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John Cole:  

Good afternoon, everyone, and welcome to the Library of Congress.  Special welcome to some students of a certain professor from American University.  We’re very glad to have you here. I’m John Cole; I’m the director of the Center for the Book in the Library of Congress [the Library].  The center is the arm of the Library that promotes books and reading.  We do it not only through public programs about books, and about new books here at the Library of Congress, but we do it around the country through affiliated centers for the book.  Every state has a center, and they help celebrate the reading and writing and book traditions of their states.  And all of them were here this last weekend at the National Book Festival, which we held on the [National] Mall, in the Pavilion of the States.  So we learned a lot about the book, and reading and writing and promotion operations in every state.  

This series of programs, called “Books and Beyond,” is dedicated to celebrating and publicizing new books that are somehow connected with the Library of Congress.  We like to show that books such as the book that will be discussed today are one result of all of the work that goes into the building and sharing the Library of Congress’s collections.  So it’s a real pleasure to be able to present today’s talk.  It is co-sponsored with the Serial and Government Publications Division of the Library.  This program was actually planned with the head of the Newspaper Section, Georgia Higley, who is a good friend and a person who sadly -- Georgia’s mother recently died, and she was unable to join us today.  

But I know that she had set up this program and had talked with Professor Campbell, and in that sense she is with us today.  And I’m so pleased that we could present one of her favorite customers, talking about his love and the love of our collections.  But to introduce our speaker I am pleased to present Teri [Teresa V.] Sierra, who is the [acting] chief of the division I mentioned; the Serial and Government Publications Division, which is also the home of newspapers.  Newspapers didn’t get into the division title, but it’s a big, powerful collection, and you’ll learn more about it by the time today is over.  Teri?

Teresa V. Sierra: 

Okay.  So, welcome everybody.  We’re delighted to have you here, and especially you, Joe; such a good friend of the division and of our staff.  I’m glad you mentioned Georgia.  I have talked to her, with her over the last couple of days, several times, and she really regrets not being here.  She was so looking forward to the day. We’ve talked about this in the division, about having Joe give a talk, for a long, long time. 

Joe is an unusual reader for us.  He is not just one of the regular readers that shows up time and time again; he is a true friend of the division and of the staff.  And as the story goes, somewhere on a snowy day in January 1998, the division had made plans to do an introduction for members of the American Historical Association who were meeting at a conference in town.  Well, as I said, it was a snowy day and the only fellow that showed up was Joe.  So they grabbed him, the staff grabbed him, they did the introduction, and they haven’t let him go since.  So we talk about him a lot.  He doesn’t even know this, but we do indeed talk him about him and how wonderful it is to work with him.  He also comes to the division to bring his students, as he’s done today, and he -- we introduce the students to the resources of the Library of Congress.  Joe is a great motivator, and he insists that the make use, the students make use of primary resources.  And maybe I’m wrong – but I, the students can confirm this -- but I believe that no one gets out of Joe’s classes without knowing the principles of scholarly research.  

So I want to bring him up to the podium and let him do his talk, but before then I just want to mention a couple of the biographical facts about him.  He is associate professor in the School of Communications at American University.  He is a former newspaper reporter, has traveled the world over, and has authored other books in addition to the one that he will be discussing today.  Two that come to mind –“Yellow Journalism: Puncturing the Myths, Defining the Legacies” and “The Spanish-American Wars and the Media in Primary Documents” [sic, “The Spanish-American War: American Wars and the Media in Primary Documents”].  So let’s give a great big welcome to Dr. Joseph Campbell.  

[applause]

W. Joseph Campbell:

Teri, thank you, and thank you, John.  Thank you so very much.  I do owe a real debt of thanks to the Library of Congress and its staff, not only for this book, but for two others that I have written over the past five years.  And Georgia Higley has been a real friend, as you mentioned, Teri, and so have her colleagues.  Travis Westly is here today; Charles, Liz, Mr. Chase, Jerome, and many, many others in the newspaper room who have been very friendly and helpful allies in my research over the past several years -- I guess since January 1998.  Is that the snowy day in question?  

