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INTRODUCTION

Volumes could be written about the variations of the situation, the mutual
helpfulness of the politician and reporter, the way each uses the other and
the way the public is played between them.

—Frank R. Kent, 1924

Iwas fortunate to have an aisle seat when President John F. Kennedy
spoke at the University of Washington in Seattle in 1961. As an undis-

tinguished undergraduate, I was far from the stage in Hec Edmundson
Pavilion. Nor do I remember much about what the president said. But I
do recall that he walked by me on his way out of the hall. He was the first
president whom I had seen closely in person.

Yet, because of television, I already had viewed President Kennedy
many times. During the previous year, I watched him debate Richard M.
Nixon in the first televised presidential debates. I was a regular viewer of
his live press conferences, and he was often featured on the 15-minute
nightly network news.When I saw the President in person, I was for the
first time able to compare the physical presence with the images on the
screen, as well as with the photographs and stories that I had seen in news-
papers and magazines.

What I recall mostly is that the President in front of me was quite dif-
ferent from the one on the tube. He was, of course, larger than 17 inches
across, and in full color, rather than in fuzzy black and white. He also
looked heavier and a bit tired. Most importantly, his appearance started me
thinking about how dependent I was on the news media for what I knew
about the presidency and the political system. I realized for the first time
the extent to which my views of national politics and politicians were
shaped not by direct observation but by what I viewed, heard, or read at
second or third hand. It was one of the experiences that led to my first ca-
reer, as a journalist.



x

Since 1961, along with most other Americans, I have become accus-
tomed to receiving most of what I know about the daily interplay of pres-
idents and public policy from the news media, especially network
television. Images and stories about President William J. Clinton appear in
my living room frequently, filtered and shaped by the correspondents, in-
terviewers, photographers, editors, producers, and others who collectively
constitute the national news media, based primarily in Washington, D.C. I
am more or less comfortable with this, perhaps because I can recall no
other system of presidential communications.This is how presidents have
appeared to the public during my lifetime.

However, I am no longer as comfortable with it as I once was. In my
years as a journalist, I became familiar with many of the distortions in the
prism of mass communications between the Oval Office and my living
room. More recently, as a researcher and citizen, it seems to me that these
distortions are occurring more frequently and are more troublesome.

The process by which the president speaks to the citizenry through the
news media has become more complex and problematic than it was long
ago in 1961. At that time, presidential television still was a novelty. The
White House relationship with the press corps was mutually respectful,
more or less. Over the last 35 years, however, the public’s faith in the pres-
idency, the legitimacy of executive governance, and the credibility of the
news media all have been shaken by recurring images of failures, crises, and
scandals.The relationship between the president and the press, which has
been central to the communications process through which American cit-
izens have viewed their national leaders for most of the twentieth century,
is in disarray.

Since the national turmoil caused by the Vietnam War and the Water-
gate crisis, the news media have become more assertive in raising ques-
tions about presidents, their policies, and, most recently, their personal
lives.1 Conversely, from the perspective of the White House, the gener-
ally deferential journalists faced by Kennedy and his predecessors have
been replaced by an adversarial press corps interested more in negativism
and scandal than in helping a president to communicate with the citi-
zenry.2 In the 1970s, the underlying relationship between the president
and the White House press corps still could be characterized as largely
one of institutionalized continuity and cooperation.3 By 1995, however,
“virtually all Washington politicians say that the mainstream media are
too eager to expose the character flaws of the nation’s leaders and the
failures of public policy rather to inform the country about the positive
side of government and the people who run it,” observed Kenneth T.
Walsh,White House correspondent for U.S. News and World Report.4 The
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political scientist Thomas E. Patterson described news coverage of the
first Clinton administration (1993–97) as strongly negative, which he at-
tributed largely to a cynical view of politics held by journalists.5 But
even before the Clinton administration, critics complained that the post-
Watergate news media were only too eager to transmit accusations of
scandal and corruption against national leaders.6 In a series of recurring
incidents characterized as “feeding frenzies,” individual public officials
were barraged by sensationalized stories about official and personal mis-
conduct, sometimes verified and sometimes not.7

Not surprisingly, recent presidents have devoted significant amounts of
their time and staff resources to try to minimize or to circumvent the fil-
tering of their messages by what they regard as an increasingly irresponsi-
ble and disruptive national news media. The White House Office of
Communications has developed public relations strategies and tactics in-
tended to allow a president to communicate with the public through other
means, including regional, rather than national, news events and confer-
ences; presidential appearances on talk and entertainment shows; and, most
recently, use of e-mail and a White House web page aimed at citizen com-
puter owners.8 All of the above and other presidential publicity tactics have
been criticized by journalists in phrases such as “managing the news” or
“spin control.” From the correspondents’ viewpoint, the White House has
become increasingly duplicitous and manipulative. A 1997 report by the
watchdog group Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press con-
cluded that “secrecy and control are becoming the watchwords of the
Clinton administration.”9 The White House in the first Clinton adminis-
tration also alarmed journalists by suggesting that new formats and tech-
nologies of mass communications made it possible for the President to
bypass the obstructive “old media” of news by reaching the public through
a more cooperative “new media” of broadcast talk and entertainment
shows.10 A review of 47 news and opinion articles written by journalists
about use of “new media” in the 1992 presidential campaign found that
more than half warned about the occupational ramifications.11

Complaints from the traditional correspondents forced the Clinton ad-
ministration to become more responsive to their needs early in the Presi-
dent’s second term.12 But sensationalized allegations of sexual misconduct
against the President in 1998, followed by intensive news coverage of con-
gressional impeachment proceedings, reinforced the White House’s deter-
mination to bypass the Washington, D.C., press corps and to seek new, less
mediated ways to communicate with the public.13

Despite this dissonance, the news media, especially television, remain
important sources of information in shaping citizens’ opinions about the
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xii

presidency. A study of news coverage in the 1996 presidential campaign
found a strong relationship between the news and public’s preferences for
the candidates.14 Nevertheless, complaints from both the White House and
journalists about their deteriorating relationship at the end of the millen-
nium suggest that institutional and technological changes soon may
change fundamentally how presidents and other political leaders commu-
nicate with the citizenry.The communications presidency of the twenty-
first century may be quite different from the one based on leadership of
public opinion through the news media that has characterized executive
governance in the United States for most of the last 100 years.

If such a paradigm shift in presidential leadership is under way, this
seems to be an appropriate moment to re-examine the last comparable
transformation, which began in the late nineteenth century. Increased at-
tention to the presidency by the “new media” of that era, commercial-
ized daily newspapers and popular magazines, led to new conventions of
journalism that contributed to making the president the leader of the
political system.15 The general outlines of this shift are well known to
scholars, although they have been obscured somewhat by the durability
of the subsequent relationship between the president, the press, and pub-
lic opinion. Douglass Cater described that relationship aptly at mid-
century as “government by publicity.” Of government, Cater observed
that “publicity is as essential to its orderly functioning as the power to
levy taxes and pass laws.”16

To some extent, all presidents since George Washington have relied on
the press to inform the country about the workings of public policy.“The
public papers will be expeditious messengers of intelligence to the most
remote inhabitants of the Union,”Alexander Hamilton wrote confidently
in Federalist 84.17 The Bill of Rights added to the Constitution of 1787 in-
cluded a prohibition against government abridgment of freedom of ex-
pression, specifying the press. But the presidency, the press, and the
relationship between the two institutions changed profoundly during in
the nation’s first 100 years.18

Despite broad pledges of freedom, the earliest presidents regarded the
press as too important to the survival of the new republic to be left un-
guided. During the nation’s first system of political communication, from
1789 until about the time of the Civil War, publications that concerned
themselves with public affairs were sponsored financially by political fac-
tions, parties, or individual leaders through a system of loyalties, contracts,
and partisan patronage.19 At the peak of the “party press” era, which one
historian labeled as the “dark ages of American journalism,” backers of An-
drew Jackson organized a network of partisan newspapers to advocate his
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candidacies and his policies.20 Census data from 1850 suggest that only 83
out of 2,526 newspapers in the United States at the time were listed as po-
litically “independent” or “neutral.” Indeed, political sponsorship in one
form or another constituted the dominant economic and ideological base
of American newspapers through much of the nineteenth century.21

Yet, while most of the antebellum press was institutionally dependent
on political sponsors, other forms of published communication had begun
to appear.22 This transition—from small party- or government-sponsored
newsletters of the early 1800s to the mass-circulation, advertising-
supported daily newspapers and popular magazines of the 1890s—has
been the subject of considerable discussion among historians.23 Some
scholars trace the beginnings of this shift to the 1830s and 1840s, when en-
trepreneurs launched cheap “penny” newspapers, independent of political
sponsorship, which relied instead on the readership appeal of entertaining
stories about urban life.24 The financial advantages of political sponsorship
were further diminished after the Civil War by the greater possibilities of
advertising revenue in a developing retail economy. Improvements in
printing technology made possible a potential buying audience of thou-
sands, sometimes millions, of daily readers.25

The impact of the decline of political sponsorship on the nineteenth-
century press is widely debated among scholars. It is disputed exactly when
and how the press became more or less partisan, interpretive, or objective;
interested more in sensationalism than politics; or independent of political
allegiances entirely. Generally, scholars agree that a major transformation
took place.The rise of a mass media less dependent on political sponsor-
ship for economic survival had important implications for the press, the
polity, and the information reaching the citizenry.26

The outcome late in the nineteenth century was the emergence of a
“new media” of advertising-supported newspapers and magazines, which
tended to be less connected to the polity than the “old media” of parti-
san journals. Joseph Pulitzer, the influential publisher of the St. Louis Post-
Dispatch and the New York World, praised advertising revenue for liberating
newspapers from the stranglehold of party controls.27 The decline of of-
ficial partisanship was accompanied by a decline in the blind loyalty of ed-
itors to their political patrons.28 The political parties themselves had been
weakened after the Civil War by a succession of liberal reform movements
aimed at ending machine politics and pervasive corruption.29 As a result
of these changes, some newspapers become uninterested in political top-
ics unless they could be sensationalized in story form to draw more read-
ers to attract advertising.30 But others found that political allegiances
could be useful in differentiating themselves in a marketplace with several
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competing newspapers.31 Many newspaper owners and editors declared
themselves independent of party ties but remained active politically as
community opinion leaders or as candidates for elective office.32

This emergence of a press institutionally independent of the polity of-
fered the possibility of a marketplace of ideas less influenced by political
sponsorship. But from the perspective of presidents and other political
leaders, these changes also left the press less reliable in conveying appro-
priate political information to the public. In 1806, for example, President
Thomas Jefferson could send Samuel Harrison Smith, editor of the semi-
official National Intelligencer, a letter announcing the success of the recently
returned Lewis and Clark Expedition and expect to see it reproduced
faithfully in the next issue, then copied again by allied newspapers in other
cities.A half century later, President Abraham Lincoln, although a Repub-
lican himself, received little support from some of the leading New York
City Republican editors for his Civil War policies. Lincoln spent much of
his time trying to persuade Horace Greeley and other independent editors
of his own party to support him, as well as trying to prevent or to mini-
mize rumors and distortions among the correspondents at the battlefields
and in Washington, D.C.33

These inconsistencies increased after the Civil War, as the once-
predictable, sponsored press placed less emphasis on political advocacy and
more on the popular format of news, sometimes sensationally so. In the
presidency, Lincoln’s successors made fewer attempts to appeal to public
opinion, through the press or otherwise. The presidency was diminished
after the Civil War by the impeachment of Andrew Johnson and the scan-
dals of the Ulysses S. Grant administration. In the 1870s and 1880s, presi-
dents were regarded as newsworthy when they died, were married, made
important speeches, or traveled around the country.They responded regu-
larly to inquiries.34 But they rarely sought publicity overtly, and few senior
members of the Washington press corps called at the Executive Mansion
to receive news on a routine basis.According to Washington legend, prob-
ably apocryphal but nevertheless indicative, no post–Civil War correspon-
dent covered the White House on a daily basis until 1895, when
William W. Price of the Washington Evening Star stationed himself by the
fence to ask questions of visitors with President Grover Cleveland.35

In the last years of the nineteenth century, however, President William
G. McKinley began to attract journalists to the Executive Mansion and to
encourage them to write more regularly about his activities.36 Numerous
historians and political scientists have commented on the expansion of re-
lations with the press among the presidents who followed McKinley, espe-
cially Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, and on subsequent
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government initiatives in propaganda and censorship during World War I.37

Although wartime attempts to manipulate public opinion ended in 1919,
presidential contacts with the press continued to expand in the 1920s.
J. Frederick Essary, a correspondent for the Baltimore Sun, complained in
1927 that “Washington has become the great generator of propaganda in
this country.”38 Since the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt, which began
in 1933,White House management of the news media to influence public
opinion has been regarded as central to modern executive governance.39

This book surveys this transformation in presidential leadership from
1897 to 1933, from the experiments of the McKinley administration to the
routine use of publicists, press offices, and the appointment of the first of-
ficial press secretary in the Hoover White House. It includes the presiden-
cies of the 1920s, which have received somewhat less scholarly attention
but represent an essential continuity from the propaganda of World War I
to the publicity initiatives of the New Deal.The purpose of the inquiry is
to suggest a greater context and an explanatory framework for the late-
twentieth-century debate over presidential leadership of public opinion
through the news media.

The political scientist Jeffrey Tulis argues that development in the early
twentieth century of a presidency based on appeals for popular support
constituted a doctrinal shift in American democracy. During development
of what Tulis and others characterize as the “rhetorical presidency,” activist
presidents, especially Theodore Roosevelt and Wilson, sought supportive
public opinion to expand their governing authority, rather than relying on
the limited powers specified in the written Constitution.Tulis notes that
the success of the rhetorical presidency was made possible, in part, by the
availability of the rapidly growing audiences for new, popular mass media,
especially daily newspapers and national magazines.40

When presidents seeking popular support tried to reach those audi-
ences, however, they found that access to the pages of the commercialized
press was not necessarily available on demand. Lacking the leverage of
sponsorship, presidents of the early twentieth century found that a new
form of leadership was necessary to persuade independent publishers, ed-
itors, correspondents, and other gatekeepers to grant space and time in
these new media for White House messages. Without their cooperation,
presidents of the era were limited largely to speaking to citizens within the
sound of their unamplified voices.41

In attempting to reach the audiences of newspapers, popular magazines,
and, after World War I, radio, presidents between 1897 and 1933 experi-
mented with a variety of tactics to persuade media gatekeepers to convey
their messages.That process of persuasion is described here as managing the
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press. The phrase has negative connotations for contemporary journalists,
who are confronted daily with manipulation by publicists and official
sources. But, in the context of the Progressive period, it describes usefully
the experiments by which presidents and executive publicists tried to im-
pose some order and predictability on a system of political communications
that seemed increasingly to be in disarray in the late nineteenth century.42

To seek increased news coverage, presidents from McKinley forward al-
tered their own activities and the responsibilities of their assistants; en-
couraged the hiring and use of publicists in the White House and in
executive agencies, and tried to adapt their messages to the technological
and organizational changes taking place in the media of mass communica-
tions.The result of these experiments was to alter the presidency institu-
tionally, to a form characterized in this book as the media presidency—a
form of presidential leadership in which popular authority is derived from
a president’s ability to appeal to public opinion through a mass media no
longer dependent on the sponsorship of institutions in the polity.

This book explores the development of the media presidency from ex-
periments by McKinley, who established a foundation for the expansion of
press relations under the first Roosevelt, to Herbert Hoover, whose failings
as president have been blamed, in part, on difficulties with an enlarged and
increasingly assertive White House press corps. It suggests that the suc-
cesses and failures of attempts to manage the press among the seven pres-
idents from McKinley to Hoover established the outlines of presidential
leadership of public opinion through the news media for the rest of the
century. It also suggests that the media presidency did not emerge in an in-
stitutional vacuum. Presidential experiments with publicity also encour-
aged the spread of similar practices in the agencies of the executive branch.
The president’s ability to dominate the news contributed to the decline of
Congress as the supreme branch of government. The emergence of the
president as the First Source for the news media also encouraged the pro-
fessionalization of political journalism.

No attempt was made to examine comprehensively all aspects of presi-
dential administrations between 1897 and 1933, which have been exten-
sively studied in other works. However, the book includes original research
into those aspects of the presidency involved in managing the Washington
press corps, as well as into selected developments in the Congress, the Cab-
inet, and executive agencies.43 Evidence cited includes documentation of
presidential use of publicity practices, including the introduction and rou-
tine use of news releases, press conferences, the creation of newsworthy
events, interviews with reporters, and publication of informational state-
ments, pamphlets and reports in summary form for correspondents. I also

I N T RO D U C T I O N



looked for the creation of organizational structures to support managing
the press, including press offices, press rooms, and the hiring of publicity
specialists. Evidence of efforts by the executive to influence the press in this
period was abundant in presidential manuscript collections, agency records,
transcripts of congressional hearings and debates, and the writings of Wash-
ington correspondents. Earlier articles from this project have appeared in
American Journalism, Congress and the Presidency, Journalism History, Journalism
and Mass Communications Quarterly, and Presidential Studies Quarterly.

Generally, the evidence indicates that during the first third of the century,
attempts to manage the press took place under successful presidencies as well
as less successful ones. McKinley,Theodore Roosevelt, and Wilson were par-
ticularly influential in shaping the president’s relationship with the press. So,
in their ways, were Warren G. Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert
Hoover, although historians rate them as among the least successful presi-
dents.44 Of the seven presidencies examined, only William Howard Taft,
president from 1909 to 1913, tried to reject entirely the notion of trying to
manage the press.Yet important changes took place during his administra-
tion as well. Other institutions in the polity also were affected by these ex-
periments, and they reacted in ways that shaped the media presidency.

Chapter one analyzes how McKinley moved in 1898 to attract corre-
spondents to the Executive Mansion to seek popular support for the
Spanish-American War. These results were sufficiently satisfactory that
George Cortelyou, McKinley’s chief of staff, acted after the war to begin
to place presidential relations with the press on an organized basis.

Chapters two and three analyze the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt,
which long has been recognized for its impact on White House relations
with the press.Roosevelt’s use of the press to appeal to the public established
a benchmark to which subsequent presidents of the early twentieth century
were compared. His publicity successes were watched closely by other exec-
utive officials and agency administrators, as well as by his critics in Congress.

Chapter three also introduces the influential work of one of those ad-
ministrators, Gifford Pinchot, who created the first officially designated
“press bureau” in the U.S. Forest Service in 1905. Roosevelt encouraged
Pinchot’s campaign for resource conservation and brought the forester’s
promotional talents into the White House.Their joint publicity activities
prompted the first debates in Congress about executive “press agents” and,
eventually, an attempt to ban their hiring.

Chapters four and five address the administration of William Howard Taft,
who was unable or unwilling to apply himself to managing the press in the
Roosevelt fashion. Chapter four examines Taft’s conservative approach to
presidential press relations and the reactions in the press corps that Roosevelt

xviiI N T RO D U C T I O N



xviii

had attracted to the White House. Chapter five is a case study of the conse-
quences of Taft’s unwillingness to manage the press in his critical first year,
when his presidency was undermined by leaks to the news media from re-
bellious agency publicists, led by Pinchot.

Chapters six and seven examine the influential presidency of Woodrow
Wilson.Wilson in his first term became the first president to experiment
extensively with regularly scheduled press conferences, although he found
the experience ultimately to be unsatisfactory. Frustrated by leaks,Wilson
considered creating a “publicity bureau” to try to centralize in the White
House the flow of government information from the executive to the press.

Chapter seven examines Wilson’s attempts to stimulate public support
for American involvement in World War I through propaganda and, on oc-
casion, censorship.The chapter focuses particularly on the persuasive cam-
paigns by two of the wartime information agencies that Wilson created, the
Committee on Public Information and the U.S. Food Administration,
which have received less scholarly attention but were influential in the ex-
pansion of persuasive communications in the 1920s, both within the gov-
ernment and in the growing industries of public relations and advertising.

Chapter eight examines the presidencies of Harding and Coolidge.
Harding reinvigorated the presidential press conferences, which Wilson had
allowed to lapse. Harding’s initiatives, which were continued by his succes-
sor, Coolidge, made routine many of practices of managing the press: regu-
lar press conferences, frequent photo opportunities, presidential attendance
at media social and professional conferences, and use of broadcasting.The
regularity of these practices encouraged a parallel professionalization among
Washington journalists.

Chapter nine examines the extension of presidential publicity practices
into the executive branch in the 1920s. Unlike Wilson, Harding encour-
aged his Cabinet members to seek publicity independently, which had the
effect of giving the President’s blessing to greatly expanded agency pub-
licity activity. Hoover, as secretary of commerce, took the opportunity to
create a departmental publicity program that became a model for the New
Deal agencies of the 1930s.

Chapter ten discusses the paradox of the Hoover’s unhappy relationship
with the press at the White House.The chapter focuses primarily on the
increasing professionalization of the press corps, including the creation of
a “literature of complaint” by the correspondents that is often cited as ev-
idence of Hoover’s failure as president. It was also an indicator of the ten-
sions within the relationship that had been established between the White
House and the press to place the presidency at the forefront of the Amer-
ican political system.
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MANAGING THE PRESS



CHAPTER ONE

MCKINLEY AND THE FIRST
WHITE HOUSE PRESS CORPS

When President William McKinley led the United States into war
against Spain in 1898, it was an extraordinary experience for the

presidency as well as for the nation.The major fighting in Cuba and the
Philippines was brief, between April and September, and the outcome was
never in doubt. But the war marked the beginnings of an “imperial presi-
dency,” as Arthur Schlesinger later described it, as well as the foundations
of a recognizably modern relationship between the President and the
Washington press corps.1

These developments were not unrelated.As Robert C. Hilderbrand has
pointed out, McKinley needed public support to conduct a war and saw
in the press a tool that he could use to shape public opinion.2 This led to
an expansion of the visibility and the authority of the presidency based, in
part, on persuading the Washington correspondents for press associations,
daily newspapers, and magazines to write about the President’s views and
actions.

At McKinley’s inauguration in March 1897, no organized relationship
existed between presidents and the correspondents for these publications,
who concentrated primarily on covering Congress. McKinley and the war
drew them on a daily basis to the Executive Mansion, where they had
called only occasionally in the past. McKinley’s assistants, especially George
Cortelyou, began to establish routine procedures to answer press inquiries,
to arrange access to interviews and events, and to make available presiden-
tial statements on which news stories could be based.3 The correspondents
were provided with new working space inside the Executive Mansion and
encouraged to accompany the President on his speaking tours. By the time
of McKinley’s assassination in 1901, the nucleus of a press corps had been



2

attracted to the Executive Mansion, and the presidency had become a
more frequent source of news.These developments formed an important
foundation for more ambitious attempts by McKinley’s successor,
Theodore Roosevelt, to shape public opinion through the press.

