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limany occasions to be ignorant of the basic tenets of jurisprudence, Once,

television, the reporters would not have felt any urgent need to "make"
news themselves: ’ _ |

Televising this conference would also have served to diminish,rather
than inerease, public apprehension;-The world would have seen the President
nmaking his calm; dignified statement.'Had some reporters persisted in
digging a story out of the statement, the world would have seen them
harmer away at the President. The public would have noted that the actual
phrase "active consideration” was first employed, not by the President,
but by a reporter;'They would have seen the President describe the bomb
as a terrible weapon which he did not want to see used. As often happens
when an event transpires bereft of introductory and following analyses,
they probably would not have realized that they were supposed to be

. ‘ 9
apprehensive=--until the stark afternoon headlines told them so.

Embarrassing gaffes can also happen in domestic affairs, as Richard
Nixon painfully learned. Although trained in law, he proved himself on

he even did it in public,

Nixon:lobbying for Congressional action on his anticrime bill,was
rambling on about John Wayne, Western movies, and the "simple code of l
Jjustice’ of the old frontier, when his talk turned to press coverage of
Charles Manson; the hippie cultist then on trial for the murders of Sharon
Tate and a number of her house guests. The United States Court Building
in Denver,Colorado,suddenly came alive as he assailed the apparent "glorie
fication of a man who was guilty,directly or indirectly, of eight murders
without reason." Few newsmen paid much attention to the remaining few "

\

minutes of his discourse-~their main:concern was to reach telephones-=fast,
,,,,,,,,,,,, e - |
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1 Nixon's "scant contribution to the elucidation of the serious issue" of

¥MANSON GUILTY, NIXON DECLARES" screemed the front page of the los
Angeles Times,which went to press soon after Nixon's remarks. The defene
dant held the paper aloft in court the next day, in hopes of getting a
mistrial declared. The judge was sat:.sf:_.ed that the Jury had not been pre=
judiced by the demonstration, and allowed the trial to proceed, Manson was
eventually convicted, and sentenced to a life behind bars,

The New York Times was less flamboyant, but very -disturbed by Mr.

Press responsibility and domestic tranquility. They editorially cited the
President for approaching most public issues "not with the sensitivity to'

but rather with the "breezy metaphors and attention-getting if inexact
analogies of the politician.” Nixon's "political intent was clear enough,"
the Times said.,nbut Ydiscernment é.nd discrimination are everything in dise
cussing these issues;*loose talk (is) worse btha.n nothing."‘z’

Times Vice-President James Reston also devoted a column that day to
“Making Things Worse Than They Are..” Protecting the President from "unine
tended and potentlially damaging blunders during extemporansous news confer
ences® has long been a pet topic of Reston!s, ard this incident enabled h:uni

to raise the question anew.‘ Although finding it odd that the President,

|
tect him in time to "keep the blunder from going out on national television

The Denver conference was being taped for later broadcast, and the
blunder could "easily have been corrected before the damage was done." Why,
then,‘ was Nixon's staff not "alert and confident enough" to tell the Pres=

ﬁ.dent what had happened? Why wore they Ustill trifling with it four hours

the nuances of language and the habituail concern of an experienced Zl.an«oyer,‘L )

Reston was even mare puzzled by the subsequent failure of his staff to pro-! ,

trained in law‘,“ should have 'violated the elemental presumption of innocenqé,"
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after tfie incident?" N

It was not until Air Force One landed in Washington at i1 p.m. that
night that a five paragraph "clarification” wasvissued to reporters, in
which Nixon attempted to "set the record straight." While not admitting
his mistake, Nixon conceded a lack of Presidential ommisclence:"I do not
know and did not intend to speculate as to whether the Tate defendants
are in fact guilty;" As all the facts had not yet been presented, the
defendants should be "presumed to be inmocent at this state in the trial.’
As Ron Ziegler later reconstructed the scéne, the President was startle
by reports thgt his comments had created a stir; YT said charged," Ziegler
quoted the *evidently surprised" Nixoen as remarking}zs

A tape recording proved that the President!s recollection was faulty.

Although it was too late to erase this gaffe, Nixon had within his
power the ability to negate such misshaps., Nixon frequently exercised
his control over the Government Printing Office to doctor the official
transcripts of his press conferences. By this method he could correct
faulty syntax and improper grammar.'As for meeting with South Vietnamese
leaders are concerned" was printed with the appropriate,singular form of
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the verb 'to be." His reference to New Ybrk's“Si?ator Goedwell, er,Senator
12

Goodell, " was published minus the initial fluff, When these,and other
discrepancies were brought to his attention, Press Secretary Ziegler
characterized the reporterts interest as "nitpicking,foolish and unacceth
ble to me as criticism.zlg

There werecother,more substantive alterations. Describing the contro-
versial incursion into Cambodia, Nixon proclaimed that i3 had resulte%_&g
the capture of 'rockets by the thousands and small arms by the millions,"

That was not true, According to Ziegler, Nixon meant to say "small
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arms ammunition"; it was a minor slip of the memory b#nk. Accordingly, the

officisl transcript reads "small arms[ammunition]by the millions," But
the American publiec, wondering'whether the military operation was :
worthwhile; distinctly heard the President say thatimillions of small ams
had been captured., And they were impresséd.

"I totally disagree,” Ziegler claimed, "that the transcript é:.s for
any other pwrpose than the purpose o clarity and to be factual."' iT/hus,
if the facts of Nixon's words conflicted with clarity, they were edited.
If his words conflicted with realitya-such as the time he said American
forces would be out of Vietnam by May 8,when he really meant Lao;?q;r the
time he gave laos a two-thousand mile border on ‘the war zone, when the
Laotians thought they only had one thousandtf;is words were changed.

But the most significani aspect was that the censorship was secrete-
the G.P,0. printed the doctored transeript without mentioning that it was
not an "as delivered.” That's sneaky. |

As President Kennedy used to say,"That's a great thing, that
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right of clearance."
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lpress conferences, " wrote James Reston, "and sustained by the fact that he

Although Harry Truman refrained from using the press conference as a
way to exert strong leadership; he did realize the importance they held
fore Presidential commmnication with the'people. “i think it adds to the
information of the public as to what goes on," he said at the end of his

term;“And I think they are entitled to know what is in the President's
3t '

certain precautions.

Truman began having his press éonferences recorded by the Signal
Corpé in January 1951, to aid the reporters in checking their notes. In
Alate May of that year,Press Secretary Jéseph Short recalls, the President
"authorized direct quotation of certain remarks...and,upon request,we
authorized broadecast of that portion of the recording.m’;;e practice was
to release only a few sentances;the remainder of the fresident's remarks
at the press conference had to be reported in indirect discourse.

James C. Hagerty, President Eisenhower's press secretary, was aware
of the benefits the press conference held for Presidential image building.
Truman's failure to shapas a clearer and better public image was due in
part to his avoidance of the broadcast pess conference. Hagerty was deter= !
mined that his boss would not make the same mistake., But the press thought
he might. | | |

Press and President got a double object lesson in the primacy of
Presidential prerogatives and the power of popular pressuré in the weeks
prior to Eisenhower's inauguration. "Concern is Felt Over Reports That

Eisenhower May Alter Conferences,' the New York Times reported on January

17,1953, Based on a "easual remark that the General might not have regular

{
mind," he added, So he permitted limited technological growthe-after takinﬂ
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has not actually had (one) since September 8,% the assumption was that
Yhe intends to abandon the weekly White House conference or change it
substantially." |

Disturbed by the implications, Reston declared that "this is a qu.es-»
tion that goes well beyond the world of 'newspapering."'l‘hemodern White
House press conference, he wrote, '"is the only direct and regular contact
between the people and their President." Not only does it "enable him
to make announcements,® but it is also a "means by which reporters can
Il bring questions direct from the people to the Presfl.dent.",3

Equally alarmed, other reporters turned to Harry Truman for a testi-
monial to the practice's usefulness. At his final meeting he obliged,
urging his successor to 'never cut the direct line of communication" betwe&»
1600 Pennsiy‘vénia Avenue and Main Street,U.S.A."I have been reading spec-
ulation in the press that the press conference is goihg to be discontinued)
Truman poted.- "It's hard to find out what's going on, and that'!s the best
way. !|’ 3T)he amateur historian had earlier offered this advice to the pro-
| fessional soldier:

I think they are a good thing. I think it's one institution in

this country that is entirely different from all other countries

in the world, and I am sure he will continue them, (%

Presidentlal lobbying apparently was successful,for the following
week Bisenhower's press secretary James Hagerty announced that Ike would
'definitely" hold press conferences,perhaps at the rate of once a week.
Hagerty, who was to win wide acclaim for his competance and integrity was
grossly erroneous in this forecast;1953 saw only 23 Presidential press
conferences. He was also wrong in his assumption that "live radio and
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television would eventually be included.™

Hagerty also told reporters that he was 'disturbed by the deluge of
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rumor stories and speculation' on the new administration's press policies.!

"Never was °~ ..« any thought of abandoning the Roosevelt—Truman practice

|
for his rash of 'no comments" on that subject prior to the inauguration

by saying he "had to remain consistant with the President-elect's position
3¢
of saying nothing official until we take over in Wash:l.ngtom."l
134
Despite these assurances, there was "some grumbling" in the press

about the administration's slowness in getting the press conferences
underway.[Ike did not meet the press until February 17 Still,commentary
was for the most part optimistic. Grateful for his decision to meet with
them, reporters were not about to alienate Mr. Eisenhower. Some even
tried to cheer him up, painting rosy pictures of the success they assured
him he would be, Shbrtly before his first conference, veteran analyst
Ernest K.‘ Lindley praised Ike for his "sound decision® in. holding spontan-

eous news conferences .V"Eisenhower is unusually well=fitted to conduct that
. \4qe
type of conference," Lindley wrote. "He handles himself superbly."

With advance notices like that, Eisenhower couldntt help but speak
kindly of the press, when the time finally came for them to get togethers:

First of all[the President said]I want to assure the ladies and
gentlemen present that I welcome this opportunity to meet with
representatives of the radio and press,many of you old friends

of mine, and to continue the kind of relationship that I have had
had in the past with you. I look forward to many of these meetings
during the ensuing four years.

Now,one of the topics that made an interesting subject for specu-
lation during the last few months was a thought that I had developed
a good deal of antagonism to the press. I wouldn't know why. I feel
there is no individual who has been treated more fairly and squarely
by the press over the past many years than I have, (Y1

That was certainly true.For most of his tenure, Ike was not confronted
with questioning even remotely hostile. Reporters, aware of the position

Eisenhower held in the affections of the American people, were "disinclin

- ke

of mass meetings with the press entertained," Hagerty asserted. He accountad

.
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|| toward broadening the coverage" of Eisenhower's press conferences, released

to court disfavor by saying harsh things about him." This popular support,
plus the heavily Republican sympathies of publishers, 'made the White Hous#
‘ 43

press conference a farce for the first two years under Eisenhower."