I remember it well, yes indeed, and it was really my good fortune to be able to visit the Library on a day in which I could have the undivided attention of professionals such as Georgia and Travis, and it was terrific.  The resources of the Library of Congress -- including the newspaper room, but also the manuscript room, prints and photographs among others -- have been invaluable resources to me on the project that has culminated in the book I’ll be talking about today, as well as earlier, earlier projects.  And I am most grateful to John Cole and his famous Center for the Book for co-sponsoring today’s talk.  It’s very, very wonderful for you to do so, and thank you again, John.  

So, allow me to start my talk about the book by confronting the skepticism that I’m sure some of you have about 1897.  Was it really the year that defined American journalism, as the title of the book suggests?  I mean, wasn’t that really kind of a long time ago -- 1897?  Well, yes, yes, it was.  It was a long time ago, and yes, it was the year that defined American journalism.  It was a decisive year of experimentation and transition; a year when American journalists were wrestling with the character and the future of the profession in ways that are reminiscent of the uncertainty that characterizes the field today.  American journalism in the late 19th century was in turmoil. It was in the midst of a jarring transition to becoming a big business, toward becoming a highly structured, highly corporatized entity.  Eighteen ninety-seven was a very uncertain and invigorating time.  It was a time when fresh approaches were undertaken and developed -- fresh approaches to news-gathering; a time when the very contours of modern American journalism were being defined.  

And my book, “The Year That Defined American Journalism,” tells the story of that crowded and remarkable year of 1897.  And I argue that revisiting this defining and pivotal year of 1897 offers relevant and useful insights into the forces that are presently reshaping American journalism.  But, to be sure, 1897 was a long time ago.  It was a time before airplanes, before cell phones, before radio and television and podcasting and webcasting; before air conditioning.  It was a time of coal-burning laundry stoves, of abdominal corsets, of arsenic complexion wafers.  It was a time when everybody was into bicycling.  A bicycling craze had gripped the United States in the mid-1890s, largely as the result of improvements, design improvements to the bicycle that made it easy to ride and easy to navigate.  And century runs -- century runs were very popular in 1897.  And these were day-long excursions in which riders would log 100 miles. And both men and women were really into century runs in 1897.  And in fact, double centuries -- outings of 200 miles -- or triple centuries -- outings of 300 miles -- were not unheard of in 1897.  

In many ways, 1897 offered a first glimpse at the unfolding modern era; a first glimpse of what we would recognize today as modern life in the United States.  So, what was happening in 1897?  Well, there were notable advances reported in 1897 in heavier-than-air flight.  Samuel P. Langley, the head of the Smithsonian Institution, reported in “McClure’s Magazine” in June of 1897 on the successful test flights of his unmanned, steam-powered aerodrome.  This was a huge, ungainly craft that looked something like an over-sized dragonfly.  And Langley, in his experiments, launched his aerodrome from a catapult ,by catapult from atop a houseboat, atop a houseboat on the Potomac River, south of Washington.  And Langley reported in 1897 -- and allow me to read what he said -- Langley reported that, “This has been done.  A flying machine, so long a type for ridicule, has really flown.  It has demonstrated its practicability in the only satisfactory way there is; by actually flying, and doing this again and again, under conditions which leave no doubt.”  Of course, this was unmanned, but it was nonetheless an important step toward manned heavier-than-air flight. 

The cinema in 1897 was in its novelty year, and sporting events such as the well-reported heavyweight boxing championship in March 1897 in Nevada, between gentlemen Jim Corbett and Bob Fitzsimmons -- sporting events such as that were staged with motion pictures in mind.  And this image of a report in The “New York Journal” about how women supposedly reacted to the cinematic version of the Corbett-Fitzsimmons fight said that women were incited to brutality by watching the cinema; very early cinema, the earliest days of motion pictures.  City centers in America were very congested at the end of the 19th century.  And to relieve the congestion, subway systems were being planned in New York and in Boston.  In fact, the first subway system -- the first section of America’s first subway system -- was opened in 1897 in Boston, Massachusetts; this was a mile-long stretch beneath Tremont Street in downtown Boston. 

