians). Newspaper owners and editors thought they had an independence from those factors, with few or no sacred cows. However, Ambrose Bierce described a reporter as a “writer who guesses his way to the truth and dispels it with a tempest of words.”7

H. L. Mencken decried the institution in his day, saying, “Every other American city of that era was full of such papers—dreadful little rags, venal, vulnerable and vile.”8

There was no stopping the press, however. As the nation grew, so did its newspapers. In 1775, there were but a handful of newspapers. By the Civil War, there were more than a thousand.

The Pony Express and the expansion west of railroads and the telegraph led to increasing competition for news and increased speed in news reporting. Special editions of newspapers or quickly printed “extras” informed the citizenry of breaking news.

One of my favorite stories, told to me by the late Barry Bingham Sr., had to do with the country’s westward expansion. While it is probably nothing more than an apocryphal tale, Bingham told it with a zeal. A Pony Express rider on the frontier stopped into a post to drop off the mail and other dispatches. The dispatch recipient, being an important man of reputation, was quite pleased until the rider explained he’d left the man’s newspaper at his previous post—at which time the recipient of the dispatches became angry. “Don’t you think you’d better go back and get it?” The previous post was some 25 miles away.

“That’s the power of the press!” Bingham told me.

As the country became smaller, press partnerships grew, and those eventually became wire services.

The Associated Press helped drive the demand and delivered to readers who craved the latest news from faraway places readers might otherwise not have seen. The Associated Press also helped to free newspapers from the New York and Washington markets by providing independent reporting.


A few selections from different newspapers show how the press changed and did so very quickly.

On June 9, 1813, the New York Spectator’s lead story was about the loss of the Chesapeake during the War of 1812. The paper featured several correspondents, news from Congress on other issues, and a story reprinted from the Portland Gazette (Maine) about a lost boy. The stories didn’t pretend to be impartial.

On the date of the Lincoln assassination, the New York Observer’s front page was dominated with featured letters from politicians expressing their grief along with a tick-tock of the events of the day that are still far more in depth than some history books.

By 1876, when Custer faced his last stand, the press had changed. Now there were ads on the front page of newspapers and claims of fairness and justice. The Daily Critic in Washington, D.C., had a banner motto, “Justice to All, Partiality to None.” There were ads on the front page that included special notices, cigar ads, and a listing for a house for rent blocks away from the White House for $50 a month. The rental was lauded as the “best in town.”

Advertising freed newspapers from politicians—or at least gave the appearance of such—but their accuracy, as in any age, was only as good as the reporters and editors who used the means to report the news. In the Los Angeles Express on April 15, 1912, telegraphs and advanced communications allowed the paper to publish a front-page story on the sinking of Titanic, which had occurred a few days earlier. But the newspaper erroneously reported that “everyone is safe” in the sinking.

Two days later, the New York World reported the number of dead and missing closer to reality, but not until April 23 in a Swedish newspaper, the Swedish Tribune-News, would the numbers be reported accurately.

Today, Donald Trump and others would call this “fake news,” but back then, it was accepted that while the newspapers represented the first draft of history, the first headlines weren’t the last draft—and we anxiously awaited getting updates without the prejudice we all seem to embrace today. And while we all seem to live in an accelerated news cycle where a story a day old is now history, back then, we were more patient with getting the facts because our means of dissemination of the facts was not much faster than the time it took to get those facts. Today, we want it now, and we want to produce it first. When we get things wrong, which we often do, today, we often ascribe dirty motives to getting things wrong—when such motives usually don’t exist.


That’s not to say crusading journalism and attitudes didn’t exist. They did indeed. Henry Watterson, Horace Greeley, and Henry Raymond stand out as some of the outstanding editors of the newspapers from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yellow journalism and the muckrakers helped influence politics, including Teddy Roosevelt, who read Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle and advocated the reforms in the meatpacking industry that led to healthier supplies of meat for millions.

Of course, Roosevelt didn’t like the press either. In 1906, he coined the term “muckraker” and said of journalists, “There are, in the body politic, economic and social, many and grave evils, and there is urgent necessity for the sternest war upon them. There should be relentless exposure of and attack upon every evil man whether politician or business man, every evil practice, whether in politics, in business, or in social life. I hail as a benefactor every writer or speaker, every man who, on the platform, or in book, magazine, or newspaper, with merciless severity makes such attack, provided always that he in his turn remembers that the attack is of use only if it is absolutely truthful.”9

The truth has always been in the eye of the beholder—or in the eye of the guy who buys ink by the barrel. There remains the apocryphal story of William Randolph Hearst saying, “You furnish the pictures and I’ll furnish the war.”

Whether or not that is true, Hearst, the founder of the Hearst newspaper chain (the largest newspaper chain in the country while Hearst was alive), and Joseph Pulitzer (the publisher for whom the Pulitzer Prize is named) were at the turn of the twentieth century two of the most powerful men in journalism and had a dramatic effect on government and our lives.

The competition among newspapers led to sensationalism—then and today—though today, it is seen mostly on talking-head panel shows on cable networks, viral videos on TikTok, Instagram, Twitter, or spurious claims from dubious online publications that are replacing older sources of information because of the ease of the online app.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, competition and sensationalism led to newsboys on street corners hawking breaking news. “Extra. Extra. Read all about it!” was a familiar and clichéd cry from street corners across the country. The newsboy strike of 1899 led to a movie, Newsies, which depicted this lifestyle. By World War II, the fight for control of news sales led to an emphasis on home delivery. The “Newsies” were no more.