At the start of those two years, an immediate improvement was wrought
by Press Secretary Hagerty;he allowed newsmen tokxire a professional steno-
graphic firm to produce accurate transeriptions with a few hours after
the close of a conference. These transcripts, with the questions quoted
directly ard the President!s response still in the third person, were then
printed in full in a few newspapers-=the start of a néw venture in publishg
ing \ \%ut Hagerty and the General had an even greater adyancement in store;
they would béqueath it as "a Christmas present.”
Christmas camev slightly early to the press room, arriving on Dscember

16,1953, Hagerty, in a watershed ‘stroke he termed only the "first step

the full recording of that day's press conference to radio and television
networks . A slightly trimmed version was broadecast on all major radio
chains; while two television newsshows used exerpts against a backdrop of
silent film from an earlier conferencel.q

Naturally,this obviated any justification for the President to be
quoted in indirect discourse, and the newspaperé were permitted toquote
Eisenhower directly,without any limitation. This was not yet set as a
constant policy; the new procedure was to be employed only at intervals,
based on Hagerty's judgment after each session's close. Newsweek assumed
that when a conference was "wholly informative,it will be -.released in full.®
Otherwise, only that part of the proceedings will be released when the

President "has a very important announcement to make to thepublic." As
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they explained it, this "keep-them-guessing'attitude on Hagerty's part was
to insure that reporters don't "ask a lot of questions just to get on the
air.* e

As Time magazine pointed out,this post-conference decision posed probe
lems for the wire services. Their initiai stories paraphrasing the Presi-
dent would have to be revised into direct quotes "if Hagerty decides to
allow broadcasts of the conference," a judgment they presume Hagerty would
make after deciding "if direct quotation is advisable.' As he is "convinced
the administration should make better use of radio and TV," Hagerty is
"likely to give permission often,” in the consldered opinion of ___Timo__;_.l "

The new policy was greeted favorably,sspecially by electronic journals
ists The most enﬁ.nent of their number, Edward R. Murrow, said the inno-
vation 'draws the President and the people closer together and increaseé
interest inpublic affairs."' But casting his eye nervously toward the futureg |
he wondered "if tape ®cordings of press conferences are going to be broad-
cast often, are they not g;aing to force the President to put a curb on
himself 1" a

The New York Times was also thinking ahead. While commending the
administration for seeking the "widest distribution of the news (which) is
all to the good," they warned of the "danger that the participants will
become mere actors in a gigantic show." That warning was delivered "both
for newspapermen...and the President.",ye’ |

| Thirteen months later Hagerty was to make another landmark innovations

the authorization of television and newsreel éameramen ‘to make sound movied
This was done,m he said, so the "people of our country can‘not only read the
reports of the conferences but can hear the discussions the President has

150
with you gentlemen."” To old newspaper hands who complained that television
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would transmute the proceedings into a performarce,Hagerty had a briefer
rejoinder:"We are in the 20th Century-=the second part.” 51

One Hagerty provision,however,was as old as government itsikf--the
exertion of influence to keep itself from looking foolish. The press sec=
retary reserved the right to edit the fiixn before it was released, a move
he denied was tantamount to censorship. '"It's not censorship at all," he
said, "we want the White House to:remain in controliof the spoken word of
the Prcas:i.dent."";Z

. Although Time magazine noted that “more reporters than usual wore
television-blue shirts and eager looks," the cameras "did not seem to be a
disturbing in:;‘luence ."fgisenhawer had expressed a fear that that might not
be the case: but CBS correspondent Eric Sevareid assured him that the op-
eration was a 'success.‘ "The experiment went well," Sevareid cormented Y
later,and "there seems no real reason why it cannot continue to go well."
But if everybody was satisfied with the repofters' performances, there
remained di‘agreement over the role of Hagerty as film and sound tape editon
The Fair Dealing New York _l_’g_g_ﬁ blasted the production as a "GOP pro-
paganda project rather than a recording of history," thanks to Hagerty's
"censorship:" The careful editing had "nothing to do with national security,"
but was "governed by consideration of Republican security.! After consider
able deletions--Hagerty found eleven of the twenty-seven Presidential re-
sponses unfit for home consumption--the electronic media were allowed to
broadcast oﬁly a '"deftly-selected fragment! of the press conference, a

/158
situation the networks "supinely accepted."

CBS Bureau Chief Sevareid found these arg'uments that journalists were
ibe:'mg used in official propagansa to be 'stretching journalistic Calvinism
B bit too far." It would be '"too mch to expect' the President's press
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secretary to release those "segments of Presidential speech in which the
Chief: Executive does not perform at his best," but there is a safety mech-
anism:journalists viewing the delayed broadcasts will feel perfectly free
to "make news of the fact that other p§rtions are held back when that seems
a newsworthy point." Although the telecaéting will give the public a ‘'more
intimate understanding of what goes on," it will not "by any means provide
a complete understanding.’ Still, the first experience augers well for the
‘encounters being "a benefit, on balance, to both the President and the
American people."lﬂ’

Arthur Krock, pundit-in-residence for the New York Times, was less
concerned about-benefits accruing to the public or censorship infringing
on the press than hg was about the political implications. He discussed th?
"philosoph::Lc calm” with which Democratic Party leaders viewed this "legit-
imate extension of the publication of news conference transcripts," which
inevitably resulted in "party propaganda." Aware that this method of public
commnication is a 'legitimate advantage of White House incumbency," they
|are nonethaless equally cognizant of the hazards of the new medium,which
could cause Eisenhower to '"make an unfavorable appearance before the court
‘of public opinion.’: g?l‘ch a negative finding on the President!s first per-
formance was nowhere to be i‘ound;Ike had ;:ome over so well that one Demo-
cratic Party leader quipped,’We demand equal time."er

All these problems weighed heavily on the mind of Richard St:rouf.,then
in his thirtieth year of attendance at White House press conferences. That
i"vital part of the American governmental system" requires a procedure
lwh:l.ch is "dignified,responsible and as flexible as possible." Releasing

the full transcript and airing the tape recording is "a serious mistake,"

he wrote in The New Republic, for it turns the press conference into a
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"theatrical performance, a show." What once was an "extremely handy,care-
fully evolved semi-official and unique contrivance' has been perverted
into a "self-conscious hald-hour broadcast."(;7

The decision to broadcast the conference is likely to "freeze and
formalize the whole affair," destroying-the “collective,informal mood that
frequently characterized press conferences at their best." The President
will "no longer be able to discuss delicate subjects with the freedom of
the past," and reporters will always be uneasy knowing that the world at
large is listening "to what he is about to say."

Strout, who attended his first press conference during the Coolidge
administration, is clearly partial to his accustomed ways;the old system
was fine as it was, with the "regular tradition...of direct gquotation
of limited portions" of the President's remarks., If the Chief Executive
happened to "throw off a vigorous phrase," a reporter usually asked if
direct quotation were possible.]Wbre often than not," thatpermission was
granted--after reflection by the speaker. When paraphrased, the President
is "not held to the strict lettervof what he has informally thrown off."

Another innovation which Strout objects to is the self-identification
with which reporters prefface their questions,'Perhaps it helps block irr-
esponsible questioners,' he cohcedes,"but it is a step toward breaking
down the more comfortable,informel old relationships,where delicate matteﬁé
could be discussed easily."

[Contrariwise,media critic and former Washington bureau chief for
Providence Daily Register Ben Bagdikian saw just the opposite effect frem
the rule under which reporters identified themselveg%;ierre Salingerts

'new rules of non-identification of the questioners," he said, resulted in

the "smaller number of foolish questions." Salinger notes that there was
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I'Russell Baker saw another benefit,oneawhich accrued totally to the Presi-

development of far-seeing policies.”

Ygeneral unanimity" on doing away with the identification rules;the result
he claimed, was "very successful (in doing) away with a great deal of the

. ds
rambling type question which was prevalent in prior press conferences.'

dent;.Kbnnedy was "elearly established as the star of the show" thanks to
Salinger's 'brilliant stroke" of abolishing the identification rule. It

was a 'rending ‘blow to theatrical types" in thevpress corps who learned
to their dismay that they would be appearing anonymously on the national

et
stage.]

Strout,who now author's The Ngw Republic's TRB column, feared that |
the President!s *own self-protection® would necéssitate the deletion of
certain passages, or even some entire broadcasts., Paraphrasing had served
to correct Eisenhower's syntact%fal lapses:direct quotation would produce
a jarring effect, Strout feared(.3

That fear proved to be groundless. Although Eisenhower was often

lampooned for his grammatical and syntactical lapses-~the New York Times

16y

expressed bewilderment at "sentances and paragraphs which just don't parsefiee

the public reaction was extremely enthusiastie, Sincerity, which Ike could
not help but exude, is a political viitue in the eyes of the electorate,
and the broadcasts helped add to Eisenhower'!s already sizeable font of
public trust."Although his sentances at press conferences wandered across
the landscape without consideration for syntax," wrote Walter Johnson,'what
did come through was the fact that the President was a warm, kindly,decent
human being who said simple,friendly things." Ike could "communicate a be=
lief in homely virtues," Johnson said, "and to the public, at least during

the first term,this seemed more importﬁ?t than penetrating analyses or the
(6
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John F.‘ Kennedy was electod with one of the last definitive maﬁdates
in the history of American Presidential olections;vhe outpolled Richard
Nixon by less than 120,000 votes. Seventy per-cent of those newspapers
editorially supporting a candidote announced for the Republican Vice Pres-
ident. Now Kennedy would have to govern in the foce of their opposition,
which was expected to be eSpeciallijociferous; his economic and civil
rights programs were certain to arouse the powerful opposition of the
predominantly Republican press. To counteract the attacks, the Presidente
elect!s press secretary, Pierre Salinger, proposed that Kennedy moderoize
the "fireside chats" which President Roosevelt had so skillfully employed

=

- /
in similar circumstances, and hold his press conferences on live television,

"This is the right thing," Kennedy agreed. 'We should be able to go
aroﬁnd the newspapers.<?Zhat decision, made in Palm Beach on December 27,
1960, changed the course of Presidential press conferences--perhaps to the
detriment of all.

The traditionalists in the Washington press:corps immediately howled

their disapproval. New York Timesman William H, Lawrence told Salinger

he was ¥plunging deeper and deeper into matters about which you know

absolutely nothing:" Veteran Washington Post reporter Edward T. Folliard

accused the press secretary of "turning the Presidential press conference
ey
into a sideshow.! James Reston went public with his cr%ﬁ?cism, describing
/

the proposal as '"the goofiest idea since the hula<hoop.' Robert A. Hartman,

who would later be Vice-President Gerald Ford's chief of staff, had opposed
|
even the permission given by James Hagerty to quote President Eisenhower |

directly. "Direct quotes," he explained,'have made the reporter shirk his I
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duty to explain what the President has on his mind. When the President saigq
something vague, Hartmann charged, *the easy and almost‘universal solution
is to pass your confuéion along to the reader by feeding direct quotes and
letting them wonder what he meant." The new system, he figured, would only
add to the already existing confusio;jwzrthur Kréck was even more pronounced
in his opposition.'live televised press conferences. 'are an irresponsible
way to conduct the Presidency," he harrumphed. "The consequences...can be

very serious.”

0Of course, there were those who favored the move,"Kennedy is liberal-

17 2
izing the press conference in the right direction," said Robert A, Donovan4:?

"The live conference is worth trying," agreed Raymond "Pete' Brandt. K
Reactioﬁ from around the couhtry was also mixed, A Rhode Island editor
thought prime time fress conferences would'prcvide a '"waluable service tha%
would inform and educate the public.” Contrariwise, an editor from upstate
New York bemoaned the "further mutilation of the press conference and the
substitution of more theatrics for the serious business of probing the

President's mind for the enlightenment of the publiec." Although the Pough

keepsie Journal's editor feared the 'grave harm to the national interest"

that could result from this Yelectronic misadventure," a California editor
scoffed at the "overstated argﬁments that television would greatly increase
the dangers...of a slip of the tongue."l

Kennedy's performances were widely praised. The press conferences
themselvés got mixed reviews.

Russel Baker saw in the President a 'new star with tremendous national
appeal and the skill of a consummate showman,' He was, said the Times
correspondent, Yz study in bronze skin and sandy hair (who) handled some

exceedingly difficult questions with the controlled poise of a man who kney
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lltravel and must travel.”

his brief, and who graciously finessed an argumentative question." Bakerts

Times colleague,William Lawrence,arreed:"1 thoughtufhe first one went very
o 17
well.Kennedy was on top of his facts and figures.' Across toun,New York
. 177 .
News reporter Ted lewis said that "Kennedy did a masterful job.'" Reviewing

the conference in its "IV and Radio" secfion, the Saturday Review said

that ""The President...met‘the heroic requirements.Hs triumphed cormmendably|
The New Yorker noted that 'the President'!s Wednesday-night performance on
all mejor networks has been admired by just about everyone just about
everywhere;" The President, said the journal, was "adroit,lucid,diplomatic
and frequently informative.":?7
Despite his well-deserved reputation for charming artistry,however,

Kennedy!s performances were not always flawless. At his first conference i
his tongue slipped as he discussed the Genéva negotiations for an atomié ]
test ban, After announcing that he would request a postpohement of the
talks; he said a panel of experts had been named to recommend "what oui

position would be in late March when he hope the tests will resume." Of

/5810

178

course, he meant'talks," There were no noticeable international repercussiwms.