And The “New York Times,” perhaps reflecting the enduring rivalry between the two cities, suggested in an editorial that it was very odd that such a conservative city such as Boston would be the first in America to open and operate a municipal subway system.  Further clogging the streets in 1897 was the horseless carriage; also known then as the automotive, the new mechanical wagon and the automobile.  And by year’s end, 1897, the automobile had become so conspicuous in large American cities that The “New York Tribune” was moved to say that the horseless carriage “has apparently come to stay.”  In 1897, the automobile was becoming a fixture in urban life in America.  This image here is a cartoon image of the Yellow Kid, the famous Yellow Kid of R.F. Outcault, who was a cartoonist for The “New York World” and then for The “New York Journal.”  And this image from mid-1897 shows the Yellow Kid and his pals out for a spin in a horseless carriage.  It was published in Hearst, William Randolph Hearst’s “New York Journal.”  

Eighteen ninety-seven was also the year of the last great international gold rush; the Klondike Gold Rush to the subarctic Yukon Territory in Canada.  The first tangible reports about the gold riches of the Klondike reached the West Coast of the United States in July 1897, and within days thousands and thousands of Americans set off for the Klondike.  Many of them had little idea of the hardships that awaited them.  Many of them had little idea of how far the Klondike was from the continental United States.  And it was rather like a severe, prolonged case of lottery fever, when a Powerball jackpot just gets to enormous sizes.  Americans set off for the Klondike, looking to tap the riches of this faraway region.  Few of them ever made it to the Klondike, and fewer still ever got rich.  

And also in 1897, the majestic and landmark Library of Congress building on Capitol Hill was opened on the first of November 1897.  We know it today as the Jefferson Building. And it was, in 1897, a statement of growing American assertiveness and growing American self-confidence.  It was a statement that Americans could build an edifice that would rival, if not top, anything that could be built anywhere else in the world.  Eighteen ninety-seven also marked the inauguration of President William McKinley, whose presidency not only straddled the late 19th century, early 20th century, but ushered in a long period of prolonged Republican rule in the United States; a period that ended in 1933.  So, given the transitions that were afoot in American life in 1897, it is scarcely surprising, is scarcely surprising that American journalism also would be caught up in the changes and the turmoil that characterized the year.  As I write in the book, “No other year, arguably, has produced more memorable and singularly important moments in American journalism than 1897.”  

Eighteen ninety-seven was the year in which American journalism’s most famous and most beloved editorial was published: “Is There a Santa Claus?”  It appeared in the old “New York Sun” in September 1897, and this editorial was written in response to the query of an eight-year-old girl named Virginia O’Hanlon, who was the daughter of a coroner’s physician in New York City.  And she, in her letter to the New York Sun, asked the newspaper, “Please tell me the truth.  Is there a Santa Claus?”  The editorial written in reply to little Virginia’s letter lives on as a classic in American journalism.  Its author was the reticent, yet very learned editorial writer named Francis P. Church, whose image is shown at the right of the screen.  Francis Church had no children of his own, and his most memorable line in this editorial was, of course, “Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus.” Church’s authorship of the editorial was not disclosed until shortly after his death in 1906.  

Eighteen ninety-seven was also the year in which the sneering, pejorative term “yellow journalism” first appeared in print in the New York press, at the end of January 1897.  It was also the year in which the “New York Times” placed its now famous motto “All the news that’s fit to print” at the top of the front page next to the nameplate; a position that it has occupied ever since, ever since February 1897.  It was the year when the longest-running comic strip, “The Katzenjammer Kids,” first appeared; made its debut in the “New York Journal” in 1897, and has remained in syndication ever since.  And 1897 was the year in which the motion, a motion picture camera was taken to war for the first time; to the brief war in the spring of 1897 between Greece and Turkey.  