It wasn’t, as Sean Spicer would say in the Brady Briefing Room one day in 2017, “all unicorns and rainbows” either when it came to the press and government. A century before Spicer and President Donald Trump went after the press, in 1917, the postmaster general revoked the mailing privileges of the newspaper the Milwaukee Leader because he felt that some of its articles impeded the war effort and the draft. Articles called the president an aristocrat and called the draft oppressive. Over dissents by Justices Brandeis and Holmes, the Supreme Court upheld the action.10

E. W. Scripps was the founder of the first newspaper chain in the United States, and it was the founding of the chains that led to the downfall of independent journalism and today’s constriction of ownership and influence. It is the mistaken belief, fostered by government promotion and prodding, as well as the lobbyists for the large chains, that larger newspapers have a better chance of survival. This has effectively destroyed journalism. While chain-store journalism does technically help large newspapers survive, it also kills the independent publisher who cannot attract large advertisers who thrive on the immense circulation numbers of the chain newspapers. As a result, most of the local coverage that attracts viewers, listeners, and readers has died. It is replaced by cookie-cutter reporting by a small number of reporters who, by their proximity to those they cover, often come to believe they are as important as the issues and people they cover. Elitism and ignorance abound in today’s journalism.

“As a result of the application of chain-store methods to journalism by these amiable Vandals there are fewer papers than there used to be, and the individual journalist is less important. All the multitudinous Hearts papers are substantially identical, and so are all the Scripps-Howard papers,” H. L. Mencken observed in 1927. “Two thirds of their contents are produced in great factories, and what remains is chiefly a highly standardized bilge.”11

By the time Franklin Delano Roosevelt came to power, newspapers had solidified their influence. But there was a new competitor on the scene—radio. Nothing revolutionized news coverage as radio did. Not before and not after.

Radio shortened the length of time in the news cycle as nothing else had before it—not even television was as radical in bringing breaking news before the general public. The internet is merely the latest act in the revolution sparked by the instantaneous effect of radio.

WHAS radio in Louisville, Kentucky, owned by the Bingham family, who also owned the independent Courier-Journal and Louisville Times, was an example of the new power in news. WHAS was designated by the federal government a “clear channel” radio station. That status allowed the station to broadcast a more powerful signal than other stations that could be heard by more people, and it also meant no other radio station in the United States could broadcast on the same frequency. During the disastrous 1937 Ohio River valley flood that ravaged communities from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to Cairo, Illinois, this enabled WHAS radio along with WLW, “The Nation’s Station,” in Cincinnati to assist millions of listeners. In a flood that lasted from late January into February, 385 people died, and more than a million were left homeless.

WHAS, part of the fledgling CBS radio network at the time—which had been in existence less than a decade—was in the right place at the right time. WHAS quickly went to nonstop news coverage, transmitting commercial free for weeks. The broadcasts were mostly messages relayed to rescue crews. When the floodwaters threatened to cut off the WHAS broadcast, Nashville’s WSM picked up WHAS’s broadcasts for three days. This natural disaster cemented the need to broadcast breaking news.

Newspapers could not compete with this immediacy, and the 1937 flood set the stage for profitable radio and television networking going forward. When CNN went wall-to-wall with coverage of the Challenger disaster or during the Gulf War, they were paying homage to the valiant efforts of radio reporters in 1937. The immediacy of radio was a bellwether for the newspaper industry. As early as the 1930s, journalists such as H. L. Mencken noted that acquisitions made newspapers stronger but also took away some independence. While, with advertising, the newspapers could push back stronger against politicians and were less corrupt, they also began sacrificing the local coverage that made them relevant. And no newspaper reporter could ever hope to compete with radio news when it took hours to post a newspaper story versus mere moments when a radio station could go “live” from a breaking event. Newspapers could provide context and nuance, but radio drove you to the story—and inevitably the ability to break a story led to sacrificing nuance and context for availability. Newspapers had the day-to-day job of holding government accountable, but radio and, later, television reporters got to be “stars” by covering breaking news, and that also led to the decline of newspapers.

As television entered the fray, newspapers lost even more of their audience. Morning shows, noon shows, late afternoon, and 11 p.m. or 10 p.m. newscasts overthrew the morning and afternoon papers—and the joy was, with free television on the airwaves, no viewer had to pay for television news. Advertisers picked up all of the cost. So newspapers, which sold subscriptions, began to lose readers and advertisers.

The big turnaround in news came because of President John F. Kennedy. He enjoyed a close relationship with reporters. They felt they were a part of Camelot. Then Kennedy got assassinated, and television came into its own with wall-to-wall coverage. We saw Jack Ruby gun down Lee Harvey Oswald. We saw Lyndon Baines Johnson take the oath of office on an airplane. We saw Jackie Kennedy walk off a plane with bloodstains on her dress. It was one of my earliest memories, and I remember my mother crying. On our little black-and-white television set, it looked like chocolate stains, and I distinctly remember thinking, “Mommy’s crying because that woman has chocolate stains on her dress.”

We saw the caissons. We saw the funeral. We watched Walter Cronkite pronounce the president dead and smoke a cigarette on set while he did it.

Reporters in the field, like Dan Rather, became well known to millions of Americans for covering the Kennedy assassination. Rather had joined the ranks of CBS after showing Houston television viewers who watched KHOU the first radar pictures of a hurricane. He also gained fame for risking his life during the hurricane, wading into the floodwaters of Hurricane Carla in 1961. Rather was made for television, and his Kennedy assassination coverage helped make viewers solid believers in television news. From that point on, television news dominated and became the primary source for informing Americans. It continues to this day with ongoing challenges from Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok.

In the beginning of its news domination, television benefited from newspapers and radio. Many of the best-known television reporters and anchors had print or radio backgrounds. They were beat reporters who developed sources and were familiar with the nuances of city hall and Congress. When Walter Cronkite spoke out against the Vietnam War, Lyndon Johnson knew he was done—not because Cronkite was a popular talking head but because he was an experienced reporter who had covered World War II and had the gravitas of a wide variety of experience and depth of coverage that could not be denied.

Soon, Cronkite and the others of his generation were replaced by a new kid in town—the television reporter who never worked a beat, never worried about sourcing, and was driven purely by looks and ratings. They would help tank reporting. The owners who hired them and promoted them were at fault. But they didn’t care. Access, proximity, live shots—those began to matter in the television world, and it drove out more in-depth coverage as ratings increased. We began to give our viewers what they wanted—and not necessarily what they needed to know.