Twenty-six months later, the President made a slip of a much more
trivial nature. Asked about a compromise tariff negotiation formula reached
at Geneva, the President said,"I think we have a long road to hoe." To
some of his listeners,reported the New York Times, the "!d?} was distinctff‘
Further along,Kennedy got on the road:"Coming down to final negotiations,

we will have a long road,but one that I think we can travel and should
19
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Having witnessed the weekly slaughter of syntax and grammar during
|| the Eisenhower years, Manchester Guardian correspondent Max Freedman
found the Harvard-educated Kennedy a blessing.“I rejolce," he said,"that
the noble structure of the English :sentance is no longer left as a dis-
honored caLsual*t'.y."l€r3

Still,Kennedy was not without his problems in this very regard. Asked
whether the United States would forgo any further atmospheric tests of
nuclear devices, in order to sign a formal treaty with the Soviet Union,
the President replied:

Well, I've stated that our concern would be--we stated it before,

since,and, as I said, afterwards-~that we would sign an agreement

which provided for adequate inspection systeme--that!s correct. But &N
adequate inspegtion in regards to preparations, as well as testing., |

~Just as Kennedy's personal attractiveness was not always transerrable
into political strength, so his popular appeal at press conferences was
not concommitant with mass reportorial approval for the conference format.
There was, Time magazine noted jusf 2?0 months into the endeavor, 'an
increasing sense of dissatisfactio;f;primarily with the conference.'Mr.
Kennedy has robbed the Presidential press conference of much of its best
flavor," wrote Robert Donovan-éwho Jjust a few months prior was praising
the liberalized structure."Th?&intimacy between the President and the presi
has been diluted by distancel.s;’ Held in the State Department A\'1::1:1.'1:01*11).1:1(cap-qE
lacity:800), the press conferences were, in James Reston's words,"like
making love in Grand Central Statio;;;?lhs néw arena, said Peter Iisagor,
"is making hog callers out of usfs-Actually, these perceptions were
somewhat jaundiced.Sliding partitions were used to halve the rooms size,

pnd Kennedy rarely called on anyone seated beyong the third row. This,notes
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Professor Cornwell, fmeant that the mass quality of the affair was more
apparent than real. The actual participants represented a relatively
limited and manageable group.", - | ]
| Walter Lippmann found fault with function, not form, Kennedy's pench-'
ant for announcements and the reporters'}questing for scoops, he said.had ;
“demonstrated a false conception of why it is worthwhile to have the Pres-
ident submit himself to questions from the press. The real use of the
Presidential press conference,' the eminent analyst explained,'is to enabldl
|| the President to explain his policiés and,if necessary, to compel him to
explain ;| them, President Kennedy," the colurmist concluded, "with all his
political genius, is not yet in full effective comminication with the
people."lqo ,

The Néw Yorker worried fhat Kennedy was too effective in his communi-

cations; It was understandable, the magazine said, that the President would

"judge an institution like the press conference by the value it has for
him." Thus, there is 'nmo reason why he should not seek to modify it in
ways designed to serve his ends.” |

Neither is there reason, the journal continued,'why anyone should
accept at fgce value his assertion that 'more direct communicationt is
advantageous. ™ Then this implied condemnation and prophetic warning:

A meeting in which the President attempts direct communication
with several million onlookers through the medium of the press
corps cannot possibly have the same value and meaning for any=-
one as a meeting in which the members of the press examine him
on behalf of the millions,to whom the findings are presented in
print or orally. Indeed, the whole press conference form that
has developed over the years is inappropriate to the function
that President Kennedy proposes to make it serve. /9]

Still,Walter Lippmann was concerned less about Presidential Television

;han.he was about television's paraphernalia, "The whole format of the press
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the Iights and the tremendous crowds--needs to be re-examined. It's gﬁi
satisfactory,” he said, "There'is no use pretending it is, It isn't.‘ Time
magazine agreed:"The press conference simply ainft what it used to be. It
s now show biz." | '
But it was a peculiar form of showebizepublic affairs programmwing
bereft of commercial spcnsorshiéfjghe possibility for holding a press
conference during the prime evenihg viewing hours was still in the future;
Kennedy generally scheduled his on Wednesdays,élternating between 11 a.m,
and 3:30 p.m. Some regional syndicates )
re=-broadcast the conference, but at a very late hour. WNEW-TV carried the
conference tape at either 11:40 p.m. that night 2; 12:40 a.m, the next
morning ;WOR-TV generally showed it at midnighéj;oth stations are in Kew
York City. Thus, one either had to stay up quite late, or arrange to view
the conference during the working day if one wanted to see the President.
like any good citizen with a grievance, Pierre Salinger knew where
to go--Congress. Meeting érivately at the Capitol in February,1962, he
suggosted to a group of Democratic legislative press aides that they couldi
help encourage fuller television coverage of the conferences.Referring to
the many letters he said 'he was sure they wére receiving asking why the
conferences were not being carried by local stations, he recormended that
the complaining citizens be told to write in protest to the networks and
local outlets.lqe

Salinger found an even more potent - way of pressuring the networks

and local stations--the New York Times, "It is unfortunate," wrote Jack

Gould a fortnight after Salinger's appeal on the Hill, "that the text of
the President's remarks are hardly ever carried in video'!s better evening

time." The conferences had become "excellent TV in their own right," but
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the medium itself had '"not adequately fulfilled (its) assignment." In not
carrying the full conferences "at an houi of greater convenience for the
large majority of TV viewers,' Gould contended, the medium had "underestim-
ated the extent of public interest in his incumbenéy."[qu

The nature of the public interest, énd the exfent to which it was
being stymied by the media, was evident in a survey taken a few months
later. Ninety-five per-cent of those polled by the Young and Rubicam

researchers found the conferences " a worthwhile experience,'=-but over

sixty per=-cent were unaware that a conference had been held during the

day on which they were interviewed, Almost ninety per-cent of the sampling'
said they had seen or heard at least part of a conference, while only fift%b
five per-cent said they had tuned in to a full coverage broadcast, Ten peri
cent said they had seen or heard more th#n ten of Kennedyt's thirty five
conferences. Of those who watched, the attributes most often'cited were the
informative content of the conference,the sense of participating in a2 demo
cracy; and the President‘himself.‘ln speaking of Mr. Kemnedy, viewers noted
his skill in expressing himself, his sense of humor, his fund of informa=
tion; his sincerity, and the fact that he gave allrreporters a fair chance
at asking questions;1q$,
The New York Times thought he was being too fair in recognizing repor=
ters. His press conferences,the paper said, 'sometimes give the impression
that the President of the United States is in the dock,'defending himself
against political crimes." Taking the "badgering with better nature than
some of his predecessors, " Kbnnedy usuelly answered 'barbed,needling,dis-
agreeable questions good-naturedly';he was,the Times editorialized, more

courteous to the press than some gentlemen and,particularly,some ladies,
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are to him,"




|| month without meeting the bress. Yennedy’s successors could have learned

Warning the correspondents that "a question is not just a question,"
the Times wondered if they had "ecaught up with the technological advances
that television represent(ed)." The give-and-take of the press conference
was no longer confined to a small room and reduced to cold type, the Eiggg
reminded reporters:'the emotional;sometimes accusatory tone of many

questions is now broadcast throughout the country and the world." There

is,all the difference, they pointed out, *between asking a pointed questign

impersonally and asking it in the manner of a prosecuting attorney--espe-
cially when the addressee is the President of the United States.What the
press conferences need," the Times concluded, "are bstter questions and
less emotion."[Plus ca change.

To which Victor lLasky replied:"I suggest that what they really need

- 200 '

is better answers."

The ten years between 1953-1963 saw tremendous technological growth

of the press conference. Opponents of electronic media coverage warned

that these advances would irrevocably damage the press conference.Althoug
certain ills did result, the damage was neither permanent nor crippling.

Instead: the most serious deterioration camé during the next decade,
é period of relatively minor technological development., Johnson's extreme
informality and Nixon's persistent avoidance wrought more havoc on the '
once-proud institution than any battery'of cameras qou;d ever cause, But
their conquests of the conference were indeed Pyrrhic victories,

By the time Kennedy came to office, reporters had grown accustomed to
meeting with the president two or three times a month. When JFK fell off
that schedule,they reacted negatively."I think the President is hurting Hﬂ
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own cause,! surmised Robert Donovan, at a time when Kennedy had gone one
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something about the politlcal necessity of frequent press conferencese=

but they pointedly ignored the lesson. ‘ Al



Most of Lyndon Johnson'!s press perversions affected private
dealings; leaks,pique and the ’rest were outgrowths of his personality which
bore most heavily on the 1abyiinthine maze of sub-rosa Presidential-press
relations . But he also attempted to nullify a quasi~-constitutional public
relationship which had been developed by eight Presidents over a span of
fifty years; he tried to destroy the press conférence. In a way, he
succeeded,

President Kennedy had been criticized for some of the changes televie
sion wrought in the press conference. Although most of the active sinsc : ¢
were cormitted by the reporters(chaotic conditions, incoherent questioning,
ot cetera), Kennedy was blamed for having brought the live camera into the
. State Department Auditorium, a shift in locale some of the more nostalgic
(,j reporters also lamen'bed.m Still, his press conferences were dramatic dis-
plays of sparkling wit, and occasionally political courage;Kennedy brought
‘ press conferences to their most developed stats. |

"The only iaw vwh‘ich obliges the President to .hold news conferences,"
Arthur Krock wrote tﬁree wegics after Johnson's ascension,'is the political
law of self-preservation.zﬂ”o like all laws,this one was broken at the trans~
gressor's peril-and to the detriment of us all.

Krock reported that it is understood! that Johnson':- would soon 'hold
news conferences,scheduled in advance and available i‘or‘delayed broadecast,
Up .until the writing of Krock's column, Johnson's chosen format was a mod-
brnization of the format first used by Woodrow Wilson, a reversion to lim-
iting the attendees to reporters permanently assigned to White House duty.
{, . : The modernizing aspacts included partial silont film coverage;reportorial

freedom to quote th

0. President directly and to ask questions without prior )
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‘|lgrams,et cetera, are unable to attend;this "precludes informed questaonlqg

submission;the issuance of transcripts;and the summoning of the group
without advance notice%ob

It was that finai point--no advance notice-~which was to cause so much
dissatisfaction among newsmen. "There is no time for the preparation which
is required of well-stated questions," Krock noted. The intimacy of the
setting--the President's private office~-acts ''as a restraint on inquiries
about subjects in which he has a personal relationship yet are within the
legitimate bounds of essential public interest!(e.g.the Senate investigas
tion of Robert G. Baker). Finally, the selective method "excludes the
large majority of Washington correspondents,' becauselit is available only

to the wire services and those newspapers which maintain a permanent White

House staff; Thus, experts in foreign policy,fiscal matters, military pro-

of the President on some of the most important actions of Governgent.,"
Johnson had held two press conferences up to that point in time,both
of them impromptu affairs, On Saturday, December 7,1963, reporters wére
suddenly whisked through Press Secretary Pierre Salinger's back door;they
found £hemselves face to face with the President of the United States,off=-
iciating at the coffee urn.l"I told Pierre a little earlier in the morning
I was going to buy some coffee later in the day,"Johnson began his first
Presidential bress conference,and I didn't really know how much’poffea I
vas going to buy;He has more friends than I had anticipated." o

"More people work on Saturday than you think," a reporter replied."It
s & new administration,too,! another chimed in.