The transitory nature of 1897 was underscored in October of that year with the death of Charles A. Dana.  He was the long-serving editor of the “New York Sun,” and was something akin to the pope of American journalism.  He had guided the “Sun” for more than 30 years, and the newspaper thoroughly bore his imprint.  And his death in 1897 signaled the passing of a more intimate kind of journalism -- something called personal journalism -- in which the editor’s voice, experience, intellect and opinion infused the newspaper in a way that gave it a distinctive character and a distinctive tone.  Personal journalism was fading in 1897, as newspapers then grew inexorably into big businesses; highly structured, highly corporate entities sustained largely by advertising revenues.  And this outline of the newspaper in 1897 is also characteristic of the modern newspaper.  The modern newspaper was becoming apparent in the year 1897, and Dana, in his death, represented a throwback to a bygone, to a bygone era.  

Eighteen ninety-seven was also the year of an unprecedented event in American journalism; an episode unlike any other before or since: the case of jail-breaking journalism.  Jail-breaking journalism; it’s when William Randolph Hearst of the “New York Journal” organized the jail-break in Havana, Cuba of a 19-year-old political prisoner named Evangelina Cisneros, who is shown here on the left of the screen, on the front page of the journal and it announced her rescue, as shown on the right.  Evangelina was accused of conspiring to kill a senior Spanish military officer.  Spain, at the time, was trying -- with no success, really -- to put down an insurrection against its rule; an insurrection that had spread, by 1897, across Cuba. And, a year later, gave rise to the Spanish-American War when the United States entered the conflict.  The “New York Journal” called Evangelina the Joan of Arc of Cuba, and seized upon her prolonged imprisonment -- 15 months without trial -- as an example of Spain’s routine mistreatment of Cuban women. 

The case of jail-breaking journalism began to unfold in late summer 1897, when Hearst sent a reporter from the Washington bureau of the “New York Journal” to Havana.  His name was Karl Decker, and his instructions were to “Break out young Evangelina, and bring her to the United States.”  With the quiet help of U.S. diplomatic personnel in Havana, as well as the help of a clandestine smuggling network that had been operating in, in the city, Karl Decker was able to break her out of jail on October 7, 1897, hide her in a house in Havana for two days before smuggling her aboard a passenger steamer bound for New York City, where she was greeted by an enthusiastic crowd.  Seventy-five thousand people turned out to welcome Evangelina Cisneros in October 1897; the largest crowd in New York City since the end of the American Civil War in 1865.  

Central to the exceptionality of 1897 in American journalism was the emergence that year of a three-sided clash of paradigms; a clash that set the course for American journalism in the 20th century and beyond.  The clash of paradigms pitted models or visions of journalism set forth by three different, distinct young men.  All of them were in their 30s.  They were William Randolph Hearst of the “New York Journal,” Adolph Ochs of the “New York Times” and Lincoln Steffens of the “New York Commercial Advertiser.”  Easily the most dramatic of the three paradigms was William Randolph Hearst’s.  He called it the journalism of action, the journalism of action and by that he meant that newspapers had an obligation to inject themselves conspicuously and regularly into, into public life, filling the void of government inattention and inaction.  Hearst and his “Journal” really believed and really pursued this vision of activist journalism, and there was no more dramatic or celebrated manifestation of the journalism of action in 1897 than the rescue in Havana of Evangelina Cisneros.  

The antithesis of William Randolph Hearst’s journalism of action was the conservative counter-activist paradigm pursued by Adolph Ochs and his “New York Times.”  And the “Times”-ian approach was characterized by his lofty commitment; by its motto of “All the news that’s fit to print.”  The “Times” model emphasized the detached, yet impartial treatment of the news; it abhorred activism, the activism of William Randolph Hearst.  And the “Times” model remains, to this day, the normative standard that defines mainstream journalism in the United States.  

The third -- and in some respects the most whimsical -- paradigm to emerge in 1897 was non-journalistic; even anti-journalistic in some respects.  And this was a literary approach championed by Lincoln Steffens, who in 1897 became city editor of the “New York Commercial Advertiser,” then New York City’s oldest newspaper.  Steffens was later to gain fame as America’s leading muckraking journalist of the early 20th century.  But in the late 19th century, at the “Commercial Advertiser,” Steffens got rid of his veteran newspapermen and began recruiting young, largely inexperienced college-educated men and women who wanted to become writers.  They had little experience in journalism, but they wanted to hone their skills and talents as writers.  Steffens hired them and sent them out into New York City to write about the joys, the heartbreaks, the serendipity of life in the big city.  And he told his father soon after the experiment began that he and his staff were doing some things that had never been done before in American journalism. 

