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Preface: “If you sneeze, it will be
heard by thousands of people.”

I have spent a lot of my life in studios, many in which I was working on my own projects, others with production teams from around the world. Yet the most memorable for me remain the occasions, as a child growing up in turbulent times, I was in the studios watching my father, Bill Jorgensen, one of the top broadcast journalists and anchors of his time, deliver the news, both in radio and television.  

From my earliest days, I recall him in his tiny radio booth, as the AP and UPI wire service news rolled in.  I was thrilled when he showed me examples of stories coming from around the world. I marveled at how quickly we could be interconnected with everything and everywhere.  Then, he was like a magician, as I heard his distinctive voice start to share and expand these stories for the audience somewhere in the ozone.

From my first visit to his studio in Columbus, Ohio, when I was finally old enough at age five to stay awake during his live nightly newscast, I recall valuable advice that everyone should know: “If you sneeze during the show, thousands of people will hear you!”

And that was true: not only about a sneeze but about people hearing him. He carefully crafted the words he spoke, recognized the importance of each word he was using, the angle he was taking. He wanted every story to count and make a difference in the lives of his audience.

Jorgensen came from a unique perspective: his Chicago boyhood, as the offspring of poor, but ‘upwardly mobile’ Scandinavian immigrants and all-American bluebloods, was an uncomfortable combination at home, and, for him, reflected the ongoing, unnecessary divisions in American society. These bothered him all his life, from his announcer job, broadcasting Japanese war crimes trials and executions on Guam, to his arguments for news broadcasting at the elite School of Journalism at the University of Illinois, where he was told he would never “make it” in news. It continued from his time living in an amusement park trailer on the gritty side of Cleveland, to the heady days as anchor where he had 56% of the news market in the same town. Yet, from the beginning, to his time at the helm of the top local news in New York City and to his final quest of creating the first national Independent Network News as an alternative to the Majors, his goal was to do it his way. And, above all, to never give in to the power brokers demands for what he called ‘obedient news’.  

Growing up, he taught me how to remain true to the craft and not cop to the status quo at the expense of the truth.  For this conviction, he often paid the price of having to pick up and start over in another town. But those tough times, in turn, kept him in contact with “real people” while permitting him to do some amazing things, both professionally and personally.  His news stories about pollution coincided with his love of waterskiing and skill as a sailor.  His beliefs about the death penalty coalesced in his personal stories about its unfair application in American society. His concerns over nuclear proliferation caused him to follow Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev on a thirteen-day tour of America, but also to secretly get his four young children out of Columbus when he was concerned their neighborhood might become a target during the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1963.

Bill Jorgensen was an enigma to many. He wore suit jackets on camera, but Bermuda shorts and boat shoes beneath the desk while on air.  He attended dinners with the major power brokers with impeccable manners, but could then throw a tantrum (or a typewriter) in his newsroom at a sloppily written story, before retreating to a Bohemian lifestyle on his farm or boats for the weekend.

As a newsman and journalist who loved to figure out every conceivable way to tell a story -- and often did-- he followed some traditions, but created many of his own.  Until the end of his life, he remained engaged with the world around him. His ideas about the craft are memorable: what makes great stories, why we need to tell the truth and stay focused on the people who trust us to tell the news. Above all, he believed that to remain in a free society, journalists must never give in to telling ‘obedient news’. His ways of achieving that remain relevant to the challenges they face today. 

[image: image]




CHAPTER 1: “AND THAT’S
THE WAY IT WAS...”

(Lesson: Beware the One-Party State.)

In 1958, Edward R. Murrow’s famed See It Now television news series was ended by CBS after constant difficulties with corporate advertising sponsors wanting to shape the content.

In 1958 American children throughout the States were trained to “Duck and Cover” under their desks at school to avoid being nuked by the “Commies” in the Cold War

In 1958, brash, young broadcast news anchor Bill Jorgensen was suddenly sacked from his job at WTVN Radio and Television in Columbus, Ohio, forcing him to leave his four kids and move into the YMCA in Cleveland. From there he went on, within ten years, to become the top independent news anchor in the United States.

The history of how the first two incidents came about is well documented. The history of the third event is what this book is all about. Bill Jorgensen was a news anchor and broadcast journalist who came to fame in the “Golden Age of News Anchors” in the Sixties and Seventies. But unlike the vast majority of faces on the key news networks and affiliates around the United States, his approach to the news was different from his peers. He constantly tried to deliver something which he did not

believe the American public was getting: content and transparency. His style and professional ethics cost him jobs amid disputes with station management and news directors, at the same time his ratings with the public put him constantly at the top of the independents.

To understand where he came from and how it ended up, it is important to understand what was going on at the time with broadcasting and with the American public. In the first place, Edward R. Murrow was arguably the best-known radio anchor in the United States in the ‘50’s when Jorgensen was developing his personal style. 

Murrow first gained national fame during World War II when he and his team of CBS war correspondents, ‘Murrow’s Boys,’ broadcast daily reports from the European war zone. Murrow’s signature opening, “This is London,” was eagerly awaited by American audiences, anticipating the latest on-the-spot updates from the global war that seemed to be heading straight into their living rooms. 

Murrow himself actually reported live from many combat flights over Europe. His deep, calm voice and skilled narration of his literal and figurative views of events made his radio broadcasts exciting and dramatic for listeners. Many of his “Murrow’s Boys,” including William Shirer, Eric Sevareid, and Howard K. Smith, went on to become well-know broadcast commentators in the States. The group also included “Marvin Breckenridge,” who was actually Mary Marvin Breckinridge, the first female news broadcaster reporting from Europe. 

After the War’s end in 1945, Murrow was asked by CBS owner William Paley to become part of broadcast management as Vice-President of the Network and Head of CBS News in New York. Murrow first encountered the ongoing conflict between broadcast journalists and commercial management when a confrontation forced him to fire his own long-term war colleague, William Shirer. Shirer’s wrongdoing was that he had voiced ‘non-mainstream’ beliefs on air, incurring the wrath of a program sponsor, a soap-maker, who wanted him silenced. At that time, Murrow sided with the wishes of the commercial corporate sponsors, but he was uncomfortable with the power of commercial interests to muzzle the news and soon found himself on the other side of the fence.

Murrow, inclusive by nature, shared the voices and perspectives from a wide spectrum of people in his broadcasts. From 1951 to 1955, Murrow hosted This I Believe, a CBS radio program that encouraged people, both famous and ordinary, to write short essays on their beliefs and say them on radio. It was an unusual, but effective, effort to counteract the political and religious dogma beginning to grip America at the time.

In 1951, Murrow began a television news series for CBS called See It Now, for which his famous signature sign-off for the American public was “Good night and good luck.” The series was most famous for an episode in March, 1954, during the ‘Red Scare’. Senator Joseph R. McCarthy and his HUAC, the House Un-American Activities Committee, had labeled thousands of Americans in the U.S. government and other institutions as ‘communists,’ blacklisting them and ruining many innocent lives. Murrow did an investigative story and commentary on the toll it was taking on Americans who had done nothing wrong. While Murrow’s report contributed to the downfall of
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