"If there is anything you would like to ask me I would be glad to
Hnswer;" the President offerred: |

Eleven days lster, the procedure was rmuch the same, When the reporters |
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‘1las the men reporters and sometimes better;he wanted thelr bosses to know

assembled for what they #ssumed would be the normal Wednesday morning
briefing ,V they were suddenly led into the Oval Office ,where President
Johnson stood behind the desk. "You n;ee.n I have that many friends out therg
that I have been missing all these days?,"he asked with a smlle. He pro-
ceeded to answer seventeen questions ;sometimes at length and once or
twice offwthe~record. 2%

Two days hence,v the Assoclated Press sent these cutlines:

President Johnson points out details of the ILincoln bedroom to ré—

porters.The tour originated when several reporters covering the

signing of a treaty with Mexico began chatting with the President
about the White House, He then invited them to come on a tour -
thattook in the private quarters, 20 % '

On Christmas Eve four women reporters were given a warm reception at
the White House. Presider;t Johnson led them on "another of his impromptu
goodwill ﬁours,"’ telling them along the way about ;x\is life as Chief Execu-
tive, and discussing for the first time a longhand memorandum from former f
President Eisénhower shortly after President Kennedy's death. Johnson told

the quartet that he thought women covering the White House were as good

it. As the group was leaving(the session lasted two-and-a-half hours) he
gave them autographed pictures of the Johnson _fax:ﬁ.]y.z'éq

The First Family was back at the &BJ Ranch for Christmas,giving the
President another chance to entertain newsmen. Much to the Fir»st Lady!s
dismay, he called a news conference and took the contingent of more than
fifty reporters through every room in the ranch house. Entering the study,
the President called out to photographers:*There are secret docﬁnents therd
so don't take pictures of the table."uo |

Johnson still had not held a formal news conference after more than

two months in the White Fouse, andreporters were beginning to grumble.At




an impromptu gathering, the President showed he was bitter:

Don't run out of here if you have any questions,Ask them., I will
answer them. This is not a quickie news conference.l don't know
what you call a formal news conference. I guess 1 ought to wear
a white tie. I came to work this morning and I didn't think it was
formal. I just thought I was supposed to be here, and if you are
all here,Iwill give you anything Iknow at any time. Some of you,
I think, fesl that I don't see enough of you individually. I will
be glad to do that, I have seen thirty or forty reporters who have
asked to come in onspecial things they wanted to do. Some wanted
to write about Cousin Oriole. Some wanted to write about my wife.
Some of them want to tell their editor that they saw me and here is
what they think will happen in the wild blue yonder,
I try to see all of them that I can with my schedule and I am very
happy with them. I never enjoy anything more than polite,courtsous,
fair and judicious reporters, and I think you all qualify,
I am through, and if there are any questions you want to ask, I

- will bo glad to try to answer them, 2//

less than & week later,Johnson held a news conference for which "re-
porters were given for the first time a two-hour warning.' About one-hundred
thirty newsmen and cameramen-~Johnson's largest audience to date=~packed
the ninety seat White House theater;lines formed at the East Gate about
an hour before the conference began. It lasted twenty-six minutes.”
“Ppesident Is Brining Individual Style to the News Conference," was
the title of Tom Wicker's analysis the second Sunday in February. The New
York Times White House correspondent found the President and the press
"still circling eachyother warily, each apparently willing to make friends
but not quite sure the other is sincere about it." w3

Wicker said President Johnson had been 'able tosalter sharpljr'f the
Kennedy and Eisenhower pattern of formal news conferences because "nothing
excopt custom and public pressure' required a President to submit 'bo v
quesiioning by the press;furthermore,'nothing dictates to him the manner
in which he has to undergo the ordeal."‘ But this very combinatione-not
unlike Krock!s *political law of self-preservaﬂion"—-was enabling televi

sion networks to 'urge upon him (with creeping sucécess)'that he return to a
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news conference that they like, rather than one he likes." 7
Already, their lobbying had had some effect., Notice was given for the
February 1 conference "partly because of pressure from reporters and the
networks for regularly announced and televised" news conferences. Wicker
relayed the word from '"White House sourcés" that Johnson would "“sooner or
later" appear before live cameras, The"primary raasocn he has not done so,
these unnamed sources contended,” is not that he is particularly afraid

of a fluff .‘" Rather; it was because he 'wishes to avoid situations in which
he can be directly compared to President Kennedy.And there was no situation
in which Mr, Kennedy appeared to better advantage than his news conferences
As Wicker noted.;."lvir. Johnson was uncomfortable before the cameras and theres
fore liable to error and slipshod performance,"

F:‘mally; more than three months after assuming the Presidency, Johnson
held his first live televised préss conference. James Reston reported that
he "achieved his major objective.,.he survived." Johnson was a *talker
rather than a performer," moré natural and impressive in smaller rooms.
Knowing he was Yout of his element today," Johnson "approached this ordeal
like a man going to the gallows."u‘{

Stalling for time, Johnson read 8 series of appointments and made a
few announcements "in a drone as if he were determined to be slow and
fasual about the whole affair " Knowing that "the more you talk in these
journalistic inquisitions, the fewer questions you have to answer,he took
his time.ﬂ"u

' It was the same with his answers,Reston observed.When a man's name

Was mentioned,'he gave you the fellow'!s biography.He didn't exactly fili-

Imster.but he managed to give a maximum of background and a minirmum of news.
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Johnson appeared "patient,courteous,cautious and verbose." Although
he "concentrated on what everybody knew, he made a better impression on the|
reporters in the room than he apparently did on those who sa¥ hinm on tele-
vision,"

Now that the "ordeal he dread" is 6ver, Reston assumed,Johnson can
Yreturn to his small spontaneous conferences, where he usually is more
effective."

Towards the end of the press conference, a reporter asked Johnson
how he plarmed to explain administration policy to the country. In a

lengthy statement of his press policy in general, Johnson answered,in part:

I go along with the view expressed by Jefferson that the collective
Judgment of the many is much to be preferred to the selective deci- |
sions of the few, ' E
I shall have my press secretary...make avaiable all information that
can be available to the press.From time to time I will see individual
members of the press about press business, and I may see some of my
old-time friends socially,occasionally, and I hope without too much
criticism, v

And,at other times,I'll have them in my office,too--if I have any
announcements that I think are worthy of their attention and of taking
their time,

Other times, I'1l have a mmeting like this to reach the folks who the
press may not be able to reach through the ordinary rewspaper or
magazine media, so that we can have radio and television coverage.

L know of -pothinz in the President!s Jjob that's more important than

Pt et s sacmay o ¥ 2

reasons for his actions, and telling the people something about the
problems they confront him,because they are a very understanding
group,once they have the facts.[italics added] 216

A week later',“ two historieal developments occured. March 7 was the
date of the first press conference ever held in the East Room;it was also
Prosident Johnsont's first sucéessful foray into live television.

" A friendlier and more relaxed atmosphere prevailed today," New York
Timesman Henry Raymont reported._ Reacting to criticism of the previous
ﬁk.' s effort,Johnson changed his performance as well as the setting,

produc:‘mg his "best news conference thus far.From a stylistic point of view,
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|linto the operating chamber!; this time he Yentered at a brisk pace.! One

ilhome for the meetings." This was certainly true;yet Douglas Kiker thought

That is." At the State Department the week before,. Johnson had 'remained
seated and looked uncomfortable';this time he stood behind a lectern. He
now'spoke more rapidiy than usual inélipped sentances that curbed his Texag
drawl and made for a livlier meeting," in conti'a,st to his earlier "generally
long and apathetic answers;“ To forestall criticism that the President

"might be deliberately taking up time with prepared statements'(he recited
a long list of appointments and read a report on the eonomy for the first
nine nﬂnutes);- Press Secretary Salinger amnounced that the conference could
go on well past the usual half-hour. Reston had said Johnson "almost slippéF

thing remained unchanged,however;at this, his seventh news conference, !
“there was little advance notice,as with most of the others." Salinger had
announced at 12:15p.m. that the meoting would begin at 3:1i5p.n. 21?
Raymont concluded his analysis by quoting unnamed White House aides
as saying that the President's news conferences were "still in the OXPOY =

imental stage,..he might test sther rooms before he settles on a permanent

he discerned a basic leitmotif to the Johnson gatherings:'Are President
Johnson's press conferences all alike}" he asked in a report from Austin,
"His ninth one,held late and unexpectedly Saturday afternoon at the 1BJ
Ranch,‘seems to offer some confirmation of this'conclusion.' It was devoted

g
to old,comfortable subjects.”
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el WOk _Johnson had twice met with.large. .and. enthusiastic. groups of tourists’]

A

For Iyndon Johnson, April of 1964 was a manic depressive month,

Back in Washington after'having spent the Easter holiday down on the
ranch, Johnson and his staff were stunmed by the April 6 issue of Time.
Entitled ,"Mr. President, You're Fun," the lead article began:

A cream~colored Lincoln Continental driven by the President of

the United States flashed up a long Texas hill, swung into the

left lane to pass two cars poking along under 85 m.p.h., and

thundered on over the crest of the hille-squarely into the parth

of an oncoming car. The President charged on, his paper cup of

Poarl beer within easy sipping distance. The other motorist

veered off the paved surface to safety on the roadt!s shoulder,

Groaned a passenger in the President's car when the ride was

over:"That's the closest John McCormack has come to the White

House yet." 214

The President was outraged by the account, which inspired moralizing
editorials around the country deploring the Texan's high-powered drinking
and driving. The image of LBJ as a Texas joyrider combined with his re-
putation as a wheeler~dealer. Still in its transition phase, Johnson's
presidency was emperiled.

Two days later, railroad unions struck the Illinois Central. It was
a god=-send for Lyndon Johnson. Donning the cap of the nation'!s chief
labor negotiator for the first time, he pressured and cajoled each side
into making concessions. By mid-month, Johnson had already scored major

. ' YA X
victories; now his prestige was climbing almost apace with his optimism.

Now,he felt, it was time to challenge Kennedy on the late President!s
own turf--a televised press conference in the State Department Auditorium,
Imbued with self-confidence,!Johnson was magnificent." He even started off
with a few Kennedy-~-style quips:"I did not drive myself over here," he said
in reference to the Texas joyride brouhaha,ut I did have to cancel an

w!
informal meeting with some tourists at the White House gate,'[Barlier that
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But having demonstrated to the nation--and to the press corps--that
he could : successfully conduct the Kennedy-style press conference, LBJ
abandoned the format, ‘

Johnson's success that April was definitely not the norm. Although
Bill Moyers claimed the President preferred television for communicating
to the people, Johnson-was a failure in his televised press conferences.
"He misuses the medium," Douglas Kiker wrote."There is an argumentative

undertone to all t%?se appearances--an aggressive defensiveness,...a pre-
27

vailing sarcasm," Indeed,agreed James Reston.'He seems to regard questioners

as challengers and inquiries ! as. thrusts to be parried,' the Timesman
wrote, Furthermore, Johnson was "seldom directly responsive to questions,”
and had gone far tqgﬁfd“ “removing the most essential\element of the news
conference--news.ﬁ’

'Johnson thus faced a Hobspn's cholceshis television appearances were
disasters, but he was equally damned if he neglected the medium. Applying

the "let us reason together" maxim to his problem, Johnson held a "double-

header news conference,’ on June 18,1967,

As Newsweek reported, LBJ's varied meetings with the press had "neve
satisfied all his critics"[note use of value~laden term, implying that to|

be dissatisfied with Johnson's press pplicies made one a critic of Johnson

Newspaper reporters were said to "complain that his impromptu deskside
conferences,called without advance notice,give them no time to prepare go&
searching questions.“ Since only seventeen of LBJ's conferenées had been
announced far enough in advance to accémodate live television coverage,

"electronic journalists maintain they have been frozen out."zzg-l

To restore tranquility in his house-~and to please himself-- Johnson

met with reporters in two shifts on the 18th, After getting two hours

/ °




‘notice, newsmen were brought into the President's office, where he fielded
. twenty questions;cameras were barred.- Then,bowing to the wishes of the
three networks, LBJ appeared in the White House basement theater;there he
faced the cameras and "repeated his views on the 'ﬁhree news conference
subjects network newsmen adjudged the mst important.® |
According to Newsweek, 'the double~header experiment left some news=-
men still unsatisfied.’ William Small,CBSts Washington Bureau chief, was
-quoted as saying;"This is no substitute for a fully televised news confer-
ence;" Deputy Press Secretary Robert Fleming agreed, saying,'We're still
studying alternatives."
‘ Other technological modifications were employed to improve the Johnson
style. The most beneficial was the lavaliere microphone he wore in January
1967. Freed from the podium microphone,Johnson moved about forcefully,
often gesticulating as he strode. Exhibiting the energy largely missing
from his earlier conferences, J’ohnson scored a success with this technique,
But it was too little, too late.”
A failure at twentieth century mass media, Johnson tried to go back
to Nature.. His walking news conferences were good exercise~=but not for
Presidential press rela'bions.v
On May 4,1964, the AP's Sterling F. Green filed this dispatch:
President Johnson held a seven-lap neus conference today, with 20
reporters trailing him 'round and 'round the White House grounds.
He discussed golf,politics,poverty,dogs,family,news coverage and
the President'!s safety~-part of it off the record. z26¢
- less than a year later, the novelty had worn off--and some of the
flaws.were becoming apparent,®President Johnson is the greatest walking ‘

President since Harry Truman," the New York Times reported.