McKinley’s actions seem unremarkable by the standards of 100 years
later. But they departed significantly from the defensiveness that character-
ized the press relations of his immediate predecessors, Grover Cleveland
and Benjamin Harrison, the presidents from 1885 to 1897. In 1888, when
Richard V. Oulahan, later bureau chief of the New York Times, began his re-
porting career in Washington, correspondents called only occasionally at
the Executive Mansion or at the administrative departments.4 After the ur-
gency of the Civil War, and following Lincoln’s assassination, presidential
relations with the press had assumed a lower priority.The presidency itself
had been diminished by the impeachment proceedings against Lincoln’s
successor, Andrew Johnson, and by the corruption scandals of Ulysses S.
Grant’s administrations. Late in the century, Congress was the dominant
branch of government, and presidential authority was regarded as limited
by the Constitution.The government’s budget and administrative appoint-
ments were overseen by Congress and its committees, in cooperation with
the political party organizations. During the Republican era, when one
party dominated both Capitol Hill and the presidency, party leaders in
Congress, rather than the president, spoke to the press on behalf of the ad-
ministration. Publicity in presidential election campaigns was overseen by
national party committees composed of leading Republican or Democra-
tic newspaper editors.5

To the extent that presidents concerned themselves personally with the
press in this period, it was typically by staying on good terms with leading
party editors. President Benjamin Harrison, for example, was so generous
in his patronage appointments of Republican editors, such as Whitelaw
Reid of the New York Tribune, that he was accused of maintaining a “subsi-
dized press.”6

Not surprisingly, Washington correspondents of the late nineteenth
century concentrated their newsgathering efforts on Congress, where
federal policy was made and where congressional leaders, unlike the pres-
ident, were willing to speak for publication.The newspapers to which the
correspondents reported also tended to be partisan and frequently were
allied with regional members of Congress or other political leaders. Cov-
ering Congress was a part-time job, and during the congressional recesses,
the correspondents sought paying positions on committee payrolls or on
election campaigns. Formal admission to the press corps was controlled by
the Standing Committee of the Congressional Press Gallery. All this
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worked to make Capitol Hill, not the executive, the center of national po-
litical journalism.7

Nevertheless, the relationship between the press, the political parties,
and the national government was changing.The number of daily newspa-
pers in the United States quadrupled between 1870 and 1900, and most of
those publications were financed by advertising, not political sponsorship.
Combined newspaper circulation in 1900 totaled more than 15 million
copies a day, nearly 20 percent of the national population.8 A similar trend
was under way in popular magazines.The number of magazines published
grew from 700 in 1865 to 3,300 in 1885, and to 4,400 by 1890.The com-
bined circulation of monthly periodicals soared from 18 million to 64 mil-
lion copies an issue between 1890 and 1905.9 These advertising- and
subscriber-supported publications often were more interested in attracting
readers with stories of news or sensations than in publishing the texts of
speeches or editorial polemics.10 The young political scientist Woodrow
Wilson complained in 1885 that newspapers no longer reprinted political
speeches in their entirety.“Most readers would be disgusted at finding their
favorite columns so filled up,” he wrote.11

Awareness of how to respond to these changes in the press was slow to
spread among national leaders. One early adapter, James A. Garfield, was
nominated and elected president in 1880 partly because of his skills in man-
aging the post–Civil War “press gang” in Washington.12 This “Bohemian
Brigade” of colorful entrepreneurs had begun to coalesce into a press corps
that was at various times professional, partisan, venal, favor seeking, sensa-
tional, and, occasionally, respectable.13 However, Garfield was assassinated
after only six months in office. James G. Blaine, another skillful manager of
the press while in Congress, failed to become president when he was de-
feated by Grover Cleveland in the tumultuous election of 1884.14

Cleveland’s relationship with the press was an unhappy one. He was a
Democrat at a time when the press, as well as the Congress, was strongly
Republican. In addition, he repeatedly suffered sensational newspaper cov-
erage of his personal life, including Republican-inspired stories about his
illegitimate son during the 1884 presidential campaign.15 When, as presi-
dent, Cleveland chose to marry his 21-year-old ward, Frances Folsom, in
1886, he discovered that his private life was more newsworthy than were
his official activities. Reporters, barred from the Executive Mansion wed-
ding ceremony, camped out in the bushes near the honeymoon cottage.
The Republican New York Times filled its front pages with stories about the
President and his young bride. Cleveland complained about the “colossal
impertinence” of “those ghouls of the press,” and some journalists sympa-
thized with him.16 Folsom, however, was made into a national celebrity by
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the press, and she brought in a social secretary to help her answer the del-
uge of fan mail.17

Not surprisingly, Cleveland remained defensive toward the press
throughout his presidencies. Richard V. Oulahan wrote that Cleveland “ap-
preciated the useful function of the press, of course, but seemed to be pos-
sessed of the notion that most of those connected with it were personally
irresponsible and unfair, and more devoted to sensationalism than to a
proper and judicious record of facts.”18 Oulahan noted that Cleveland’s
dislike of newspapermen was so well known that a Cabinet member
pleaded with reporters not to walk near him when he entered the grounds
of the Executive Mansion.19 The publicist George F. Parker, who tried to
convince Cleveland to be more responsive to the press, said the President
had a strong aversion to newspaper people as a class.20 Nevertheless, be-
cause Cleveland lacked supportive party leaders in the Republican Con-
gress to intercede with the correspondents on his behalf, he was forced to
respond to press inquiries. He delegated to his secretaries—Daniel S. La-
mont and, in his second term, Henry T. Thurber—the chore of meeting
with the correspondents and responding to their questions.21 In 1895,
when William W. Price, of the Washington Evening Star, persisted in asking
questions of presidential callers for his daily column, “At the White
House,” Cleveland grudgingly authorized Thurber to supply Price with
the names of his visitors.“Few who wished to stand well with Mr. Cleve-
land were prolific sources of news,” Price noted wryly.22 David S. Barry, a
correspondent for the Republican New York Sun, complained that news of
the Cleveland presidency “was obtained much after the fashion in which
highwaymen rob a stage-coach.”23

Harrison, who served one term as president between Cleveland’s two
terms, was no fonder of the press. However, Harrison allowed a small num-
ber of correspondents to travel with him on an 1891 trip to California. He
also hired Elijah Halford, a former Washington correspondent, to be his
secretary.24 Nevertheless, correspondents who tried to interview Harrison
on his last day in the Executive Mansion received a tirade against the press
“persecution” that he and the First Lady, Caroline Harrison, had suffered.25

Before McKinley took office in 1897, then, correspondents called only
occasionally at the Executive Mansion, and spoke primarily with the pres-
ident’s secretary. Personal audiences with a president were infrequent. He
was unlikely to be talkative or even particularly friendly. Interviews in
which presidents spoke for publication were rare.The president was not ig-
nored by the press, but news coverage was focused on major events in his
official or personal life, not routine actions.The priority of the correspon-
dents was illustrated by coverage of the president’s annual State of the
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Union Message to Congress. Many newspapers reproduced the text of the
message, but the news stories from Washington correspondents concen-
trated on describing the congressional reaction.26

McKinley, like Cleveland and Harrison, was a private, dignified man
who did not seek personal publicity.27 But McKinley the politician was ac-
customed to dealing with newspapers, both in Ohio, where he had been
governor, and in Washington, where he served for ten years in Congress.28

He frequently hired former newspapermen as his assistants and continued
that pattern as president. His first secretary, or chief of staff, was John Ad-
dison Porter, a politically ambitious newspaper proprietor from Hartford,
Connecticut. Although McKinley, like Cleveland and Harrison, granted
few personal audiences to correspondents and did not encourage familiar-
ity, he took several actions in his first year to make them feel more wel-
come at the Executive Mansion.

Within days of his inauguration in March 1897, McKinley attended a
reception by the Gridiron Club, a group of leading correspondents, who
in 1885 had begun to invite prominent political leaders to their sometime
raucous dinners. McKinley’s decision to accept the invitation was wel-
comed warmly by the correspondents. Cleveland had refused to attend the
gatherings, and Harrison did so only occasionally.29 McKinley, however, at-
tended Gridiron dinners as a congressman, and he understood the sym-
bolism of attending them as president. He carried his social recognition of
the correspondents a step further by formally inviting them to one of the
inaugural receptions in the East Room.30

McKinley also expanded the working area for reporters inside the Ex-
ecutive Mansion.Although cramped and at first lacking telephone service,
it provided an indoor base from which reporters could question the pres-
ident’s secretary and visitors.31 Because of his daily column,William Price
was given a small desk on which to write, a courtesy later extended to
other correspondents.Twice a day, at noon and at 4 P.M., Secretary Porter
sat with the correspondents and briefed them on the day’s activities.
Porter was also available for informal chats, although it was understood
that the President himself could not be addressed unless he initiated the
conversation.32

However, McKinley met personally with the correspondents who ac-
companied him on his first presidential speaking trip. En route to
Nashville, Tennessee, in June 1897, he visited their Pullman car to chat
with them informally.“Taking a seat in the midst of the party, he threw the
hat aside and chatted without reserve for over an hour,” according to an
article in the Washington Post.33 A few days later, in North Carolina,
McKinley refused to enter George Vanderbilt’s Biltmore mansion until a
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caretaker also admitted the correspondents, a gesture that was praised edi-
torially by newspapers around the nation. “Every newspaper man in the
country is prouder of President McKinley than ever before,” commented
the Toledo Blade.34 David Barry, of the New York Sun, wrote approvingly that
“there are . . . signs that the era of friendliness between public men and
newspaper reporters will be restored. . . .”35

Late in his first year, McKinley formally invited the correspondents and
their wives to one of his official holiday receptions.To be on the President’s
social list, along with members of Congress and the judiciary, was regarded
by the correspondents as a flattering indicator of acceptance.36 Those cor-
respondents who attended social events in the McKinley administration
wrote flattering accounts of the receptions and referred only generally to
the health of Ida McKinley, who was subject to epileptic seizures.37

That President McKinley was concerned with more than good fellow-
ship is clear from the scrapbooks of newspaper clippings that he had his
clerks maintain. Each day, under the general heading of “Current Com-
ment,” McKinley was presented with articles clipped from newspapers
from around the country and arranged on scrapbook pages for his reading
convenience. Clerks scanned newspapers daily for items of interest, espe-
cially editorials from the leading Republican journals.The New York Mail
and Express called the system “quite as extensive as any of the newspaper
clipping bureaus in the country.”38 McKinley himself looked at several
newspapers daily, particularly his hometown Canton Repository. Besides
giving the President a means to monitor editorial commentary, which was
then regarded as a reliable barometer of public opinion, the scrapbooks
helped to familiarize him with what the correspondents were writing.39

The scrapbooks were a project of George Cortelyou, who in 1897 be-
came McKinley’s assistant secretary. Cortelyou had been a clerk for Cleve-
land, where he had gained experience in working with correspondents
under the guidance of Secretary Thurber and Dan Lamont, then secretary
of war.40 However, Cortelyou disapproved of Thurber’s practice of throw-
ing away newspaper clippings, especially the ones critical of the president.
Cortelyou, who served three presidents as a staff member or Cabinet sec-
retary, later wrote a memorandum to Theodore Roosevelt that recom-
mended that the president’s staff maintain an organized monitoring of the
newspapers, among other duties.41

Although McKinley went far in his first year to expand the relation-
ship between his presidency and the Washington correspondents, his per-
sonal contact with the press was limited.A New York Times correspondent
complained later that to see McKinley personally, a correspondent first
had to persuade his secretary that he had a good reason to do so, then wait
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a day or two before learning whether the President had approved of the
appointment.42

In early 1898, however, as the nation moved closer to war with Spain
over Cuba, public opinion became too important to the President for such
a detached approach to the press and public opinion. McKinley used his
State of the Union Message to Congress in December 1897 to publicize
his policy toward Cuba, which was to hope for peace while threatening
Spain with military intervention. The message was widely praised in the
press, although it did not satisfy pro-war members of Congress or the com-
peting New York daily newspapers owned by Joseph Pulitzer and William
Randolph Hearst.43

The explosion of the battleship Maine in Havana harbor in February
1898 spurred newspaper demands for military intervention in Cuba. Even
the pro-administration Washington Post, not a sensational newspaper, began
to run front-page editorials demanding that McKinley reject Spanish ap-
peals to negotiate.44 The crisis awakened press interest in the presidency on
a scale unprecedented since the Civil War.Dozens of correspondents began
to appear at the Executive Mansion daily to ask for more information
about the explosion and the President’s response to the crisis. Porter and
Cortelyou found themselves spending most of their time trying to respond
to press inquiries. But McKinley wanted to do more than to fend off the
correspondents’ questions: to keep from being forced prematurely into war
with Spain, he wanted to moderate press and public war fever.45

Although it was not then customary for the press to quote a president
directly, McKinley was the likely source of a series of published official
statements calling for restraint. Porter and Cortelyou met with McKinley
and prepared typewritten statements to be handed to the correspondents,
some of which were printed verbatim. In the press, the statements were
attributed variously to visitors with McKinley, to Secretary of the Navy
John D. Long or other Cabinet members, and, by implication, to the Pres-
ident.46 For example, on 10 April 1898, the Washington Post carried a story
denying rumors that McKinley was changing his plans about asking Con-
gress for a declaration of war:“The Post has the highest authority—there
could be none higher, in fact—for asserting that these rumors affecting
the President’s stability of purpose and patriotic desire have no founda-
tion in fact.”47

In addition, Porter and Cortelyou made themselves available at all times
to speak with correspondents, rather than only at scheduled briefings.To
Cortelyou, who had seen reporters only sporadically at the Executive
Mansion under Cleveland, the contrast was exhilarating. He wrote in his
diary about the “suppressed excitement” when 30 to 40 reporters waited
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daily on the porch, in the front lobby, on the landings, even on the stairs,
hoping for official statements. He and Porter were mobbed when official
statements became available, and Porter got into “heated discussions” with
several correspondents, including Price, of the Star, over who would re-
ceive the first copies.48

In late March 1898, the focus of the press was on the pending report of
the military court of inquiry into the sinking of the battleship Maine.49

McKinley was particularly concerned about public reaction to the report’s
inflammatory conclusion, which was that the battleship likely was sunk in
Havana harbor by an external explosion, such as a Spanish mine. By
preparing a carefully timed and cautiously worded announcement, to be
issued by a Cabinet member rather than by the President, McKinley hoped
to moderate the press response and to avoid additional sensationalizing.
Cortelyou placed the announcement and a limited number of copies of
the report in his office safe over the weekend. But when Cortelyou picked
up the Washington Post on Monday, 28 March 1898, he found that the As-
sociated Press had already transmitted a “remarkably accurate forecast of
findings.”50 After complaints from Secretary Porter, among others, Charles
A. Boynton, superintendent of the AP’s Washington bureau, signed a state-
ment that the information in the story had not been obtained from any-
one in the Executive Mansion.51

To avoid future leaks, Cortelyou tried to make McKinley’s statements
available to reporters as quickly as possible after their preparation.That way
there would be less time in which statements could be circulated improp-
erly. On 25 April 1898, for instance, when McKinley sent his message to
the Senate asking for a declaration of war, Cortelyou bragged in his diary
that the document was in the hands of reporters within minutes after it left
the President’s office.52

McKinley tried to shape press coverage by the timing and wording of
announcements throughout the wartime spring and summer of 1898.The
President’s Cabinet meetings were followed by press briefings by his secre-
taries.53 When the Cabinet members and staff left the mansion, sometimes
late at night,“they would be escorted home by a group of newspapermen
who had to make quick work of it” to meet deadlines, according to David
Barry of the New York Sun.54What the reporters were able to file from these
hasty advisories was limited usually to what McKinley and Cortelyou had
agreed was appropriate for public consumption.55

McKinley was particularly solicitous of the press associations, such as
the Associated Press, the New York Sun service, and the Scripps-McRae
syndicate, which were a more efficient means of getting his views into
hundreds of newspapers across the country. He was able to monitor dis-
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patches through new telegraph lines that had been installed in the Execu-
tive Mansion. Cortelyou noted in his diary that McKinley more than once
took AP dispatches into Cabinet meetings and gave special treatment, in-
cluding a rare interview, to the AP’s Boynton.56

To aid McKinley’s monitoring of press sentiment toward the war,Cortel-
you occasionally wrote the President an analytical summary of the increas-
ing numbers of newspaper clippings that arrived daily. He found himself
displeased with much of what he read.“The sensational papers publish daily
accounts of conferences that never take place, of influences that are never
felt, or purposes that are nothing but the products of degenerate minds that
spread them before a too-easily-led public,” Cortelyou wrote. He was par-
ticularly offended at suggestions that McKinley saw only the favorable sto-
ries and letters:“The President sees everything,whether in the shape of mail,
telegrams or newspapers, that can indicate the drift of public opinion.”57

Once war was officially declared, McKinley acted to centralize the flow
of information to the press in the Executive Mansion. A “War Room,”
with maps and 20 telegraph lines, was installed adjacent to the President’s
office. Relocated and expanded press facilities made it more convenient for
reporters to talk with the President or his secretaries than to interview vis-
itors, who might offer dissenting views. Despite press complaints, military
censorship was imposed at fleet headquarters in Key West, Florida, and in
the New York offices of the press associations. Direct censorship was not
imposed in Washington but the reporters found that little information was
available except through the Executive Mansion.58 During peace negotia-
tions in July 1898, for example, nearly 50 correspondents waited all day at
the Executive Mansion, only to be handed a one-sentence statement from
Cortelyou that a U.S. reply to Spain would not be made public.59

These wartime changes in the President’s relationship with the press
were significant. McKinley shaped the information made available to the
press on a regular basis, and the frequent availability of official statements
contributed to making the presidency a routine source of news. Increas-
ingly, correspondents included the Executive Mansion, as well as Capitol
Hill, in their regular rounds of newsgathering. In wartime, as the magazine
writer Ida Tarbell observed, “The President, as a matter of fact, has the
newspaper man always with him.”60

While McKinley recognized the usefulness of dealing with the press on
a daily basis during the war, this familiarity had its limits. He was cordial
but distant as reporters swarmed about the Executive Mansion. He refused
to allow reporters or photographers to attend the formal signing of the
peace protocol on 12 August 1898, on the ground that the press might mar
the dignity of the occasion.61
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The correspondents’ demands for war information also prompted some
experimentation with publicity techniques in the administrative agencies.
Prior to the Spanish-American War, these agencies, like the President, had
only occasional contact with the daily press. However, once the war broke
out, correspondents sought information at the State Department and at the
War Department, as well as at the Executive Mansion. In the field, corre-
spondents sought out military commanders for information. McKinley
preferred to centralize the flow of information in the Executive Mansion,
but he also found it advantageous to use Cabinet members and depart-
mental subordinates as spokesmen. For example, to try to minimize the
public reaction after the Maine explosion, he authorized Secretary of the
Navy John D. Long to announce that there was no cause for alarm.When
John Hay became secretary of state in September 1898, he invited a few
reporters to meet with him weekly to explain to them the administration’s
war policies.62

The August 1898 armistice officially ended the war in Cuba, but the re-
criminations lingered on into the fall, as did the fighting in the Philippines.
Press attention turned from celebrations of victory in Cuba to complaints
about health problems in army camps, spoiled food,military confusion, and
censorship in Manila.Although the War Department was the focus of these
complaints, McKinley, as president, was held to be ultimately responsible.63

These controversies kept in motion the self-fulfilling process that was
making the presidency a regular source of news. Correspondents called at
the Executive Mansion to seek presidential responses to critical reports,
which in turn formed the basis for additional stories. Partly by the Presi-
dent’s design and partly by request, the presidency was becoming a
“beat”—a process that could be relied upon to produce news predictably.
This contributed to the President’s growing visibility in the newspapers
and presented McKinley with the opportunity to keep on appealing to
public opinion through the press in peacetime as well as during the war.

To take full advantage of growing presidential access to the news pages,
however, a more organized approach was needed. Dealing with reporters
who dropped by several times a day, sometimes in groups, to ask questions
or to seek official statements required a more systematic approach than that
used for occasional callers. Preparing daily statements for the press de-
manded more time of the President and his Secretary than the leisurely
schedule of, say, annual Messages to Congress.

In the months following the armistice, Cortelyou, who by then had
been promoted to the position of McKinley’s secretary, moved to make
permanent some of the new routines of managing the press that had been
developed under wartime pressures. These included having presidential
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statements duplicated and readied to present to reporters in advance or on
demand, rather than by appointment or in delayed responses to inquiries;
allowing reporters more opportunities to speak with the President per-
sonally, even if off the record; treating the correspondents more or less
equally, regardless of partisan affiliation; releasing statements first to the
press associations and then to the newspapers; and establishing a standard-
ized system to supply the press with the texts of important statements, such
as the Message to Congress, well in advance of delivery.64

Cortelyou’s organizing of McKinley’s relations with the press was
praised widely by the correspondents, although it was only one aspect of
his job as chief of staff. Albert Halstead, in a magazine profile of McKin-
ley, referred flatteringly to Cortelyou as “the most popular Secretary who
has served a President in a quarter of a century.”65 Edward Lowry, another
magazine writer, called Cortelyou “very nearly the ideal Secretary to the
President.”66

Among the most successful of these new routines was Cortelyou’s initia-
tive to better publicize McKinley’s speaking tours. In late 1898, McKinley
was concerned both with critical press reports about the conduct of the war
and the threat of Democratic congressional candidates in the November
midterm elections.The President decided to travel to the Midwest in Octo-
ber 1898 to defend his foreign and domestic policies, which gave Cortelyou
the opportunity to try out new procedures for dealing with the traveling
newspaper and magazine correspondents.67

Previous presidents who had taken the “swing around the circle” had
tended to favor local party leaders and editors in issuing invitations to
board the train. Cortelyou, who organized McKinley’s ten-day October
1898 trip, was more interested in seeing the President’s remarks treated as
national news than as local commentary. Priority was given to correspon-
dents from the press associations, national magazines, and the most promi-
nent daily newspapers. On this trip, that included the Associated Press, the
New York Sun Press Association, the Scripps-McRae Press Association,
Leslie’s Weekly, and Harper’s Weekly, as well as representatives of the largest
newspapers in cities to be visited. On subsequent trips, Cortelyou allocated
so much of the limited space on the train to this “national” press that he
sometimes had to turn down requests from local Republican editors, for
which he was unapologetic.68

The crowds who greeted McKinley on the October 1898 trip were en-
thusiastic, and so were the newspaper stories.69 In between whistlestops,
Cortelyou spent considerable time chatting with the correspondents to
seek ways to make it more convenient for them to report on the Presi-
dent’s public appearances.70 In one of the most popular innovations,
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Cortelyou assigned a stenographer to record McKinley’s brief remarks at
each stop.Within minutes after the train started up again, he was able to
give the traveling correspondents a typed, authoritative transcript, includ-
ing colorful human-interest notes, which formed the basis for the brief re-
ports they could file at the next telegraph office.