Newspapers, which had already begun to buy each other out during Mencken’s time, accelerated this move during the middle and late twentieth century. Far from being owned by politicians, newspapers, radio stations, television networks, and local stations became subservient to advertisers. Advertising freed journalism from politicians. But nothing could free journalism from the needs of the marketplace. Journalism, though not compatible with capitalism, became tethered to it.

Investigative journalism, the heart of any good reporting, is expensive and timely and invariably is going to aggravate businesses or politicians—especially if those investigations uncover serious wrongdoing. By the mid-1970s at the University of Missouri, some intrepid reporters founded Investigative Reporters and Editors, an organization that came into being in the aftermath of Nixon’s Watergate scandal. Its goal is to help investigative reporters like Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein who spearheaded the work exposing Watergate.

That was a heady time for young journalists. Everyone wanted to be the next Woodward and Bernstein. Fewer wanted to be or knew about Ben Bagdikian, who worked at the Washington Post and helped publish the Pentagon Papers.

The New York Times broke the story of those papers, released publicly by Daniel Ellsberg. That led Ellsberg to being prosecuted under the espionage act by the Nixon administration. At first, Nixon didn’t mind the release of sensitive information that showed John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson had lied to the American public. But Secretary of State Henry Kissinger convinced Nixon it was a bad precedent should Nixon want to hide anything or lie to the public, so Nixon had U.S. Attorney General William Rehnquist intervene. After Ben Bradlee and Bagdikian began to publish their own stories in mid-June 1971, based on the information Ellsberg leaked, Rehnquist sought an injunction in U.S. district court. Judge Murray Gurfein declined to issue the injunction, writing that the “security of the Nation is not at the ramparts alone. Security also lies in the value of our free institutions. A cantankerous press, an obstinate press, a ubiquitous press must be suffered by those in authority to preserve the even greater values of freedom of expression and the right of the people to know.”12

Nixon, of course, appealed this decision and lost at the Supreme Court, 6–3. All nine justices penned opinions on the vote. Justice Hugo Black wrote, “Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose deception in government. And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press is the duty to prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people.”13

The Supreme Court decision was seen as a mixed bag in courtrooms across the country. For 15 days, major newspapers had been stifled while the case was considered before the Supreme Court, and while the free press ultimately prevailed, it was Bagdikian who saw the media landscape for what it was. Bagdikian once went undercover in a prison to expose the harsh living conditions there. He was a Peabody and Pulitzer Prize–winning editor. Later in life, he famously told his college students, “Never forget that your obligation is to the people. It is not at heart, to those people who pay you, or to your editor, or to your sources, or to your friends, or to the advancement of your career. It is to the public.”14

Bagdikian also penned The Media Monopoly, a book that highlighted the problem of media ownership resting in a mere handful of corporations. In the last edition before he died, Bagdikian wrote that the number of corporations controlling most of the media decreased to five: Disney, News Corporation, Time Warner, Viacom, and Bertelsmann.15

The power, Bagdikian warned us, “gives each of the five corporations and their leaders more communications power than was exercised by any despot or dictatorship in history.”

Interestingly enough, it was the government itself and, in particular, people like Mark S. Fowler, Roger Ailes, and Rupert Murdoch who aided and abetted the consolidation effort.

Those in government knew by Nixon’s time as president that an unfettered and unfriendly press could utterly destroy the wants of nefarious and less-than-honest politicians.

Both Edward R. Murrow, the most famous news broadcaster of the early television news era, and William Paley, who built CBS into one of the foremost radio and television network operations in the United States, played roles in waking government to what a free press could do to a corrupt politician.

Paley, according to 60 Minutes creator Don Hewitt, was the man who put “Edward R. Murrow on the radio and 60 minutes on television.”16

Murrow is famous for roasting and bringing low “Tailgunner Joe,” Senator Joseph McCarthy, who was responsible for a “Red Scare” in the United States. Murrow exposed him as a bigot and a liar, and what Murrow did to him on Face the Nation is unforgettable. That broadcast and Murrow’s life work led to Murrow laying bare what faced journalists in a speech before the Radio, Television, News Directors Association annual meeting in 1958.

“There is a great and perhaps decisive battle to be fought against ignorance, intolerance, and indifference. This weapon of television could be useful,” Murrow began. “Of course, to undertake an editorial policy; overt, clearly labeled, and obviously unsponsored; requires a station or a network to be responsible. Most stations today probably do not have the manpower to assume this responsibility, but the manpower could be recruited. Editorials, of course, would not be profitable. If they had a cutting edge, they might even offend. It is much easier, much less troublesome, to use this money-making machine of television and radio merely as a conduit through which to channel anything that will be paid for that is not libelous, obscene or defamatory. In that way one has the illusion of power without responsibility.”

Murrow was angry because, as he saw it, broadcasting corporations wouldn’t even defend their own interests—but instead kowtowed to the politicians in power. And he was very skeptical of the top network brass. “The top management of the networks with a few notable exceptions, has been trained in advertising, research, sales or show business. But by the nature of the corporate structure, they also make the final and crucial decisions having to do with news and public affairs. Frequently they have neither the time nor the competence to do this.”

Murrow and others at the time were rightly concerned that if broadcasting corporations always reached for the largest possible audience, they would continue to defend giving the public what it wanted at the cost of information the electorate needed in order to survive. He saw it right and understood from the very beginning that large corporations and self-serving governments had a vested interest in corrupting the nature of a free press and worried what would happen if there was no intervention to divorce the news business from big business.

“But this nation is now in competition with malignant forces of evil who are using every instrument at their command to empty the minds of their subjects and fill those minds with slogans, determination and faith in the future. If we go on as we are, we are protecting the mind of the American public from any real contact with the menacing world that squeezes in upon us. We are engaged in a great experiment to discover whether a free public opinion can devise and direct methods of managing the affairs of the nation. We may fail. But in terms of information, we are handicapping ourselves needlessly.”