. ' 1 Fellow walkers have lost count by now on how many times the President :
has taken them around and around the White House circular drive.One

'
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. _press_association reporter thinks 17 laps--500 yards each,or.a total .M. ... ... .



of five miles--is the most Mr., Johnson ever made. Another remembers
a recent walk on which just sevenreporters were invited that lasted
almost two and one-half hours,

Virtually all of these walking conferences-~during which the reporters
ask questions and Johnson ansuers or evades at lengthe-are off-the-

record by Presidential decree. Sometimes he embarks on long,rambling
monologues about everything from the state of hishealth or his father!
stand against the Ku Klux Klan to the war in Vietnam.1L2%

Peter lisagor, who smashed his forehead on a metal lamppost while
trying to keep pace with the softspoken President, takes a less tolerant
view of the ambulatory press conference."I was agains those in particular,f
he told me. Then he tolﬁ me why:

Because you never knew where we stood, we never knew what was fact
and what was fiction. It's a little bit like a somewhat captive
press. I think of it in terms of the phrase I use about the people
with Kissinger, and I use it more frivilously than seriously. Ve
felt like journalistic groupies,racing behind this powerful man,
Jotting down everything he said,much of it nonesense,much of it
trivia,mich of it wouldn!t even make a footnote in our memoirs,
much less history. And there we were, being herded and shepherded
around that South lawn--I had a feeling it was Johnson's perverse
way of putting us down, making us clamor and scramble. I think he
Jjust felt,"I'll show those bastards,I'll make them act like a bunch
of goddam cub reporters." Sometimes I wonder if Johnson didn't get
the last word on us,leading us around like that. Showing what kind
of cravem=--well,craven's the wrong word-=showing us what kind of
ravenous peoble we were,hangin on ev%§y burp and belch, But we did
it. Because he was the President. 1%

The accuracy of Lisagor's sentiment was demonstrated one spring day
back in the Great Society. The lovely Mary MeGrory plaintively asked the
President,Where are we going?" Mr, Johnson benigly replied,‘herever I
go;" The President then asked the Boston colurmist if she knew the Baptist
hymm, ""here he leads I will follow." In an off-key voice, he began singing
the song softly,almost to himself, He sang it several times, the reporters
foilowing him all the whileshe was still singing when he reached to door
to his office .ch{

i
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"The President," Johnson said in 1965," should have some leeway when

_llhe determines to have press conferences.l plan to have at least once a i

#
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But the President will determine when they are held, where they are held,
and what subjects he discusses:c;?f week later, Johnson dropped the third
person facade.'How and where I do that[make information available] is a
decision that I reserve for myself and shall continue to reserve for my-
self," LBJ declared, "I will continue seeing the press at different times,
different places and in differert ways of my own choos:‘u.ngz:"3 Not only was
that policy faulty--it was also fatal.

"Johnson,-" one national correspondent stated in 1966," has destroyed
the intent and purpose of the Preéidential press conference and has becgg
a master at manipulating and controlling the news to his own advantag:. "
But for all his manipulation, Johnson himself was the ultimate loser.
Political scientists and media analysts had warned that tampering with
the press conference was an enterprise fraught with hazards. They were .
right. |

It was clear, wrote William McGaffin, that "Johnson's downgrading 33
of the press conference has helped to bring on...the Credibility Gap."
Assessing the situation from his vantage point of forty years exper-
ience ,. Richard Strout urged Johnson to Maccept the normal discipline of a
formal press conference." It was, he said, " a perfect tool for him to
£i1l the credibility gap, if he wereprepared to use it." v3q

He wasn't. It didn't.
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Richard Nixon continued the sﬁbversion of the press conference begun
by Lyndon Johnson. During the 1968 post-election interregnum, Nixon's
chief press aides had promised "fmequent but not regular"z z?zegeta.ngs-but
this was not to be. Richard Nixon held only 31 press conferences in his
first four years;' fewer than any other President in the modern era; only
16 times did he face questioning on television,

"Tt isn't that I'm afraid to do it," the President once declared, "I

have to determine the best way to commmnicate... .Evefy Prosident has got

But Nixon had made up his mind .about the press long beforehe finally
reached the Oval Offlce .4 He might have momentarily reconsidered, but his
judgment was firm:"The press is-the enemy:" Subverting the press conferencl;
was one of the many tactics Nixon used to :frustrate and humiliate the
mediasbut it meant abandoning a powerful forum in which he clearly held
the upper hand, To destroy the press, Nixon sacrificed himself,

"The press is armed and waiting," conservative columnist Crosby Noyes
warned Nixon shortly before the inauguration, Noyes further explained that
the press, having assumed the "God~given right to destroy our national
1eaders,?'ﬁd singlehandedly caused Lyndon Johnson's retirement(Vietnam,
donestic rioting; and the other ephemeral issues had nothing to do with
the ‘ruination of the Texan's reputation-~it was the Eastern Libexral Press).i
Nixon was advised to avoid the rristakes of his predecessor, advice he only‘

took to a hmited extent.

Had Nixon strenmuocusly sought to avoid creating his own credibility gap;

i

.had he refra:.ned from the zea.lous advertising of Plastic Man as carr:z.ed on: '

(3]
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to make a decision when he enters office about his relations with the press."
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by his public relations advisers; had he allowed the machinery of -governe

nt to operate in full view of the people to whom it belonged--had he clcuneI
ithese things; the tale of his press relations might have been different.v Haul
he 'backled; these major problems of the Johnson style, Nixon's record might
have been a successful one. But i.nétead he only tinkered with some super=-
ficial changes; reaping immediate gains of a passing sort, sowing the sseds
for his eventual, final downfall, |

Everything Nixon did as his eariy press conferences was designed to
provide contrast to his immediate predecessor .M Johnson had walted four
months after assurting office before he held a live televised press confere
ence;Nixon oponed six days after his inauguration,[Kennedy still holds the
record for promptness:five days. Given Nixon's well-known desire to better
%all Kennedy deeds ,‘ it is somewhat surprising that this easy opportunity
was passed over] Whereas Johnson had belabored the patriarghal plural,
Nixon spoke in the first person singular .> The seat that had always been
reserved for lady Bird was there, but vacant.

A change of a more substantial nature was the removal of the large
podium that hald boen standard fare for his two immediate predecessors. In=-
stead, Nixon'é prop of informality! a single, unadorned microphone was
'insialled.“ This was to highlight the fact that Nixon spoke without notes,
iand had few announcements to make, Tom Wicker noted that ‘th'e removal of :

the lectern made Nixon's Yevery movement and attitude singularly visible,,
. .it emphasized that he was working without notes or props.'" Ferhaps Nixon
roalized that with visibility came vulnerability, for he'kept his hands
clutched together at the waist....in order that the Presidential demeanor
should not lapse into the candidate!s assortment of campaign gostures.”

Nixon loosened this 'iron control of himself only on the final query," :

DRIy | e




when he was *relaxed and obviously in the homestrifgﬁéf allowing himself
the "luxury of some vigorous pounding of the fist.! To prove Justice
Frankfurter!s maxim about six men in a room telling six different stories|
Timosman Max Frankel places Nixon'!s hands behind his back,not clutched
at his waist. He also &iffers from his brother Wicker in that he records
Nixon's hands coming free mid-way through the half<hour session, about
the same time his smile relaxed:a i

The disastrous television images of the 1960 Nixon still in the natione
al psyche;‘Wicker congratulates (in an off<handed way) Nixon for having
managed a cosmetic triumph over his celebrated case of five~ofclock
shadow.” The visual image of the President was "marred only on the long
shots, when his eyes became dark sockets."

Like Wicker; Frankel also discerned some nervousness on Nixon's pért.
which gradually faded as the conference wore on. Due to a "special tension
(which) reporters seem to rouse in Mr, Nixon"--an obvious reality which -
aides would unsuccessfuliy attempt to refute--the President 'began ner=
vously, his hands locked...his voice crac M

Yot it soon became clear that this conference was at best (cr‘worst)
a 'deferential inquisition" in which Nixon would "make virtually all the
points" he wished., At one point, Nixon "even joined happily in the laugh-
tor"=-over the memory of Lyndon Johnson'!s "lights-off" economy drive. All
in all, wrote Frankel; it was a "sufficient" Presidential appearance,

Although the New York Times asserts a distinct separation between
editorial and reportorial staffs, functions and policies, iis lead editor-
ial mirrored the themes enunciated by the correspondents, Mr, Nixon spoke i
Yerisply and clearly"(Frankel:'responsive,..brief but never curt...clearl;

and coherently"), at times interjecting a "touch of humor,." Though reali-
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zing that it was ™unlikely that all his interrogators would be fully sat-

isfied with his replies;" the Times commended him for giving avery evidence

he was well informed on current developments," and the understanding he
displayed ‘'without notes M Granting that Nixon did not yet have a fully
developed program to explain, and could not be pressed hard on sensitive
matters, the Times concluded that he "met the challenges well (and)
passed the first test competantly.® Certainly not effusf\he praise, but
complimentary m»ne't:heil.ess.Z 1o

Apparently the Nixonites were pleased with the way their man was re-
ceived and reviewed. Herbert G, Klein, Director of Commmications for the
Executive Branch.,. breakfasted with reporters the morning after the Times
editorial and analyses. He told them that Mr Nixon!s"air of confidence’
and calmess" had reassured the American people.. Those qualities, he aver:y
had been displayed in the "tone of his Inaugural and the command he had
over things at his press conference."zw

Bacause he was'satisfied with Monday's initial effort," Klein said
the President "plans to hold néwé conferences every week or two," inter-
spersing the televised affairs (held in the East Room) with smaller,
informal sessions in the Oval Office.