The correspondents welcomed Cortelyou’s innovation. David Barry, of
the New York Sun, called the stenographer’s handouts a “great convenience
to reporters and it is very important to the president. It puts before the
country systematically and completely a correct report of all he says and
all that is said to him.”71 A review of Associated Press reports from the Oc-
tober 1898 trip published in the Washington Post revealed nearly identical
brief accounts of McKinley’s remarks at each whistlestop, each one con-
taining a flattering crowd description and anecdote. From Ixon, Illinois, for
example, the AP reported that a young man jumped to the railing of
McKinley’s car and said, “Here, McKinley, give us a shake, please.” In an-
other AP report, from Arcola, Illinois, McKinley reportedly led three
cheers for the American flag, and an older man near the speaking platform
shouted:“[Admiral] Dewey made them honor it.”72

McKinley was so pleased with the public and press response to his Oc-
tober trip that in December 1898 he set off again, this time to the South,
to promote Senate ratification of the final Treaty of Paris, which ended the
war with Spain.73 Between 1897 and 1901, McKinley took at least 40 trips
outside Washington, D.C.74

Another aspect of presidential-press relations that Cortelyou tried to
standardize was the perennial problem of newspapers violating the release
times on advance copies of the annual Message to Congress and other for-
mal speeches.These advance texts usually were sent out long in advance
by mail, because the messages often were several thousand words long and
required many hours of manual typesetting by newspapers.The telegraph
was much faster, but the laborious process of transmitting text by Morse
code limited the time and space available on AP wires.75

The daily newspapers, with the text of the president’s message in hand
well before its delivery, found it hard to resist using advance excerpts in
special editions to “scoop” their competitors. Cleveland had resisted send-
ing out advance copies of his messages for fear of premature publication,
despite George Parker’s argument that the President’s words would re-
ceive greater display if the editors received the texts of his remarks earlier
by mail.76

The problem grew more acute under McKinley because of his in-
creased number of public statements and greater press interest in what the
President had to say. After McKinley’s Message to Congress in December
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1898, the AP complained that Dow Jones had published a 2,000-word ab-
stract 50 minutes early.77 In August 1899, some New York newspapers
broke the embargo on a McKinley speech in Pittsburgh, which angered
the others. Cortelyou asked Melville Stone of the AP to investigate the in-
cident and to report back to him.78

Concerned that the rancor would reflect on McKinley, Cortelyou cre-
ated an elaborate process that required representatives of the news services
and individual newspapers to sign personally for advance copies of presi-
dential addresses and to assume legal responsibility for keeping them con-
fidential. To receive an advance copy of McKinley’s December 1899
Message to Congress, for example, representatives of the news services
were required to sign a form that made them responsible not only for
themselves but also for the newspapers that subscribed to their services.
The most elaborate contract was the one signed by the AP’s Stone, which
stated that “any violation of this agreement will be a most serious matter,
punishable by a refusal to grant similar courtesies in the future.”79

As McKinley and Cortelyou grew more experienced in dealing with
reporters, both became sophisticated in the subtleties of dealing with the
questions and with the questioners. Isaac F. Marcosson, who interviewed
McKinley, found him to be an “amiable, approachable, kindly man who
talked much and said little. I doubt if any American President was quite so
cautious and committed himself less on all controversial questions.Yet he
was always wise enough to see reporters and communicate something to
them.”80

Cortelyou became, in effect, McKinley’s press secretary, although no
such official position existed until the Hoover administration. In addition
to his regular duties as chief of staff, Cortelyou was McKinley’s surrogate
source for the correspondents, both in person and over the new device of
the telephone. Because he worked long hours and was known to have the
President’s confidence, Cortelyou was regarded by the correspondents as a
valuable and convenient source. David Barry, of the New York Sun, ob-
served from a reporter’s standpoint that Cortelyou “never slaps them on
the back or calls them ‘old man’ but he always treats them fairly and
squarely.”81 Cortelyou also understood the uses of confidentiality. What
Cortelyou could say for publication, he would, and he could be candid to
reporters who honored his confidences.Albert Halstead wrote approvingly
that Cortelyou “must tell the newspaper correspondents what they should
know without seeming to suppress information.”82

Cortelyou had observed that favoring some correspondents over 
others, especially for partisan reasons, created unnecessary discord and re-
duced the President’s opportunities to get his views into independent and
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Democratic papers, as well as the Republican ones. Most of the larger
newspapers were Republican in orientation, and few Democratic corre-
spondents expected a welcome at the executive mansion under McKin-
ley. O. O. Stealey, of the Democratic Louisville (Kentucky) Courier-Journal,
was surprised to find Cortelyou both approachable and willing to leak ad-
vance word of a regional presidential appointment. Cortelyou would not
respond to Stealey’s questioning directly, but he was willing to say that he
had heard “a name mentioned in connection with the office.”The infor-
mation gave Stealey a three-day scoop on the official announcement and
made him more attentive to news from the Executive Mansion under
McKinley.83

While McKinley was more forthcoming in addressing the press at the
Executive Mansion, he retained the tradition of avoiding correspondents
on his summer vacation. In 1900, an election year, McKinley’s speaking
tours ended in March, and he accepted the Republican nomination for re-
election by issuing a statement from his front porch in Canton, Ohio.84

Arthur Wallace Dunn, the AP correspondent, noted in his memoirs that
McKinley was the last president to go on a summer retreat “without a
squad of White House reporters in attendance.”85

By the beginning of McKinley’s second term, in March 1901, the Pres-
ident and Cortelyou were recognized widely for their adeptness in man-
aging the press corps to transmit the President’s message. Frances Leupp, a
veteran correspondent, wrote that McKinley “recognized the value of
newspapers as the medium for reaching the people at large and, while ap-
parently not courting publicity, contributed to put out, by various shrewd
processes of indirection, whatever news would best serve the ends of the
administration.”86

McKinley’s popularity in the nation in the spring of 1901 was such that
his most extended speaking tour, a six-week swing through the South and
West, resembled a triumphal procession. In addition to nine correspon-
dents, two telegraph operators, and three stenographers, the press car in-
cluded a photographer under contract for several newspapers and
magazines who converted a sleeping compartment into a darkroom.When
the trip was cut short in California because of Ida McKinley’s health prob-
lems, Cortelyou and a clerk, B. F. Barnes, issued frequent reports to the cor-
respondents about the First Lady’s condition.87

By June 1901, three months before McKinley was assassinated, the re-
lationship between the President and the press had become so established
that McKinley could instruct Cortelyou to distribute a statement “through
the usual channels.” Prior to McKinley, no such “usual channels” existed
through which presidents routinely channeled information to the public

M A N AG I N G  T H E  P R E S S



through the press.According to Cortelyou’s diary, that directive followed a
sophisticated discussion of the most productive way to release to the press
McKinley’s statement that he would not seek a third presidential term.88

What had been a sporadic, somewhat defensive relationship between
the President and the correspondents was becoming a mutually rewarding
collection of routines. McKinley had tried to attract the attention of the
correspondents and to make writing news stories about the President both
easier and more frequent.The correspondents now called regularly at the
Executive Mansion to collect such newsworthy information as the Presi-
dent or his Secretary chose to give them.They could expect to be greeted
cordially, to receive prompt responses to their questions, and to be given
statements and announcements that could be made into news stories. Not
only were they welcomed by the staff and, occasionally, by the President,
they had expanded their presence in the building.Through these and other
now-routine procedures, the presidency was becoming a recognized
“beat” for an emerging White House press corps.89

By adapting the presidency to conform to the occupational needs of
the correspondents, McKinley assured that his views would be transmitted
to the nation through the daily newspapers and popular magazines. He was
able both to expand and to shape the news about his activities more suc-
cessfully than his predecessors. On this foundation, Theodore Roosevelt
was able to construct a relationship through which presidents could man-
age the press to influence public opinion later in the century.
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CHAPTER TWO

THEODORE ROOSEVELT:
PUBLICITY! PUBLICITY! 
PUBLICITY!

Theodore Roosevelt, who succeeded William McKinley in 1901, ac-
celerated the transformation of presidential leadership that McKinley

had begun. Roosevelt’s masterful management of the press to generate
news coverage of himself and his policies long has been recognized.1 One
study suggests that Roosevelt received the longest press “honeymoon” and
the most favorable periodical coverage of any twentieth-century presi-
dent.2 From the earliest days of Roosevelt’s political career, much of his
public and private life seemed to take place in the pages of newspapers and
magazines. “He was his own press agent, and he had a splendid compre-
hension of news and its value,”wrote Archie Butt, an aide to Roosevelt and
to his successor,William Howard Taft.3 The journalist and admirer William
Allen White agreed:“The spotlight of publicity followed Roosevelt all his
life with curious devotion—by no means without Roosevelt’s encourage-
ment.”4 To Roosevelt critics such as Willis J. Abbot, editor of Joseph
Pulitzer’s New York World, it seemed that “Publicity! publicity! publicity!
was his slogan.”5

But it was purposeful publicity. Richard V. Oulahan, in 1907 a corre-
spondent for the New York Sun, wrote that Roosevelt “was one of the pi-
oneers in the modern method of doing things through the power of
publicity.”6 As president, Roosevelt used the news to extend his appear-
ance of personal authority and to shape debates about his policies.A typ-
ical Roosevelt policy initiative, wrote the columnist Mark Sullivan, began
with a barrage of newspaper headlines intended to stir up public senti-
ment and to discredit his adversaries, then continued through a series of
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news releases and public actions that were intended to maintain the flow
of news coverage.The process went on until the President either won or
started another crusade.7

Aided by McKinley’s chief of staff, George Cortelyou, who stayed on as
secretary until he was succeeded by William F. Loeb in 1903, Roosevelt
made managing the press one of his highest priorities. Roosevelt was well
aware of the editorial policies and production schedules of newspapers,
magazines, and press associations, as well as the occupational demands
placed on reporters and writers. He created news about the presidency not
only on formal occasions, such as in the traditional Messages to Congress,
but on a daily, sometimes hourly, basis. Roosevelt’s statements and news re-
leases were made available to correspondents when no other news was
likely to be found to fill the news pages, such as on Sundays.

Furthermore, Roosevelt approached the correspondents personally,
rather than dealing with them at a distance or through a screen of sec-
retaries. For those whose stories pleased Roosevelt, covering the Presi-
dent became easier and more prestigious. As long as they kept his
confidence, they were invited to meet with him daily for a barrage of
presidential advice, leaks, story ideas, gossip, instructions on how to
write their stories, complaints about coverage, and whatever else Roo-
sevelt thought might influence the news. This constant availability of
news both expanded the public visibility of the presidency and encour-
aged the development of a regularly assigned White House press corps,
correspondents whose employment was based on producing regular sto-
ries about the President.

Roosevelt had been a magnet for publicity from his first days in elec-
tive office as a New York state assemblyman. Early in 1882, when the 23-
year-old Roosevelt took his assembly seat, his dandified appearance and
bombastic outspokenness brought him instant press attention, not all of it
complimentary.8 Confronted at the beginning of his public career with the
realization that he was, in the idiom of the time, a “natural” for publicity,
Roosevelt quickly learned how to use it to help accomplish his political
goals.Among his first allies in Albany was George Spinney, legislative cor-
respondent for the New York Times. In late March 1882, when Roosevelt
launched a seemingly quixotic campaign to recall a New York State
Supreme Court justice, he was helped by letters and supportive news sto-
ries in the Times.9

By 1889, when President Harrison appointed Roosevelt to his first fed-
eral position, on the U.S. Civil Service Commission, Roosevelt was already
a critical observer of the press and its ways. In an 1894 letter to Lucius Bur-
rie Swift, he offered his insights into the Washington newspapers: “The
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Washington Post is apt to have tolerably full news, but its editor is a partic-
ularly blackguard spoilsman.The Washington Evening Star is a civil service
reform paper, but, like many other evening papers, often does not get the
full news. It is a real misfortune that we no longer have any daily paper
which will tell the thing in full. I am disgusted with the action of many of
our newspapers.”10

Throughout his public career, Roosevelt was a discerning, and often se-
vere, observer of newspapers and magazines. He was an omnivorous reader
and a thin-skinned one. But his early exposure to the workings of the press
also showed him how to exploit the process by which news was produced.
He learned to create news by stimulating controversy, by conforming to
the technological and occupational changes under way in the news media,
and by befriending those who gathered and wrote the news: the reporters
and writers. Roosevelt honed these insights during his two-year career as
a New York City police commissioner, beginning in 1895.

Joseph Bucklin Bishop, then of the New York Evening Post, described
how Roosevelt approached the job of police commissioner:“He began the
fight at once, using in it the weapons he had employed in its predecessors:
full publicity, strict enforcement of law, and utter disregard of partisan po-
litical considerations.”11 To seek evidence of police corruption with max-
imum publicity, Roosevelt invited reporters to join him on nighttime
prowls of New York streets. He held public trials of police officers who
were accused of wrongdoing.Roosevelt understood that controversy made
news, and that news furthered his appearance of authority. In his autobi-
ography, Roosevelt acknowledged that as police commissioner “we ac-
complished some things by assuming the appearance of a power which we
did not really possess.”12 It was neither the first nor the last time that the
combative Roosevelt would realize the publicity advantages of elevating
routine disagreements into a public fight. The furor frequently attracted
press attention that he could use to promote his own interests.13

Roosevelt regarded journalists as useful sources of information as well
as potential publicizers of his exploits. Lincoln Steffens recounted how, on
Roosevelt’s first day as police commissioner, he asked Steffens and Jacob
Riis what he should do.14 Roosevelt was not merely angling for favorable
newspaper coverage. Steffens and Riis knew a good deal about New York
City’s problems. Steffens was beginning the analysis of urban ills that would
lead to his muckraking magazine series “The Shame of the Cities.”15 Riis
had published a revealing book on urban poverty, How the Other Half Lives,
which Roosevelt had read and admired.16 Roosevelt drew on their knowl-
edge and, in turn, tried to persuade the editor of Atlantic magazine to pub-
lish an article by Steffens and Riis about police corruption in New York.
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The proposed article, not coincidentally, would have supported the re-
forms that Roosevelt was trying to accomplish.17

Roosevelt was less pleased to learn that Steffens and Riis had concocted
a New York City “crime wave” to drive up newspaper sales, especially
when the sensationalized stories resulted in new public demands on the
police commissioner.18 Nor was the news coverage that Roosevelt gener-
ated necessarily as favorable as it was extensive. At one point, he com-
plained to his friend Henry Cabot Lodge that “I have not one New York
city newspaper or one New York city politician on my side.”19

Nevertheless, when he was appointed assistant secretary of the navy
by McKinley in 1897, Roosevelt characteristically turned to publicity to
overcome what he regarded as the navy’s primary problem: “A body of
public opinion so important during the decades immediately succeed-
ing the Civil War as to put a stop to any serious effort to keep the na-
tion in a condition of reasonable military preparedness.”20 To stimulate
appropriate news stories, he sent a letter to the editor of the New York
Sun suggesting that the newspaper send a reporter to watch navy ma-
neuvers off Newport News, named the reporter he preferred, and im-
plied that if the Sun did not send a reporter, its news service would be
left at a competitive disadvantage to the rival Associated Press.The pre-
ferred reporter, who was sent, was Richard V. Oulahan, already a Roo-
sevelt favorite.21

Long an advocate of military action against Spain, Roosevelt put aside
his naval duties to fight personally in the Spanish-American War as leader
of the “Rough Riders,” an exploit that drew extraordinary news coverage,
even by Rooseveltian standards. In his unpublished memoir, Oulahan
claimed credit for publicizing Roosevelt’s term,“Rough Riders,” through
the New York Sun news service.22 Given Roosevelt’s known propensity for
publicity, it is not surprising that the career officers in the expeditionary
force selected Roosevelt to write, to sign, and to leak a “round robin” let-
ter to the Associated Press that revealed widespread problems with disease
and sanitation.23

As governor of New York, his last public office before becoming vice
president to McKinley, Roosevelt again identified his major challenge as
generating public support to back needed reforms.“When I became gov-
ernor, the conscience of the people was in no way or shape aroused, as it
has since become aroused,” he wrote in his autobiography. Opposed by the
state Republican Party machine, he “adopted the plan of going over the
heads of the men holding public office and of the men in control of the
organization, and appealing directly to the people behind them,” that is, to
the public.24
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To reach this public, he approached the press corps in Albany in ways
that prefigured his management of the presidential correspondents in
Washington, using a combination of the carrot and the stick. Governor
Roosevelt held briefings for reporters twice a day, once for morning and
once for afternoon newspapers. He showered the Capitol press corps with
information about his reform proposals.25 When the carrot of easily avail-
able news failed to inspire the reporters to produce the stories he wanted,
Roosevelt let their editors know that he was unhappy. In April 1900, for
instance, he complained to the New York Times that its Albany correspon-
dent was a Tammany Hall man, a tool of the party bosses, and that “he has
been persistently, consistently, throughout the winter, perverting the news
to discredit me.”26 He also advised Joseph Bucklin Bishop, then editor of
the New York Commercial Advertiser, not to hire a correspondent from the
New York Tribune whom Roosevelt regarded as “a tricky and unsafe man.”27

The intensity with which Roosevelt managed the press in these pre-
presidential years indicated more than a desire for self-promotion or polit-
ical advantage. He was a highly intelligent man, and he was developing a
rationale for using the press to shape public opinion that drew both from
his notion of expanding executive power as a “steward of the people” and
from the Progressive view that properly informing the public was neces-
sary to create support for reform.28

Widespread among reformers at the turn of the century was the belief
that publicizing the “facts” of corporate and government corruption in
the American system would prompt responsible citizens to demand
change.29 Revealing the financial manipulations of monopolistic trusts,
for example, would create a climate of public opinion that would form a
“social control” on the offenders, wrote the influential political economist
Henry C.Adams.30

However, to Roosevelt and other reformers, the largest mass medium
of the day, the advertising-supported daily newspaper, seemed to be part of
the problem rather than part of the solution. Instead of providing needed
moral uplift, the daily press often seemed to focus on what was vulgar, sen-
sational, partisan, or crass.The utopian novelist Edward Bellamy character-
ized the late-nineteenth-century press as controlled and managed by
private capital “primarily as a money-making business and secondarily
only as a mouthpiece for the people.”31

Without proper guidance, in other words, the press would keep the kind
of information that would provoke citizens to support reform from reach-
ing the public. From this perspective, using the techniques of publicity to
manage the news was morally, as well as politically, correct. This view
meshed well with Roosevelt’s belief that the central government, especially
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the executive, should intervene in the economy on the public’s behalf to
curb the excesses of laissez-faire.As Robert C.Hilderbrand has pointed out,
Roosevelt saw a parallel between the evils of unregulated financial monop-
olies and the chronic irresponsibility of the press. Both needed proper guid-
ance, by government if necessary, to better serve the public interest.32

Roosevelt especially admired the thinking of the sociologist Edward A.
Ross, who believed that social control of public opinion could only result
from its proper regulation by the newspapers. In an approving letter that
became the preface to Ross’s 1907 book, Sin and Society, Roosevelt wrote
that “public opinion, if only sufficiently enlightened and aroused, is equal
to the necessary regenerative tasks and can yet dominate the future.”33

This sort of reasoning provided both moral and pragmatic support for
managing the press to support Roosevelt’s presidency and his policies.As
president, Roosevelt did not, except in a few angry moments, attempt di-
rect government action against newspapers that opposed him. But Roo-
sevelt’s overpowering personality, plus his years of experience in using
the techniques of publicity to accomplish his goals, were sufficient to
exert a commanding influence on the Washington correspondents.
McKinley had begun to gain the attention of these correspondents, but
it was Roosevelt who persuaded a group of them to specialize in writ-
ing about the presidency.

Within hours of returning from the funeral of the assassinated McKin-
ley, Roosevelt summoned the most influential of the correspondents, those
from the major news services. No White House correspondents’ associa-
tion existed in 1901, but the Associated Press, Scripps-McRae, and the
New York Sun press associations collectively telegraphed stories to the news
pages of every significant daily newspaper in the nation. The Associated
Press, by far the largest of the press associations, tried to avoid offending its
diverse newspaper membership by transmitting brief descriptive stories
and the texts of speeches.34 The New York Sun was unabashedly Republi-
can, and its bureau chief, David S. Barry, was a lifelong party activist and
admirer of Roosevelt.35 E. W. Scripps, the mercurial left-wing owner of
Scripps-McRae, later United Press, was also a Roosevelt admirer.36

Significantly, however, the press associations summoned by Roosevelt
were represented by correspondents, not editors or owners. As Barry
noted, Roosevelt knew that “editorial articles do not mold public opinion
now as they did in the days of Horace Greeley. . . . he was greatly im-
pressed with the power exerted upon the minds of the people by the news
articles published in the newspapers and he was always keenly alive to what
the news columns were carrying.” Roosevelt’s commands to the three 
correspondents—Barry; Charles Boynton of AP; and Edward Keen of
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Scripps-McRae—left no doubt who would dominate the relationship.The
President would be open and accessible to those reporters who had his
confidence, while those who published stories that Roosevelt didn’t like
would be banished.37

The correspondents in 1901 lacked the professional stature to object to
Roosevelt’s heavy-handed approach, even if they were inclined to do so.
Newspaper reporting, even political reporting, was regarded as a somewhat
marginal occupation at the turn of the century.Although the Washington
correspondents tended to take themselves more seriously than did their
raffish colleagues in newspaper city rooms around the country, they had
limited autonomy from their editors or from their political patrons and
sources, many of whom were members of Congress.38 Will Irwin, in a
1911 muckraking article on newspaper journalism in Collier’s magazine,
said that to make the right acquaintances and to get the best sources, the
correspondents needed to surrender “to the Washington point of view. . . .
So Washington correspondence, viewed in bulk, tends always toward the
side of the powerful.”39 Writing about political affairs was often a way sta-
tion to elective office, a political appointment, or a full-time job as a gov-
ernment or corporate publicity agent.40

Moreover, the newspaper and press association correspondents, unlike
publishers and editors, lacked the education or social standing to challenge
a president. Few had attended college, and some had been promoted to
Washington after years of service on lesser newsroom beats or for faithful
editorial work. McKinley had encouraged these correspondents to make
covering the presidency a regular “beat,” but he kept his distance from
them professionally and socially, leaving them to talk to his secretaries or
to party spokesmen in the Cabinet or Congress. However, Roosevelt, un-
like McKinley, could not rely on his conservative party colleagues in Con-
gress to speak to correspondents on his behalf. In any case, Roosevelt
throughout his career had found journalists interesting as well as useful. He
preferred to deal with them himself.41

The result was that correspondents accustomed to polite but distant
treatment at the Executive Mansion found themselves confronted directly
with an outspoken, often bellicose, President in an unavoidably personal
relationship. Those whom Roosevelt favored, especially the Republican
correspondents who knew him before he became president, received fre-
quent personal audiences and were allowed to overhear the President’s dis-
armingly candid remarks during his informal “shaving hour” press
conferences. Louis Brownlow described these events as “more fun than a
circus.” Brownlow wrote:“‘Teddy’ in an ordinary armchair would be lath-
ered, and, as the razor would descend toward his face, someone would ask
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a question.The President would wave both arms, jump up, speak excitedly,
and then drop again into the chair and grin at the barber, who would
begin all over.”42 Oulahan wrote that one correspondent whom Roosevelt
favored frequently with trial balloons, presumably himself, was so shaken
at the barber’s near misses with the razor that he often failed to overhear
what the President was trying to tell him.43

For a working-class correspondent to be a confidant of an aristocratic
President, especially one with a powerful personality like Roosevelt’s, was
a heady experience.Walter E. Clark, of the New York Sun, boasted to an ed-
itor in Seattle that “I had a bully long confab with Teddy yesterday; he was
having a haircut and a shave. I wish I had time to tell you all the funny
things he said; he talked a blue streak even while the barber was shaving
him.”Although Clark later became disillusioned at being “used” by Roo-
sevelt, he was entranced at first. “We went up to Teddy Saturday morning
and had the finest time,” he wrote.“(Attorney General Philander C.) Knox
was there, and Teddy told stories and performed war dances around his of-
fice. He laughed so long that he disturbed the neighborhood.”44