While Murrow couldn’t foresee the rise of the internet, he did predict accurately the decline of the influence of television from the problems:

“It may be that this present system, with no modifications and no experiments, can survive. Perhaps the money-making machine has some kind of built-in perpetual motion, but I do not think so. To a very considerable extent, the media of mass communications in a given country reflects the political, economic and social climate in which it grows and flourishes. That is the reason our system differs from the British and the French, and also from the Russian and the Chinese. We are currently wealthy, fat, comfortable, and complacent. We have currently a built-in allergy to unpleasant or disturbing information. And our mass media reflect this. But unless we get up off our fat surpluses and recognize that television in the main is being used to distract, delude, amuse and insulate us, then television and those who finance it, those who look at it and those who work at it, may see a totally different picture too late.”

And he closed with this:

“We are to a large extent an imitative society. If one or two or three corporations would undertake to devote just a small fraction of their advertising appropriation along the lines that I have suggested, the procedure might well grow by contagion; the economic burden would be bearable, and there might ensue a most exciting adventure—exposure to ideas and the bringing of reality into the homes of the nation.”17

Thus, the problem was laid out graphically and dramatically more than 60 years ago. Advertisers had given journalism freedom from the politicians, but journalism had become enslaved to its advertisers. Certain restraints, like the fairness doctrine and limited ownership, which prevented media monopolies, managed to keep the press, more or less, where the founders wanted us—unfettered and untouched by politics.

However, large advertisers working hand in hand with politicians, and their influence, as Murrow pointed out in 1958 and as Mencken pointed out 20 years before him, were limiting the independence of the press.

It was an uneasy relationship. Large corporations could still turn on the government, easily, since they owned and operated companies that broadcast over the airwaves to millions of people and owned companies that bought ink by the barrel. With so many newspapers and a growing number of local television stations, the government seemingly could do little. But the large broadcasters and newspaper companies helped bring about their own destruction. Some critical of the media say the government and the large corporations worked hand in hand to destroy the free press—others say it was mere happenstance and the confluence of interests helped to do it. But the results are indisputable.

To effectively control the media, government had to limit the number of reporters and the number of companies interacting with the government. Conservatives loathed the “liberal” media from the moment the Penny Papers separated themselves from direct government influence. To sell newspapers and to get listeners or viewers, media managers were far more inclusive than the federal government. Where they weren’t, alternative media and minority media properties popped up that were sustained, some easily and some not so easily, by the communities those niche organizations served.


The fairness doctrine became law in 1949 during the Truman administration. The doctrine was a policy that required the holders of broadcast licenses to both present controversial issues of public importance and to do so in a manner that was—in the view of the Federal Communications Commission—honest, equitable, and balanced. The commission eliminated the policy in 1987 and removed the rule that implemented the policy from the  Federal Register  in August 2011.18

Some viewed it as unnecessary restrictions on broadcasters that newspapers didn’t have to abide by, and thus the doctrine limited free speech. But it did have the virtue of making sure that everyone had a voice and that both sides of a controversy got consideration. When the Reagan administration moved to eliminate the doctrine in 1987, it was universally hailed by big government and big business as a move to enhance free speech, but it had the opposite effect. It guaranteed one-sided coverage, increased division in the country, and led us to the point today where audiences choose which network to watch based on their own beliefs rather than being exposed—even briefly—to the beliefs of others. In short, it narrowed and did not expand free speech. The dominant view on events, whether factual or not, could be carried on a network, and if viewers who agreed with that point of view were the majority of viewers, then that network could increase its fees for advertising, sucking up valuable resources and ensuring those outside of that viewpoint would have a harder row to hoe in presenting competing views.

After Nixon fell in the mid-1970s, one man would lead the charge to remove limitations on broadcasters and simultaneously make sure that there would be fewer reporters around to cause problems. Roger Ailes, aided and abetted by Murdoch and Fowler, did it. How he did that is up next.
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HEAR THE FOOTSTEPS, SAM?

Richard Nixon was, according to Louisville publisher Barry Bingham Sr., “one of the vilest men” he ever had the “displeasure of covering or knowing professionally.” Hunter S. Thompson, another Louisville native of some fame, was upset when Nixon released his “enemies list” and, finding he wasn’t on it, vowed to do better to make the cut. There are many things to be said about Richard Nixon: most of them are negative, and most of them have already been said. But it was Nixon’s chance meeting in 1967 with a young producer of the Mike Douglas Show (before it became a nationwide network show) that may have done more damage to the United States than any of the crimes Nixon committed and for which he was later pardoned.

That year, as he explored his options in a run for the Oval Office, Nixon met Roger Ailes. The young producer (at the time Ailes was twenty-seven) made an impression on Nixon as they discussed politics and television. During his 1968 presidential campaign, Nixon began to rely on Ailes for advice on how to position the lighting and the lectern for his TV appearances, on what clothes to wear, and on how to cut his hair and had Ailes write memos prescribing what his long-term media strategy should be and much more.1

Nixon needed someone to help him deal with the press because he hated and feared reporters in a manner that bordered paranoia. His antipathy was calculated. His reactions were visceral. After the 1952 presidential campaign, when the revelation of his secret slush fund nearly led Dwight Eisenhower to drop him as his running mate, Nixon rarely trusted reporters.2

On September 23, 1952, sixty-eight years to the date before Donald Trump would answer my question about the peaceful transfer of power in a presidential election, Nixon made his infamous “Checkers” speech. On that day, Nixon traveled to Los Angeles and delivered a half-hour television address in which he attacked his opponents and accused them of inappropriate use of campaign funds as he defended himself against accusations he had inappropriately received funds to reimburse himself for his political expenses. It was a vintage Nixon speech and a template for all future Trump attacks—reverse the pressure. Deflect or attack to defend. The speech became famous, however, not for his withering attacks on those who leveled accusations against his inappropriate behavior but because Nixon said, whatever happened, his family was going to keep a black-and-white dog that had been given to him that his children had named Checkers. Thus, we have the Checkers speech.

