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1 “Kennedys
Been Shot!”

Some of the things he did that day would pass into folklore and become
part of the legend. More than a decade later, journalism professors
would still be telling their students, who were mere children at the
time, how Walter Cronkite cried on air when he had to report the
official announcement that President John F. Kennedy was dead. While
on the subject, they might also relate that the afternoon of the Kennedy
assassination was the only time, as far as anyone could remember, that
Walter Cronkite appeared on air in his shirt-sleeves.

He arrived at his office that day around 10:00 A.M., as was his
custom, and promptly settled into the routine preparations for that
evening'’s broadcast. There wasn’t very much going on in the world.
The news had been on the dull side all week, and now, on this Friday
morning in November, the outlook was for more of the same. Things
were so quiet that some members of his news staff were hoping, as
journalists often do, that a major story of some kind would break in the
next few hours. Then they wouldn’t have to worry about what to lead
with that night on the CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite.

The previous evening—November 21, 1963—the lead item was
about the wreckage of a U-2 spy plane, which had been located in the
Gulf of Mexico. But it wasn’t really much of a story. American U-2 flights
over Cuba had long been an open secret, and Cronkite was careful to
point out that the plane was not shot down. The crash had been caused
by a mechanical failure.

Fairly deep into the Thursday evening broadcast, there was a film
report by Dan Rather from San Antonio on President Kennedy'’s visit

1
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to Texas. But that also fell into the category of a routine story. Rather
noted that the purpose of the trip was political fence-mending, and that
Kennedy was aware he might have trouble carrying Texas in the 1964
election, especially if the Republicans nominated the conservative
Barry Goldwater. The only fresh angle, which Rather emphasized, was
that this was Jackie Kennedy’s first appearance before large crowds
since the victorious 1960 campaign.

On his first day in Texas, Kennedy had visited three cities—San
Antonio, Houston, and Fort Worth—and had received a warm and
enthusiastic welcome. On this second day, he would be in Dallas, and
there were many at CBS News who felt the situation there might be
altogether different. In recent years, Dallas had become a city boiling
over with antiliberal (and, therefore, anti-Kennedy) feeling. Emotions
there ran high and sometimes took ugly turns. Just a few weeks earlier,
UN Ambassador Adlai Stevenson had visited Dallas and was jeered at
and jostled by an angry crowd of pickets. At one point, a woman hit him
on the head with a picket sign and a man spat on him. So there was some
concern that Friday morning that Kennedy could run into trouble in
Dallas, and by “trouble,” of course, what everyone had in mind was a
few hecklers or, at worst, hostile protesters similar to the group that had
greeted Stevenson. American journalists had not yet become accus-
tomed to thinking of assassination as a real possibility.

At lunchtime, many of the people on Cronkite’s news staff began
drifting out to nearby restaurants. But Cronkite himself was not among
them. He often passed up the opportunity to go out for lunch, a habit
dating back to his years as a reporter for the United Press, when lunch-
ing out was generally viewed with suspicion, as an excuse to goof off.
Also, Cronkite had recently turned forty-seven, and he was conscious
of the need to keep a firm check on his waistline. So instead of going
out that day, he had his secretary bring him a light snack of cottage
cheese, a slice of canned pineapple, and some hot tea, which he ate at
the anchor desk, the same desk where each evening he broadcast the
news.

After finishing his snack, Cronkite decided to take advantage of the
early-afternoon lull. He leaned back in his chair, put his feet up on the
desk, and began skimming through the bulldog edition of the World-
Telegram & Sun, then one of New York City’s three evening newspa-
pers. This is the position he was in when his news editor, Ed Bliss,
dashed in from the main CBS newsroom with a bulletin that had just
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moved on the UPI wire. “Kennedy’s been shot!” hollered Bliss. It was
1:40 p.M. in New York, an hour earlier in Dallas.

Cronkite jumped up from his chair, grabbed the UPI copy from a
nearby printer, and headed for a small announcer’s booth a few feet
down the hall. At that time, CBS did not have the facility for putting
a correspondent on camera immediately. When Cronkite broke into
the soap opera As the World Turns with the first, fragmentary news
from Dallas, it was with an audio report only. A bulletin slide filled the
television screen as he relayed to CBS viewers the UPI report that the
President’s wounds were serious and “perhaps could be fatal.” It took
nearly twenty minutes to set up the cameras so Cronkite’s voice could
be joined by his face, and because of that experience, CBS would later
install a special “flash studio” to enable visual, as well as audio, bulletins
to be transmitted immediately.

By the time Cronkite appeared on the screen, he was back in his
customary slot in the combination studio-newsroom from which his
regular evening newscast originated. By this time, too, details of the
story were pouring in from a confusing variety of sources and, like every
other newsroom in the country, CBS News headquarters in New York
was a bedlam of activity. Writers and producers had formed a kind of
bucket brigade to make sure that the crush of wire copy, now clattering
away on all printers, quickly reached the editor’s desk. There, Ed Bliss
sifted through it, eliminating duplication, then passed it on to Cronkite.
Whatever coherence the broadcast had during that first hectic hour or
so (and the transcript reads surprisingly well) was due largely to Cron-
kite’s own expert ability to ad-lib and maintain order in the midst of
chaos.

Within moments after the first UPI report of the shooting, CBS’s
own correspondents in the field were moving in on the story. Both Dan
Rather, who was in Dallas, and Eddie Barker, news director of the CBS
affiliate in Dallas, soon received word, from separate sources, that
Kennedy was dead. Cronkite passed on these reports, but he went out
of his way to stress that they were not official, that there was as yet no
confirmation. During the last minutes of uncertainty, he seemed, at
times, almost to be straining to have it not be so. Then, at 2:33 P.M., New
York time, the official announcement came in. As Cronkite broadcast
the announcement, his voice broke and his eyes filled up with tears.

Quickly, however, he regained his composure. This was, after all,
Walter Cronkite, who had a reputation for being the coolest, most
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detached of broadcast journalists. The tragedy was now a fait accompli,
but other aspects of the story were now unfolding, and Cronkite re-
mained seated at the anchor desk broadcasting each new development:
the transition of power to Lyndon Johnson, the arrest of a suspect
named Lee Harvey Oswald, the stunned reaction of government lead-
ers in Washington and in other capitals around the world, and the
preparations for a weekend of mourning, to be followed by the funeral
and burial. After he had been on the air steadily for about three hours,
Cronkite decided he needed a break and turned the anchor slot over
to Charles Collingwood. As he stood up, he caught sight of his suit coat
draped over the back of his chair, and it was then, and only then, that
he realized he had been on the air all this time in his shirt-sleeves with
his tie askew and his hair uncombed. Such minor neglects were not at
all in character.