The Times editoria]iz’ed that "The President will be well advised 20‘-12
use this important means of communication often in the days to come.'More
pointedly, the dispatch on Klein concluded with the reminder that both of
Nixon's predecessors had 'been criticized for long lapses betwsen neus
gonferances."bw\;agther in the form of an urging or a warning, it was advice

that Mr, Nixon would disregard-=-to his ultimate periki
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For a while, things continued to go smoothly. Frankel's piece on the
first conference was headlined "A Deferential Inquisitione-Nixen,After A
Nervous Start, Is Clear / and‘Responsive at Néws Conference®; the secoﬁd
analysis was called "Nixon In Charge:A New Boy! In Town No Longer.ﬁ As
Robert B, Semple viewed the scene, the "occasionally nervous, vaguely def-
erential new-boyhin-tbwn" who met the press a fortnight hence had been re
placed by a *genuinely assured and assertive® Nixon. Where there had pre=-
viously been merercompetance. there now emérged a Ysense of apparent aue
thority....not only in the carefully controlled syntax and brisk responses
...but in the substance as well, "
Although the President apparently made two minor fluffs, and disappoint~
ed some newshawks with his lack of specificity ("somb of his answer recall&d
the cautious rhetoric of the campaign®), overall it was a "smooth perfor-
mance, * | |
Assuming that General Eisenhower was again reading only the Sunday |
sections, Semple repeated the favorable review of his former VP in''the
Week in Review," Mr., Nixon was described as "syntactically precise,brisk
but not brusque,deferential but not obsequious...a man (who) is capable of

self~criticism and self-analysis.” He *may not know all the answers," Sempl

W

said, "but (he) is at least well informed about the questions." Frankel's i

1

earlier assessment of the news conference as 'competant theatre" was upgra
ded to ''good theatre (that has) done much to establish the image he clearlj
wants." As the headline proclaimed, "A good Start on His New Image.:'qg/
The dual theme of Nixon the isolated, mechanical man emerged in Walter

Rugaber's account of the President's pre-conference preparations. "Alone,

he pores over the measured opinions in his briefing books,'" Rugaber wrote

on April 18,1969, referring to large notebooks filled with information
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culled from the various Executive Departments. When Nixon finally appears
before the cameras he is "typically precise and organized," the ggg,gg;g
Timesman noted. "The listener can almost see him ticking off the points
on a big yellow legal pad in his brain, "’L\W

Although more than a month had passéd since Nixon's last press confer-
ence(on March 14)-='presumably to avoid questions on domestic points that
had not jelled'-~unnamed sources said the President 'gemerally likes his
encounters with the press, despite his apparent nervousness."” Rugaber re-
ported that Nixon had rejected a proposal to present that week's budget
changes in a situation unencumbered by reporters. Again quoting unnamed
sources, Rugaber relayed the feeling that "He (Nixon) does his best if he
has a feeling of being close to the people he'!s talking to."

The President_next felt like getting close to reporters on May 22,
when he held an informal and non-quotable briefing in his office to explain
his choice of Warren E, Burger for the Supreme Court. He next answered
question's from the nation's press on July 26, when he held another informal
non-quotable gathering on Guam to'discuss his new Asian policy. His only
televised press conference during the entire summer was on June 19,
Nixon's avoidance of the press conference was as mystifying as it was
frustrating. "What is odd aboﬁt this," wrote Max Frankel at a time (Septems
ber 24) when Nixon hadn't met the press for three months, "is that Mr, Nix«
on's early news conferences nere widely regarded as successful, useful and
politically profitable.‘performances. "7’ ht

The President's friends made note of his preference for being judged
on his deeds rather than his words; but "many people around here are con-
fused" by his actions, Frankel averred. "And out of this cohfusion arise

the growing demands for a public exchange with the President. The real

¢ 37




victim of Mr. Nixon's mystifying inaccessibility," hypothesized Frankel,
"may be the President himself.." Nixon's critics were at the time complaine
ing that he was drifting and postponing issues. "A public exchange might
not dispel the doubts," Frankel said, "but the absence of such an exchange)
may well be contributing to them, " |

Frankel returned to his theme of how Nixon was damaging his case by
shunning the press. He wrote in late October that Nixon was not providing
guidance on "how to interpret the incredibly contradictory tales that
emerge from the many mouths" of his advisers. More frequent access would
not merely serve the press, Frankel suggests. "The point is that it would
serve ther?resident, whose attempts to lead the country have not been
served, in the view of some of his crities, by his aloofness.” e

Nixon took an even longer histus in 1970, thereby opening himself to
further charges of deliberately avoiding public questioning. His use of
the press conference, said the Freedom of Information Committee of the
Soclety of Professional Journalists, "provides little to inspire confidencé
that he actually believes in full and free accountability to the public, .\{'7

The ever-helpful New York Times urged him to seek refuge from the "crushing

burden® of the Presidency in open press conferences. "It is difficult
enough for any President to overcome the isolation from the public,..and
the tendency of aides to try to shield him from unpleasant 'news,criticism

and challenge,” the Times editorialized , "but with the example of Presiden

Johnson fresh in memory; the dangers of such isolation are apparent enoughi

|

When the President 'tends increasingly to see oniy those...who will tell

him what he wants to hear," the Times concluded, 'reither (ns) not the
. 250
country benefits.*

t

Senator Jacob Javits (R-NY) stressed the same themes, urging Nixon to

Yo




~ordinary five month gap between press conferences. After mseting with re-

|| Administration has bedn struggling though % {.roubled mid-passage punctuva
2z

hold more press conferences to *put him in closer touch with what the
people are saying and what the people want." The . lesson to be learned
from the 1970 elections, said the liberal Republican,'is that the Presie
dent must be on guard against those who would isolate him to use the
Presidency not for projecting moral@eadership,“ but for "pursuing parti-
san goals." Nixon, ‘he said, 'runs the risk of being too closely insulated
from the country: with' his reading material screened, and with his personal
mesetings limited,® 25

The reason for outspoken comments on Nixon!s isolation was his extra-

porters in Los-Angeles on June 30, hse allowed 19 weeks to pass before his
next conference , on December 11. Not since Eisenhower had a President gone
so long vﬁ.thou‘b public interrogation; it was a full 20 weeks between Washe
ington press conferences, "This interval might seem less significant in a
more tranquil period,” Newsweek noted, "but the last four months have

been anything but that for the 'President.r Indeed," the magazine said,'!the I

|

by a series of setbacks and controversies." Attong them: the firing of In- i
terior Secretary Walter Hickel, the controversial Son Tay raid, a misguided
attempt to forecibly freePOW's; a ballooning budget deficit, rising unem-
ployment and inflation, the bombing c;f North Vietnam, the GOP's mid-term
election defeats, the arrival of a Marxist Government in Chile, suspected
Soriet military buildups in the Middle East, a potentially crippling raile
road strike.m The accurmlation of these issues, plus an unusual pre-press
conference meeting by reporters, combined to make the President!s seven -
teenth press conference 'an unusual psychic event." There was an “uncommon!

i
1

electricity in the air and an even more uncommon bite to some of the
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reporter's questions; some, in fact, were as audacious as any 4put to a
President in recent yaars.“" Nixon, the nawsweekly reported , Yseemed |
unusually tense at first and in general conducted himself with & kind of
clenched forebearance."” To the viewers at home, however, "he probably came
off as well as he ever had, He handled most questions. deftly, and sometimes
put himself on the record with flat, unequivocal -replies."

Robert Semple speculated in late November, 1970, that "Mr, Nixon will
begin to meet with nezw?zgen more regularly when the memories of the bitter
campaign have faded." Although the number of Nixon's televised press cone
ferences dropped even further in 1971l--only three were broadcast, one
fewer than in the prewvious year--he did raise his total to nine(up from
six).‘ The big increase , though, came in exclusive personal interviews
that the President granted to a number of reporters.

Noting that Nixon had been quite reticent for two years, Max Frankel

assumed that his series of interviews was an "interesting clue to his mocdy

bespezks either a sense of confidence-~or of political wlnerability;"‘
Whatever Nixon's motives ,~ Frankel was satisfied that he was "moving out in
front of the carefully honed policy dg_clarations and inviting the country |
to see him and debate him as he is .”"2 i

William Safire, who would eventually be Frankel's colleaguc at the Nem
York Times, was also pleased that the "dam happily burst." Safire was one
of the proponents of ' greater accessibility by the President, and he
interpreted the spate of private interviews as a 'happy avgury for a more
open administration and a less-isolated President?‘s'- He was soon disabused
of that notion,

"Itis not true," snapped the President when Safire mentionsd 'the new

He suggested that this'new willingness to divulge some of his irmer feeling
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openness. ' "Don't get in that trap. They only want to show how isolated we
' were before. It is _r_1_gf_c_., true that welre any more 'open! now." H.R,"Bob"
Haldeman produced evidence to prove that claim to Safire, a twenty-page
report entitled "The Prasident and the Media." It was, says Safire, ‘one
of those asinine documents prepared to énablé the President to justify
his feelings of being picked on...that showed he was not tisolated!" but
had in fact "wasted a lot of valuable time with an unappreciative press.”

| Safire analyzed the data, and reported back to Haldeman that there
was indeed a new opemnness: -

Press Conferences: 1969==12 ; 1970~=7 ; 1971 ==2(2 months)

Phone Calls: - 20 23 7

Appointments: 21 18 8

Haldeman agreed with Safire*s findings that the President had tripled
his acceséibility. He reported this to the President, who reacted by

promptly cancelling his next press conference., "He was prepared to be

Vs SN

more accessible if it did not geem as if he were being more accesible,™
Safire explains: Yand if it did not admit that he had been less accessible;
. before:“ Nixon was, says his long-time associate, "extraordinarily sensiw
tive to the charge that his new opsnness was 'image-mgking.' and, sure
enough: when the press started calling it that, he.clammad up as never bew
fore:" The anti-accessibility erowd could ndt have bsen pleaseoby the New
Eggg_gimgg dispatch referring to Nixon's "quantum jump in public -exposure

25 @
(being) designed to smooth the edges of the Nixon image.,.."
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The election year of 1972 opened with another attack on Nixon's news
‘policies--or lack of them, He had,charged a coﬁmittae of the Associated
Press Managing Editors Association, "come closer to killing off the Pres-
jidential press. conference as a public institution during his term of
‘cffice." Noting that Nixon had held only nine conferences the previbus
year, while récent Presidents averaged 24 to 36 yearly, the Washington
Committes said,"™it is obvious that the President!s relations with tﬁg
press are more restricted than those of any modern-day President."z

Max Frénkel renéwed this theme early that summer,"The Presidential
pressbconference is dying, without ceremony," he wrote, "and reporters who
moan about it are being put-down by the Mixon staff as self-serving whiners
who merely miss the chance to kick the President around or to bask in‘his
glory:“ Nixon's statistics cerféinly wore bleak: three months since a
conference of any type, over a'year since a formally scheduled one, But,
as Frankel hopefully notes,'articles such as this often produce a quick
news conference. o 4

The President took the hint, and invited the press in to the Oval
Office four days later, on June 23; 1972, In an opening statemeﬁt,ﬁixon
said he had noted several commentators indicate that not enough time waé
given to domestic matters. This conference,therefore, was to be limited

solely to that area, The first question concerned crime in the District

of Columbia--specifically, a recent third-rate burglary.