It worked. Nixon stayed on Eisenhower’s ticket as his running mate and sixteen years later became our president. He never forgot how reporters covered the Checkers story. The press apparently found out about Nixon’s slush fund two months after he had been chosen as the GOP vice presidential nominee. The story grew exponentially, and Nixon saw conspiracy. He rarely trusted reporters afterward, and that caused him problems. After he lost his bid for the California’ governorship in 1962, he called more than 100 reporters to the Beverly Hilton Hotel and furiously proclaimed, “You don’t have Nixon to kick around anymore, because, gentlemen, this is my last press conference.”3

Nixon blamed the press for his loss, and Governor Pat Brown, who won reelection, later said, “That’s something Nixon’s going to regret all his life. The press is never going to let him forget it.”4 Nixon was a sore loser.

However, the press also inadvertently led to Nixon’s rehabilitation. A short time after the 1962 defeat, Howard K. Smith hosted the documentary The Political Obituary of Richard Nixon on ABC. It was seen as a partisan cheap shot against Nixon, and angry callers plagued ABC after the documentary aired. Former GOP presidential candidate Thomas Dewey wrote to Nixon, saying, “It seems to me that Howard K. Smith has been quite helpful, unwittingly… Smith has proved you were right in your comments about the press.”5

By the time Nixon decided to run for president in 1968, he was looking for someone to help him deal with a press corps he loathed. He found himself a friend in Ailes, and on the urging of confidant and future chief of staff H. R. Haldeman, Nixon hired Ailes to be his “executive producer for television.” Ailes, propelled into the national spotlight with this move, would later act as a political consultant for Ronald Reagan. He helped Ronald Reagan and Mitch McConnell win in 1984 and helped run an infamously negative campaign to get George H. W. Bush into the White House in 1988 before he would go on to Fox News, sex scandals, and everlasting infamy.

Nixon saw something in an argumentative and energetic Ailes in 1967 that drew the two of them together. “The Press is your enemy,” Richard Nixon infamously told the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In Ailes, he found someone who would fight back against what Nixon saw as a “left-wing” media empire. As most presidents before him and after him, Nixon firmly believed the “media elite” were out to get him. This was rooted in Nixon’s feelings of paranoia but also because of the actions Nixon took as president, which were dutifully and sometimes exuberantly reported by the press. Nixon, like Trump after him, never could accept responsibility for his actions and was perhaps the first chief executive who didn’t mind breaking the Constitution in order to protect himself.

While he hated the press, in truth, he received nearly nine months of an informal “honeymoon” period from reporters before people began looking seriously at some of the more questionable actions he took as president.

As Richard Harris noted in a 1973 article for The New Yorker, “Probably no other President has been as widely supported by the press and has then as bitterly and publicly criticized by that institution as Richard Nixon. In 1960, Nixon was endorsed over Kennedy by seventy-eight percent of the country’s newspapers that took a position on the election; in 1968, Nixon got eighty percent of whatever editorial support was expressed; and in 1972 he got ninety-three percent.”6

In truth, with a few notable exceptions, the press was very easy on Richard Nixon. Of course, by the beginning of the 1972 campaign, the press had been partially silenced by direct and implied threats from the administration. A constant barrage of insults from Vice President Spiro Agnew helped. “Nattering Nabobs of Negativism” still resounds today in the shouts of “fake news.” But the Justice Department also prosecuted reporters who refused to reveal confidential sources to prosecutors, judges, and juries.7

Reporters went easy on Nixon during the 1972 campaign and instead concentrated on his challenger, Democratic Senator George McGovern’s supposed unprofessional and obsequious conduct—he was an easier mark for many tepid yet seemingly professional reporters who lacked the where-withal to challenge an incumbent president. Following the Watergate break-in, only fourteen of the 2,200 members of the Washington press corps made an effort to investigate or report on it to any extent—though it was the largest political scandal of its day.8


James Reston wrote in the New York Times, “The main charge against the press in general, though not against the few newspapers that exposed the deceptions of Vietnam and Watergate, is not that the press was too aggressive but that it was too timid or lenient or lazy.”9

Hindsight reveals the laziness or lack of courage among reporters, but at the time, Nixon did not see things that way.

What Nixon desperately wanted—and what he lacked—was a way to publish his propaganda without media interference. He didn’t have Twitter. He didn’t have social media. What he wanted was a friendly, pliable broadcast network. Protests and anger against the Vietnam War were reaching a crescendo. President Johnson had refused to even run for a second term after Walter Cronkite announced the Vietnam War to be unwinnable. Nixon wanted none of that. He desperately wanted to control his message in hopes of securing his second term—and at the same time silencing his critics, who were many.

Roger Ailes was way ahead of Nixon.

Halfway through his first term and apparently with the blessing, backing, and energy of Ailes, an unsigned memo in the Nixon Library, reported by Business Insider in 2011, shows that Ailes already had the idea that was “Fox News” firmly in mind. Called “A Plan for Putting the GOP on TV News,” it is an unsigned, undated memo calling for a partisan, pro-GOP news operation to be potentially paid for and run out of the White House. Aimed at sidelining the “censorship” of the liberal mainstream media and delivering prepackaged pro-Nixon news to local television stations, it reads today like a detailed blueprint for a Fox News prototype. From context provided by other memos, it’s apparent that the plan was hatched during the summer of 1970. And though it’s not clear who wrote it, the copy provided by the Nixon Library literally has Ailes’s handwriting all over it—it appears he was routed the memo by Haldeman and wrote back his enthusiastic endorsement, refinements, and a request to run the project in the margins of the memo.

Newton Minow, the former head of the Federal Communications Commission under President John Kennedy, was famous for making a speech calling television a “vast wasteland.” His assessment of Ailes has remained steady over the course of five decades. “Roger Ailes sought not to reach all viewers, only those who agreed with his views.”10

Ailes insisted the best way to achieve those ends had to focus on television and not on print. “Today television news is watched more often than people read newspapers, than people listen to the radio, than people read or gather any other form of communication. The reason: People are lazy. With television you just sit—watch—listen. The thinking is done for you.”