The first thing Cronkite did, after Collingwood relieved him, was
to go to his office to call his wife. But the CBS switchboard was jammed.
While he was waiting for a line to clear, his other phone rang. He picked
it up, and before he had a chance to identify himself, a woman’s strident
voice came on: “May I have the news department of CBS?” Cronkite
replied, “This is the news department of CBS.” The woman then said,
“Well, I think it is absolutely criminal for CBS to have that man Cron-
kite on the air at a time like this, when everybody knows that he hates
the Kennedys. But there he is, in shirt-sleeves, crying his crocodile
tears.”

Cronkite took a deep breath and then roared back, “Madam, this
is Walter Cronkite and you are a goddamn idiot!"” He then slammed the
receiver down so hard that for a moment he thought he had damaged
it.

Cronkite was back on the air later that afternoon, and by the end
of the day the decision had been made, by all three networks, to sus-
pend all commercials and entertainment programs until after
Kennedy’s funeral. Thus, by nightfall, the nation was locked into what,
in retrospect, still stands out as the most extraordinary weekend in the
history of television.

With the decision to turn continuous air time over to the network
news departments, TV journalism was suddenly faced with a challenge
far greater than any it had previously experienced. Because of the
triumph it achieved in meeting that challenge, television news would
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never be regarded in quite the same way again. It is no exaggeration
to say that during those four days in November 1963, TV journalism
came into its full maturity. What’s more, its performance that weekend
provided a clear glimpse into the future. In the years ahead, television
would come to be recognized as the dominant voice in American jour-
nalism, the prime source from which the majority of Americans re-
ceived their news.

To appreciate the significance of this historic shift from newspapers
to television, it may be useful to recall how TV’s role in the world of
journalism was perceived up to the time of the Kennedy assassination.
Prior to the 1960s, television news was given credit for being able to
provide thorough coverage of certain live events that were scheduled
well in advance, thus allowing plenty of time for preparation—the best
example being the political conventions. It was also acknowledged that,
on rare occasions, one of the networks might come up with an excellent
documentary worthy of comparison with the best reporting in print
journalism. But once those exceptions were conceded, TV news was
generally dismissed as a journalistic frivolity, a cumbersome beast un-
equipped to meet the demands of breaking news on a day-to-day basis.
By the early 1960s, there already were signs that this attitude was
beginning to change as technological advances (for example, the use of
videotape, the communications satellites), along with a general
strengthening of editorial skills, helped improve the quality of televi-
sion newscasts. Indeed, news executives at two of the networks, CBS
and NBC, were so confident that TV journalism was ready to step up
in class that in September 1963—just a few weeks before the Kennedy
assassination—they had expanded their evening news programs from
fifteen minutes to a half hour. The effect of that move was not immedi-
ate; only later would its impact be fully recognized.

But this was not the case with the coverage of those four days in
November. The impact of that was immediate. The critical acclaim that
followed television’s performance that weekend was almost startling in
its extravagance. From Senator William Proxmire of Wisconsin came
this fervent tribute: “Not only was the coverage dignified and immacu-
late in taste, it was remarkably competent and frequently it soared with
imaginative, if tragic beauty. The intelligence and sensitivity of com-
mentary and continuously expressed dedication to this country’s
strength and solidity in its hour of terrible grief was superb.”

Even some of the participating newsmen thought this tribute was
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a bit much. Journalists, a rather gruff breed, tend to be embarrassed by
expressions like “tragic beauty.” But there is no doubt that Proxmire’s
sentiments were shared by millions of other Americans who sat,
transfixed, for hours on end in front of their sets that weekend.

If television news, as an entity, enhanced its reputation that week-
end, then so did its chief practitioners—the most notable example being
Walter Cronkite. From the time of that first bulletin on Friday until
Kennedy’s burial at Arlington on Monday, Cronkite was the mainstay
of CBS’s live and continuous coverage. As a result, his was the presence
with which millions of Americans most strongly identified. Later, when
critics and other viewers expressed admiration for the restraint, the
taste, and the all-around professionalism of TV’s coverage that week-
end, it was Cronkite’s performance that was invariably cited. And in the
process, a subtle change had begun to take place in the way Cronkite
was perceived by the viewing public.

Walter Cronkite was, of course, no stranger to the television audi-
ence in 1963. A veteran broadcaster, he had been the TV anchorman
for CBS at every political convention since 1952. In addition, he was
known to millions as the regular narrator on a series of popular Sunday
afternoon broadcasts, starting with the pseudohistorical You Are There
programs in the early 1950s. By the time he took over as anchorman
on the CBS Evening News in April 1962, he had established himself as
the workhorse of the CBS News team, the correspondent who covered
all the major stories, from election nights to space shots. Yet for all his
diligence and constant exposure, Cronkite had never acquired, during
those early years, the kind of prestige that attached itself to the name
of his older CBS colleague, Edward R. Murrow. Nor had he been able
to achieve in the early 1960s the popularity of the excellent NBC team
of Chet Huntley and David Brinkley. As a matter of fact, there was a
growing belief that Cronkite was becoming passé, that his broadcasting
style—straightforward reporting with a minimum of adornment—was
no longer in tune with the hip and swinging 1960s.

But on the weekend of the Kennedy assassination, Cronkite’s sober
mien—his natural strength—reflected the mood of the country. His
earnest, almost reverent approach, often criticized as being stuffy, now
struck many viewers as solid and reassuring. This was the start, for
Cronkite, of a new persona or, to be more precise, what was perceived
as a new persona. In the years ahead, as the country continued to reel
through difficult times (a despised war, urban riots, more political assas-
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sinations), Cronkite always seemed to be there, on the TV screen, in
moments of crisis or travail. Thus the image of solid integrity was stead-
ily reinforced until, eventually, his reputation grew so immense that it
extended well beyond the limits of broadcast journalism.