The Steffens model of this anti-journalistic approach was in some respects a modest protest against the forces that were turning American journalism into big businesses by the end of the 19th century.  And Steffens justified his approach -- his literary or anti-journalistic approach -- by saying that, “Anything that interested me and my staff would interest our readers, and therefore would be news if treated interestingly.”  It was hardly surprising that the clash of paradigms would unfold along what was then called “Newspaper Row” in lower Manhattan, in New York City.  Although many of the landmark structures of Newspaper Row have since been torn down, it was in the 1890s the nerve center of American journalism.  It was where the profession was at its most competitive, its most demanding and its most alluring -- Newspaper Row in New York City.  

The three-sided clash of paradigms that began to emerge in 1897 was framed by an exceptional convergence of personality and opportunity.  The respective advocates, the respective fathers of the three paradigms -- Hearst, Ochs and Steffens -- were each in their 30s in 1897, and all were fairly new in their respective positions.  Adolph Ochs was 39 years old, and was in his first full year as publisher of the “New York Times.”  The newspaper is still run by and controlled by Adolph Ochs’s heirs.  In 1897, William Randolph Hearst turned 34 years old, and he was in his second full year as publisher of the “New York Journal.”  And Lincoln Steffens was just 31 when he became city editor of the “Commercial Advertiser.”  Although they were all comparatively young, these three men were experienced journalists, and they had records of success elsewhere.  Now, resolution of their three-sided clash of paradigms would take years to resolve itself.  And in the end, the “New York Times” model of detachment, of impartiality -- the counter-activist model which remains to this day the normative standard in American journalism -- was the one that won out.  

“The Year That Defined American Journalism” tells the story of this three-sided clash of paradigms, but it is also more than just a book about the past; it identifies similarities and parallels between the journalism of 1897 and that of today.  Take, for example, criticism of the press.  One of my favorite characterizations of the press in 1897 appeared in a journal called “The Dial.”  And it lamented the decay, the decay of American journalism in 1897, and declared it an undeniable fact that most of the newspapers published in large American cities were “so devoid of principle, so devoid of principle that they constituted a perpetual menace to every genuine interest of our civilization.”  Now, I submit that that kind of over-the-top criticism of the press wouldn’t be entirely alien today.  

Another commentator in 1897 criticized the press for what he said was its “lamentable lack of fairness, its lamentable lack of fairness in everything that touches upon political opinion.” The news media these days are often assailed for a lamentable lack of fairness, especially in their political coverage.  So it is striking, really striking how little criticism of the press and media performance have changed over time.  I also maintain in, in “The Year That Defined American Journalism” that the year 1897 offers some reassuring context for contemporary journalists.  Few contemporary journalists have any awareness, probably, of the upheaval and the tumult and the ferment that characterized the field at the end of the 19th century. But the ferment in the field in that period also was a stimulus, a stimulus for improvement, and it can be so today.  

And the book makes this point in its closing passage, in stating that, “As we have seen, American journalism faced the riptide of profound change in the late 19th century, and emerged the stronger for it.  To read the lessons of 1897, therefore, is to take encouragement, is to take encouragement.  The angst and despair that are so commonplace in journalism today are quite likely misplaced.  The story of 1897 suggests as much.”  Finally, in closing, it should be noted that “The Year That Defined American Journalism” is the first year study, is the first year study published in the field of journalism and mass communication research.  Year studies, as you probably know, are common enough and popular enough in other fields; take, for example, the best seller “1776” by David McCullough that appeared last year.  Other year studies have focused on the year 1000, 1215, 1759, 1912, 1919, 1968; there is even one on 1898.  And sometimes even a single month, or even a single day, has been the topic of a book-length study.  But in my field, this methodological approach has been untested until this book was published.  

Thank you.  

[applause]

[end of transcript]