Ailes wanted the Nixon administration to create its own network “to provide pro-administration, videotape, hard news actualities to the major cities of the United States.”11 Other television news outlets, such as NBC News, ABC News, CBS News, and PBS News, are the “enemy,” he wrote, and suggested going around them by creating packaged, edited news stories and interviews directly to local television stations.

World events, Nixon’s paranoia, and the Watergate scandal overcame Nixon before he could move on this idea. But the seeds Nixon planted would sprout and bear a nasty, foul fruit. The gardener who would ensure that was Roger Ailes.

The infamous Roger Ailes grew up in Warren, Ohio, the son of a factory maintenance foreman. He graduated from Ohio University in Athens, majoring in radio and television, and served as the student station manager of WOUB for two years.12 He began his career as a production assistant and worked at KYW-TV, where he produced a local talk-variety show, The Mike Douglas Show, before it went national. Meeting Nixon pushed Ailes into the spotlight—not just because he had an abundant amount of energy but also because he had ideas. Television was a shallow medium, and Ailes intended to take political advantage of that fact. He favored exploitation of the medium rather than reformation. “Television rarely, if ever, tells the whole story,” Ailes said in a 1971 speech he titled “Candidate + Money + Media = Votes.” “It is imperative that we begin to understand what TV can and cannot do.”13

He told journalist Joe McGinniss shortly before Nixon’s first presidential election, “This is it…. This is the way they’ll be elected forevermore. The next guys up will have to be performers.”14

McGinniss would later chronicle these efforts in The Selling of the President 1968.

Ailes choreographed everything. What appeared to be real was merely a reality show. Makeup, camera angles, and other moves Nixon called gimmicks, thanks to Ailes, did indeed become standard for politicians everywhere. Further, Ailes proved he wasn’t above creating scandals to aid his cause. Like the yellow journalists who seemingly invented the Spanish-American War, Ailes operated under the theory that news was whatever people wanted to watch—even if it were unfounded rumors or wild conspiracies. It didn’t matter. The idea of alternative facts began with Roger Ailes, though it would take many more years before Kellyanne Conway would give the fiction a name as she stood in the driveway of the North Lawn of the White House.

Ailes had immediate success in getting politicians that he supported elected, but there were two key obstacles that kept Ailes from realizing his dream for media degeneration and domination. The fairness doctrine and rules governing media ownership were huge obstacles. The fairness doctrine dictated that any story of controversy carried with it the need for contrary and competing coverage. There were no real teeth to the doctrine and few proscribed remedies other than losing a broadcast license—a fate no major network ever suffered. Far from a perfect plan to deal with providing equal time, what the fairness doctrine did was effectively build a philosophical buffer into the news. News organizations could not play exclusively in one philosophical or political lane. The fairness doctrine worked because it got broadcasters into the habit of providing competing ideas. Ailes, as former Federal Communications Commission chairman Minow pointed out, didn’t want that. He wanted to dominate the airwaves with companies that thought like he did.

The fairness doctrine hobbled that idea, but so did a large number of diverse companies owning broadcast and print media outlets. A smaller number was easier to control. That was the very reason newspaper and television ownership had long been heavily regulated—under the fear media monopolies would destroy free speech. But to Ailes’s point of view, it kept news and information in the hands of the “media elite” and the liberals.

Ailes’s first attempt to capitalize on what he outlined in his memo to President Nixon in 1970 came a year after Nixon left office. In  Dark Genius, a biography of Ailes, Kerwin Swint revisits the dawn (1973) and early demise (1975) of the news service funded by conservative brewer Joseph Coors to counter the “liberal” TV networks. Coors, a profligate donor to conservative candidates, causes, and institutions, thought the media needed an ameliorating conservative voice, too. TVN was less a network than a video wire service, producing and distributing segments to network and independent TV stations. The Coors brain trust hoped ultimately to leverage the service into a fourth network, one based on emerging satellite technology.15

Ailes joined TVN in 1974 as its news director, and while he later tried to distance himself from the project, maintaining he was only a consultant, he bragged in the Columbia Journalism Review in 1974 of his power to hire, fire, and program the news service.

At its height, TVN employed fifty people and claimed to feed nearly two dozen news segments to about 80 broadcasting subscribers in North America. Former employees said the service tried to tilt coverage to the right. It never really caught on. But Ailes walked away from the endeavor with bigger ideas. After the collapse, Ailes went back to being a political consultant, and in 1979, the stars would align: he would find a vehicle through which he could make his dreams of a conservative news network come true in Ronald Reagan.

Ailes, working with Reagan and his acolytes, systematically destroyed ownership rules and laws that protected and guided the press. Under Ronald Reagan, both the fairness doctrine and media ownership rules dissolved. Reagan controlled most of the destruction, but Ailes and Reagan needed a strong-handed ally in Congress—preferably in the Senate—who could cement the changes Ailes wanted on the media and cultural landscape. Ailes went shopping to find a malleable and power-hungry representative who wasn’t too worried about equal time, ethics, or fair play. What he found was Mitch McConnell.

Mitch McConnell was the only Republican gain made in the Senate in the 1984 election. One commercial, produced and masterminded by Roger Ailes, gave McConnell a seat in the Senate and successfully changed the course of history. All McConnell had to do was sell out his moderate tendencies that got him elected to the county judge/executive post in Jefferson County, Kentucky. More than a million people call Jefferson County, which includes Louisville, home. Louisville is the birthplace of Muhammad Ali, Diane Sawyer, and Hunter S. Thompson. It is a progressive city that Thompson once described for Scanlan’s Magazine as a “Southern City with Northern problems.” McConnell, who was born in Mississippi and moved to Kentucky as a child, came to embrace civil rights and a variety of other progressive causes to get elected in Louisville. Edmund “Pete” Karem, my uncle and a McConnell contemporary, is the former chief justice of the circuit court, and as a former Republican, he worked side by side with McConnell in McConnell’s early career. “Mitch McConnell is about one thing,” Pete told me many times. “Mitch McConnell.” In short, there is no great story arc in Mitch McConnell’s life. He’s always used people and events to further his own cause. My other uncle, David Karem, the former Kentucky Senate majority leader, quoting former U.S. House speaker Tip O’Neill, said he held McConnell “in the highest minimum regard.”