Needless to say, what was sauce for Cronkite was sauce for his
network. At the time of the Kennedy assassination, CBS News was in
the midst of a severe losing streak. For years, ever since Ed Murrow and
his cohorts broke new ground with their radio coverage of World War
I1, CBS had been the acknowledged leader in broadcast journalism. But
by the early 1960s, it had fallen far behind NBC, both in the coverage
of such special events as political conventions and in the nightly “rat-
ings war” with The Huntley-Brinkley Report. All that was destined to
change, and the person most responsible for leading CBS News back to
the top was, of course, Walter Cronkite.

Yet there was more to it than that. The people in power at CBS
News have always insisted over the years that Cronkite was simply the
lead horse in an impressive stable of talent. They would argue that as
important as Cronkite was in the struggle to take the play away from
NBC, the turnabout could not have been accomplished without the
strong bench behind him, the team of gifted reserves. And invariably
during the late 1960s, whenever CBS executives talked about the
backup strength in their news operation, the first name to be men-
tioned was Harry Reasoner’s.

On the afternoon of November 22, 1963, at the time Cronkite was
going on the air with the first bulletin from Dallas, Harry Reasoner was
having lunch at a restaurant in midtown Manhattan. Unlike Cronkite,
Reasoner viewed going out for lunch as a daily ritual never to be missed
except in case of illness or some meteorological calamity. As a rule, his
taste ran to stylish, out-of-the-way French restaurants where the em-
phasis was on good food and quiet talk. But he had spent the morning
with a camera crew filming a CBS Reports documentary, and at lunch-
time he found himself near Lindy’s, the raffish Broadway establishment
made famous by Damon Runyon. Not at all Reasoner’s sort of place, but
he decided to give it a try. It proved to be the last as well as the first
time in his life that Harry Reasoner dined at Lindy’s.

On leaving the restaurant, he caught a taxi. It was the driver who
first told him that Kennedy had been shot and might well be dead.
Reasoner knew there would be no more work that day on the CBS
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Reports documentary. He told the cabdriver to stop, then scurried
around for the nearest phone to call the office. He was instructed to
come in at once to help write and put together a full-length obituary
on Kennedy, which he would broadcast sometime that evening. It was
a major undertaking; because Kennedy was so young, CBS News did not
have a prepared film biography of him, as it did of prominent older
public figures, such as Eisenhower, Truman, or Charles de Gaulle. Later
in the afternoon, Reasoner was given another important assignment.
He was told he would be the anchorman throughout the prime-time
hours that evening. He was also told to keep himself available to sit in
for Cronkite at other intervals in the days and nights ahead. This came
as no great surprise, for by the fall of 1963, Harry Reasoner had become
quite accustomed to the role of sitting in for Walter Cronkite.

Reasoner took over the anchor slot that Friday evening, most of
which was devoted to the long and moving biography of Kennedy he
had helped prepare. He was back on the air the next night to broadcast
a wrap-up report on the day of mourning in Washington and elsewhere.
But the most dramatic moment for Reasoner came early Sunday after-
noon. Again he was at the anchor desk, filling in for Cronkite, when Jack
Ruby shot and killed Lee Harvey Oswald in the basement of the Dallas
city jail. Those who remember seeing that grisly event live were not
watching CBS at the time. The only network to broadcast the murder
when it actually happened was NBC.

At the moment Oswald was shot, CBS was broadcasting a live
report from Washington by Roger Mudd on the preparations for the
arrival of Kennedy’s body at the Capitol rotunda, where it would lie in
state until the next morning. But CBS reporters and cameras were on
the scene in Dallas, and Reasoner, who was watching the Oswald story
on a closed-circuit monitor, saw it happen—or saw, at least, that some-
thing had happened. Although seldom given to emotional outbursts,
Reasoner began jumping up and down in his chair, screaming for the
control room to “switch to Dallas.” A few seconds later, the switch was
made, and once the confusion began to clear up, details of the story
were pieced together. Thanks to videotape, CBS soon was able to
broadcast an “instant replay” of the shooting, but later there would be
angry postmortems within the network because of the “beat” NBC
scored on the event itself.

In the meantime, while there was still widespread confusion over
what had happened, Reasoner was handed a wire-service story quoting



“Kennedy’s Been Shot!” 9

Dallas police as saying that Oswald had been shot by a “black man.”
Reasoner did not remember seeing a black man in all the melee on the
closed-circuit monitor, and his instincts told him it would be better not
to broadcast the item until more details were known. Later, he would
look back on that decision with a considerable sense of satisfaction.

Around the time that Harry Reasoner was calling for his check at
Lindy’s in New York, Roger Mudd was having lunch in the Senate
Dining Room in Washington with two wire-service reporters who also
covered Capitol Hill, Warren Duffy of AP and Bill Theis of UPI. Thier
meal was interrupted when somebody rushed in with the news that
Kennedy had been shot in Dallas. All three men instantly jumped up
and headed for the nearest telephones to call their respective offices.
Mudd’s assignment that afternoon was to round up prominent senators
and congressmen for reaction reports to be broadcast later in the day.

He went to the Marble Room in the Senate building, where the
wire-service printers were located, and the first sight to greet him there
was a cluster of senators gathered around the UPI printer. In the center
of the group was Richard Russell of Georgia, then the most prestigious
member of the Senate and a bitter foe of President Kennedy on a
number of issues, especially civil rights. As the details of the story from
Dallas appeared on the printer, Russell hollered them out for all to hear,
and as he did so, his voice trembled and tears came streaming down his
cheeks. That particular scene would remain vivid in Roger Mudd’s
memory for many years.

His next major assignment came on Sunday, when he reported on
the lying-in-state of Kennedy’s body at the Capitol rotunda. Much of the
time during those long hours, his own feelings were torn between the
banality of trying to stay warm in the chill November air (his vantage
point was outside the rotunda) and the solemn grandeur of the event
he was reporting.

Mudd had reported on grandeur of another sort three months
earlier when he anchored CBS’s live coverage of what, up until then,
was the biggest domestic story of 1963: the massive civil rights March
on Washington, an event highlighted by Martin Luther King’s famous
“I have a dream” speech. But even though he already was taking on
important assignments, Mudd was a relative newcomer to CBS News,
having joined the network’s Washington bureau in 1961. In the fall of
1963, his rise to journalistic prominence had just begun. And as he stood
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outside the Capitol rotunda that bleak November weekend, reporting
on the crowds that had gathered to mourn the death of one Kennedy,
Roger Mudd had no way of knowing what a personal and poignant role
he would play at the scene of another tragic event—the second
Kennedy assassination, five years later.