For the most favored correspondents, called by critics the “fair-haired
boys,” personal exposure to Roosevelt’s charm and endless crusading led to
hero worship.45 Oulahan, an admirer of Roosevelt’s since his days as assis-
tant secretary of the navy, was invited to all the “seances,” as the exclusive
conferences were called, and enjoyed unlimited access to the President.46

A less fortunate correspondent complained that favored members of the
press corps had become Roosevelt’s “cuckoos” and “assistant press agents.”
The cuckoo was described as “a journalistic bird that is permitted to make
its principal roost close to the executive chambers and report for the delec-
tation of his editor, for the enlightenment of the public, and the accom-
modation of the President such outgivings of internal operations of the
presidential mind as may suit the purpose and the whim of the nation’s
chief magistrate.”47 Walter Clark, who fell out of favor with Roosevelt after
quarreling with Loeb over a promised patronage appointment, complained
that “we have constantly been pulling his chestnuts out of the fire, and have
been constantly used to grind his axes.”48

Whether or not the correspondents liked Roosevelt personally, main-
taining the President’s confidence was critical to gathering the information
necessary to produce authoritative news stories.As Clark observed,“There
is no limit to his fund of ready comment on the inside of the administra-
tion, and on men and affairs nearly or remotely touching the admini-
stration.”49 Roosevelt’s remarks could not be quoted, but his wide-ranging
talks frequently set the stage for future stories. Oscar King Davis, a corre-
spondent for the New York Times, said: “You might have an hour with the
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President, and talk all around the horizon, politics, diplomatic affairs, mil-
itary, naval or congressional situation, money trust, labor, undesirable citi-
zens, and what not, and yet not get out of it all a word that you could write
today.Then, within a week, something might happen that would be triv-
ial and unimportant to one who had not had such a talk with the Presi-
dent, but which furnished a good story to one who had.”50 Oulahan
agreed: “Ten minutes of conversation with President Roosevelt usually
gave me more material for my press dispatches than longer interviews with
each of a half a dozen principal officers of government.”51

In contrast to his exuberant private remarks, the President’s public state-
ments were guarded.“Roosevelt seldom spoke without seeing a picture of
how the sentence would look in type, and how it would affect the mind
of the readers,” noted Henry L. Stoddard, a correspondent for the Philadel-
phia Press.52 Isaac F. Marcosson wrote that while Roosevelt at times granted
interviews, they were one-way conversations limited to what the President
intended to say.53 Charles Willis Thompson, bureau chief of the New York
Times during Roosevelt’s presidency, doubted that any reporter ever pro-
voked Roosevelt to make an unplanned public comment.Thompson said
Roosevelt “never said one word more than he had already decided to
say. . . . although no man ever talked more freely to reporters—not for
publication.”54

When Roosevelt did decide to comment publicly, he would repeat his
message until he felt it had received the proper amount of news coverage.
Oulahan noted that “if opportunities were not presented frequently
enough to reiterate his statement of policy in a message to Congress or a
public speech, he would repeat his words to Washington correspondents,
day after day, as long as the hostile clamor lasted. His ingenuity would en-
able him to dress his ideas in some new garment each time he felt that rep-
etition was necessary. In that way he gave the correspondents the means
and the excuse for keeping fresh and alive the Roosevelt viewpoint. He
made no excuse for resorting to this method. The Colonel’s theory was
that if you wished the people to understand your attitude, you must con-
stantly, insistently, remind them of it.”55

His torrent of words, colorful temperament, and endearing candor
notwithstanding, Roosevelt could be ruthless to correspondents who
violated his confidences. “It was all or nothing with him,” Davis wrote.
“He either talked, with entire frankness and freedom, about everything,
or he didn’t talk at all.”56 Violators were sentenced to his “Ananias
Club” and could be banished from the President’s presence, a loss of ac-
cess that could end the correspondent’s usefulness to his newspaper and,
consequently, his job.57 As bureau chief of the New York Sun, Oulahan
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was ordered to withdraw from the White House a correspondent whose
only offense had been to obtain an advance copy of a congressional
committee report, which angered a competing correspondent, who
complained to the President. Roosevelt was dissuaded only after Attor-
ney General Knox, a friend of the correspondent, interceded on his be-
half. In another incident, Roosevelt wrote a personal note to Frank B.
Munsey, then owner of the Washington Times, demanding that the news-
paper recall correspondent John Stauffer, who had written that Senator
Nathan B. Scott of West Virginia left the Executive Mansion in a huff
because the President kept him waiting. Munsey complied.58 While pro-
fessing to welcome criticism, Roosevelt was notoriously thin-skinned,
and the correspondents knew that angering Roosevelt or his Secretary
would bring at least a scathing letter to their editors.59

Roosevelt knew that one way to counter unwanted newspaper stories
was to upstage his critics by creating new sensations.This technique, which
Oulahan called “Roosevelt’s back-fires,” worked to crowd unwanted sto-
ries off the front pages or to overshadow the display of a story that the
President did not want to be read. In one incident cited by Oulahan, Roo-
sevelt, who had been reading Upton Sinclair’s shocking novel The Jungle,
abruptly ordered a federal investigation of meatpacking houses to preempt
a forthcoming “first page feature which was not to his liking.”60

Dictatorial or not, Roosevelt’s management of the press raised the pro-
fessional stature of the correspondents at the same time that they were el-
evating the public visibility of his presidency with their news stories. To
“cover” the presidency, previously a secondary, somewhat intermittent ac-
tivity by the correspondents, was becoming a full-time job under Roo-
sevelt. Practices that began as novelties under McKinley were becoming
routine expectations: the frequent briefings,61 the convenient advance dis-
tribution of formal speeches and presidential messages,62 and, in the per-
son of secretary Loeb, the availability of a key staff member to serve the
press.63 In his autobiography, Roosevelt praised the leading Washington
correspondents as “on the whole, a singularly able, trustworthy and pub-
lic-spirited body of men, and the most useful of all agents in the fight for
efficient and decent government.”64

Roosevelt’s interest in appealing to the public through the press ex-
tended well beyond the newspapers and press associations with represen-
tatives in Washington. The President was also interested in the publicity
possibilities of a relatively new medium, the mass-circulation national
magazine. Magazines prior to the late nineteenth century tended to be lit-
erary in outlook, limited in circulation, and directed at specialized audi-
ences, especially women. In the 1880s and 1890s, however, entrepreneurs
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such as J. Walter Thompson and Cyrus Curtis discovered that magazines
were an attractive medium for national marketing through advertising. Fu-
eled by advertising revenues, technological advances in printing, and low-
ered postal rates, magazines proliferated in numbers and in circulation
during the first decade of the century.As noted earlier, the combined cir-
culation of monthly periodicals rose from 18 million to 64 million per
issue between 1890 and 1905.The circulation of Curtis’s Ladies Home Jour-
nal reached 1 million per issue in 1913, and kept growing.65

Not only did the Ladies Home Journal and other leading magazines such
as McClure’s, Munsey’s, Saturday Evening Post, Good Housekeeping, Woman’s
Home Companion, McCall’s, Collier’s, Cosmopolitan, and the Outlook, reach
increasingly into the nation’s homes during Roosevelt’s presidency, they
frequently focused their editorial content on public affairs, especially on
the need for political reform.66 Before becoming president, Roosevelt had
met many of the more prominent magazine editors and writers and found
them predisposed to the reform cause.67

As president, however, Roosevelt found that persuading the magazine
writers to champion his policies required a somewhat different approach
than the forceful techniques that he used on the Washington correspon-
dents. For one thing, he had to seek out the gatekeepers of this new
medium, rather than to wait for them to come calling at the Executive
Mansion. Once the Washington correspondents had been persuaded to
cover the President routinely, getting into print could be accomplished
simply by being available to them on a daily basis. Getting the President’s
message into the national magazines, which were published mostly in New
York City and did not send correspondents daily to the Executive Man-
sion, required more presidential planning and time.

Here, Roosevelt benefited from his background in New York politics
and his social and professional acquaintanceships with the editors and
writers who were sympathetic to the reform movement. Roosevelt’s
challenge was not only to place himself and his views on prominent dis-
play in these magazines. He wanted the articles written to support his
policies as well. But the most prominent magazines demanding reform,
such as McClure’s and the American, tended to favor stronger remedies to
cure the ills of American government and society than Roosevelt found
acceptable politically.Also, the blunt methods of managing the press that
he used to manipulate the Washington correspondents were less likely to
succeed with the better-educated, politically independent magazine
writers and editors.68

Roosevelt tried persistently, both in person and by letter, to befriend
and influence the leading magazine writers, particularly William Allen
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White, Lincoln Steffens, and Ray Stannard Baker.To court these writers,
or at least to try to limit the political fallout from their stories, Roosevelt
conducted an extensive campaign of personal persuasion. The President
consulted with them on story ideas, suggested sources, argued his views to
try to shape their articles, arranged for access to government offices and
records, and sometimes fed the writers damaging information about his
political rivals.

For example, Roosevelt’s leaks to White led to a critical profile of New
York Republican boss Sen.Thomas Platt, a long-time conservative foe of
Roosevelt, in the December 1901, issue of McClure’s. Platt, suspecting cor-
rectly that Roosevelt was behind the article, demanded that White be
barred from the White House. Platt’s angry reaction made news, and White
sent an alarmed and apologetic note to the President. Roosevelt sent back
a cheerful letter reassuring White that “the only damage that could happen
to me through such articles would be if you refused to continue to cham-
pion me. Now, old man, don’t talk nonsense. If Senator Platt comes in
again, I shall show him your note and tell him that of course I never in-
spired any attacks on him, but that equally of course I must continue to
have as my friends whomever I wish.”69 In his autobiography,White con-
firmed that Roosevelt had been behind the story: “This was true, though
I was cautious enough never to print any story that Roosevelt gave me
without getting the story from another source. Generally, he told me
where to find the other source, for he loved intrigue.”70 White was a will-
ing ally. His unctuous praise in the advance proof of another article for Mc-
Clure’s, “Roosevelt:A Force for Righteousness,” was too much even for the
President, who questioned the favorable comparisons with George Wash-
ington,Abraham Lincoln, and Benjamin Franklin.71

Roosevelt was less successful with some of the other reform writers, in-
cluding Steffens, who was one of the most prolific.When Roosevelt was a
New York City police commissioner, he and Steffens worked together
closely. As president, however, Roosevelt was disturbed by the dark por-
traits of greedy businessmen, corrupt political bosses, crooked or ineffec-
tive city officials, and ubiquitous graft that Steffens drew in his “Shame of
the Cities” articles, which had begun to appear in McClure’s. Roosevelt
called in Steffens and his editor, S. S. McClure, to urge, without noticeable
success, that Steffens “put more sky in his landscape.”72 In 1907,when Stef-
fens, bearing a presidential letter of support, starting asking Roosevelt’s
subordinates pointed questions about the behavior of key congressmen,
the President tried to rein him in. In 1908, Roosevelt tried to distance
himself from a Steffens article in Everybody’s magazine about the upcoming
presidential election.73
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Like Steffens, Ray Stannard Baker, another prominent reform writer,
initially was drawn to Roosevelt but later became suspicious of his politi-
cal motives.The President at first took Baker into his confidence and gave
him information and access to his administration, then withdrew when
Baker’s stories proved to be embarrassing politically. Baker wrote numer-
ous articles in McClure’s and, later, the American, about problems in labor
unions, race relations, and, especially, monopolistic practices by railroads, all
issues which concerned Roosevelt.The Hepburn Act of 1906, intended to
reform railroad rates, was a centerpiece of Roosevelt’s “Square Deal” leg-
islative proposals, and he wrote to Baker repeatedly as the writer prepared
and published a series of articles critical of the railroads. Roosevelt re-
viewed early drafts of some of the articles and tried to restrain Baker’s at-
tacks on railroad officials.74

Roosevelt’s tenuous relationship with the reform writers grew more
complicated after his critical remarks about “muckraking” in 1906. Roo-
sevelt’s characterization of these journalists, who henceforth became
known as “muckrakers,” was delivered first in a private talk to the Grid-
iron Club and then publicly in a speech on 14 April 1906. Roosevelt was
aiming at those whose criticism had gone too far, in the President’s view,
or who had caused him political embarrassment, such as David Graham
Phillips, author of “The Treason of the Senate,” which recently had ap-
peared in Cosmopolitan magazine. He compared them to John Bunyan’s
“Man with the Muckrake, who could look no way but downward with
the muckrake in his hand.”75 After his remarks, Roosevelt tried to placate
the offended writers, particularly Baker and Steffens.“I want to ‘let in light
and air,’ but I do not want to let in sewer gas,” Roosevelt wrote to Baker,
who was alienated by the President’s criticism.“If a room is fetid and the
windows are bolted I am perfectly content to knock out the windows; but
I would not knock a hole into the drain pipe.”76

Roosevelt’s attempts to manage the magazine writers were not limited
to muckrakers. Mark Sullivan, a sympathetic columnist for Collier’s, maga-
zine, received an 11-page letter from Roosevelt, with considerable under-
lining, after he made a mildly critical editorial allusion to the President’s
judicial appointments.77

Roosevelt’s constant appeals for public support through all available
means of mass communications contributed to the personalization of the
presidency.To seek governing authority by appealing through the press to
the public, the President had to reach through the filters of the newspapers
and magazines to establish some sort of personal relationship with the cit-
izenry, however distant. In doing so, the President increased the curiosity
of both journalists and the public about the person behind the office, about
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the President’s personality as well as his policies.To some extent, this per-
sonalization was an inevitable consequence of the emergence of the pres-
ident as the public symbol of government. But Roosevelt’s self-exposure
to the press as policymaker, his flamboyant personal style, and his ram-
bunctious family life all contributed to making him the twentieth cen-
tury’s first celebrity president.

Roosevelt’s promotion of himself and his policies as president was con-
stant and calculated. He was less pleased at press and public fascination
with the “First Family,” its vigorous sporting activities, and the social ad-
ventures of “Princess Alice,” the President’s rebellious teenage daughter
from his first marriage. It is doubtful that Roosevelt and his colorful fam-
ily could have escaped frequent news coverage under any circumstances.
But Roosevelt himself contributed to the intrusion of the press into his
private life when he invited correspondents to cover his activities at his
summer retreat at Oyster Bay, Long Island.

Prior to Roosevelt, the press had paid only occasional attention to the
First Family or to the president’s summer vacations. Marriages, deaths,
births, and formal social events were reported dutifully in the news and so-
cial pages of newspapers. But neither Caroline Harrison nor Ida McKin-
ley had sought or received the volume of press coverage received by
Frances Folsom Cleveland. When the McKinleys left Washington in the
summer to spend weeks in Canton, Ohio, it was generally regarded as a va-
cation.The machinery of government did not follow the President and his
family, and neither did most correspondents.78

But the Roosevelts were not just another family.The President and his
second wife, Edith Kermit Carow Roosevelt, had four rambunctious sons
in addition to Alice. In addition, there was Roosevelt himself, whom Edith
Roosevelt regarded as her fifth boy, the one who led the younger ones on
adventures that resulted in headlines while he was governor of New York.
On one occasion, as reported in national magazines, the Roosevelt chil-
dren broke up an official party at the governor’s mansion by opening the
windows to let in the barnyard smells from their menagerie.79 In another
incident, described by Gifford Pinchot, the forester arrived at the mansion
to deliver an official report and found the Governor lowering the children
on bedsheet ropes from a second-floor window. Roosevelt then insisted
that Pinchot put on boxing gloves and spar with him before accepting the
report.80

In 1902, President Roosevelt unintentionally increased the press spot-
light on his family by declaring that official business would be conducted
from his summer home on Long Island while the Executive Mansion in
Washington was being renovated.81 The President’s formal statement stated
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that while access to the family home, Sagamore Hill, would be restricted,
“the regular business of the administration will be carried on the same in
Oyster Bay as if the President were in Washington.”82 As a result, the press
associations and a half dozen of the leading newspapers sent correspon-
dents to Long Island to cover Roosevelt’s activities.83

Once in residence, the correspondents felt daily pressure to come up
with stories that would justify their employers’ expenses.84 When Roo-
sevelt was less diligent about furnishing them with news than he had been
in Washington, the correspondents used their ingenuity to create stories
about the family’s vigorous recreation activities, especially the President’s
horseback riding and sailing. Clark, of the New York Sun, was bemused at
Roosevelt’s “funny stunts,” including climbing into the rigging of a sail-
boat.85 Roosevelt, however, was upset. He complained to the editor of the
New York Sun, Paul Dana, that “your man” was making up stories and in-
vading his privacy. He was particularly incensed about a humorous refer-
ence to his daughter, Alice, as “Alice in Wonderland.” Roosevelt wrote:
“The plain truth of course is that I am living here with my wife and chil-
dren just exactly as you are at your home; and there is no more material
for a story in one case than in the other!” He demanded and got the Sun
to withdraw reporter Frank O’Brien, which angered the newspaper’s other
correspondents.86

Much of the press fascination about the Roosevelt family centered on
the President’s adventurous daughter,Alice. If Roosevelt was the first pres-
ident to be made into a celebrity by the modern mass media,Alice was the
first celebrity presidential family member.87 She was an outspoken debu-
tante and party-goer, who turned 18 in February 1902. In that same
month, she publicly christened the family yacht of the German Prince
Henry, brother of Kaiser Wilhelm, and was dubbed “Princess Alice” in the
newspapers. Subsequent stories traced her active and controversial social
life, and photographers waited outside the White House to record any ap-
pearance. Her stepmother, Edith Roosevelt, tried to control the press
frenzy by commissioning official photographs of the First Family, includ-
ing Alice, which were then widely distributed. But Alice continued to
speak directly, and frankly, to reporters, against her stepmother’s wishes.The
volume of news coverage surrounding the First Daughter occasionally ri-
valed the media exposure of her father.88 Press fascination with “Princess
Alice” did not begin to subside until early 1906, when she married
Nicholas Longworth, a congressman from Cincinnati. Edith Roosevelt re-
fused to admit the press to the White House for the ceremony.89

Roosevelt’s other children were caught occasionally in the press spot-
light as well. Roosevelt tried to protect his troubled son,Ted, from press
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inquiries into his academic and disciplinary problems at Harvard Univer-
sity, with limited success. At one point, the President advised his son to
“not make a fuss about the newspapermen, camera creatures, and idiots
generally.”90 In 1907, Secretary Loeb tried to protect the family by ban-
ning reporters from congregating on the White House grounds at night
and peering into the windows.91

Edith Roosevelt disliked the press intensely and tried to devise defen-
sive publicity tactics to protect the children. She became a public figure at
times to draw attention to herself and away from her children. In doing so,
however, she unwittingly contributed to the establishment of the first lady
as a public, semiofficial entity as well.92

The President tried to keep the correspondents occupied with news
that was more useful to his official purposes. But he was unable to stop the
press fascination with his family or with his own demanding outdoor ac-
tivities, which included skiing, fishing, boxing, and bear hunting.93 Press
coverage of the President’s annual summer retreat became one of the ex-
panding routines of news coverage that underlay the personalization of the
media presidency.94 Ike Hoover, chief usher in the White House for 42
years, observed in 1934 that no President’s family received as much press
attention as the Roosevelts.“News was always abundant, and it was a poor
reporter indeed who did not pick up a column or two a day in these stren-
uous times,” Hoover wrote.95

Despite Roosevelt’s underlying disdain for the press and his willingness
to manipulate the news media by persuasive means, he usually resisted the
temptation to use the authority of government to retaliate directly against
his newspaper critics, at least until late in his second term.Then, his anger
against the New York press, specifically Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, led
the President to order his attorney general to try to indict Pulitzer for
criminal libel, something rarely attempted since the earliest days of the na-
tion. Although Roosevelt ultimately failed to intimidate or to punish
Pulitzer or to censor the World, the President’s action was a reminder that
the emerging relationship between the media presidency and the news
media raised fundamental issues about the limits of executive authority and
of freedom of the press.

Pulitzer’s World, which was nominally Democratic, long had been a fre-
quent and partisan critic of Roosevelt. During the presidential campaign
of 1908, the World published a story that suggested that well-placed Re-
publican financial speculators had profited excessively from a $40 million
government payment to French investors in the firm that built the Panama
Canal. Named in the story were William Cromwell, a friend and advisor
to William Howard Taft, the Republican presidential candidate; Charles P.
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Taft, the candidate’s half brother; and Douglas Robinson, brother-in-law to
Roosevelt.All denied the allegations. Roosevelt, who was supporting Taft’s
candidacy, ignored the charges publicly, even when they were repeated on
the day before the election by the Indianapolis News, owned by a Repub-
lican rival of Roosevelt.96

Taft won the election, despite the controversy. Nevertheless, on 8 De-
cember 1908, the World ran an inflammatory editorial that accused Roo-
sevelt and others named in the earlier stories of lying. A week later,
Roosevelt sent an angry special message to Congress stating that the gov-
ernment was suffering from “a string of infamous libels” and that he had
instructed the attorney general to seek legal action against Pulitzer.97 Roo-
sevelt then began preparations to leave for Africa on safari once Taft was
inaugurated. However, the Justice Department followed up the President’s
order and obtained grand jury indictments against Pulitzer and the World,
first in Washington in February and then in New York on 3 March 1909.
The government’s legal authority to obtain the indictments was shaky at
best, based on an obscure statute dating back to the Alien and Sedition Acts
of 1798.The World fought back, demanding a congressional investigation
of the $40 million payment. The subsequent investigation cleared Taft,
Robinson, and Roosevelt of any involvement. Nevertheless, the govern-
ment’s case against the World continued until it was dismissed on technical
grounds and the dismissal was upheld on appeal, in 1911. By then, Roo-
sevelt had left office and Pulitzer was near death.The legal outcome failed
to establish presidential authority to sue the press for criminal libel. Never-
theless, the incident was a reminder of the official fist within the glove in
the President’s attempts to persuade the press to promote his policies.

The result of Roosevelt’s incessant management of the newspapers and
magazines was to place him and his presidency in the forefront of the pub-
lic discourse during his years in the White House. The newspaper trade
journal Editor and Publisher described Roosevelt in 1908 as “the man who
best understands the press agent game.”98 According to observer Mark Sul-
livan, “Roosevelt’s fighting was so much a part of the life of the period,
was so tied up to the newspapers, so geared into popular literature, and
even to the pulpit (which already had begun to turn from formal religion
toward civic affairs), as to constitute, for the average man, not merely the
high spectacle of the presidency in the ordinary sense, but almost the
whole of the passing show, the public’s principal interest.”99

McKinley found that publicizing his views by managing the press could
be a useful adjunct to policymaking, especially in wartime.To Roosevelt,
managing the press to produce supportive news coverage was central to
presidential leadership. He tried daily to appeal to the public through
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whatever media were available, and he succeeded in keeping the presi-
dency on the front pages during his terms in office.To the Washington cor-
respondents, the Roosevelt administration seemed to be an uninterrupted
series of presidential announcements, statements, interviews, controversies,
stunts, and trips.To “cover” the President’s activities became, in the Roo-
sevelt years, a full-time job.