McConnell’s desire for power and malleability made him and Ailes excellent partners.

In his autobiography The Long Game, McConnell called hiring Ailes “one of the smartest moves I made.” He wasn’t so sure at first. Ailes had an unconventional idea for an attack ad.


McConnell was seen as having virtually no chance of beating Walter “D.” Huddleston, the incumbent U.S. senator. Huddleston had a sterling reputation and a 94 percent attendance and voting record.

Ailes didn’t care. He wanted to attack Huddleston with an ad that humorously made fun of Huddleston’s attendance. Featuring a hunter with a bunch of coonhounds roaming the countryside looking for Kentucky’s junior senator, it galvanized opposition and catapulted McConnell into power. It is a commercial so memorable anyone still alive in the Bluegrass State who had attained the age of reasoning in 1984 can often recall it with a laugh—even if they find McConnell detestable.

In his autobiography, McConnell said he initially thought the ad campaign was “insane” and was destined to be a failure—though he gave it a green light. “Ailes was particularly nervous about the scene he had to film at the U.S. Capitol. His plan was to unleash the pack of dogs, and turn them loose on the steps of the Capitol. ‘We may get arrested for this one,’ Ailes told his small crew. ‘So we gotta do this in one shot.’ He placed a pile of hamburger meat at the top of the steps and some in [actor] Snarfy’s pant cuff so the dogs would stay close to him until they were unleashed,” McConnell wrote.16

Al Cross, working for the Courier Journal and Louisville Times, covered McConnell and later recalled the impact the ads had on the race. “He was 40 points behind with two months to go,” Cross said. “But then they put up this hound dog ad and it made people laugh.”

By 1984, I joined the ranks of professional reporters and began to witness the changes on the media landscape brought about by Ailes, McConnell, and Reagan—firsthand. I left college to report for the Conroe Courier, a newspaper in suburban Houston. My wife worked at the neighboring Woodland Sun. It was suburban suburbia, and neither of us was quite ready for that. I started as a sports reporter, and within a few months, I was the sports editor. My wife covered local politics. In less than a year, we moved to the Texas–Mexico border in Laredo. Pam became a television producer and a radio reporter. I was the county beat reporter for the Laredo News, a local publication owned by a business magnate who once dedicated the front page of the newspaper to his daughter’s wedding. Within a few months, with the possibility of getting a raise of the extravagant sum of $2,500 a year, I became a television reporter at KLDO-TV.

By that time, Reagan had already initiated the changes that would ultimately destroy newspaper and television competition and lead to the consolidation of the industry that has hobbled both. But that was hard to see as two newlyweds scraping together a weekly budget that included a lot of liver and onions or tuna and noodles. Both newspapers I worked for up to that point had healthy competition. In Conroe, I worked for the established newspaper and competed against an upstart publication. In Laredo, I worked for the upstart. Less than a year later, I would be paid the fantastic sum of $16,000 a year to work for a new television affiliate in Laredo as its lead reporter.

I met Sam Donaldson, ABC News anchor and foreword writer of this book, that same year. Covering a Walter Mondale appearance in South Texas on the campaign trail leading up to the 1984 election, I was stationed in the back of a group of reporters trying to ask Mondale questions. Shouting, raising hands, whatever it took, we all tried to get our questions answered by the candidate. This was and remains in many places standard operating procedure. Those who traveled with Mondale had the decided advantage. He knew them. He was familiar with them. Me? I remember I caught his eye as I smiled at him, but he didn’t know me from any of the microphones in the aircraft hangar where he held his press conference, much less the reporters. As I heard the question-and-answer session progress, I decided to jump in with a question of my own. I don’t remember what the question was, but I do remember Donaldson spoke up to ask a question at the same time I did, and suddenly I found myself trying to out-shout Donaldson. Mondale heard me and answered my question. I had attended the press conference with a fellow reporter from our newspaper. He chuckled when he saw I had managed to get my question in above the din of the man whom Gary Trudeau once dubbed the “human megaphone” in a Doonesbury comic strip.

“Hear the footsteps Sam?” my friend joked.

Afterward, I was formally introduced to Donaldson. I found him to be helpful and supportive of a young reporter. Years later, I would remember this and try to be as supportive of young reporters as Sam had been of me. As a young reporter, many in the profession did not necessarily find other, more experienced reporters to be as helpful. Access to those in power can often taint those near it. Some experienced reporters felt themselves privileged and often looked down on young reporters. This was and still can be a major problem. Those with access also tend to be less likely to rock the boat. The White House press corps is famous for being a citadel of stenographers—those who smile and pretend they are protecting democracy when in fact they are only serving themselves and their corporate managers.

Donaldson, Helen Thomas, Tom Brokaw, Bill Plante, Peter Jennings, and a few others never treated me that way and were all about their work, and I was appreciative of that fact. Two years into Reagan’s first term, Donaldson asked him to comment on the perception that “disarray is here in the White House, that you have been out of touch, that you have had to be dragged back by your staff and friends on Capitol Hill to make realistic decisions on the budget. There was even a newspaper column saying that your presidency is failing.”

Reagan was a minor god to the conservatives, and Donaldson got a great deal of grief for his actions. “I suppose neither man liked hearing those things,” Donaldson said in his autobiography, Hold On, Mr. President!, “but those things were being said about them and it was legitimate to ask them to respond.”17

Being popular with whomever you’re covering should never be the goal of any reporter. When I first met Helen Thomas, she told me if I was looking for popularity or friendship, then I should seek another way of making a living. Donaldson told me nearly the same thing, adding that one of his biggest concerns were reporters who were “too timid” to ask a decent question.