For CBS News, the key man at the scene of the first Kennedy
assassination was Dan Rather. In the fall of 1963, Rather was even more
of a newcomer to the network than Mudd. He was hired in February
1962, and after a few weeks of apprenticeship in New York, he was sent
to Dallas to open a new CBS bureau. In working out of Dallas, Rather
had acquired a perceptive understanding of the city’s prevailing moods
and, in particular, of its harsh political climate. Thus, in the fall of 1963,
he persuaded his editorial superiors in New York to lay on extra cover-
age for the President’s visit to Dallas. Rather was among those who felt,
most acutely, that “something unusual” might happen while Kennedy
was in Dallas. And when it was all over, CBS News executives in New
York would remember his foresight.

On the day Kennedy arrived in Dallas, Rather’s main responsibility
was to supervise the overall coverage. Other reporters were assigned
to specific aspects of the story, such as the motorcade and the speech
Kennedy was scheduled to deliver at the Dallas Trade Mart. But shortly
before noon, Rather learned that one of the CBS camera crews was
planning to make a “film drop” at a certain point along the motorcade.
Having nothing better to do at the moment, he decided to go over to
the designated site and wait for it. Hence, it was largely a whim that
accounted for Rather’s presence on the route of the Presidential motor-
cade a block or so beyond the Texas School Book Depository.

For Rather, the motorcade, as such, never came. While he stood
there waiting, a police car and an open limousine zoomed by at ex-
tremely high speed and turned not toward Kennedy’s destination, the
Dallas Trade Mart, but onto another expressway heading out toward
the airport. Only a few seconds passed before it dawned on him that the
route to the airport was also the route to the nearest medical facility,
Parkland Memorial Hospital. At that moment, Rather felt his first
tremor of concern.

He jogged up the hill in the direction from which the limousine had
come, and by the time he reached the top he knew that something
terrible had happened. Looking down toward the School Book Deposi-
tory, all he saw was chaos: women on the ground shielding children
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with their arms, policemen standing with guns drawn and perplexed
expressions on their faces, crowds of people shouting and running
around in confusion. Rather turned and ran, at full speed, the five blocks
back to television station KRLD, the CBS affiliate in Dallas. As he
rushed in past the telephone switchboard, he shouted to the operator,
“Open the lines to New York and keep them open!” Then, grabbing a
phone himself, Rather called Parkland Hospital. The operator there
told him she had “heard” that the President had been shot, but she
didn’t know if it was true or not. She connected him with a doctor who
was standing nearby. Rather identified himself, then said, “The lady on
the switchboard says that the President has been shot, and I'd like to
verify that with you.”

“Yes,” the doctor replied, “‘the President has been brought in, and
it is my understanding that he’s dead.”

That statement, along with the eerily calm way the doctor had
uttered it, hit Rather with such stunning force that for a moment his
mind went blank. Recovering, he asked the doctor to identify himself.

“I'm not the person you need to talk with,” came the reply, and
with that the doctor hung up. Rather frantically dialed back, but by
then the switchboard was jammed and it took what seemed to him an
agonizingly long time before he could get through. The doctor he
talked to earlier could not be found, so this time a Catholic priest was
put on the line. The priest informed Rather that he had seen Kennedy
and that he was certain the President was dead.

As Rather hung up the phone, the bulletin slide appeared on the
television screen in the KRLD newsroom, and he heard Walter Cron-
kite’s voice broadcasting the UPI report that Kennedy had been shot
and that his wounds “perhaps could be fatal.” It was as far as anyone
was prepared to go at that point. Rather’s next move was to get on the
direct line to the CBS radio desk in New York. He told the radio editor
that he expected to have something in “another minute or so” and to
“just hang on.” Hunching his shoulder to hold the New York receiver
to one ear, Rather then got on a second phone to talk to Eddie Barker,
the news director of KRLD, who was at the Trade Mart. Barker said that
a Parkland Hospital official who was also at the Trade Mart was telling
everyone that Kennedy was dead.

“Yes,” said Rather, “that’s what I hear, too. That he’s dead.”

“What was that?” The question came over the other phone from
the radio editor in New York, but in his excitement Rather thought it
had come from Barker.
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“I said that’s my information, too. That he’s dead.”

“Did you say ‘dead’?” the radio editor in New York asked. “Are you
sure, Dan?”

“Right, dead,” said Rather, still thinking he was talking to Barker.
“That’s the word I get from two people at the hospital.”

A few seconds passed, and then Rather heard, through the receiver
connected to New York, the voice of Allan Jackson on the CBS radio
network with the bulletin that Kennedy was dead. To Rather’s horror,
Jackson was naming him as the source. He began screaming into the
phone to New York, “What the hell’s the matter with you people? I
never authorized that! I never—”

The radio editor, interrupting, recalled the previous conversation
in which Rather had said, then had repeated, that Kennedy was dead.
Rather now understood what had happened, now realized that it was
not Barker’s questions he had been answering but the radio editor’s.
Still, that did not strike him as a legitimate excuse. In loud and angry
tones, he accused the New York radio desk of jumping the gun, of acting
irresponsibly, of squeezing him into a terrible corner. Then he realized
there was no point in arguing. The deed was done. There could be no
pulling back.

Tense would be a fairly accurate word to describe the next few
minutes in Dan Rather’s life. As he wrote many years later, in recalling
the queasy sensation that gripped him that afternoon: “It dawned on
me that it was possible I had committed a blunder beyond comprehen-
sion, beyond forgiving.” About fifteen minutes after Allan Jackson had
gone on the air with Rather’s story, the other two networks, citing their
sources, also reported that Kennedy was dead. Rather’s period of anxi-
ety was over.

Dan Rather went on from there to provide thorough and accurate
coverage of that weekend in Dallas, and his performance was duly
noted at network headquarters. That tragic weekend in November
1963 brought an end to Rather’s career as a regional journalist who
mainly covered stories in the South. Only a few weeks after the assassi-
nation, he was appointed CBS News White House correspondent over
the heads of several more experienced reporters in Washington.