The ability of Roosevelt to dominate national reporting of public af-
fairs affected more than the presidency and the press. Reading about Roo-
sevelt’s views every day frustrated members of Congress, who were more
accustomed to presidents who deferred to congressional authority. Under
McKinley, the Republican congressional leadership had been allied with
the President and frequently spoke to the press on his behalf. But Roo-
sevelt was often at odds with the party leadership, and he used the press to
circumvent congressional objections to his policies. In addition, Roo-
sevelt’s success at gaining public support by appealing more or less directly
to the citizenry through the press was closely watched by leaders in the ex-
ecutive branch, Cabinet members, and agency administrators, who soon
launched their own experiments in managing the press.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE WHITE HOUSE AND 
THE FIRST “PRESS BUREAUS”

Theodore Roosevelt’s attempts to lead the nation by appealing to the
public through the press changed the polity as well as the presidency.

Roosevelt made news constantly, and his ability to dominate the headlines
made a strong impression on his supporters and critics throughout the
government, as well as among the citizens.

The ability of the President to bypass the congressional party leadership
by appealing for popular support through the press was watched closely by
administrators in the executive branch, whose agency promotional and
publishing activities were overseen closely by congressional committees.
Cabinet members and agency administrators took note of Roosevelt’s suc-
cess at generating “free” publicity in the newspapers, rather than through
the congressionally supervised pamphlets of the Government Printing Of-
fice. Newspaper and magazine coverage could reach out to larger audi-
ences than could official publications, while also avoiding the stifling
oversight of Senate and House committees.

Prior to Roosevelt’s presidency, few executive agencies attempted to
communicate to the press or to the public without particular approval of
Congress and its committees.Those that did, such as the Agriculture De-
partment, acted with explicit congressional authorization to disseminate
information to specific constituencies, such as farmers. Instead of seeking
out newspapers and magazines to publicize their work as news, these agen-
cies tended to rely on the official pamphlets and reports published by the
Government Printing Office (GPO) and distributed by members of Con-
gress under their individual mailing privileges.
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However, Roosevelt’s publicity successes suggested other possibilities.
Particularly inspired was the forester Gifford Pinchot, who already had
begun to try to promote press coverage of his agency. Pinchot had been
appointed by McKinley in 1898 as chief of what was then called the Di-
vision of Forestry, a tiny arm of the Agriculture Department.The division,
which at that time had no supervisory authority over public lands or nat-
ural resources, existed primarily to exchange technical information among
scientists and to promote more efficient industrial uses of trees. Pinchot’s
predecessor, Bernhard Fernow, described the office’s role as one of “propa-
ganda and primary education.” Besides serving as a nexus for information,
Fernow lectured extensively and encouraged the development of univer-
sity courses in forestry.1

Collection and distribution of technical information to specialized
constituencies was consistent with the traditional mission of the parent
Agriculture Department, which was the largest source of Government
Printing Office publications in the late nineteenth century.2 Departmen-
tal books, reports, pamphlets, and other publications in this period were
published by the GPO under the close oversight of the congressional
committees that controlled the budget and hiring. For instance, the Gen-
eral Printing Act of 1895 detailed how much money each agency could
spend on individual publications and authorized a specified number of
printed pages.3 The Agriculture Department’s most popular publication,
the annual Agriculture Yearbook, was not distributed directly to the public
by the agency, but by members of Congress under their congressional
franking privileges. In 1889, for example, 375,000 of the 400,000 copies
of the Yearbook went directly to members of Congress for mailing to their
constituents.4

Despite firm congressional control over agency publications, adminis-
trators long had been curious about the possibilities of reaching the larger
audiences of commercial newspapers and magazines. In 1889, Jeremiah
Rusk, the first Cabinet secretary of agriculture, experimented with send-
ing summaries of department reports to the newspapers and press associa-
tions, where they were widely used.5 Some bureaus, such as the Weather
Service, discreetly made their research information available for publica-
tion by newspapers and magazines. Pinchot, however, was the first Agri-
culture Department administrator to appreciate fully the potential of using
publicity to seek public support for agency activities.6

Pinchot, like Roosevelt, was an aristocratic reformer who was enthusi-
astic about using publicity to create public support for his goals. In 1893,
while working as a private forester, Pinchot prepared an exhibit for the
Columbian Exposition in Chicago on his work at the Biltmore estate in
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North Carolina and sent a pamphlet describing the exhibit to thousands
of newspaper editors.7

Pinchot’s appreciation of the possibilities of publicity was sharpened by
his experiences as a member of a forestry commission created in 1896 by
the National Academy of Sciences to study environmental abuse and
wasteful resource practices on public lands in the West. Commission mem-
bers, including Pinchot and John Muir, traveled throughout the West in the
summer of 1896, largely without news coverage or public notice.This ab-
sence of publicity, in Pinchot’s view, worsened the angry response in the
West when, in early 1897, Cleveland followed the commission’s advice to
set aside vast forest reserves by presidential order. Pinchot was sent back to
the West later that year as a special forest agent to survey the new reserves.
He spent much of his time trying to persuade hostile regional newspaper
editors to accept the government’s decision. In his autobiography, Pinchot
credited the experience with giving him “some inkling into how public
opinion is credited or directed.”8

In Seattle, for example, the two daily newspapers vehemently had op-
posed creation of the forest reserves in the spring of 1897 and competed
over who could argue the most strongly against them.When Pinchot vis-
ited the region several months later, he was able to persuade a prominent
local developer, Judge Thomas Burke, to intercede with the editor of the
Seattle Post-Intelligencer to grant Pinchot an interview. The subsequent
front-page story was the first wholly favorable report on the issue to ap-
pear in the Seattle press in eight months. Earlier, in Spokane,Washington,
Pinchot had called upon a Yale classmate,William Hutchinson Cowles, to
get his story into Cowles’s Spokesman-Review.9

Encouraged by these early attempts to use the press to mold public
opinion about government policy, Pinchot substantially expanded the
publicity work of the Division of Forestry when he became its chief in
1898. He increased the agency mailing list from 1,200 to 6,000 names,
which included 2,000 newspapers. He set the tiny staff, supplemented by
students and scientific “collaborators,” to work producing new booklets
and pamphlets for publication by the Government Printing Office.10

Pinchot’s view of the primacy of publicity was revealed in a 1903 let-
ter, in which he wrote: “Nothing permanent can be accomplished in this
country unless it is backed by sound public sentiment.The greater part of
our work, therefore, has consisted in arousing a general interest in practi-
cal forestry throughout the country and in gradually changing public sen-
timent toward a more conservative treatment of forest lands.”11

Given the division’s limited resources, Pinchot’s agency publicity
campaign was a remarkable achievement. He used his personal fortune
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to supplement the agency budget to hire technically trained men with
literary skills.They produced a stream of pamphlets, bulletins, magazine
articles, speeches, lantern slides, and photographs that promoted the
agency’s activities. Pinchot’s publicists were organized into the first for-
mally designated federal “press bureau” in 1905, after Congress greatly
expanded the agency into the U.S. Forest Service.12 In June 1905,
Chatauquan magazine listed 68 separate publications on forestry that
were available to the public from the agency. By fiscal 1908, the agency’s
annual report listed the publication of nearly 4.4 million copies of 220
publications. During Pinchot’s tenure as chief of the agency, between
1898 and 1910, his employees published 10.8 million copies of official
advisories, pamphlets, bulletins, and reports, according to the cumulative
annual reports of the Agriculture Department’s Division of Publications.

These publications were sent to a list of editors, reporters, community
leaders, and scientific leaders, which had reached 750,000 names by Pin-
chot’s last annual report in 1909. In November 1909, two months before
Pinchot was fired by President Taft, the chief of the Forest Service’s press
bureau complained that the addressees on the list had been sent only 1.5
million copies of news publications in the last year, an average of only two
to each. He urged the division chiefs to come up with more newsworthy
material.13

One source of the names for the mailing list was an extensive lecture
program maintained by Pinchot and his aides. In an era before broadcast-
ing, lecturers crisscrossed the country to speak to community meetings,
trade associations, women’s clubs, civic organizations, and schools. Pinchot
hired special lecturers to promote the work of the Forest Service, and they
were expected to gather names from their audiences to add to the agency’s
mailing list. Notices of the lectures, and sometimes summaries of the talks
themselves, were sent to local newspaper editors. Publicity from these tours
and the prominence of agency employees at public meetings and conven-
tions prompted congressional critics of Pinchot to demand investigations
into agency travel. A 1907 congressional report listed 1,530 occasions in
the previous fiscal year when Forest Service representatives had attended
or addressed public meetings.14

No aspect of agency publicity work was more important to Pinchot than
placing news in the commercial newspapers and magazines, which he con-
sidered “free” publicity that reached a larger audience than that of govern-
ment publications. In his 1907 annual report, he wrote:“For certain kinds of
information related to forestry, millions of readers can be reached through
newspapers and magazines for thousands who could be reached through of-
ficial publication and distribution of the same matter.”15
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Beginning in 1902, the agency had experimented with the issuance of
“press bulletins,” an early form of news release.Three bulletins were mailed
that year to the 4,000 editors then on the mailing list. In fiscal 1908, the
number had grown to 418 releases sent to the press, many accompanied by
return envelopes for tear sheets so Pinchot could estimate how many ac-
tually were printed.Taking the claimed circulation of the newspapers that
printed his releases, Pinchot calculated that the press bulletins were reach-
ing an average monthly audience of 9 million readers.16

Pinchot sought space in national magazines as well as newspapers, es-
pecially the reform-minded ones. Evidence of his success is illustrated by
the indexing in the Readers Guide to Periodical Literature. During the period
from 1900 to 1904, there were 29 articles concerning forests, or forestry,
in 69 periodicals. During the 1905 to 1910 period, this expanded to 204
articles in 99 periodicals.The term “conservation,” which Pinchot used to
describe his work, was indexed as a subject heading for the first time, and,
under Pinchot’s name, 19 personal profiles of the forester were listed in na-
tional publications.

The extent of Pinchot’s agency publicity campaign was unique in
government in this period. Nevertheless, when Roosevelt became pres-
ident in 1901, Pinchot was still the administrator of an obscure, some-
what specialized agency buried deeply in the Agriculture Department.17

In Roosevelt, however, Pinchot found a president who shared his enthu-
siasms for reform, conservation, vigorous outdoor activity, and, impor-
tantly, for publicity.

For a president to concern himself with the details of executive admin-
istration, let alone obscure agencies in the Agriculture Department, was
somewhat unusual. Presidents in the late nineteenth century tended to deal
with administration only indirectly, through the Cabinet or the Congress.
Congressional committees influenced agency activities through budgeting
and oversight, and the party leadership often was consulted in hiring em-
ployees, despite civil service.18

However, Roosevelt’s expansive view of executive authority included
presidential influence into the administration of government as well as set-
ting policy.19 Roosevelt was concerned particularly with the emerging
issue of conservation, where he shared Pinchot’s view that the central gov-
ernment should act to protect and to develop natural resources on public
lands.When Pinchot and Frederick H. Newell of the Reclamation Service
called upon the new President to seek his support for their agencies’ con-
servation policies, they found him to be an enthusiastic advocate. Roo-
sevelt agreed to support their goals and, by incorporating them into his
presidential agenda, to advance both the cause of conservation and his own
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authority over administrative policy.20 With the President’s backing, Pin-
chot greatly expanded his agency publicity campaign for conservation and
began to coordinate it with the White House. Pinchot became Roosevelt’s
conservation advisor, a member of the President’s “Tennis Cabinet,” and an
important contributor to the President’s other publicity campaigns.21

Roosevelt’s interest in Pinchot went beyond their shared views on re-
form, conservation policy, enthusiasm for vigorous outdoor activities, and
good fellowship. Pinchot and his publicity staff offered institutional sup-
port to the White House at a time when the President had only a handful
of professional employees. Roosevelt had little support in conducting his
publicity campaigns except from his secretary, Loeb, who had other re-
sponsibilities as the President’s chief of staff. Pinchot and his agency pub-
licists became important contributors to Roosevelt’s media presidency.

Pinchot’s publicity work for Roosevelt began with the writing of pres-
idential messages and speeches on natural resource issues.With the assis-
tance of Herbert A. Smith, head of the forestry press bureau, Pinchot
became one of Roosevelt’s principal speechwriters.An index prepared for
Pinchot’s autobiography lists more than 30 presidential messages, speeches,
letters, and proclamations on conservation that he drafted between 1901
and 1909.These included segments of the annual presidential State of the
Union Messages to Congress in 1901, 1903, 1904, 1905, 1907, and 1908.
Pinchot claimed to have drafted the entire 1905 message. He also con-
tributed to presidential speeches to various interest groups, such as to the
National Irrigation Congresses in 1903, 1904, 1906, and 1907.“I was able
to incorporate the bulk of the suggestions you sent,” Roosevelt wrote in
1907.“I shall use your speech to the Irrigation Congress to give me ma-
terial for my message.”22

Pinchot also supplied Roosevelt with briefing material, including
speech drafts and notes for newspaper interviews, for the President’s na-
tional speaking tours. In May 1903, after a lengthy trip that ended in Cal-
ifornia, Roosevelt wrote: “I am very much obliged for your notes on
forestry.You may have seen that I have used all of the material you have
given me.”23

Pinchot also began to incorporate the President into the Forest Ser-
vice’s own publicity program.Agency pamphlets described Roosevelt as a
supporter of forestry, and articles written by the department’s staff appeared
under Roosevelt’s name both in agency bulletins and in articles reprinted
in popular magazines.24 Roosevelt also occasionally released Forest Service
bulletins at the White House, which brought him news coverage on the
popular issue of conservation while adding to the agency’s standing in the
press as well.25
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Despite the President’s assistance, the publicity campaign for govern-
ment conservation in Roosevelt’s first term was not sufficient to advance
Pinchot’s primary bureaucratic goal: congressional transfer of management
authority over the forest reserves from the Department of the Interior to
his own agency in the Department of Agriculture. Roosevelt was sympa-
thetic to Pinchot’s cause, but, as he wrote to Pinchot in 1903, he needed
more indications of public and congressional support from the West.26

Pinchot’s response was to suggest a new sort of presidential initiative
that could generate political support and publicity: the presidential com-
mission.The key to the commission concept was that the President would
use his executive authority to appoint agency administrators to a new
quasi-presidential body, in this case the Public Lands Commission, that
would stimulate public discussion of issues stalled in Congress.As the chief
instigator of several Roosevelt commissions, Pinchot envisioned a more
specific use: generating publicity for conservation through the “educa-
tional” process of public hearings and investigations. The President’s in-
volvement made deliberations of the commissions more worthy of
attention by newspapers and magazines.The resulting news stories also in-
creased the visibility of Roosevelt on an issue popular with many of his re-
form supporters.27

How Pinchot used the Public Lands Commission as a vehicle for gen-
erating supportive publicity was revealed during hearings the commission
held in Oregon, California, Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming.The visit to Port-
land, Oregon, in January 1904 was timed to coincide with the conventions
of two public lands interest groups, the National Livestock Association and
the National Wool Growers Association. Pinchot and Newell, of the Bureau
of Reclamation, who was also a commission member, sent telegraphed
statements to the local newspapers well in advance of the hearings, called
on the local editors when they arrived in the city, and helped to stimulate
favorable newspaper coverage of the commission’s deliberations.The main
headline in the city’s largest newspaper, the Portland Oregonian, declared:
“Make Friends for President;Visit of Pinchot and Newell Wins Over Op-
ponents of Administration Policy.”28

Once Roosevelt had been elected to a full presidential term with west-
ern support in 1904, Roosevelt told Pinchot he was ready to support Pin-
chot’s proposal for an enlarged forestry agency. The final push for
congressional approval to transfer the public lands into Pinchot’s author-
ity came during the American Forest Congress, held in Washington in
January 1905. Four hundred representatives of the forest industries at-
tended, as well as many government officials. Pinchot’s agency had orga-
nized the conference to generate more publicity and to put additional
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lobbying pressure on the U.S. Congress. Roosevelt agreed to be the hon-
orary president of the conference and to deliver the major address.29

The President’s presence drew the correspondents, as did the lengthy
news releases that Pinchot sent out in advance. Roosevelt’s speech was
summarized by the press associations, and the text was transmitted to
newspapers across the country. In addition, Roosevelt preceded the con-
ference with a convenient announcement to the press that two of the lead-
ing opponents of the legislation, Senator John Mitchell and Congressman
Binger Hermann, had been indicted in Oregon on land fraud charges.The
announcement, delivered by the President during the dead news time of a
holiday Sunday, was widely reported on the eve of the Forest Congress. No
direct evidence links presidential release of news of the indictments to Pin-
chot and the conference, but the timing was certainly fortuitous.30 Pinchot
later described the Forest Congress as “a powerful influence not only to-
ward the transfer, but also in spreading sound knowledge and wise con-
clusions about forestry throughout the length and breadth of America.”31

The collaboration of Roosevelt and Pinchot to promote publicity that
supported government conservation achieved its greatest successes in the
creation of news events to dramatize the work of two other presidential
commissions: the Inland Waterways Commission in 1907 and the subsequent
White House Conference on Conservation, the first national governors’
conference, in May 1908.32 Both events, as well as other presidential com-
missions on national conservation and on rural life, reflected important pres-
idential experiments in publicity as well as promoting the administration’s
policy in the press over congressional opposition.

The first in this sequence was the Inland Waterways Commission,
which was intended to promote regional planning among the states in the
Mississippi River system. Pinchot, whom Roosevelt appointed to the
commission, made a preliminary trip on the Missouri and Mississippi
Rivers in the spring of 1907. In a report to Roosevelt, Pinchot referred to
the prospect of the commission generating popular support for the con-
servation cause: “The Waterways Commission has gone far enough to
make it practically sure that its work will be successful internally and, I be-
lieve externally, in getting action.”33

At Pinchot’s urging, the commission invited the President to take a
steamboat tour in fall 1907 on the way to a speech to the Deep Waterways
Association in Memphis, Tennessee. The steamboat cruise, a variation on
traditional presidential swings around the country, was intended to draw
press coverage in both Washington and the region. In his autobiography,
Pinchot explained how creating the event brought publicity for the Pres-
ident’s conservation policies: “Action is the best advertisement.The most

M A N AG I N G  T H E  P R E S S



effective way to get your cause before the public is to do something the
papers will have to write about. So when the Inland Waterways Commis-
sion wanted to impress the need for inland waterway improvement on the
whole United States, the commission asked T. R. to sail down the Missis-
sippi River with it and the Mississippi Valley Improvement Association on
river steamers provided by the latter.”34

Roosevelt was delighted with the trip and at the subsequent news cov-
erage, which made it one of his most successful public appearances. In the
President’s autobiography, he wrote that “this excursion, with the meetings
which were held and the wide public attention it attracted, gave the de-
velopment of our inland waterways a new standing in public estimation.”35

The St. Louis newspapers, the Globe-Democrat and the Post-Dispatch, filled
their front pages with reports on the President’s trip for three consecutive
days. The Memphis Commercial Appeal’s front-page headline described the
event dramatically as the “greatest gathering in the history of the South.”
Newspaper coverage outside the Mississippi region was extensive on both
the East and West Coasts. Among the national magazines, Collier’s pub-
lished a full page of photographs, and the American Review of Reviews de-
voted four pages to the trip.At his speech in Memphis, Roosevelt revealed
plans for the White House Conference on Conservation, the first national
governor’s conference, the following spring. Pinchot was named chairman
of the arrangements committee for that conference, and Thomas R. Shipp,
a veteran newspaper and publicity man who worked for Pinchot, was ap-
pointed conference secretary.36

The May 1908 conference on conservation was probably the most suc-
cessful presidential publicity event created by Roosevelt and Pinchot. All
the nation’s governors were invited, and 34 attended.All members of Con-
gress were invited and many attended, although critics of Roosevelt and
Pinchot in Congress blocked public payment of the conference expenses.
(The wealthy Pinchot paid much of the cost himself.) The gathering of of-
ficials, which also included the U.S. Supreme Court, the Cabinet, and lead-
ing industrialists, left the nation’s newspapers searching for new
superlatives. William Randolph Hearst’s New York American, no friend of
Roosevelt or Pinchot, displayed what was called “Probably the Most No-
table Group of United States Statesmen Ever Photographed” across its
front page.37

Publicity arrangements for the conference were extraordinary, even by
the standards of the Roosevelt administration. Pinchot and Shipp, working
with conference organizer W J McGee and the President’s secretary, Loeb,
deluged newspapers across the country with such volumes of advance ma-
terial that the publicity campaign itself became the subject of admiring
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news stories.“The public interest is being whetted in advance of the con-
claves by volumes of literature,” noted a story in the Chicago Record-Herald.
The Grand Rapids (Michigan) Press reported that “ample provision has been
made for the newspaper and magazine writers, and they are expected to
rise to the occasion in describing the first appearance in conference of so
many notables.”38

The congressional press galleries were consulted in selecting 40 corre-
spondents from the major newspapers and the press associations, as well as
another 21 magazine correspondents.39 Not surprisingly, given the presence
of the President and other officials and the advance publicity work, which
included drafting of the major speeches by McGee and Pinchot, the press
coverage was all that the White House had hoped for. In Pinchot’s enthusi-
astic estimation,“The Governor’s Conference made front-page news all over
the United States, as was natural, and in many other parts of the world also,
while it was in session.Afterward followed a flood of friendly editorials and
magazine articles, with only here and there a touch of opposition in some
trade paper or from an unusually alert and acrimonious political opponent.
The general tone was of unstinted praise. Conservation became the com-
monplace of the time.”40 In Roosevelt’s autobiography, the President praised
Pinchot for coordinating the “educational” campaign for conservation:“It is
doubtful whether there has ever been elsewhere such effective publicity—
publicity purely in the interest of the people—at so low a cost.”41

Although the conference and the subsequent National Conservation
Commission, led by Pinchot, failed to make Congress more receptive to
Roosevelt’s conservation policies, it demonstrated the potential of presi-
dential-agency collaboration in generating supportive press coverage. By
allowing Pinchot to capitalize on the President’s cooperation, Roosevelt
gained credit for the Forest Service’s policies and shared in the publicity
rewards. The Forest Service also benefited from the President’s support,
both administratively and in public prominence. By 1909, it had become
the largest single agency in the Agriculture Department.

The Forest Service’s success in reaching beyond Congress to gain addi-
tional public support through publicity was closely watched by other ad-
ministrators, who also began to hire former newspapermen to publicize
their agencies. Here again, Roosevelt set an example. Not only did the
President encourage Pinchot at the Forest Service, Roosevelt himself ap-
pointed a former newspaperman, Joseph Bucklin Bishop, to lead and to
publicize the work of the government commission created to oversee the
building of the Panama Canal.42

The adoption of publicity practices in the executive branch, as well as
Roosevelt’s constant appeals to the public through the press at the White
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House, angered leaders of Congress, who perceived correctly a threat to
their traditional authority over both the presidency and the agencies.
Congressional opponents of Roosevelt and Pinchot tried repeatedly
from 1905 onward to block both their policies and their publicity. The
attacks, which were led by western critics of restrictive public lands poli-
cies, focused on Pinchot rather than attacking the President directly.43

But Roosevelt’s conservative critics were active in the debate, which
came to focus on Pinchot’s press bureau and on executive branch spend-
ing for publicity.