Both also acknowledged that true independence was derived from the ability to ask the hard questions without fearing you’d lose your job if you did so. A healthy and robust press is necessary to push the envelope and ask any question necessary of those in power—but it is difficult to do so when those who own the media are friends with or otherwise compromised by those in power. “I’m not advocating rudeness,” Donaldson once explained to me, “but I’m far more concerned about the reporters who are either too afraid or too disinclined to ask a question.”

On my podcast “Just Ask the Question,” Donaldson told me about a time when he thought his aggressive style might just cost him his job. He and Thomas showed up at the christening of the new ABC bureau in Washington, D.C., at the same time as President Reagan. It was a private affair, but of course, being the ABC White House reporter, Donaldson showed up. Helen Thomas was of course Helen Thomas and could show up anywhere. The rumor was, when I was a young reporter, she was the one person in Washington who never had to worry about getting an invitation to anything. She assumed she was welcome and no one would tell her otherwise.

As Reagan made his way into the new offices, Thomas and Donaldson began peppering him with questions. Larry Speakes, Reagan’s deputy press secretary (James Brady retained the title of press secretary out of respect even after he was shot along with Reagan in a failed assassination attempt) got angry and thought the invitation had been a way to mousetrap Reagan into answering some questions.


Roone Arledge, the head of ABC News, also there for the event, was apparently embarrassed and a bit angry about the exchange. Donaldson remembered saying something smart to Speakes in front of Reagan and Arledge—something like, “Well what are you going to do, fire me?”

To his shock, Arledge said something to the effect of “that’s not a bad idea” when Reagan spoke up and dismissed the whole thing. “That’s just Sam being Sam,” he said. Reagan never broke a sweat. Donaldson didn’t lose his job, and the rest is history. Despite their contentious relationship, Reagan knew Donaldson was doing his job, and having someone who recognized the need for reporters to be present and ask the hard questions rather than calling them “fake news” and the “enemy of the people” also went a long way to ensuring the public respected those in power. Although Reagan arguably made future rancor between reporters and those in power possible with his actions, he never personally stooped to the denigrating, rancorous personal attacks of some of his successors over the years.

But make no mistake: despite Reagan’s defense of Sam Donaldson, the end of a free press began in earnest when Reagan stepped into the White House.
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NO DIFFERENT THAN TOASTERS

When Ronald Reagan became president at the end of 1980, there was a new behemoth on the horizon that would affect all television viewing. Ted Turner already created “Super Station WTSB” in Atlanta. It began broadcasting a twenty-four-hour news channel in June 1980. Turner and his creation, CNN, would lead a revolution in news. Where it had taken a quarter of a century for television news to establish its unarguable dominance over the public in providing news, it would take CNN just six years to show that we lived in a twenty-four-hour news cycle, and CNN unquestionably became the initial platform on which that news would be delivered.

On January 28, 1986, CNN was the only media company broadcasting live when the space shuttle Challenger exploded seventy-three seconds into its flight and killed all seven crew members aboard—including Christa McAuliffe—who would’ve been the first teacher in space. The national tragedy propelled CNN to the forefront of news as it provided an immediacy heretofore unseen anywhere. CNN began the 1980s having a hard time getting into the pool rotation at the White House with other broadcasting companies—by the end of the 1980s, it was a full-fledged stakeholder in covering national and international news.

The Reagan administration initially ignored the impact of CNN while remaining antagonistic toward most of the mainstream corporate media and taking actions that Donald Trump would mimic later.

As Editor and Publisher reported on October 24, 1987, “President Reagan accused the American press and Congress of being influenced by Communists disinformation just days before a congressional report accused his administration of waging its own cover propaganda campaign involving U.S. newspapers and other media.”1 Congress, even members of the GOP at the time, accused Reagan of running an essentially secret propaganda operation promoting the administration-backed war against the Nicaraguan government. Reagan, Deputy Press Secretary Larry Speakes, Vice President Bush, and all the other president’s men didn’t like having those secrets spilled all over the airwaves or in news print. They took action to see that things would change.

At the time, some 80 percent of the media were controlled by a mere twenty or so companies. “That was too many,” as noted author and journalism professor Steve Weinberg said. “It’s a small group, but still too many to effectively control what the media reports.” Control is exactly what Reagan wanted and what the corporate ownership craved. A State Department unit, according to the Government Accounting Office, had in 1983 set up a covert operation engaged in “prohibited, covert propaganda activities designed to influence the media and the public.”

This type of media disinformation wasn’t exactly new, but it was extensive and was driven by the executive branch. Reagan took the Richard Nixon “rat fucking” schemes from Watergate to a new level. The propaganda efforts were outlined in a memo written by Jonathan S. Miller to Pat Buchanan, the White House communications director, and included placing pro-Contra op-ed pieces in the Washington Post and New York Times, among other papers. Miller’s memo also claimed credit for a television news story on NBC in March 1985 based in part on consultations with State Department “contractors” who visited the Contras—according to Editor and Publisher.2

It alluded to tips to television news operations and to “cut outs” arranging for Contra leaders to visit news organizations including Hearst, Newsweek, Scripps-Howard, the Washington Post, and USA Today. Representative Jack Brooks (D-TX) said the “illegal operation represented an important cog in the administration’s effort to manipulate public opinion and congressional actions.” A government spokesman from the State Department called the charges by the Government Accounting Office “so far out of line as to be ridiculous.”

At the same time this was going on, the Newspaper Guild and other newspaper-related unions were planning to introduce in Congress legislation that would limit the size of newspaper chains to thirty newspapers or 3 million total circulation. Newspaper owners, far ahead of the administration and television owners, recognized the future. “We think it’s bad for America and bad for our membership to see so many newspapers fall into the hands of so few people,” Charles Perlik told Editor and Publisher.


Reagan had other ideas. He wanted to deregulate all of the media. He had already used newspaper ownership as an example to justify the deregulation of television media ownership. Mark S. Fowler, as head of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), wasn’t done. He would leave in April 1987, and behind him, he would leave an incredible wake
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