Beyond Cronkite, Reasoner, Mudd, and Rather, there were many
other correspondents who contributed to CBS’s coverage of that long
weekend. And beyond the on-camera faces, there was a host of other
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men and women: producers, directors, camera crews, film editors, writ-
ers, researchers, and various technicians. Without them, the complex
craft of TV journalism could not have come into being at CBS or con-
tinued to exist. And hovering over all of them, the “star” correspon-
dents and the off-camera operatives, was another man. For it may also
be said that most of the people who have been a part of the CBS News
story over the past two decades or so have been conscious, in varying
degrees, of a sense of legacy. This legacy or tradition can best be
summed up in one word: Murrow.

By the fall of 1963, Edward R. Murrow had been out of television
for nearly three years. A few weeks after his election in 1960, John
Kennedy had offered Murrow a job as director of the United States
Information Agency (USIA). And Murrow, for reasons that had more to
do with the internal problems he was having at CBS than with any
desire to be a part of Kennedy’s New Frontier, accepted the post. But
in November 1963, Murrow was seriously ill, having been stricken with
lung cancer earlier in the year. He received the news of the assassina-
tion in bed at his home in Washington, where he was trying to recuper-
ate from surgery. Murrow never regained his health. The following
year, while he was still convalescing, the cancer hit him again; this time
it had spread to the brain. He died on April 27, 1965.

Murrow’s towering reputation as a broadcast journalist did not die
with him. In fact, just the opposite was true. In the years since his death,
he has become the stuff of legend, a figure of Olympian stature. Many
of the people in power at CBS, some no doubt acting in their own
self-interest, have done everything they could to perpetuate the Mur-
row myth. Since his death, it has been an article of faith at CBS that
Murrow’s sterling qualities of courage and integrity should serve as the
model for broadcast journalists everywhere. Seldom, if ever, on such
occasions does anyone mention how CBS agonized over those qualities
when Murrow was around, dragging the network into battles it would
have preferred to avoid.

It does no great honor to Ed Murrow’s memory to enshrine him in
myth and platitude. Like all great men, he was both more and less than
his legend. What should not be forgotten is that before he was taken
over by the mythmakers, there was simply the man and his work,
which, by any conceivable standard, was impressive enough.
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His presence was so strong, so clearly defined, that it is still easy to recall
in vivid detail his most characteristic pose. First of all, there was the
inevitable cigarette clutched in his fingers, sending smoke swirling up
in front of his face; then, through the smoke, the furrowed brow reflect-
ing his generally bleak view of the world and its future; and beneath
the brow, the dark, piercing eyes staring straight into the camera, or
into the face of the person he was speaking to at the moment. After his
lung cancer, the cigarette was remembered with head-shaking poi-
gnancy, but at the time it gave him a certain cachet. It was more than
an addiction, and more than a prop. It was an essential extension of his
personality, an integral part of his identity, as if were he to appear for
any length of time without it, he would somehow cease to be Edward
R. Murrow.

The burning cigarette, the creased brow, the steady gaze, in con-
junction with his long, thoughtful pauses, helped create the quiet little
dramas Murrow was capable of producing on a moment’s notice. At the
time of the famous See It Now broadcast on Senator Joseph McCarthy,
the weekly program was being sponsored exclusively by the Aluminum
Company of America. During the controversy that followed, a group of
Alcoa executives met with Murrow to discuss the situation, and at one
point an Alcoa man asked the blunt question: *“Mr. Murrow, what are
your personal politics?”” There followed the long, reflective drag on the
cigarette, the rising plumes of smoke, the familiar frown, and finally,
after a long, long silence, he intoned, “That’s none of your damn busi-
ness.” The Alcoa executives smiled at each other and agreed that Mur-

14
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row had given the right and proper answer. Yet one of Murrow’s CBS
colleagues present at the meeting was convinced it wasn’t the answer
itself that impressed them, but the intense scene preceding it, the taut
manner in which Murrow seemed to weigh the question as if his very
life depended on the answer he gave.

So there was that about him: an innate and shrewd sense of drama.
As a speech major in college in the 1920s, he had played the lead in
several campus productions, and many of the gifts he developed then,
he later put to use in his broadcasting career. In fact, much of his
strength as a personality, as opposed to his strength as a journalist, was
the result of his having mastered the art of playing himself—Edward
R. Murrow. It also is true that it was on the advice of his college drama
coach that he injected the famous dramatic pause in his World War II
radio broadcasts from London. Thus a rather bland and routine opening
line became the celebrated Murrow trademark: “This—is London.”

It would be a mistake to make too much of that, however. If Mur-
row indulged in a bit of theatrical flair, it was never intended as an end
in itself. Whether working in radio or television, he would have rejected
the notion that the medium is the message. For Murrow, the message,
the subject matter of a broadcast, was always the supreme concern.
When he resorted to dramatic techniques, it was in an effort to give the
message a greater sense of urgency. In a revealing letter to his parents
during World War II, he wrote: “I remember you once wanted me to
be a preacher, but 1 had no faith, except in myself. But now I am
preaching from a powerful pulpit. Often I am wrong but I am trying
to talk as I would have talked were I a preacher. One need not wear
a reversed collar to be honest.”

So even then, at the outset of his broadcasting career, Murrow saw
his role in evangelical terms. From beginning to end, it was his desire
to enlighten, to awaken, that distinguished him as a journalist. To cite
just one example, consider the closing lines he wrote for the See It Now
broadcast on McCarthy:

This is no time for men who oppose Senator McCarthy’s methods to
keep silent, or for those who approve. We can deny our heritage and our
history, but we cannot escape responsibility for the result. There is no way
for a citizen of a republic to abdicate his responsibilities. As a nation we
have come into our full inheritance at a tender age. We proclaim ourselves
—as indeed we are—the defenders of freedom, what’s left of it, but we
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cannot defend freedom abroad by deserting it at home. The actions of the
junior senator from Wisconsin have caused alarm and dismay amongst our
allies abroad and given considerable comfort to our enemies, and whose
fault is that? Not really his. He didn’t create this situation of fear; he merely
exploited it, and rather successfully. Cassius was right: “The fault, dear
Brutus, is not in our stars but in ourselves.” Good night, and good luck.

Those are the words of a man trying to prod his viewers to think,
to open their minds to the peril he felt threatened the country. In fact,
given everything he later became, it is hardly surprising that it was a
consumning interest in education that launched Murrow on his career.