All Presidents enjoy the upperhand at press conferences, simply by

virtue of their office, "Here," said Daniel. P. Moynihan, "as in most

|
|
!essentlal encounters betwesen the President and the press, the advantage is!
l
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with tﬂémformer." Press conferences, one reporter told me, "are conceived
for and dedicated to one purpose--the preservation of Presidential power.*

The President can humiliats reporters(the two Roosevelts were masterg
at this), finesse their way out of sticky situations with a quip(as JFK
often did), filibuster instead of answér(LBJ's press conferences were
“grandstand. ', with non-answerzﬁ;t They enjoy the power to carefﬁlly
select their interrogators, having a good idea where the least antagon=
istic questions will come froms;reporters who ask probing questions may
be blackballed and never rzg?gnized agaih. As Pierre Salinger says,'The |
President is :i.n‘‘cc:»n'!:rc’)}..."Z

Finalxy;there is the simple magistry of the office."He's the Pres-
ident of the United States,! one veteran correspondent reminded me,Itts
not easy fo be aggressive to the Presidente~whoever he i;%t?;ven the

Washington Post agrees:"There is little the press can do about the

President's behavior,! lamented Howard Simons,its Managing Editor.''He has
had, he now has, and will have the high ground.QZb

Nixon enjoyed all these advantages, and more. His long career in
politicé had prepared him well for what he fraternally liked to call "Q-
and-A:" There was 'no politician more experienced than Mr., Nixon,' wrote
biographer Jules Witcover,'"in handling the press conferengggz’CIark
Mollenhoff, the prize~winning investigative reporter who briefly worked
in the Nixon White House, agrees:“I think he handles £ﬁe press conferences

1060
extremely well.,' Edwar P, Morgan is even more explicit:"Nixon is so good,

26t :
he said,'he is the master of the news conforence,"

Some reporters complained that Nixon had merely mastered his well-
researched answers, and didn't really address himself to the question at

hand,'Nixon is excellent--=he doesn't answer the questions that are put

5]
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to him," said Laurence T. O'Rourke,"He listens to questions for certain
key words and automatically rattles off an aniger whether it actually
addresses itself to’ the partiéular questionfﬁ'As one wire servicelzfporter
told me,"Spout the key words and the President's éff and running," 1
Why; then, did Nixon hold so few press conferences? He and his aides
gave varying; aﬁd in some cases'conflicting, reasons for his deliberate
avoidance;-Although Nixon and his assorted ratiohales are gone, a larger
question remains:To whom does the press conferenée bélong?

Nixon insisted he was not afraid §f meeting the press; the record
§cle€r1y indicates he was very wary., Two White House aides said it was bé-
'cause he felt the exercise wasnt't fruitful, or challening enocugh. As one
staffer told Jules Witcover, the Presiﬁgnt would prefer sharper questions,
because they elicit his best answer;%ilJohn Ehrlichman expressed the séme
dissatisfaction when he accused the press of asking "a lot of flabby and
fairly dumb questions;“

Nixon explained one exteﬁsive hiatus-~thirteen months without a
televised conference=-in a conflicting manner, Again faciﬁg cameras on Jung
29,1972, he said:

I concluded that in the verysensitive period leading up to the
Peking trip and the period thereafter, and in the even more sen-
sitive period, as it turned out to be, leading up to the lMoscow
trip and the period thereafter, that the press conference, even .
no~commenting questions, was not a useful thing for the President
of the United States to engage in. 2%

The obvious implication is that the questions were too astute and

incisive, not that they were dumb and flabby, But thirteen months--gven

in a 'wery sensitive period'e- is far too long for,the leader of a demow:

leracy to go unquestioned in view of the people. To postpone an examina-

tion of the President's views on pressing domestic matters because of two

o
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. linternational campaign trips is_ inexcusableiat. the very least Nixon should .l ...
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have been expected to discuss the economy, unemployment, civil rights. A
simple agresment frdm reporters that they would ask no fomeign policy
questions would have removed the thin cloak of respectability ir whinh
Nixon's explanation was garbed, |
If news conferences were regarded as an interpellative device, like
the Question Period to which it -was once compared, it would still be part
of the President's regular schedule. But a noxious impression persists
that the conference belongs; not to the-people or the press,.but to the
President., The raw power to subvert the conference has always been in the
President's hands; this notion appears to give him the right.

Nixon dealt with this issue on June 29,1972. His answer contained one
trivial lie and one momentous misperception. |

The President:The other point that I should make is that Iknow

that many members of the press have been discussing the press

conference and they feel that perhaps the President,this Pres-

ident, is tempted to doungrade the press or to downgrade the

pross conference,
I am not trying to do that,2- 7 &

had done so. As Villiam Safire, a long-time associate of Nixon's explains
it, '"press" conferences were once again called '"news'" conferences because

"Nixon wanted to leave the impression that the conference wes the Pi‘es:l;i5
) T
dent's to make news and not the press's conference with the President."

The President:It isn't that I'm afraid to do it. I have to determine
the best way of commnication and also==-and this will sound self-
serving and it's intended to be-~I have to use the press conferencs.
I don't mean use the reporters, but use the press conference when I
believe that it is the best way to communicate or to inferm the

people. 2 ?
He then enumerated the ways this could be done,Press conferences, tele-
vision interiviows and speeches, he said, are "all useful waysito inform ‘

the American people.' But in only one-~the press conference--is he held

a e taBTe ™ o6

(2

Of course he wasnt't trying to downgrade the press conference., He already




vthe press I rasent thls seoaratlon of the press from the public,? he told

Bacause Presidents are under no obligation to hold press conferences,
the press's only recourse is to stimﬁlate public outcry, in hopes that thae
President will bend to popular demand. But even that traditional avenﬁe--

taking the case to the people--is under attack both from without and withim

the press.
Hbre; lixon's debasement of the press conference was more offensive
than Johnson's. The Texan at least met with the. press, albeit under cone

siderably stacked conditions. Nixon not only sedulously avoided the presse:

he challenged their right to object.

Following Nixon's press confeience of December 11,1971, Herb Klein
charges, reporﬁers Hspun out"naws’ stories...in which they voiced their
oun professional grievances about the infrequency of their meetings with
the President;" This, says the former administration's communications
director, raises "an interesting question or ethics and public practice.
Should the newsmen," he asks, "be using their positions in the comminica-

tioné media to advance their personal complaints that they are not getting

enough shots at the President? [italics added] 13§

THAT IS KOT THE POINT, MR. KIEIN, The repofters did not want to take
shots" at Mr, Nixon, They only wanted to ask the President of the United
Sfates about dissension in his Cabinet, failed cormando raids in Vietnam,
Soviet military build-ups, a falling economy--2ll petty,personal matters
on which he had been silent for four months., Reporters calling for more
press conferences weren't registering selfish, egocentric complaints, They
were concerned citizens protesting against their Governmentein-hiding,

It was Jjust this Klein article that Peter Ilisagor was referring to

when he declared;"I resent when the lixon people say the conference serves;
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|l its Jjob inkeeping the public alerted to the decline of the press confer-

iinitiative of when to speak,whether tosspeak, and how to lead,How the

{commnication and accountability. The press conference, said Bill loyers,

me, "If we don't serve the public, we have no function.”

But does the public care how its business is being transacted? Perhaps

not."The public as a whole isn't very particularly interested in the
number of news ig?ferences,"said Edward P, Morgan.'"Only a thoughtful
fringe care.glght even though they mighﬁ not be actively interested, the
public does have a tremendous stake in the Presidential press conference,

0ddly, even reporters who profess to be engaged in serving the

public find this one question that is out of bounds. "Has the press done

ance,' Don Bacon asked Lisagor. "I think the public is very dinly inter-
ested in our problems,* lisagor replied."I don't think we should foist
ocur problems off on them.r“z ol

That is the crucial issue: is it the press's problem, or is it a
public problem. The pressmen miss an oportunity to interrogate the Prese
ident of the United States. The People of the United States miss the
answers. It is a problem for bothe-and we are all the loser.

As might be expected,Acertain legal scholafs agree with the Nixon
thesis, "I think the President is going to remain in controi and, as a
constitutional matter, it ought to be that way," said Yale Law Professor
Charles Black, '"The office was meant to have that edge.The greates power
of the Presidential office;“ he contended, "is the power of having the
Z
President corrmnicates with the people has to be.,.in his control and powes:

But the late professor ignores the critical distinction between

is a "‘means of achieving some measure of accountability short of the four-
%0

u

yeaf electoral process.' In today's fast-paced world,that occasional and
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intermittent accountability is important; as Peter lisagor said, 'we're
too close to the brink to wait four yearsf}f.ﬂ&xb even Lisagor shies from
+ confrontation:"I agree with Hérb Klein that the President's right to choose
his own format is indisputable;There's no constitﬁtional obligation or
imposition for him to have press conferences," he told me,"He has them
because he thinks they will serve his own interest."

I disagree with Messrs. Iisagor,Klein,Black,Nixon,Krock, et al-=that
is not the way it ought to be. Thé press conference must not be aliowed to
blend into the vast bag of Presidentiai commmnications; it must regain
its vitality +as a public forum in which the President is questioned on
his words and deedé, and on the actions of the government which he heads.
Tt must become a time for the President to explain his policies, not ih
the secluded safelty of the Oval Office, but surrounded by well-prepared
reporters who can explore the imblications and inconsistencies of his
argunment. Ye can no longer permit the "political law of self-preservation'
to be the only motivating factor compelling the President to face the
nation. and to meet the press.

It is our government, not his.

<O







|IClifford to pressure newspapers into ignoring the matter. The newspapers

_ ]k |
“There is," salth the Preacher, "no new thing under the sun.” In the i

I
recent history of Presidential press relat:l.ons, this is certa:m]y tho case.

It was John F. Kennedy whom James Reston described as being "psycho=
pathically concerned"” with his image;and it was John F.,Kennody,-: not -
Richard Nixon, who was the first Presidevnt- 'bo suggest to ‘a; publisher thg.t |
he fire a criticallcoltmmist.' It was Pierre Salinger ﬁhom a Baltimore Sun
correspondent compared to Goebbels;and it was Plerre Salinger who called
for a study of press responsibility while ‘Ronald Ziegler was still pd.loting '
the Jungle Cruise Boat at Disney World..

When Walter Jenkins was arrested for sodomy in the bathroom of the
downtown YHCA, it was Lyndon Johnson who enlisted Abe Fortas and Clark

complied with the President's wishes. .
Richard Nixon was not an aberration, but a culmination. Repression

d suppression were first attempted by his Democratic predecessors.v One
ot away with it because he was a charming Bostonian. The other failed mis-
rably because he was a coarse Texan. While Nixon was supreme, his policles

anscended his personality. Under savage assault from the opinion-mékers.
e proclaimed them out of touch with the people.He called forth the demone-
and the demon came. Its name was Silent Majority. The medials assaults were
strong, but they did not still his spiritiNor did they repulse his attacks.

le Nixon was on the mountaintop,his aggressions against the press were
r’: too successful, as the media's de.fens‘es buckied beneath the force of hi
x'rmlti-pronged incursion. He pressured CBS into dropping analyses of his

Lpeeches.and established a pmecedant for prior restraint of newspapers.,

-~
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Hb w1retapped newsmen, and had thelr taxes audited Hb met the enemy=-~and

it was us.

%  And the greates trﬁgedy of all was that it was all unnecessary. When
A President respected and trusted by the people has nothing to fear from

dency as an ideal, are far more’ powerful in commandlng the peoplet!s atten

tion and loyalty than any group of reporters could ever dream of being.
Furthermore, the press is just that~-groups of ind1v1dual repomters;

The notion that there exists a monoliﬁhic "Press" capable éf directing‘iﬁs

. %
energies in a unified direction is totally without factual basis."T hate

|| that word, 'press, " Peter lisagor told me," because it lumps everybody in

B rrectly, the term "the press" should only refer to the entire class of

constitutionally protected private enterprise engaged in the commercial
sale of contemporary information. As such,.it encompasses all shades of
belief and disbelief, and any notion thét "it" can act in a unified fashio

must crumble.

home for the major print and electronic news media, there are over 1700

}newspapers not centered in that area. Interestingly, it is among these

non-Establishment nenspapers that a monolithic interpretation has at 1eas

!did the same in 1968. By 1972, that figﬁre had grown to 93%]

the same bag.And we're talking about specific elements." To be used c.cow |

*[Although it is true that the Easter seaboard is physical and intellectua

|

T

1
!a statistical plausability=-~-a monolith solidly behind Richard Nixon,.Of all

dailies endorsing pr651dential candidates, 84% endoresed Nixon in 1960;80%

|

|

1

Nixon's policies were popular, he dneedn't have worried about press reportﬁ.-

'negative'! media coverage;his particular prestlge, and that of the presi- |

p ’._.,_.____Z->-.._... .
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H of current events, the Presidentvcontrols the events. In terms of ‘defining|

the Presidential image, it is That Man in the White House who holds the

| upper hand

spread the glad tidings.