Pinchot was attacked not only for publicizing Forest Service practices
opposed by western developers and entrepreneurs but for using his press
bureau to generate newspaper attacks on his critics, especially those in
Congress. Neither Roosevelt nor Pinchot was hesitant to use publicity as
a weapon, as well as to promote their policies.

It was Roosevelt, not Pinchot, who was behind the regional news sto-
ries aimed at Senator Weldon B. Heyburn of Idaho, who opposed em-
phatically the creation of more forest reserves in his state. Heyburn was
Republican national committeeman for Idaho, and Roosevelt had needed
his support in the election of 1904.After the election, however, Roosevelt
refused Heyburn’s request for veto power over the creation of new reserves
and sent the Senator a sharply worded letter saying so.The President then
forwarded a copy of the letter to Pinchot and added: “You can have my
letter and Heyburn’s response to it made public any way you see fit.” Pin-
chot took the hint. He reprinted the exchange of letters in an agency pub-
lication and also leaked the story to sympathetic newspapers in the Pacific
Northwest.The resulting news stories, in fall 1905, described Roosevelt as
angry with Heyburn. The President, the stories said, had chastised Hey-
burn during a meeting at the White House.44

Heyburn did not attack Roosevelt directly for the unfavorable stories,
but he led what became an annual assault on Pinchot’s publicity activity
during consideration of the Forest Service budget. In January 1906, Hey-
burn appeared before the Senate Committee on Public Lands to charge
that Pinchot maintained a press bureau to attack congressmen and to seek
self-glorification.45 Heyburn led in similar attacks on Pinchot’s publicity
activities in 1907, 1908, and 1909, during which amendments were pro-
posed to curb Forest Service spending on the press bureau, on official
travel, and on participation in the presidential commissions. These were
major debates. Floor discussion in spring 1908 spread over a week, includ-
ing a night session, before the Senate voted to dilute a House-passed
amendment that would have forbidden the agency to spend money on the
preparation of newspaper and magazine articles. At one point, Senator
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Charles Fulton of Oregon warned prophetically that “if the right be ac-
corded this bureau, you must accord every bureau that right; and the first
thing you know, every official will have its own special correspondent,
whose duty it is to exploit and glorify the particular work.”46

Congressional attacks on agency publicity continued after Pinchot’s fir-
ing by Taft in January 1910.Within weeks, one of Roosevelt’s conservative
critics, Congressman Roger Tawney of Minnesota, tried unsuccessfully to
amend the Forest Service budget to forbid the agency from giving infor-
mation to the press unless specifically requested to do so by newspapers
and magazines.Tawney noted that while “this press agent service is com-
paratively new in the departments here and at the seat of government,” it
was rapidly spreading. “One reason why many appropriations for a num-
ber of bureaus in the various departments of government cannot be kept
down is because of the influence which these bureaus exert today in the
press of the country in the districts of the several Members of this
House.”47

Interestingly, reaction in the press to the congressional debate over
the propriety of agency publicity was minimal. Even during the lengthy
debates over the Forest Service budget in 1908, the Washington news-
papers noted only briefly that Congress was considering the Agriculture
Appropriations bill. Earlier, when the bill was before the House, the
Washington Post supported editorially the creation of more government
press bureaus, because they made available more printable material for
the newspapers. “It is probable that the press agent will become a regu-
lar and legitimate part of the government equipment,” the Post com-
mented. But the Washington Herald was less enthusiastic:“If this practice
were to become general in the executive departments, we fear it would
lead to serious abuses. It happens in the case of the Forest Service, the
exploitation has been undertaken on behalf of a good cause, and by
people who are above the accusation of self-seeking. This fact has un-
doubtedly saved the Forest Service from the criticism that might have
been aroused by the development of a like enterprise in some other
branches of the federal service.”48

In the press corps, the response to the spread of agency publicity also
was ambivalent. Roosevelt and Pinchot were both personally popular
among the correspondents, who found them charming and helpful, with
admirable backgrounds in the reform movement. However, Walter E.
Clark, of the New York Sun, disliked the Forest Service press bureau:“It is
wrong, although it is pointedly Rooseveltian, for a bureau to employ four
men for publicity work by falsifying a payroll; and, besides, some of the
work of this press bureau is absurd.The whole object of it is to influence
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public opinion against the Congress—as Roosevelt himself has tried to do
and has succeeded in doing ever since his accession.”49

Other newspapermen found agency press bureaus a welcome conve-
nience, since they provided publishable material, becoming known as
“handouts,” that the correspondents would not otherwise have gotten. Few
correspondents had the time to concern themselves with the activities of
the executive departments, since they were fully occupied trying to keep
up with Congress, the party leadership, and, increasingly under Roosevelt,
the White House. Moreover, agency press bureaus provided another source
of income for the poorly paid correspondents, who were accustomed to
taking part-time work or congressional patronage positions to supplement
their newspaper incomes. Pinchot, for example, considered hiring Gilson
Gardner, a correspondent for Chicago newspapers, to write part-time for
the forestry press bureau.50

Despite congressional opposition, the practice of hiring publicists
spread quickly among the administrative agencies. By 1912, a House com-
mittee hearing into the hiring of departmental press aides elicited testi-
mony from newspaper correspondents that publicists had been employed
by agencies as diverse as the Bureau of Soils, the Bureau of Biological Sur-
vey, the State Department, the Census Bureau, the Bureau of National
Roads, the Smithsonian Institution, and the Post Office.51

Roosevelt’s media presidency, then, stimulated the spread of publicity
experiments in the executive branch, as well as in the presidency. When
Roosevelt left the presidency in 1909, numerous agency experiments in
managing the press to seek public support were under way, despite con-
gressional opposition. Administrators found that appealing to the public
through the press was a promising way to develop popular support for an
agency and its policies, with or without congressional support. Newspaper
publicity had helped Pinchot to expand the authority and the budget of
the Forest Service, as well as to defend the agency against attacks by west-
ern congressmen. Moreover, Pinchot’s collaboration with Roosevelt sug-
gested new possibilities in using publicity cooperatively in executive
leadership at both the agency and at the White House.

Roosevelt’s presidency benefited as well. The President embraced the
cause of conservation as his own and used publicity to try to circumvent
congressional opposition to his legislative proposals. Moreover, Pinchot
and his publicists provided institutional support for Roosevelt in dealing
with the press on other issues.

These experiments in government publicity outside the White House
provide additional evidence of the institutional breadth of the transforma-
tion in executive governance under way at the beginning of the century.
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But attempts to manage the press by publicists in other parts of the gov-
ernment represented both an opportunity and a challenge to the media
presidency, as well as to the Congress. By encouraging the hiring of pub-
licists by administrative agencies, Roosevelt also increased the likelihood
that news stories would appear that promoted agency viewpoints, not nec-
essarily his own. One outcome of increased agency contacts with the press
was an increase in the number of leaks, which led to unwanted news sto-
ries which Roosevelt, like other presidents, struggled to prevent or at least
to minimize.

By bringing Pinchot into the White House inner circle, Roosevelt had
been able to establish some control over the Forest Service’s publicity ap-
paratus. But Roosevelt was well aware of the possibility of unwanted leaks
to the press or competing publicity initiatives from other agencies or from
members of Congress.The President read the newspapers carefully, and he
responded quickly to what he regarded as undesirable or unauthorized sto-
ries.Archie Butt, Roosevelt’s military aide, noted that when the President
spotted a story he didn’t like,“he would at once begin an investigation as
to how it got there, and if he could locate the author of the leak he would
dismiss him or else have him transferred to some other department.”52 In
1906, for example, Roosevelt strongly reprimanded the Secretary of Inte-
rior Ethan Hitchcock for using his department’s “bureau of publicity” to
criticize a western senator.53 Roosevelt also tried to prevent negative pub-
licity by advising agency administrators on how to handle inquiries from
journalists. After appointing Joseph Bucklin Bishop to be secretary of the
Isthmus Commission, he advised him on how to publicize the progress of
construction on the Panama Canal.54

By keeping a firm hand on press coverage during his presidency, Roo-
sevelt was able to minimize leaking, despite a growing number of media-
savvy administrators and publicists. But Roosevelt’s handpicked successor,
William Howard Taft, had quite different ideas about the importance of
managing the press and about the limits of presidential authority.As a re-
sult,Taft became the first twentieth-century president to demonstrate the
pitfalls, as well as the possibilities, of the media presidency.
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CHAPTER FOUR

TAFT:AVOIDING THE PRESS

William Howard Taft long has been regarded as among the twentieth
century’s least successful presidents, despite an extensive public ca-

reer that later included nearly ten years as chief justice of the U.S. Supreme
Court.Taft was elected president in 1908 with broad electoral support and
the enthusiastic backing of his predecessor,Theodore Roosevelt. But when
he sought reelection in 1912, he received only eight electoral votes and
finished third in the popular vote behind the Democrat Woodrow Wilson
and Roosevelt, who ran against his protégé as an independent Progressive
candidate.

The collapse of Taft’s popularity has been attributed largely to his un-
willingness or inability to exercise the presidential authority that had been
wielded so vigorously by Roosevelt. Unlike his dynamic predecessor,Taft
held what his most recent biographers regard as a conservative, strict con-
structionist view of the presidency, one more in keeping with the digni-
fied, aloof presidents of the late nineteenth century than with the media
presidency practiced by Roosevelt.1 Roosevelt’s penchant for maximum
publicity had put the President on the front pages almost daily and raised
expectations in the press and public that Taft could not or would not ful-
fill.A New York Times editorial in 1913 described Taft succinctly as “the vic-
tim of too much Roosevelt.”2

The contrasts in presidential leadership between Roosevelt and Taft
were substantial. In few areas were they more visible than in Taft’s unwill-
ingness to appeal to the public by managing the press. For nearly eight
years, Roosevelt had used the news media to proclaim his authority as a
national leader and to appeal for public support to override congressional
opposition to his policies. His unrelenting publicity campaign had so
changed Washington journalism that correspondents now were expected
to cover the presidency regularly in addition to their traditional focus on
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Congress. Under McKinley and Roosevelt, the nucleus of a White House
press corps had gathered to meet with the president or his spokesman daily
and to write newspaper stories about not only his public activities but his
private life as well. In Elmer Cornwell Jr.’s formative work, Executive Lead-
ership of Public Opinion, he credited Roosevelt with creating the twentieth
century model of leading public opinion by exploiting the mass media.Taft
was described as taking a step backwards.3

Taft simply did not agree with Roosevelt’s view that seeking public
support by cultivating the press was necessary to presidential leadership. He
regarded appealing to the correspondents as unnecessary and disagreeable,
if not demeaning. Instead,Taft preferred to take a laissez-faire approach to
public opinion, based on the notion that his accomplishments would speak
for themselves. In a rare magazine interview in 1910, he stated: “What I
hope for my administration is the accomplishment of definite results,
which will be self-explanatory.”4 Richard A. Ballinger, Taft’s secretary of
the interior, described Taft’s approach as one of “nonpublicity.”5

Taft’s seeming indifference to the press and public opinion contrasted
sharply with the assumptions and the expectations that underlay the
emerging media presidency. When Taft did not follow the procedures of
dealing with the press at the White House that McKinley and Roosevelt
had developed, he alienated many of the correspondents that his predeces-
sors had attracted.To meet the daily demands of their editors for news, the
correspondents turned to other sources of information, including their tra-
ditional sources in Congress. They also turned to Taft’s critics, who in-
cluded a number of holdover Roosevelt reformers in the administration
who were becoming increasingly unhappy with Taft’s policies.

Prior to his inauguration as president in March 1909,Taft was highly
regarded by the correspondents, especially the “fair-haired boys” who
had been the closest to Roosevelt.When Taft served as Roosevelt’s sec-
retary of war, it was an afternoon custom for favored correspondents to
“go Tafting”—to call on Secretary Taft and to hear his candid remarks,
which frequently revealed a good deal of news. Furthermore, in 1908,
prominent Republican correspondents such as Richard V. Oulahan, of
the New York Sun, and Oscar King Davis, of the New York Times, worked
in Taft’s presidential campaign, at Roosevelt’s request. Oulahan served as
chief of the “Literary Bureau” of the Republican National Committee,
while Davis wrote supportive magazine articles and part of a campaign
biography praising Taft.6

After the election, however, the correspondents found Taft oddly aloof.
When they called on President Taft at the White House after the inau-
gural ceremonies in March 1909, they were shocked at the rebuff they re-
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ceived. In his autobiography, Davis described how the reporters were ini-
tially refused entrance by Fred W. Carpenter,Taft’s secretary, and eventu-
ally admitted only after agreeing to offer Taft only their personal respects,
rather than to ask questions. On what started out to be a routine news-
gathering visit a few days later, Davis ended up waiting for two days in
Taft’s outer office before he was allowed to ask the President about his
views on tariff legislation.7

Taft’s withdrawal from making news in the first days and weeks of his
presidency was both a personal and professional blow to the correspon-
dents. In the 12 years since the inauguration of McKinley, the presidency
had become an expected source of news, and the jobs of a growing num-
ber of correspondents depended in part on their ability to produce au-
thoritative stories about the White House. The correspondents had
become accustomed to ready access to the president or his secretary to ask
questions; to daily, if not hourly, presidential announcements; and to fre-
quent and colorful White House events to describe in their stories.When
Taft declined to continue these publicity practices, he was accused of with-
holding news. Within weeks of Taft’s inauguration, the correspondents
were talking about the “good old days.”8 Edward G. Lowry wrote nostal-
gically that Roosevelt’s activity “was a wonderful stream, and it furnished
entertainment and gossip not only to Washington but to the whole coun-
try.Washington correspondents counted the day lost if the White House
beat provided no ‘color story’ of some new Roosevelt performance.”9

Less than three weeks into the Taft’s presidency, a spokesman for the dis-
tressed correspondents, Alfred Henry Lewis, appealed to Taft’s personable
military aide,Archie Butt.Although Butt was alarmed privately at Taft’s in-
sensitivity to publicity, he loyally told Lewis “that the press, with the rest of
the country, would have to readjust itself to the new conditions just as the
people would have to do later. It is impossible for Mr. Taft to do as Mr.
Roosevelt did and keep the press fed with news every hour of the day.”
When Butt told Taft of the conversation, the President said bluntly, “the
people of the country elected me, I believe, and damn it, I am going to
give it to them whether they like or not.”10

Taft remained cordial to the few correspondents that he saw. But the
first media presidency was clearly over.The spring and summer of 1909
brought a continuing series of disappointments with the new adminis-
tration. “Since Roosevelt, very little news has come out of the White
House,” an anonymous correspondent complained in American maga-
zine.11 Not only was Taft generally unavailable—his secretary, Carpen-
ter, was less cooperative than McKinley’s Cortelyou or Roosevelt’s Loeb
had been. The correspondents found that in Cabinet meetings and at
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the Justice Department, “the new lid is gradually being closed on gov-
ernment information,” according to the trade journal Editor and Pub-
lisher. The journal ran an editorial cartoon of dejected correspondents
standing outside the White House gate, on which a sign read: “Admin-
istration news made public only on rare occasions; newspaper men
kindly but firmly requested to keep away.”12

The flow of presidential statements, advice, and events at the White
House had dried up. Even the texts of Taft’s formal speeches were no
longer distributed in advance, in contrast to Roosevelt’s, which were
sometimes sent out weeks ahead of delivery.“The President simply is not
forehanded about these things, but, on the contrary, is extremely dilatory,”
a sympathetic Walter E. Clark, of the New York Sun, wrote to an editor in
Seattle.“It is a condition which does not seem likely to improve.”13 Prior
to Taft’s first annual State of the Union Message to Congress in late 1909,
the President complained to Butt that “the press was urging him to finish
the message so that it could be sent all over the country by mail, but he
was not going to do it, and the press would have to send it by wire.”14

Left without briefings, handouts, speech texts, or presidential events to
fuel their daily stories, the correspondents turned to writing about rumors,
the remarks of Taft’s enemies, and the President’s primary leisure-time ac-
tivity, golf.These stories irritated Taft and further convinced him that he
should have nothing to do with the press, if possible.15 When the corre-
spondents complained about the lack of news,Taft said he saw no reason
why he should have to go out of his way to entertain them or to do their
work for them. In a letter to William Allen White,Taft wrote: “I am not
constituted as Mr. Roosevelt is in being able to keep the country advised
every few days as to the continuance of the state of mind in reference to
reform. It is a difference in temperament. He talked with correspondents
a great deal. His heart was generally on his sleeve and he must communi-
cate his feelings. I find myself unable to do so.”16

Even when the correspondents could get through to Taft with story
ideas, he squelched them. In his diary, Butt described a conversation he had
with a group of correspondents, including Davis, of the New York Times,
who were complaining about the lack of news. Davis told Butt that he had
gone to Taft with four possible topics: a Cabinet shake-up, Taft’s lack of
communication with Roosevelt, a diplomatic incident, and an upcoming
campaign speech. Instead of commenting, “he killed four good stories,”
Davis said. Butt asked Davis what he was going to write about Taft, and
Davis replied,“Nothing.”17

In June 1909, when the correspondents first traveled to Taft’s summer
cottage at Beverly, Massachusetts, they found that another of the routines
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of newsgathering created under Roosevelt, reporting on the summer
White House, also had changed. Roosevelt had invited correspondents to
write about the President’s official activities at his summer retreat at Oys-
ter Bay, Long Island.The assignment quickly became an expected annual
assignment for the correspondents, who also wrote about Roosevelt’s fam-
ily and the President’s colorful sporting activities.

Taft, however, like McKinley and other late-nineteenth-century presi-
dents, regarded his summer retreat as a vacation. He took few official ac-
tions, made no announcements, and played only golf, an elitist and
comparatively dull sport from the viewpoint of a press corps accustomed
to a president who boxed with professional fighters, roughhoused with his
children, climbed to the top of the mast in sailing ships, and hunted bears.
Instead,Taft preferred to ignore the correspondents, who he felt had been
sent to bedevil him. When Arthur Wallace Dunn of the Associated Press
proposed to break the tedium by writing a series of articles on Taft’s first
months in the White House, he found himself blocked from talking with
Taft by the President’s secretary, Carpenter. Dunn was forced to wait out
in the rain with other correspondents until a sympathetic Butt invited
them to take shelter on the porch of the President’s cottage. Before Taft re-
luctantly appeared, Dunn wrote, the correspondents overheard the Presi-
dent complain around the corner: “Must I see those men again! Didn’t I
see them just the other day?” Taft was then unresponsive to questions.
Dunn noted in his autobiography that that was the last time he saw Taft at
his summer retreat.The series of articles was never published.18 Butt’s ac-
count of the incident was more sympathetic to Taft, but he noted also that
the President objected to a photographer taking his picture “at the sacri-
fice of dignity.”19

Taft had worked briefly as a newspaperman in Cincinnati early in his
career, between graduation from Yale and admission to the bar to practice
law in Ohio. But, as president, he seemed to be unaware of, or uninterested
in, the mechanics of how news was produced, and how they dictated the
deadlines and work practices of the correspondents.20 In April 1910, after
Taft decided late one day to nominate Charles Evans Hughes as an associ-
ate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, he was elated to find that the re-
porters in the White House press room had already gone home. Oblivious
to the missed opportunity of getting the story in the morning newspapers,
he proudly told Butt that “I think I have scooped the boys this time.”21

Underlying Taft’s unwillingness to indulge in publicity was his restricted
view of the president as a public person. Roosevelt saw himself as some-
one whose rhetoric was significant to the citizenry and whose “bully pul-
pit” could be used to articulate a national purpose.Taft seemed to regard
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the presidency as an administrative or judicial position. The journalist
William Allen White described Taft as “as insensible of public opinion and
of currents of public thought as an oriental satrap.”22

Taft also did not seem to realize that a president’s informal or formal
comments, when published, could have far-reaching consequences. Ed-
ward G. Lowry described Taft as “as lacking in all craft and guile as a child.
He was too frank and naive for his own good.”23 When Taft, as secretary
of war, spoke unguardedly to the correspondents, they protected him by
not publishing his overly candid remarks. Charles Willis Thompson, then
bureau chief of the New York Times, recounted an incident in which Dunn,
of the Associated Press, persuaded Taft to forbid reporters from quoting his
impolitic remarks about President Roosevelt. In Thompson’s view,Taft had
a “childlike frankness” and was unable to comprehend the difference be-
tween being a president and a private citizen. As president, Taft was no
longer protected from himself by Roosevelt or by solicitous correspon-
dents.Thompson wrote:“Now, for four years, his conversations were to be
with the people of the United States, and he was to demonstrate the same
quality in public that he often had shown in private; and now the effect
was to be calamitous, for he was talking to millions who did not know him
and would make no allowances.”24 Butt complained in his diary that “it is
the hardest thing to keep the President from talking. He does not seem to
realize that every word he utters is repeated and often exaggerated.”25

Taft’s indiscreet remarks more than once were leaked to reporters by
those to whom he had carelessly spoken.They quickly became the subject
of stories that embarrassed the President. In a somewhat defensive letter to
William Dudley Foulke in late 1909,Taft admitted that he was surprised
to read about their confidential correspondence in an Indianapolis news-
paper. “I see very few newspapermen myself; but I presume that in dis-
cussing the situation in Indiana I may have recited to people who are
interested some of the correspondence without the slightest intention of
having it published. That I understand from my Secretary is the way in
which the matter was probably brought to the attention of the public. I
can not be responsible for the correspondent of the Times-Star in Wash-
ington or for the correspondent of any other newspaper.”26 When another
Taft indiscretion led to a leak and a story in the Indiana press a few months
later,Taft seemed bemused.27

Taft’s record in weighing the public impact of his formal remarks was
not much better than in his informal ones. He considered speechmaking
bothersome, performed it only reluctantly, and spent as little time as pos-
sible in preparation.As a result, he was a poor public speaker, and he dam-
aged his presidency repeatedly with ill-considered remarks. Before his first
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extended national speaking tour, in the fall of 1909,Taft procrastinated for
weeks over preparing the presidential addresses that he had promised to
deliver. Instead of writing speeches,Taft rested for a month at his summer
cottage, spending his days playing golf. “I am expected to make a good
many speeches, and that frightens me: for I do not know exactly what to
say or how to say it,” he wrote candidly to his daughter. “I shall stagger
through the matter some way, but not in any manner, I fear, to reflect credit
on the administration.”28

Taft ended up hastily dictating his speeches to a stenographer on the
train, which meant that they were delivered with little forethought or
preparation. Repeatedly, across the country,Taft made statements that dis-
mayed or angered his audiences and that were transmitted to the nation by
the traveling press corps. Particularly damaging was Taft’s praise of the
widely unpopular Payne-Aldrich tariff bill in a speech delivered at
Winona, Minnesota, in September 1909. His statement that the tariff was
“the best bill that the Republican Party ever passed” made headlines
around the nation and brought him severe criticism.That the telegraphed
stories of the nine correspondents on the train emphasized this impolitic
remark was a direct consequence of Taft’s dilatory approach. Because of his
delay in preparing the speech, no advance text had been available. Re-
stricted by the limitations of the telegraph to transmitting only one or two
sentences, the correspondents focused on the first phrase they heard Taft
speak that would make a headline.29 In an interview later in his presidency,
Taft admitted that “if I had prepared it two or three weeks before and re-
vised it deliberately, as I ought to have done, I should have clarified several
passages.”30