At the time of his graduation from college in 1930, Murrow was
president of the National Student Federation of America, and for the
next five years he continued to work with student and education organi-
zations, at home and abroad. Then, in 1935, a new job—"director of
talks”’—was created at the still-fledgling CBS radio network, and on the
recommendation of a friend from Student Federation days, it was of-
fered to Murrow. As director of talks, his main responsibility was to line
up important guests for serious, informational broadcasts on CBS. He
had no interest in broadcasting news himself at this time, although he
did dabble a bit in it. One Christmas Eve, following a spirited office
party, he spontaneously volunteered to sit in for Robert Trout on his
evening news program, wrestling the script away from him with the
giddy explanation that Trout was in no condition to read the news. In
truth, it was Murrow, and not Trout, who had overindulged at the party.
Trout, the top CBS newscaster at the time, sat back, gleefully anticipat-
ing a mishmash of slurred words and other flubs. But to his amazement,
Murrow proceeded through the broadcast with clarity and zest, never
missing a beat—a flawless performance.

Nevertheless, the fact that Murrow went on to become a full-time
broadcaster was entirely an accident, and the accident was World War
II. In 1937, at the age of twenty-nine, he was sent to London as CBS’s
European director. Like his previous job, this was essentially an ad-
ministrative post: setting up speeches and other “special events” for
broadcast back home. Then, in March 1938, Hitler swept into Austria.
At the time, Murrow was in Poland, where he had gone to set up a CBS
School of the Air program. He chartered a plane and reached Vienna
in time to describe the arrival of the Nazi troops: “Hello, America.
. .. Herr Hitler is now at the Imperial Hotel.” That was the start, and
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from there he went on to cover the Munich crisis, the fall of Czecho-
slovakia, the London blitz, and some of the major European battles of
the war.

It is not precisely true that Ed Murrow created radio journalism.
By the late 1930s, newscasts had become an established part of network
programming. But along with the fine team of reporters he hired (a
group that became known, inevitably, as “Murrow’s boys”), he greatly
advanced the form. His most impressive contribution was to shift the
empbhasis away from the static world of studio newscasts to the *“beat”
reporter at the scene. No longer did radio journalism primarily consist
of reading or rephrasing information that came from other sources.
Murrow and his “boys” covered the news themselves.

Some of the reporters he hired away from newspapers and wire
services in those early years had trouble adjusting to radio. But Murrow
himself was a natural. It is no doubt true that his lack of newspaper
experience worked to his advantage, for to borrow a favorite phrase of
his, he was not “contaminated by the conventions of print.” Neverthe-
less, Elmer Davis, one of the first journalists to go from a distinguished
career in print to a distinguished career in radio, once wrote that he was
“faintly scandalized” that such good reporting could be done by a man
who had never worked on a newspaper. Early on, Murrow developed
the habit of dictating his pieces instead of writing them down. The
words and rhythms were thus shaped, from the start, to engage the ear
rather than the eye. Some of his touches were nothing less than in-
spired. On one occasion during the blitz, seeking to convey the quiet
courage of Londoners under siege, he held a microphone on the side-
walk to pick up the sound of footsteps moving calmly toward the bomb
shelters.

When he finally came home after the war, it was as a celebrity. He
had elevated radio journalism to new levels of respectability, and, in the
years ahead, he would leave just as strong an imprint on television.

Murrow greeted the arrival of television with all the wariness of a
foot soldier entering an enemy mine field. To the end of his life, he
remained firm in his belief that radio was the purer medium, the more
honest medium. Television, he thought, was overly collaborative; a TV
reporter had to rely too much on camera crews and other technicians
who were not necessarily motivated by journalistic concerns. Nor was
he happy with the “show-biz” aspects of television, the tendency to use
visual effects to heighten and exaggerate, thus leaving the viewer with
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a misleading impression. Still, Murrow recognized that television was
destined to become a medium of awesome power and that, given his
position, he had no choice but to try to channel some of that power in
the right direction. But his move into TV was cautious and restrained.
He did some on-camera reporting at the 1948 political conventions, but
it wasn’t until three years later that he committed himself to television
on a regular basis.

By this time, he had hooked up with Fred Friendly, an ebullient
and energetic man whose interest in news and public affairs was more
than matched by his enthusiasm for the technological advances in radio
and television. The Murrow-Friendly association began in 1947, when
they collaborated on a record album of recent historical events that had
been broadcast on radio. Murrow’s narrative skill and Friendly’s techni-
cal ability proved to be a winning combination. The album, called I Can
Hear It Now, enjoyed spectacular success and led to several sequels.
Coming off that experience, Friendly went to work for CBS as Murrow’s
producer on a weekly radio documentary program called, naturally
enough, Hear It Now. From there, the obvious next step for both men
was to television, and See It Now.

The first See It Now broadcast, in November 1951, was basically a
“media event,” as television took the opportunity to rejoice in its own
technology. In September of that year, engineers had succeeded in
splicing together, by microwave relay and coaxial cable, the nation’s
first coast-to-coast television system. In its eventual impact, this techno-
logical feat was comparable to the driving of the Golden Spike in 1869
that linked America’s railways from one coast to the other. So the first
See It Now broadcast was a celebration of that achievement. Seated in
a swivel chair, Murrow invited his viewers to enjoy the privilege of
seeing—live and simultaneously—pictures of the Golden Gate Bridge
in San Francisco and the Brooklyn Bridge in New York. More than
anything else, that first See It Now program drove home the message
that the country had entered a new era of communications.

In his introductory remarks on that first broadcast, Murrow told his
viewers that “this is an old team trying to learn a new trade.” The
learning process would extend over the next two years or so, and,
during that time, See It Now offered little in the way of memorable
television. There were some exceptions, a notable one coming in De-
cember 1952, when See It Now did an hour-long piece on what Christ-
mas was like for the troops fighting in Korea. But for the most part, as
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the Murrow-Friendly team struggled to learn its new trade, those early
TV efforts lacked both the force and the imagination that had character-
ized Murrow’s great radio broadcasts during World War II.

From the vantage point of later years, when Murrow became en-
gulfed in controversy, some of his friends at CBS looked back on the
early 1950s as a period of innocence and happy times. Working on the
formative See It Now broadcasts was not unlike playing with a new toy,
and there was a great sense of fun. Murrow had his lighter side, and it
surfaced from time to time. But even in those relatively easygoing days,
he was never much of a mixer, never really one of the boys. In a
profession known for its brashness, he was genuinely shy and reserved,
a deeply private person. Surrounded by garrulous men, he was given
to reticence and long bouts of brooding. Even when he did make a
gesture toward familiarity, he often did so in a somber and portentous
way. For example, one day during this period, Murrow joined a group
of young CBS reporters who were engaged in a casual bull session. His
contribution dramatically changed the tone of their conversation.
“Gentlemen,” he asked, “what do you think is the most important
problem facing the world today?”