The press did not force Iyndon Johnson's abdlcatlon-the War did,
The press merely published the casualty figures

The press did not destroy Rlchard klxon--Rlchard Mllhous leon did.
The press merely 1nformed Amorica: that its President was a crook.

An accufate understanding of the relative strengths of the press
i and President was expressed by Dwight Eisenhower at his final news confer-

' ence. Asked whether he felt that reporters had "been fair in their'quss-

|

! tions," the President replied:"Well, when you come down to it, I don't see
i

what a reporter could do much to a President do- you?" Although the

Al reporters laughed, the fact remains-~the: President was right.

{

Yot however powerless reporters may be before the emotive force of

executive action, it is a foolish President who totally disregards the

press. I shall return to this matter shortly, after a brief analysis of
i the impact of electronic media coverage upon the press conference,

|

|
|

i‘
i
Although the press controls the means of production in the marketplac

?

The press did not create Camelot--John F. Kennedy d1d The press mereiy;

|




What have been the effects of fifteen years of television? ApparentJyT

some of the early fears and warnings ‘were‘ justified."You're turning the .

Presidential preg:ﬂg?nference iht§ a sidewhow," Eddie Folliard told Pierre
gSalinger in 19631 "Press conferences have become extravaganzas in the East
%Room, show business," Hugh Sidey:toid me fifteen years later."It became
itotaliy distorted. ..because of Eflevisién;.;.there are hugh lights...every7
thing:is timed to the caméras?" > , |

Sig Mickelson helped Salinger arrange that first televised conference

from the State Department Auditorium., Looking back, he ruefully admits,"I

il...suceeeded in killing the press conference as a viable institution. gye
’ 2

gfact that the conference went on television has effectively killed it."

- Clearly, television has caused some of the major problems of the

modern press conference., Expert testimony has been offered to the chaotic

iconditions it inspired, and the cautious nervousness it induced..

from the press conference, Cures to the problems : of 1975 cannot be found
lby reverting to the conditions of 1955. Rather, technology-~which got us
into this mess in the first place-~muét become more advanced, until a
system is developed which does away with distracting 1ightsAand cameras,
Such a system is already being tested, and will soon be in common use. A
photo cell contained in a small box tranémits pictures electronically, and
'does not require cables. It can also do away with extensive lighting, )
needing candlepower of only 100 watts--the same as a well-lit living rozgfs
By removing lights and cameras, éttentidn can once again be placed solely

ion the action.

| And yet, I strongly disagree with those who advocate banning“televisiqh"

e




'4 Certainly the questioning in unrehearéed and somewhat tense situations

Also I flnd the contentlon that sw1tch1ng back and forth between

tcpics necessarily entails incomplete inquiry to be somewhat spuriouS.

is less ordered than that which a prosecutor would present--but’reporters

are not supposed to be prosecutcrs. Furthermore, a related question does

not lose its effectiveness just because it does not immediately follow
the original evasive answer. | , o ‘ | ‘ | l
The cure to reporters! lack of responsiveness can ccme.only from _-{
the press itself, Now that the venomous atmosphere of the Nixon era has _A
dissipated, perhaps it is time to reconvene the Washington Hotel meeting.
Surely there is nothing wrong_with the pressﬁen agreeing amongst theme
selves that certain crucial topics wili be broached early in the conferencs
and that evasive answers will be vigoreusly pursued.‘CIOSe attention and

j cooperation are not the signs of a conspiracy-~they are rules taught in

basic reporting class.
Surprisingly, studies show that the level of follow-ups actually

increased when television was introduced. The percentage of related ques-
276
tions during 1953 and 1954 was about 23%; after January 19,1955 it jumped
3 o
to 34%. Even during the Nixon administration, 53% of the questions posed

at televised press conferences were related to questions that had alreaiy
2%Y
been asked.
President Ford has recently relinquished most of £he power of cutting

off his answer and recognizing another reporter. Thanks to the system

suggessted by Press Secretary Ron Neésen, reporters may now remain standing
while Mr. Ford answers their questions. If they are unsatisfied with the
response, they are permitted to follow-up with another question. Although

this practice does occ331onalxy come in for some abuse-—reporters asklng

| S
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| transcripts revealed how commonplace it was for a reporter to ask more than

' their original inquiry--it has been a valuable throwback to the days when !

| ‘

two-part questlons, or u31ng ihé follow-up to go well beyond the scope of

i
|
I
i
{
{
]
]
i

a reporter assumed that such determine&“inquiry was his natural right.
Still, it is no match for the atmosphere that prevailed in the era

before live television. Ib'examlnatlon of Elsenhower press conference j

one question, One colloquy between the Presideht and Raymond Brandt fea-
tured eleven successive questions by that reporter.'Also,-it was not une
usual for a reporter to be recognized two separate times in one conference
But now there are over 1400 reportérs accredited to the_White House, §f1 “
whom roughly 400 jam into a press conférence. The préss corps has doubled
since the Eisenhower era, and those dgys‘of casual individualism are gone
forever. |
There is no justifiable reason for :‘discontinuing telecasts, and therp
are several good reasons for bxpanding them. Press conferences are held
for the benefit of the people;the‘system which provides for the fullest
communication to the most people is the most valuable. As Marshall McLuhan
noted a decade ago, that system is no.longer the linear media;to be truly
mass,media must now be electroﬂic. Finally, a television reporter is just

as much a professional as a newspaperman;'to exclude him and his equipmen

——

from the conference is to say he is a second~-class journalist.

One possiblecure for the hectic conditions that arise when fifty ox
so reporters seek the President's attention would be to pre-~determine the !
order of questioners, This would also serve'tbtake‘some of the initiative |
away from the President; he could no longer seek'refuge in the question of/|

a friendly newsman.




/b There are a number of ways this list could be chosen. Reporters could

submit their questions 1n advance, 1dent1fied by number only, to a jury of‘
senior-correspondents, who could then'engage in coordinated questionlng 1

on a few toplcs The second half of the conference could then be thrown

open. Or, a lottery drawing could be. held, wlth each news organlzatlon

i
i
!

|11m1ted to one questloner Here too the conference could be split between

iordered and not,

‘ Currently, the biggest stumbling “block is set up by the reporters
‘themselves Proud in their independencs, they appreciate the press confer-
ence for its spontaneity--even if those two qualities result in drastic |
' cuts in the value of the endeavor. "Any:discipline that the press has must
be with the individual reporter,"_Clark:Mbllenhoff declared. "It cannot

be on the basis of any kind of group meeting. Any effort to institutional'

ize the press conference would be thoroughly destructive to the present

Iuncontrolled questlonlng by 1nd1vidual reporters."’Mbllenhoff a lone woldq

|
knever very popular with the rest of the‘press ‘corps, continued his attack:

'% T don't want any panel sitting up there and deciding who can ask what f
lquestion., I would look with a great deal'of alarm," he said."on the creati%n;

of any group of reporters with the authority to screen questions to be !

submitted, "

Peter Lisagor, White House Correspondents Association Presidentwemer-

itus, would be one of the logical "Jurors" charged with « selecting ques-

=G

tioners-~but he doesn't want the job., "I would refuse to play the role,"
he flatly states,
There was a recent demonstration of the press corpsts unwillingness

%o experiment with new forms--an instance when the White House was more

I ST ; | | s | o ‘ s 7

Lnnovatlve than the reporters Pr981dent Ford has held a number of reglonal i
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Q l press conferences, of‘ben mconnectlon with his tours to promote the adm:u.n-1l '
|
|

!istraﬁlon's energy program. To 1nsure an equal distribution between local
Ereporters and those travelllng w1th the Pr951dent a lottery system was |
%wcrked out. Nessen selects the Whlte House llst.plcklng numbers out of a

| Ehat while being watched by eager rcporters. The regionai 1ist is chosen by

ithe host statéfs press association. The;system has provided for calm and

dignified proceedings, although it has not measurébly improved the levai
of questions or - answers. | |
At one of Nessen's daily briefings a few months ago, someone suggeéte

that the same system be tried at a Washingtbn press conference, Nessen

: —— Q.

Ipromptly agreed--when voices from the room bade him to reconsider, "Just
‘because there are no obJectlons,“ one newsman sald, "et!s not just try itJ"'

{Nessen bowed to this somewhat confu51ng show of disapproval, and the idea

|

|

|

|

%was dropped. |

: The press conference thus suffered.some self-inflicted bruises from

ia press corps unable-~or unwilling;- to adapt to technclogical advances. ""
But the deepest wounds came from Presidential-abuses. Refusing to accept

the press conference as an autonomous, esséntial institution, Preéidents

\Johnson and Nixon both sought to nullify its worthy heritage, and to

villify those who dared to protest that perversion.

The press conference, as-John_F; Kennedy said, serves to "put the

President in the bull's-eye.' A number of things can happen once he is

there, all of them valuable to a certain degree. But it is absolutely

essential that he be there; to place his answers on the public record.
In this encounter, reporters act as the'public's representatives,

asking the President the questions they‘feei he has a duty to answer.'In

/. effect " UPI's Helen Thomas told me,'" the American people are quest:.onlng

'/éo




which was both overwhelming and overbearing. Nixon's perversion went to th

him"~;and waltlng for the 2 ansver, if really doesn't matter 1f the Presi-

s
i
dent speaks to the cameras instead of the reporters, Thomas said, becausei
"the question is there. And the answer is the thing." Thus, face to face

with independent newsmen motivated by a d631re to protect the public ine

terest, the President is called to account before the court of public |
opinion,* | | o

For various historical and psychological feasons, Johhson,and Nixon
both decided to ignore the summons from the people. Jéhnson‘subverted the

press's inquisitive nature by smothefing it with a unique personal apprbach

i
other extreme of absolute avoidance, secure in his command of direct-access

lines to his jurors, ' . - iy

. |

In the end, both suffered from their conspicuous disregard for the
press conference. Johnson might well have nipped the spreading’gredibility
gap had he appeared for questioning before cameras. As Richard Strout '

noted, it was a golden opportunity-~but he- passed it by. Nixon'!s admine

istration, long adrift on a sea of contradictory words and deeds, was
forcéd to sail rudderless, bereft of public‘explanaiions by, and examina~
tions of, the President. Its course uhcharted, his government was finalkyﬁ
inevitably sucked into the eddies of Watergate, in which it sank.

"The essential purpose of the newskc§nference is to transmit informa-
tion from the President to the people," declared Herb Klein. "These confers
ences;" Klein claimed,’ are only one of the many ways in which tle Presi~-
dent communicates to the péople.“

This is a perfidious doctrine, wholly lacking in redeeming social

value,
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:Eé;éééigbﬁfé;énégé are for expl;hation. Inforﬁ;igénf;ﬁd“éggﬁﬁhiééfibﬁ_
are merely eupehemisms for propagandae--and there is no shatage of that,
The President gets all the free teleyision time he needs and wants;commun-
ication is no problem for him, |

Accountability is~-~for us, The President is given a four-year, no=-

cut contract, Freed from frequeht examinations of his administration, the

President often forgets that the ngernment itself belongs not to him, but

to the people. Incisive inquiry into his handling of the public trust is

v |
ossential for the national interest. : ' 5
i

My elders tell mé of a time, not‘lpng ago, when the President of-

% the United States appeared each week to publicly answer questions. His
| .

| |
name was Eisenhower, and he was the most admired human on earth. Although i
i

| his answers were often somewhat garbled, the American People saw that he
{

irespected them so much that he met ~each week with their representatives,
| , |
ithe press. The people appreciated that, as did the reporters. After the

‘initial adjustment period, they asked ihcisive but not belligerent qu.esﬁnl

|

placing the issues squarely before the people and their President. Then
it waé up to him, and he didn't let thém down.

Perhaps the world has gotten too complicated, and the problems of
governing have become too demanding to expect the President to return to

3
|| weekly press conferencss.

The President controls the press conference by mighte--not by right,
We must force him to be free.

(62

But it would be nice.
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