Taft also was reluctant to exploit the symbolism of the presidency in
public. He declined to acknowledge the crowds that gathered at railway
stations to watch his train go by. He did not wave, raise his hat, or make
other public gestures, which led Jimmie Sloan, a Secret Service agent, to
warn that Roosevelt had educated the public to expect more than that, and
that Taft “will be a dead card if he doesn’t change.”31 When Butt tried to
get Taft to seat himself prominently among the fans at a baseball game for
publicity purposes,Taft insisted that all he wanted to do was to watch the
game. “You don’t care whether I see the game or not,”Taft chided Butt.
“What you want is for me to be seen, and I will tell you frankly I don’t
care whether I am or seen or not, but what I really want is to see.”32

As criticism of his administration increased,Taft seemed to pride him-
self on defying the “bugaboo” of public opinion. In a letter to William
Kent during the Pinchot-Ballinger controversy in September 1909, Taft
wrote that “I don’t propose to allow it to influence me.When the people
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comprehend the facts and then condemn, it is one thing; but when they
are induced to assume a position without respect to a knowledge of the
facts, one has to bear the burden of criticism in order to do right.”33 Dis-
missing newspaper criticism of the gaffes on his western speaking tour,Taft
wrote instead that he was encouraged by how warmly the public received
him in person.“I have the confidence of many of the people sufficient to
carry me over the dead point in an administration and to secure a waiting
judgment until the whole evidence is in and the time comes for the ver-
dict. I have gone through the trial thus far quite successfully.”34

Taft’s hopeful statement masked the resentment that he felt toward press
criticism. For all of his outward disdain for publicity and public opinion,
the President was just as hypersensitive to news stories as Roosevelt had
been. He ordered his first secretary, Carpenter, to stop sending him edito-
rials from the New York Times that were critical of the western trip.“I don’t
think their reading will do any particular good, and would only be
provocative of that sort of anger and contemptuous feeling that does not
do any body any good.”35 He complained to the First Lady, Helen Herron
Taft, that the newspapers “are especially determined to show that this trip
has done me and the party no good.”36

Helen Herron Taft was a key advisor to the President, and she under-
stood better than her husband the importance of being accommodating to
the press. She was taken aback at first with the increased public and press
expectations about the president’s private life at the White House. But she
allowed herself to be interviewed and quoted directly, the first incumbent
First Lady to do so. However, her ability to work with the press, to write
speeches, and to advise her husband was reduced by a stroke she suffered
in June 1909.37

How much a healthier Helen Herron Taft would have been able to alter
the President’s view of the press is unclear.When the newspapers criticized
Taft, he stopped reading them.Archie Butt described a breakfast conversa-
tion between the Tafts in 1911, at which the President refused to accept a
copy of the Democratic New York World from the First Lady. “I have
stopped reading it. It only makes me angry,”Taft declared. “But you used
to like it very much,” she responded.“That was when it agreed with me,
but it abuses me now and I don’t want it,” he replied. “You will never
know what the other side is doing if you only read the [New York] Sun
and the Tribune,” she pointed out. “I don’t care what the other side is
thinking,”Taft declared, ending the conversation.38

Butt also was concerned that Taft seemed to overreact to the newspa-
pers’ praise as much as he did to their criticism.“I believe it would be bet-
ter for [the Sun] to abuse the President than to be continually praising
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him,” Butt wrote. “The President is really affected by editorials. He does
not like to read disagreeable truths any more than he likes to hear them.”39

Taft found offensive even the mild skits of the correspondents at Grid-
iron Club dinners.While riding to one in December 1909,Taft remarked:
“I am getting very tired myself of these dinners, and if they are at all rough
with me this evening it shall be the last one I attend. It is an undignified
thing to do at the best, and yet it is very difficult, as all other Presidents of
late years seem to have made it a custom to go.”40

Yet, despite his hypersensitivity to newspaper stories and comments,Taft
could not or would not bring himself to employ the techniques of man-
aging the press that worked so well for Roosevelt. In the summer of 1911,
when his administration was under attack in the E.W. Scripps newspapers
for supposed corruption involving mineral claims on public lands in
Alaska,Taft refused to respond to reporters’ questions. Instead of calling in
friendly correspondents to hear him denounce the allegations or to issue
a sharp statement of rebuttal, as Roosevelt would have done, Taft com-
posed a 10,000-word legal brief in the administration’s behalf and then
tried to persuade the Associated Press to telegraph the entire text. A dis-
mayed Butt wrote,“He may be right, but I think a sweeping denial would
have been just as effective.”41

Only in private letters to his brother Horace D.Taft and to a few other
intimates did Taft vent his frustrations about the press.Taft had offended
both newspaper and magazine publishers by opposing the former’s efforts
to keep down the price of imported newsprint and wood pulp and the
latter’s attempts to retain generous postal subsidies.42 Angered when both
used their publications to voice their self-interested objections to his poli-
cies, Taft declared in January 1910 that “If I live I will have three more
years to do what I ‘dern’ choose, and to follow what I believe to be right
and to regard threats of popular ill will as of no moment whatsoever if
their expressions are directed against what I know to be right or in favor
of what I know to be wrong.” He raged at the “groveling hypocrisy” of a
conciliatory speech to the magazine publishers by Iowa Senator Jonathan
Dolliver.43

In late 1909 and early 1910,Taft had tried to ignore months of press
attacks on Secretary of the Interior Ballinger over allegations of fraud in-
volving Alaskan coal lands. Finally,Taft wrote that he had given up hope
of changing public opinion through the press. “I am going to do what I
think is best for the country, within my jurisdiction and power, and then
let the rest take care of itself. I am not looking for a second term, and I
am not going to subject myself to the worry involved in establishing a
publicity bureau, or attempting to set myself right before the people in
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any different way from that which is involved in the ordinary publication
of what is done. The misrepresentations which are made by the muck-
raking correspondents I cannot neutralize, and I don’t intend to.”44

Despite Taft’s protests, the decline of his popularity was too precipitous
for him to ignore.As George Juergens has pointed out,Taft in his first year
was well on his way to becoming one of the most vilified presidents of the
twentieth century.45 Press and public criticism of his competence, his re-
marks on the tariff, the fallout from the Ballinger-Pinchot affair, and un-
flattering comparisons to Roosevelt all contributed to a critical loss of
public support by the spring of 1910. That November, in the midterm
elections, the Republicans lost control of Congress to the Democrats for
the first time since 1894.

Taft’s estrangement from the correspondents had been worsened by the
lack of a presidential assistant skilled in dealing with the press, as Cortelyou
or Loeb had been. Carpenter,Taft’s secretary in his disastrous first year, was
scorned by the correspondents. Dunn, whose position with the Associated
Press made him familiar with the White House staff, described Carpenter
scathingly as “a self-effacing, patient, painstaking little man. . . . He had
been with Taft for many years, and had learned that the most pleasing ser-
vice he could render his chief was to keep people away from him.”46 Car-
penter left the White House in May 1910 and was replaced by Charles
Dyer Norton, who tried to place Taft’s public relations on a more sophis-
ticated basis. Norton proposed to Taft some strikingly modern innovations
in presidential publicity.47

At Norton’s urging,Taft late in 1910 began to hold the first regularly
scheduled White House news conferences open to all correspondents, an
experiment more fully developed by his successor, Woodrow Wilson.
Roosevelt had seen favored correspondents at his daily “shaving hour,”
but attendance was by invitation only, and the meetings were not formally
recognized. Under Taft, however, all accredited correspondents were in-
vited at a fixed time, 4 P.M., once a week.The first conference was held in
the Cabinet Room, which caused the meetings to be called Taft’s “News-
paper Cabinet.”48 The setting was more formal than Roosevelt’s had been;
the 15 correspondents who attended the first meeting sat on chairs
around a table, rather than standing around the President.49 Once having
gathered the correspondents, however, Taft seemed to have little to say.
The President also found it difficult to show up on time.The correspon-
dents sometimes had to wait until 6 p.m. or later for Taft to make an ap-
pearance.50 Because of the lack of news and the wait involved, the
conferences were not popular with the correspondents.Taft didn’t partic-
ularly enjoy them, either.They were soon discontinued. Oulahan, of the
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New York Sun, suspected that Taft, like Woodrow Wilson after him, disliked
the “town meeting” aspect of the questioning by correspondents.51

Norton had other ideas about improving the President’s public rela-
tions, but neither his plans nor his personal ambitions were welcomed uni-
versally in the Taft White House.52 Ashmun Brown, of the New York Sun,
wrote that the correspondents found Norton to be an improvement over
Carpenter,“but he has an awful case of swelled head and actually thinks he
is running the government.”53 Norton’s arrogance and some impolitic re-
marks about Roosevelt eventually prompted Taft to acquiesce in his resig-
nation. Norton was succeeded by Charles D. Hilles, who left in the
summer of 1912 to become chairman of the Republican National Com-
mittee, and Carmi Thompson, who served in the last few months of the
Taft presidency.54

None of Carpenter’s successors was able to reverse Taft’s slide in pop-
ular opinion. But they were able occasionally to improve the President’s
standing with the press.55 Taft even allowed himself to be interviewed on
the record a few times, still a rare presidential action.56 For many re-
porters, the most useful source close to the Taft White House was fellow
correspondent Gus J. Karger, of the Cincinnati Times-Star, which was
owned by Taft’s brother Charles P. Taft. Karger served as an unofficial li-
aison with the correspondents when no assistance was forthcoming from
the President’s staff.57

Only in his last year as president did Taft seem to be making headway
in a sustained effort to reach the public through the press.58 After a two-
month speaking tour in the fall of 1911,Taft was upbeat about both his
press coverage and the upcoming presidential campaign. Along the way,
Taft had made 30 speeches and succeeded in getting headlines in regional
newspapers. In Detroit, he told local editors about his days as a reporter
in Cincinnati, and he spoke later in the trip to the Louisville, Kentucky,
press club.59 In a long letter to a sympathetic southern editor, J. C.
Hemphill,Taft rejoiced in getting his speeches into the news pages despite
the reluctance of the Hearst newspapers, the Democratic New York World,
and the United Press news service, which was owned by the left-wing
publisher E.W. Scripps.“In this way I got my case before the people, and,
since I have returned, I have had a great many evidences that it was an ad-
vantage to me.”60

Greater success in persuading the press to carry his messages had not
improved Taft’s view of journalism, however. In the same letter to
Hemphill, he deplored the insurgent Republican and Democratic news-
papers who belittled his presidency. “But, being a member of the news-
paper craft, you know what infernal liars your profession can produce,
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and you will accept their stories accordingly,” he wrote. Referring to his
own early work as a reporter, Taft added: “I had a slight experience in
that craft years ago, but constant effort has rid me of the tendencies that
pursued such a profession, and therefore you must accept me as a truth-
ful witness.”61

Unfortunately for Taft, his belated honeymoon with the press ended
several weeks later, after Roosevelt, dismayed at Taft’s performance in the
White House, decided to run again for president. Many of the Republican
correspondents who had come to accept Taft’s presidency quickly switched
their allegiances to Roosevelt, along with the insurgents who had been
supporting the reform candidacy of Robert M. La Follette.Taft’s party reg-
ulars were able to keep Roosevelt from winning the nomination for pres-
ident at the Republican National Convention in June 1912. But when
Roosevelt bolted the party to lead an independent Progressive campaign
for president, he split the Republican vote and ended Taft’s chances for re-
election.

Had Taft been president 15 years earlier, his hands-off approach to-
ward the press and publicity would have been less damaging to his pres-
idency. Like Cleveland or Harrison, he could have limited his dealings
with the correspondents of that era, and they likely would have kept to
their main work of writing about Congress and partisan affairs. But the
relationship between the press and the president had changed during the
days of McKinley and, particularly, under Roosevelt.They had attracted
the spotlight of the press to the White House by making available a
steady supply of information and guidance that could be used to make
news.The correspondents, in turn, had come to regard the president as
someone of significance who was accessible to them as a frequent source
of authoritative stories.

Under the outline of the media presidency that had emerged between
1897 and 1909, the chief executive was now regarded as regularly news-
worthy, and he could usually rely on a White House press corps to trans-
mit his appeals for public support. But the president’s new opportunity to
seek public support by managing the press was a two-edged sword. To
maintain the benefits of the relationship, the president was now expected
to produce and to interpret news on a regular basis for the press corps that
had formed to receive and to distribute it.When those expectations were
not met, the correspondents would turn to whatever other sources were
available, including the president’s critics, to do their job of writing stories.

The damaging consequences of Taft’s policy of nonpublicity were dra-
matized during his first year in office, which is reviewed in more detail in
the next chapter. By declining to try to extend Roosevelt’s relationship
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with the press corps after his inauguration in 1909,Taft forfeited his initial
opportunity to use the mass media to influence public opinion favorably
toward his administration. He also left himself vulnerable to other govern-
ment leaders who had learned under Roosevelt how to use publicity to
advance their causes. Key agency publicists, especially Gifford Pinchot,
were dismayed when Taft, in their view, betrayed Roosevelt’s reform
legacy.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE CONSEQUENCES 
OF “NONPUBLICITY”

William Howard Taft’s refusal to try to influence public opinion by
managing the press, especially in his critical first year as president,

had important consequences for the Taft administration and for the media
presidency. Inspired by the supportive press coverage generated by the
Roosevelt White House, an increasing number of executive branch ad-
ministrators had hired publicists, usually former newspaper reporters, and
created press bureaus to try to appeal to the public through the press them-
selves.When Taft, unlike Roosevelt, showed no inclination to restrict leaks
or to try to coordinate executive branch publicity activity, the practices
spread rapidly.

By early 1910, a congressional committee confirmed that the Census
Bureau, among other agencies, had hired a press agent.1 In 1912, newspa-
per correspondents told another House committee that publicists had been
hired by agencies as diverse as the Agriculture Department, the Bureau of
Soils, the Bureau of Biological Survey, the State Department, the Bureau
of Public Roads, the Smithsonian Institution, the National Museum, and
the Post Office.2

Widening adoption of publicity practices by administrative agencies con-
stituted a potential challenge to the emerging media presidency, as well as to
congressional supremacy.Theodore Roosevelt had been well aware of the
possibility of distracting leaks to the press from agency publicists, and he
moved aggressively to punish departmental sources of unwanted stories.Taft,
however, seemed unconcerned about unauthorized leaks to the press, and he
left the details of agency administration to the Cabinet and Congress.3

Taft failed to respond in 1909–10 when Gifford Pinchot and other re-
bellious holdover administrators used leaks and other publicity techniques
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to dramatize what they regarded as the betrayal of Roosevelt’s conserva-
tion legacy by Richard A. Ballinger, Taft’s secretary of the interior. The
Ballinger-Pinchot conflict was one of the most damaging episodes of the
Taft presidency. Nothing in Taft’s experience and outlook had prepared
him for a publicity war, especially one within the executive branch. In the
end, Taft was left estranged from Roosevelt’s supporters and from Roo-
sevelt himself.The conflict also demonstrated that in the spreading prac-
tice of executive leadership by publicity, management of the press by
agency press bureaus could be a threat to the media presidency as well as
a potential source of support.

Underlying the Ballinger-Pinchot conflict of 1909–10 was a funda-
mental disagreement between the Taft and Roosevelt administrations over
how federal authority should be used to manage natural resources on pub-
lic lands. Roosevelt, acting in concert with his secretary of the interior,
James R. Garfield, and Pinchot, his conservation advisor, had created in the
executive branch a federal conservation “movement” that overlapped
statutory and bureaucratic boundaries. Relying on his expansive interpre-
tation of presidential authority, Roosevelt issued executive orders that
withdrew from commercial development millions of acres of public land
on which there were timber, mineral, water power, and other resources. In
addition, Pinchot used his position as the President’s advisor to intervene
in the affairs of agencies concerned with natural resources in both the De-
partment of Agriculture and the Department of the Interior.4

President Taft, however, was less enthusiastic than Roosevelt about re-
stricting commercial development on public lands. He also disapproved of
the constitutionally questionable authority that Roosevelt had relied upon
to order the land withdrawals. Instead of reappointing Garfield as secretary
of the interior,Taft replaced him with Ballinger, a westerner and former
judge who shared Taft’s conservative views on both conservation and the
constitutional limitations of presidential authority. In the first weeks of the
Taft administration, in early 1909, Ballinger began to challenge and to re-
verse some of the Roosevelt land withdrawals.5

Ballinger’s actions angered Pinchot and other holdover executive ad-
ministrators from the Roosevelt administration, including Frederick H.
Newell, chief of the Reclamation Service.When Taft refused their request
for a presidential reversal of Ballinger’s decisions, Pinchot and Newell
turned to the press with their complaints. Increasingly, through the sum-
mer and fall of 1909, they used the press bureaus and publicity specialists
in their agencies to launch a series of newspaper and magazine articles that
were sharply critical of Ballinger’s policies, Ballinger himself, and, by ex-
tension,Taft’s presidency.
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Pinchot’s success in undermining popular support for Ballinger and the
Taft presidency was due in part to the President’s reluctance to try to man-
age the press himself or to restrain executive branch publicity.Taft’s refusal
to follow Roosevelt’s example of keeping the correspondents supplied
with news from the White House had created an occupational vacuum for
the press corps. Left without presidential announcements, advisories,
events, or activities to provide the grist for their daily stories, the corre-
spondents turned to other sources of news, including Taft’s critics, such as
Pinchot. Pinchot was known to the correspondents as a close friend of
Roosevelt’s, a leader in the progressive reform faction of the Republican
Party, and a prolific source of news during the Roosevelt administration.
His leaks to reporters about conflict and possible corruption in conserva-
tion policies quickly became news stories that badly damaged the Taft ad-
ministration’s popular support.

Nor was Ballinger, the immediate target of the leaks, any more adept
than Taft at understanding the ways of the press and public opinion. One
of Ballinger’s first acts after becoming secretary of the interior in April
1909 was to cancel the office’s contract with a newspaper clipping service,
because “I haven’t even time to read clippings from newspapers.”6 Neither
was Ballinger well known to the Washington correspondents, despite a pre-
vious appointment as commissioner of the General Land Office under
Roosevelt.

The leaks from Pinchot and his supporters to the press began in the
early summer of 1909. By fall, the story of Ballinger’s betrayal of Roo-
sevelt’s conservation policies and possible corruption had grown into a na-
tional front-page scandal in the daily newspapers and was the subject of
critical articles in muckraking magazines.

The first stories appeared in publications sympathetic to the Roosevelt
reformers, including the Philadelphia Press and Outlook magazine, where
Roosevelt himself was now a columnist.The Press carried a story on 9 May
1909 warning that Secretary Ballinger was about to turn over 5 million
acres of publicly owned land to the private “water power trust.” Ballinger
denied to the editor of Outlook, E. F. Baldwin, a former college classmate,
that he was trying to reverse the Roosevelt conservation program or that
he disagreed with Pinchot and Newell. However, additional stories ap-
peared in June and July of 1909 that accused Ballinger not only of betray-
ing the Roosevelt legacy but also of trying to fire Newell.7

That these and the later stories were prompted by leaks from Roosevelt
holdovers in executive agencies was never in question. Oscar Lawler, the
assistant attorney general for the Interior Department, warned Ballinger in
mid-July that Newell and Pinchot were organizing a propaganda campaign
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against him. Lawler was concerned at the lack of a response due to the
“aversion to newspaper exploitation throughout the administration.”8

Ballinger was warned again in early August by a sympathetic Republican
newspaperman,Walter E. Clark, of the New York Sun, who blamed specif-
ically the press bureaus of the Reclamation Service and the Forest Service.
Clark named one publicist in the Reclamation Service, who he said was
carried on the payroll as a statistician.9

Before Ballinger responded to these warnings, however, he found him-
self the target of a nationally telegraphed United Press story that accused
him of turning over to the “power trust” more than 15,000 acres of hy-
droelectric power sites on public land in Montana.The story was wildly
overstated, according to the subsequent congressional investigation. Only
158 acres of land were involved, not 15,000. But the story was widely pub-
lished by the nation’s newspapers, and its timing was particularly damag-
ing to Ballinger.10 United Press distribution of the story coincided with
Ballinger’s arrival in Spokane,Washington, to address the National Irriga-
tion Congress, an important industry group. Because of earlier reports of
conflict between Pinchot and Ballinger, several of the Washington corre-
spondents had traveled to Spokane to hear both men speak.The timely ap-
pearance of the water power story effectively set the news agenda for the
conference. The next day’s stories focused on the accusations against
Ballinger, which were taken up by Pinchot’s allies at the conference, and
on Ballinger’s unwillingness to respond to them.11

The content and timing of the United Press story were far from coinci-
dental. Lawler wrote to Ballinger that existence of the story was widely
known in Washington, D.C., before it was transmitted. Circumstantial evi-
dence points to Pinchot or his allies.The United Press reporter, Samuel M.
Evans, was an acquaintance of Pinchot’s. Furthermore, Pinchot also was
close to Gilson Gardner, the chief Washington correspondent for the News-
paper Enterprise Association, which, like United Press, was owned by 
the left-wing newspaper publisher E.W. Scripps. Pinchot had a quite pleas-
ant meeting with Scripps in California three weeks after the first story 
appeared.12

The water power story was followed within days by another, more
damaging newspaper story, which charged that Ballinger was about to be
accused of personal corruption in the handling of an investigation into
improper claims on federal coal lands in Alaska.This story, and the For-
est Service’s role in promoting it to newspapers and magazines, led even-
tually to Pinchot’s firing by Taft in January 1910, to a congressional
investigation, to Ballinger’s resignation in 1911, and to a widening rift
between Taft and Roosevelt. It also demonstrated how unanswered news
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stories from agency press bureaus could undermine popular support for
a president.