The compassion that people recognized in his voice and manner
stemmed from a deep sense of melancholy and foreboding. Not every-
one who worked with Murrow appreciated his *“gloom-and-doom” atti-
tude, as one critic called it. Once, during World War II, a CBS executive
in New York, who was urgently trying to locate Murrow, called the BBC
office in London and asked if he was there. “Oh, yes,” said the English-
man who took the call, “he’s somewhere around here wearing his cus-
tomary crown of thorns.” When Murrow was courting his wife, he
warned her to beware of his depressions and black moods. Years later,
Janet Murrow said of him, “Ed is a sufferer.”

On the air, he always came across as fluent and firmly in control,
but it was a triumph of will over temperament. His viewers or listeners
had no inkling of the private tension that often preceded a broadcast.
It was his habit to keep a bottle of Scotch at his feet, from which he
almost always took at least one healthy belt before going on the air.
Even when doing a routine radio newscast, his foot jiggled up and down
in a nervous spasm, and often, by the time he bade his listeners “Good
night, and good luck,” his shirt would be damp with perspiration. For
all his natural gifts as a broadcaster, he never succeeded in conquering
the jitters, the stage fright of his profession, which is one reason why he
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was never a facile ad-libber. On the other hand, a case of the jitters
would have been understandable on the night of March 9, 1954. But
never did Murrow appear more calm and intent on his purpose than
that night when he looked into the camera and said, “Good evening.
Tonight, See It Now devotes its entire half hour to a report on Senator
Joseph R. McCarthy, told mainly in his own words and pictures.”

Strictly on its own terms, the McCarthy broadcast was a major
milestone in the history of TV journalism. But that apparently has not
been enough to satisfy some of Murrow’s more ardent mythologizers,
who have seen fit to embellish the event and make of it something it
was not. Hence, the need to try to set the record straight.

First of all, Murrow was never the flaming liberal he has become
in retrospect to some of those who revere the legend. Like so many
other Americans at that time, he was a dedicated cold-warrior whose
concern over the threat of Communism, at home and abroad, was as
great as that of some of McCarthy’s most loyal supporters. On the issue
of civil rights, Murrow leaned toward a progressive view, but in doing
so, he constantly had to struggle with his Southern heritage. (Although
he spent most of his early years in the Pacific Northwest, Murrow was
born in North Carolina, and he generally looked upon that region as his
native soil.) Once, when Joe Wershba, a talented young reporter on the
See It Now unit, gently chided him about his cautious approach to civil
rights, a pained expression came over Murrow’s face and he said, “Joe,
you have to understand that I'm a Southern boy. It’s harder for me.”
Nevertheless Murrow was passionately committed to civil liberties, and
this meant, among other things, that he firmly believed in the right of
free men to speak out, on any issue, without fear of reprisal. That alone
was enough to convince him that McCarthyism could not be tolerated
in silence.

Furthermore, it’s one thing to say that McCarthy was badly cut up
by the Murrow broadcast (which he was), but quite another to claim
that the senator and his cause were destroyed by it. McCarthy himself
still had a few innings left, even though he was, by this time, clearly on
the wane. More to the point, the poison associated with his name con-
tinued to fester over the next several years. Certainly the infamous
“blacklist,” which left such an indelible stain on Murrow’s own broad-
casting industry, was unaffected by the McCarthy program. It con-
tinued to operate at full force, ruining lives and careers, until the early
1960s.
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Finally, Murrow was not the first major journalist to take on
McCarthy. By 1954, the senator had been denounced in any number
of newspaper columns and magazine articles. Even within the nar-
rower confines of broadcast journalism, Elmer Davis and Eric Sevareid,
as well as others, had been putting the wood to McCarthy in their radio
commentaries during the years leading up to the See It Now program.
As Sevareid remarked many years later, “We were trying, on radio, to
keep the salient open so that when the time came, Ed and Friendly
could drive their big tank through.”

That was the difference: television was the big tank, the one with
the cannon. And no one was more acutely aware of that than Murrow
himself. For well over a year before the broadcast, his friends and
colleagues had been urging him, with steadily diminishing patience, to
bring his personal prestige and the power of television into the fight
against McCarthyism. They argued that Murrow’s own reputation was
at stake, that his fine record of heroism under fire during World War
IT was now being questioned. His detractors, they told him, were saying
that physical courage in the face of a common enemy was one thing,
but that the kind of moral courage required to speak out against
McCarthy was something else again.

Still, Murrow held back. He rejected as inappropriate the sugges-
tion that he simply go on television and make a speech attacking
McCarthy. If he was going to use the power of television and his own
prestige against McCarthy, then he had to have the right format. He
believed that the most effective way to expose McCarthy was to let
McCarthy expose himself, in clips and footage gleaned from the sena-
tor’s own public performance. That required time and patience. Fi-
nally, in early 1954, the elements he wanted had been pulled together,
and See It Now was ready to tell the story of Joe McCarthy “in his own
words and pictures.”

Even with this shrewd approach, Murrow fully anticipated the
storm that followed. A few seconds before the McCarthy broadcast
began, Friendly leaned over and whispered to him, “This is going to be
a tough one.” His face set in a taut expression, Murrow replied, “Yes,
and after this one they’re all going to be tough.”

The McCarthy broadcast drastically changed Ed Murrow’s life and
career. Up until then, he had been an unequivocal asset to CBS, the
network’s “great ornament,” as he was called. He emerged from the
McCarthy program with a more formidable reputation than ever, but
while most of the reaction to the broadcast was favorable, some of it was




22 AIR TIME

not, and, as a result, Murrow suddenly became a divisive influence. Not
long after the broadcast, a public-opinion poll, commissioned by CBS
president Frank Stanton, disclosed that of those questioned, 33 percent
said they believed Murrow was pro-Communist. In Stanton’s view, this
was extremely distressing news, not only for Murrow but for CBS.

Nevertheless, the storm might well have blown itself out if after the
McCarthy show See It Now had reverted to the routine interviews and
innocuous subjects of its early years. As Fred Friendly later wrote about
those early programs: “The missing ingredients were conviction, con-
troversy and a point of view.” By the night of the McCarthy broadcast,
those ingredients were there, and from then on, there was no turning
back. In the months that followed, there were broadcasts on other
sensitive subjects, including an interview with the brilliant but contro-
versial physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer, the first hard look by a TV
network at school segregation in the South, and a grimly prophetic
two-part report on the relationship between smoking and lung cancer.
So the heavy flak over See It Now continued, and among those caught
in the middle of it was the all-powerful Chairman of CBS—William S.
Paley.

The vast CBS broadcasting empire was Paley’s personal creation.
His father, a Russian-Jewish immigrant, had made a fortune in the cigar
business, and young Bill Paley was expected to follow in his footsteps.
But in 1928, he decided instead to pursue a career in radio, then a new
industry with an uncertain future. Sam Paley put up the $400,000 his
twenty-seven-year-old son needed to buy a controlling interest in the
Columbia Broadcasting System, a financially frail network struggling
through the first year of its existence. At the time, CBS consisted of
sixteen radio stations, all east of the Mississippi and north of the Mason-
Dixon line. By the end of 1928, it had in its fold forty-nine affiliate
stations. Bill Paley and CBS were on their way.

But CBS did not have an easy time of it during those early years.
NBC, the older and far more powerful network, completely dominated
entertainment programming and had a tight hold on almost all the big
sponsors. Faced with that situation, Paley chose to concentrate on news
and public affairs. More than anything else at that point, Paley wanted
to infuse CBS with an aura of class and respectability, and an emphasis
on news and other “serious” programs was the quickest and surest way
to accomplish that. He also reasoned, with customary shrewdness, that
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such prestige, once attained, could later be parlayed into power and
profits.

So the strong commitment to news was there from the start, even
before the emergence of Murrow and his group. But their work during
World War II greatly enhanced CBS’s reputation as the leader in broad-
cast journalism. The war also brought Paley and Murrow together in a
more personal way. Until then they scarcely knew each other, but in
1943, Paley took a leave of absence from his CBS executive suite and
went to London to serve on General Eisenhower’s psychological war-
fare staff. He was already an admirer of Murrow’s radio broadcasts and,
as the two men moved through the same social circles in wartime
London, they became close friends. The friendship, which continued in
New York after the war, was a mutually advantageous one: Paley en-
joyed being on intimate terms with his network’s “great ornament,”
and Murrow relished the power that came with easy and direct access
to the corporate lion of CBS.

But the postwar years also brought sweeping changes that eventu-
ally complicated the Murrow-Paley relationship. In 1948, as the net-
works began shifting the emphasis from radio to television, Bill Paley
decided that two decades of being second to NBC in entertainment
programming were enough. He realized that drastic measures were
required to make CBS number one, but that didn’t faze him. The time
had come for bold action. No more Mr. Nice Guy. So, in a dazzling coup
that stunned the broadcasting industry, Paley managed, through an
artful combination of financial inducement and personal charm, to lure
Jack Benny and other top stars away from NBC. In effect, he stole the
nucleus of NBC’s prime-time talent. In doing so, Paley violated a long-
standing gentlemen’s agreement he had with his NBC counterpart,
General David Sarnoff, not to steal each other’s stars. A few days after
the talent raid, an enraged General Sarnoff called Chairman Paley to
ask how he could have stooped to such a low and larcenous tactic.
Paley’s reply was concise and imperious: “Because I needed them.”

The raid on NBC accomplished its purpose. With Jack Benny and
other big stars in its lineup, CBS went on to become the perennial
leader in prime-time television ratings. This meant, among other
things, that the network no longer had to rely quite as much on the
prestige of its news department. Paley continued to esteem Murrow
and the news operation in general, but he knew it was the entertainers
—Benny, Lucille Ball, Jackie Gleason, et al—who accounted for the
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huge, escalating profits that began pouring in as soon as Madison Ave-
nue discovered that television was the greatest advertising medium
ever invented. The profits, in turn, enabled CBS to diversify, to expand
its power beyond broadcasting into other influential areas, such as pub-
lishing. And Bill Paley, the man astride this incredible tidal wave of
success, wanted it all: the prestige and the profits and the enormous
power that resulted from CBS’s growth into a vast conglomerate.

A heavy reliance on entertainment programming had the further
advantage of being safe, and that, too, was an important corporate
consideration. For the postwar era also brought about a significant
change in the nation’s political climate. During World War II, when
Murrow was building up his reputation as a courageous reporter, the
overriding issue was clear-cut, the battle line precisely drawn. On one
side were Ed Murrow, Bill Paley, and the U.S. government, plus all
decent and patriotic Americans and their allies abroad. On the other
were Hitler’s Wehrmacht and the imperial forces of Japan. Never again,
in the decades to come, would the country be so unified in a common
purpose. Indeed, the rise of McCarthyism was one of the first manifesta-
tions of the discords and passions that began to fragment America in the
postwar era. In taking a strong stand on that issue on television, Murrow
inevitably antagonized many viewers even as he heartened many oth-
ers. For that reason alone, such a controversial program did not sit well
with those CBS executives who, with their focus on ratings and sales and
commercial profits, were primarily committed to the dubious goal of
trying to please everyone, and in as inoffensive a way as possible.

Finally, there was television itself—the big tank. With its visual
impact and its power to engage the full attention of its audience, televi-
sion hit nerves and emotions seldom reached by radio. In the years
ahead, Paley and other CBS officials would become reconciled to the
heightened, provocative effect of TV journalism. With the exception of
a couple of regrettable lapses, they would support the network’s televi-
sion coverage of controversial issues and events. But in the 1950s, that
was a new and disturbing phenomenon. Murrow’s See It Now program
was the bold pioneer—the first that ever burst into that silent sea—and
both Murrow and See It Now were destined to pay a heavy price for that
breakthrough.

On the evening of the McCarthy broadcast, Bill Paley called his
good friend Ed Murrow and gave him a personal message: “Ed, I'm
with you today, and I'll be with you tomorrow.” It was a thoughtful
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gesture. A touching show of support. But the real question was whether
Paley would be with Murrow the day after tomorrow, and in the years
ahead. The answer was no.

In the months following the McCarthy show, as Murrow and
Friendly delved into other sensitive subjects, Paley and others on th