The primary source of the allegations against Ballinger was Louis
Glavis, a disgruntled employee of the General Land Office, an agency of
Ballinger’s Interior Department. Glavis believed that Ballinger was hinder-
ing an investigation into questionable mining claims in Alaska that had
been filed by, among others, Clarence Cunningham, a former legal client
of Ballinger’s in Seattle.To Glavis, this was part of an elaborate plan by un-
scrupulous Wall Street interests to seize public mineral resources in Alaska.
Although news coverage of the Glavis charges eventually destroyed
Ballinger’s career, no convincing evidence of his personal corruption was
found during the subsequent Senate investigation. Ballinger had, however,
improperly taken Cunningham as a law client shortly after resigning as
commissioner of the General Land Office in 1908.13

Rebuffed by his supervisors and after an unsuccessful appeal to
Ballinger himself in May 1909, Glavis looked outside his own agency for
help in publicizing his complaint. In July 1909, Glavis sent a telegram
promising sensational revelations against Ballinger to Forest Service
headquarters in Washington, D.C. Pinchot was traveling in the West, but
Overton W. Price, the associate forester, and Alexander C. Shaw, the
agency’s legal officer, started an investigation. Shaw went to General
Land Office headquarters in Washington, D.C., to search the files on the
Cunningham claims.A similar search took place at the General Land Of-
fice’s regional headquarters in Portland, Oregon. Meanwhile, Glavis, im-
patient with the pace of the Forest Service response, traveled on his own
to Spokane to meet with Pinchot at the forester’s hotel during the irri-
gation conference.14

Pinchot had not expected the meeting with Glavis, but, as he wrote af-
terwards to Garfield, he was “mighty glad” for the information about
Ballinger.15 Pinchot advised Glavis to take his complaint directly to Presi-
dent Taft, who was then at his summer retreat at Beverly, Massachusetts.
Pinchot gave Glavis two introductory letters for Taft, one of which advised
the President, somewhat disingenuously, that “various parts of Glavis’ story
are so much known that I believe it will be impossible to prevent it be-
coming public, in part at least, and before very long. Many persons have
knowledge of more or less essential portions.”16 Pinchot also ordered Shaw
to meet with Glavis in Chicago and to help him to prepare the presenta-
tion to Taft.17

Pinchot’s assistants quickly leaked word of the forthcoming allegations
against Ballinger to friendly correspondents. Stories outlining these
charges closely followed the United Press story about water power sites, as
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well as earlier reports about feuding between Pinchot and Ballinger.The
cumulative result ignited a front-page newspaper frenzy in the slow news
atmosphere of summertime Washington, D.C.The first stories appeared on
13 August 1909, and, fed by continuing leaks from the Forest Service,
stayed on the front pages for nearly a month without rebuttal from either
Taft or Ballinger.18 By late August, the Washington Post had received a com-
plete copy of the Glavis charges, as well as leaked copies of General Land
Office files.The editor of the Post, which supported Taft, advised the Pres-
ident that the newspaper had received the information and requested his
response.19

Taft inadvertently helped to fan the furor in the press by agreeing to
meet personally with Glavis at Beverly. The President’s involvement im-
mediately made the controversy more newsworthy. But, after the meeting,
Taft refused to issue a statement to the correspondents. The President’s
only public response was to summon Ballinger from the West to respond
to the charges, which seemed to confirm the seriousness of the allegations.
The Washington Post concluded in its story that the charges were “of a
much more serious nature than at first intimated.”20

Not only did Taft refuse to respond publicly to the charges against
Ballinger, neither he nor his staff supplied the correspondents with the
kind of behind-the-scenes guidance on how to shape their stories that was
always available from the Roosevelt White House. For nearly three weeks
after Taft met with Glavis, normally sympathetic Republican newspapers
in Washington, D.C., and New York filled their front pages with repetitions
of the Glavis charges and rambling speculation about what was going on
in the Taft administration. Daily stories traced Ballinger’s hurried train trip
from Seattle to Washington, D.C., where he was met by a crowd of re-
porters. Ballinger, following Taft’s instructions, refused to speak with the
press, other than to remark, somewhat enigmatically, that “incidentally, I
plan to kill some snakes.”21 Three days later, more reporters took the train
to Beverly with Ballinger to be nearby when the Secretary personally de-
livered his response to Taft.After weeks of repetition without rebuttal, the
Glavis charges had been so widely accepted by the correspondents that
even the solidly Republican Chicago Tribune referred to Taft’s “subpoena” of
Ballinger.22

At Beverly,Taft met with Ballinger but, again, provided no public state-
ment or private guidance to the press, which prompted another week of
newspaper speculation.Taft then left for the West on a speaking tour. Finally,
after leaving Ballinger to suffer a month of unanswered allegations in the
press, Taft allowed his staff to hand a letter to the correspondents on the
train that declared the Glavis charges unfounded.23 The resulting stories,
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based on reports telegraphed from the railway station at Albany, New York,
were widely displayed. Some of the Washington, D.C., newspapers turned
over their entire front pages to Taft’s belated response.24 But Ballinger’s rep-
utation had been damaged badly by the weeks of newspaper speculation.

Taft’s statement, however belated, helped to take the story off the front
pages by mid-October 1909.The newspaper frenzy was over, at least tem-
porarily. Some of the leading correspondents had left Washington to travel
west with Taft and to write instead about the President’s speaking tour.
Moreover, as described in the previous chapter,Taft committed a series of
gaffes on the trip that also helped to push the Ballinger story off the front
pages. At Winona, Minnesota, delivering a hastily prepared speech, Taft
praised the unpopular Payne-Aldrich tariff as “the best bill that the Re-
publican Party ever passed.” Lacking an advance text, the nine correspon-
dents traveling with the President seized on the phrase for their brief
telegraphed dispatches.25

Back at the Forest Service, however, Pinchot’s assistants were helping
Glavis shape his allegations into an article for the leading muckraking mag-
azine in 1909, Collier’s Weekly.26When the article appeared in the magazine’s
13 November issue, its dramatic presentation reignited the controversy.The
text of the story was cautiously worded, but the headline on the magazine’s
front cover asked provocatively, “Are the Guggenheims in Charge of the
Department of the Interior?” Inside, the story was headlined,“The White-
washing of Ballinger.” Following the lead of Collier’s Weekly, other muck-
raking magazines published similar articles, prompting renewed calls for a
congressional investigation.27

From the earliest stages of the Glavis controversy, the primary sources
of the leaks to the correspondents were well known in Washington and in-
side the Taft administration.When the allegations of personal corruption
involving Ballinger first appeared, in mid-August, the Democratic New York
World claimed to have conducted the “first authorized interview” and
identified Price, of the Forest Service, in its page-one story.28 Lawler, the
Interior Department assistant attorney general, repeatedly warned both
Ballinger and George Wickersham,Taft’s attorney general, about the For-
est Service press bureau.29 Secretary Ballinger sent a personal letter of
complaint to Taft, arguing that newspaper stories originating in the Forest
Service press bureau reflected badly on the President as well as himself.30

In addition,Walter E. Clark, of the New York Sun, wrote that he told Taft
personally about the source of the leaks and watched while the President
took notes.31

These sources and Taft’s own correspondence indicate that the Presi-
dent was aware of the campaign of leaks against Ballinger, and that he

69T H E  C O N S E QU E N C E S  O F  “ N O N P U B L I C I T Y ”



70

knew they were coming from agency administrators and their press bu-
reaus.Yet Taft chose deliberately not to reply publicly to the charges, and
he ordered Ballinger to do the same. This policy of nonpublicity was
adopted partly because Taft did not want to force the resignation of Pin-
chot, who was an important link to Roosevelt and his followers. Instead,
Taft suggested mildly to Pinchot that “you assist me by using your influ-
ence to prevent further conflict between the Departments by published
criticism in the newspapers.”32 But it is also apparent from Taft’s letters that
he was unable or unwilling to comprehend the impact on popular support
for his administration from the avalanche of unfavorable publicity.

Taft first tried to minimize the conflict as a misunderstanding between
Ballinger and Pinchot. The pro-administration New York Evening Telegram
reported that Taft did not want to become involved in the controversy, and
that Ballinger could take care of himself.33 When the editor of the Wash-
ington Post appealed to Taft for help in rebutting the Glavis charges, the
President declined to respond publicly on the ground that any statement
would be misunderstood. Privately, however, he deplored the use of “ad-
vertising methods and unfounded statements to create an impression of
bitterness that has no reason for existence.”34 As the stories continued,Taft
complained that “there is too much of a disposition to charge people with
bad faith, and too great encouragement to newspaper controversy,” but he
declined to reply publicly or to chastise Pinchot.35

Taft only reluctantly released to the correspondents the 13 September
letter dismissing the Glavis charges. And when he did so, he again urged
Ballinger to keep silent and to keep Pinchot’s name out of the contro-
versy.36 Taft then tried to appease Pinchot in a letter that referred only
obliquely to the publicity campaign. He wrote that he was somewhat con-
cerned by the controversy, and that he hoped there would be less official
leaking to the press.37 Privately,Taft described Pinchot as a “fanatic,” with
a “publicity machine” in his agency, and someone whose supporters were
willing to make reckless statements against Ballinger.38

Taft was warned in advance about the muckraking Collier’s Weekly arti-
cle. But he seemed unable to take it seriously or to comprehend its po-
tential impact on public opinion. Taft replied to Attorney General
Wickersham’s warning by writing that “ . . . I feel as if we may exaggerate
the importance of the paper’s attitude.” Pinchot,Taft acknowledged,“is at
the bottom of the Collier’s action, and at the bottom of a good many other
attacks.That will come out eventually; and the injustice of the attacks will
aid in showing the necessity for the action that I fear we must take in time.
I shall be glad to have your analysis whenever it is ready, but there is no
particular hurry.”39 Taft also seemed unconcerned in a letter to his brother
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Horace: “I have been advised of some attack on Ballinger in Collier’s, but
I am rather disposed to think that their attitude is hardly judicial, and that
they are mistaking for evidence what is more assumption by enthusiasts
who in the interest of their cause seize upon shreds of suspicion that would
have no weight to a man used to a man to weighing evidence.” Making no
mention of his order to Ballinger to remain silent,Taft went on to criticize
Ballinger for being overly sensitive and for taking “but little means to de-
fend himself.”40

Privately, again,Taft was seething. He wrote to the First Lady that “Pin-
chot has spread a virus against Ballinger widely, and used the publicity de-
partment of his bureau for the purpose. He would deny it, but I see traces
in his talks with many newspapermen on the subject, who assume
Ballinger’s guilt, and having convicted him treated any evidence that he is
a man of strength as utterly to be disregarded.”41

Ballinger was deeply hurt, personally and politically, by the accusatory
stories, but he followed loyally the President’s orders not to respond.The
Secretary of the Interior was no more capable of comprehending the new
prominence of publicity in executive politics than was Taft. Despite
Ballinger’s Washington, D.C., experience, his primary background as a
public official had been as mayor of Seattle, where Republican news-
papers supported their party’s public officials. Indeed, the two Republican
daily newspapers in Seattle, the Post-Intelligencer and the Times, remained
loyal to Ballinger throughout his ordeal. Although Walter E. Clark’s pri-
mary employer was the New York Sun, he also served as the Post-Intelli-
gencer’s Washington correspondent and the newspaper’s agent in national
Republican Party affairs.Taft later appointed Clark to be territorial gov-
ernor of Alaska.42

The appearance of critical news articles in nominally Republican news-
papers in New York and Washington, D.C., baffled Ballinger. He wrote to
Clark that “the whole affair is so contemptible . . . that I hardly know how
to deal with it, except by conference with the President, and after obtain-
ing more definite facts.”43 In a letter to E. F. Baldwin, however, Ballinger
expressed confidence in the outcome:“Standing securely on my conscious
rectitude, the efforts of newspaper correspondents to impugn my motives
and the integrity of my acts will ultimately be shown to be absolutely
groundless.”44 Writing to an ally, Erastus Brainerd of the Seattle Post-Intelli-
gencer, Ballinger said that “as they can find nothing worthy of criticism that
will stand the light of investigation, I am not giving any serious concern
to these articles, for I believe that the future will make everything plain and
show who the instigators are.”45 Ballinger discouraged Brainerd’s offer to
stage a rally in Seattle at which Collier’s Weekly would be denounced. He

71T H E  C O N S E QU E N C E S  O F  “ N O N P U B L I C I T Y ”



72

wrote:“This is a state of mind that only time can correct, and it is not to
be corrected by public clamor, in my opinion.”46 In December 1909, after
months of mostly unanswered charges against him in newspaper and mag-
azine stories, Ballinger wrote to another regional Republican editor that:
“I have felt so thoroughly conscious of the justice of my position in all
these matters and of the injustice and unfairness of criticisms emanating
from certain sources that I have felt assured that the public would ulti-
mately understand the truth without the necessity of my entering upon a
campaign of publicity. I have always believed in and adopted the course of
nonpublicity in my private as well as my official life, endeavoring to justify
my course by the results accomplished.”47

Ballinger’s supporters grew increasingly angry at the lack of public sup-
port from Taft. After weeks of reading about the Glavis charges, Ormsby
McHarg, a Commerce Department official and friend of Ballinger’s, called
his own news conference to make intemperate remarks about Pinchot,
Roosevelt, and Roosevelt’s conservation policies.The outburst, which was
widely reported, cost McHarg his job.48 The McHarg incident also
prompted the correspondents themselves to complain publicly about Taft’s
silence and the lack of presidential guidance.The Chicago Record-Herald, a
Republican paper, said it was time for Taft to speak up and to defend
Ballinger.49 The Washington Star commented that Taft’s policy of silence
was difficult to understand, since Pinchot’s publicity campaign against
Ballinger was well known.The Star’s correspondent wrote,“The adminis-
tration’s end of the controversy appears to be somewhat hampered, either
by a sense of official dignity or ethical backwardness at tooting its own
horn, markedly at variance with the good Roosevelt methods and days, so
nothing is coming out from departmental sources. . . .”50

Late in 1909, both Taft and Ballinger took heart from the increasing
likelihood that a Senate investigation into the conflict would lead to po-
litical vindication by the Republican majority.51 Taft and Ballinger ex-
changed hopeful letters over the favorable newspaper response to
Ballinger’s departmental annual report. “I am glad to say that this is only
one of a great many articles of a similar character that the people are be-
coming sensible and that the newspapers are getting a little light,” Taft
wrote.52 The President wrote to his brother Horace that “I think we are
settling down to a condition where Ballinger’s position will be better un-
derstood, and some people will find themselves beating the tom-tom
without any listeners.”53 Taft said he looked forward to the forthcoming
congressional investigation, which he believed would reveal “the methods
adopted by these publications to disseminate the press bureau matter that
is worked on by the Forestry Service.”54
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Ballinger was further cheered when Taft fired Pinchot in January 1910.
Pinchot forced the President’s hand by sending a letter to Senator Jonathan
P. Dolliver that admitted the depth of his agency’s role in instigating the
press attacks on Ballinger. Ironically,Taft’s firing of Pinchot overshadowed
press coverage of Attorney General Wickersham’s formal vindication of
Ballinger.55 But, again,Taft and Ballinger were outmaneuvered by Pinchot
in both the subsequent congressional hearings and in the press. Pinchot’s
supporters hired an astute trial lawyer as Glavis’s attorney: Louis Brandeis,
later associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court.56 Under Brandeis’s guid-
ance, Glavis presented testimony that further damaged Ballinger’s reputa-
tion, as did Pinchot.The chief forester testified that Ballinger was an enemy
of conservation and unfit to be secretary of the interior. Pinchot also de-
fended the publicity activities of his assistants, Price and Shaw, as appro-
priate to an administrative agency.They had, Pinchot said, helped “direct
critical public attention to the actions of the Interior.” He said also that “if
they appealed to public opinion, it must be remembered that they belong
to a service which has been, and is now, wholly dependent upon en-
lightened public approval.”57

In addition, Pinchot kept up his publicity campaign during the con-
gressional hearings. Besides his official testimony, which he helpfully re-
leased to the press in advance of its delivery, Pinchot and his brother,Amos,
prepared and sent to the nation’s newspaper editors a packet containing a
summary of the testimony against Ballinger, excerpts from Pinchot’s re-
marks, and a digest of the lengthy hearings to serve as a handy reference
guide for their stories.58

As before,Taft was indignant at Pinchot’s continuing publicity activities
during the congressional investigation, but he seemed to be at a loss over
whether or how to respond. In a letter to his brother Horace, he com-
plained: “The investigation goes on, and highly moral people like our
friends Pinchot and Garfield are engaged in a publicity bureau by which
they circulate fantastic and wild statements made by a witness who will say
almost anything founded on hearsay or even less. They have a man here
who makes a short statement of the evidence of the unfairest character, and
then gives it out to the newspapers. But we are living in an age of supreme
hypocrisy, when the man who can yell the loudest against corruption in
general has the advantage and the man who has the responsibility of affir-
mative action is at a disadvantage.”59

Unfortunately for Ballinger, he had hired as his legal advocate an attor-
ney friend of Taft’s, John J.Vertrees, who went out of his way to antagonize
the press and to alienate the correspondents further. At the congressional
hearings,Vertrees spoke pointedly only to members of Congress, not the
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press. He also accused the correspondents of “habitually” doing injustice to
persons “who may be assaulted and impugned” only to sell newspapers.60

Taft remained steadfast in refusing to resort to publicity techniques but,
by March 1910, Ballinger had suffered enough. With neither the Senate
hearings nor the press coverage helping to restore his reputation, Ballinger
reluctantly accepted the advice of his supporters to hire a publicist.61 Ash-
mun Brown, a correspondent for the Seattle Post-Intelligencer told his editor
that Ballinger had approached him. “He didn’t call it press agenting, but
that is what it is. He wanted someone to stick around the hearings and
wise up the newspapermen as to the significance of the testimony.” Brown
declined the job, but a correspondent for the New York Tribune agreed to
try to help Ballinger.62 By the time Ballinger appeared to testify before the
investigating committee, in May 1910, however, newspaper editors were
bored with the story. Ballinger’s testimony in his own defense drew little
coverage, except for Associated Press dispatches about his grueling cross-
examination by Brandeis.63

The Republican majority on the Senate committee eventually cleared
Ballinger of wrongdoing, but Pinchot was the uncontested winner of the
publicity war.64 Ballinger’s career was destroyed, and Taft’s presidency was
deeply damaged.Not only had Taft been forced to fire Pinchot and thereby
alienate the Roosevelt progressives, the President had shown himself to be
ineffective in defending a member of his Cabinet or himself against Pin-
chot’s publicity campaign. In a comment echoed by other correspondents,
Samuel G. Blythe, of the New York World, remarked that, after one year in
the White House, the rotund Taft had become a “stranded whale.”65 In a
painful epilogue,Taft blundered one final time in the handling of public-
ity about the Ballinger-Pinchot affair when he abruptly announced
Ballinger’s resignation in March 1911. He revealed the resignation to re-
porters before notifying other members of the Cabinet,who were then left
to deny what the President had already announced.66

In May 1910, Taft replaced his secretary, Carpenter, and began to ex-
periment with some of the techniques of presidential persuasion of the
press used by Roosevelt, such as occasional interviews and formal news
conferences. But his underlying reluctance to use the techniques of pub-
licity did not change, and his relationship with the press at the White
House never fully recovered from the disastrous first year.67

The causes of Taft’s ineptness with the press were both philosophical
and personal. But they also reflected a lack of understanding of how White
House use of publicity techniques to manage the press to influence pub-
lic opinion had changed the nature of executive leadership.Not only Roo-
sevelt but other political leaders had discovered the possibilities of
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appealing to the public by managing the press.Agency press bureaus were
being created to promote press coverage and public support favorable to
that agency’s policies and interests, which were not necessarily those of
Congress or the president.The newspapers and magazines that Roosevelt
enlisted to build up his popular support also could undercut public opin-
ion when manipulated by publicists in agency press bureaus.

Taft’s plight demonstrated that by the end of the first decade of the
twentieth century, the president’s developing relationship with the new
mass media had become too established to be overlooked. News coverage
was too important to the success or failure of the media presidency to be
left unguided, whether at the White House or, increasingly, in the admin-
istrative agencies of the executive branch.
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CHAPTER SIX

WILSON:
CENTRALIZING 
EXECUTIVE INFORMATION

President Woodrow Wilson, Taft’s successor, long has been recognized
for his attempts to use the press to appeal for public support.Wilson

held the first sustained, regularly scheduled presidential press conferences
between 1913 and 1915. In 1917, after U.S. entry into World War I,Wil-
son created the nation’s first ministry of information, the Committee on
Public Information, to launch a propaganda campaign to persuade U.S. cit-
izens to support the war effort.1

This chapter examines Wilson’s first term, from 1913 to 1917, in
which he placed a high priority on seeking supportive public opinion as
a foundation for expanded presidential authority. As a political scientist,
Wilson long had been a student of the presidency, and he recognized the
potential usefulness of the news media to shape what the public was
thinking about national issues and leaders. As soon as he took office in
1913,Wilson tried to reinvigorate the relationship with the Washington
correspondents that McKinley and Roosevelt had encouraged and that
Taft had neglected. Wilson also tried to establish White House control,
or at least coordination, over the spreading use of publicity practices in
agencies across the executive branch. These first-term experiences
formed an important context for the stronger measures taken by Wilson
in his second term to control government information and to manage
the press in wartime.

Wilson’s drive to expand presidential authority by managing the press
to shape public opinion was based on important philosophical, as well as
pragmatic, concerns. During his academic study of the political system,
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Wilson had come to believe that properly guided public opinion, rather
than the limited authority of the written Constitution, was the appropri-
ate foundation for a strengthened presidency. Only a president backed by
supportive national opinion could impose his will on the polity.To create
this favorable public opinion, a strong president needed to formulate a
consistent message and to transmit it clearly to the citizenry.2

But, as Wilson wrote two years before being elected president, neither
the institutions of government nor mass communications could, without
guidance, be relied upon to create and to transmit the messages necessary
to unify public opinion behind the president. In the late nineteenth cen-
tury, in Wilson’s view, constitutional separation of powers and the hege-
mony of congressional committees had led to a fragmentation of
government authority. In mass communications, those media with the
largest public audiences—advertising-supported newspapers and maga-
zines—preferred to attract readers with entertaining stories and sensations,
rather than to publish what Wilson regarded as appropriate political infor-
mation. To create and to communicate a message clear enough to shape
public support for a strengthened presidency, then, was a two-part process:
The president needed to be able to speak for a unified central government,
and he would have to find a way to persuade the mass media to commu-
nicate that message to the citizenry.3

Wilson’s analysis of the public roots of presidential power was a signif-
icant theoretical contribution to the development of the media presidency.
Roosevelt’s vigorous campaigns to influence public opinion had been
based on a mixture of pragmatism and zeal, an expansive view of execu-
tive authority, and the progressive notion of informing the citizenry to
support reform. But Wilson placed guided public opinion in the forefront
of American democratic thought.To Wilson, shaping the public’s views was
not just a useful adjunct to executive policymaking; it was the key to re-
structuring the polity around a more authoritative presidency. Once in the
White House, however, Wilson found that managing the press to create
popular support for his presidency was much more challenging in practice
than in theory.

For one thing,Wilson’s exemplar of the president as national opinion
leader had been that of the great orator, who speaks to his audience in per-
son.Wilson was, by all accounts, a compelling public speaker.“Mr.Wilson
had a sense of the dramatic which enabled him to capitalize some of his
actions in a way to make them popular,” Richard V. Oulahan noted ap-
provingly.4 But to reach beyond the sound of his voice, a president had to
turn to the newspapers and magazines, which were more inclined to pub-
lish summarized stories or commentary than the full texts of political
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speeches. In a telling observation, the correspondent David Lawrence
wrote that the reporters covering Wilson’s campaign for president in 1912
were impressed with the candidate’s ability to speak extemporaneously.
However, few of them telegraphed Wilson’s remarks to their editors be-
cause the speeches were too long and because a text was not available in
advance.5 As president, Wilson continued to use oratory to seek public
support. But to reach the audiences beyond the sound of his voice, he had
to make presidential oratory a news event, not just a speech. For example,
he made news, in addition to making a speech, when he revived, after 113
years, John Adams’s custom of personally delivering the president’s annual
State of the Union Message to Congress.6

To reach mass media audiences, then, the new President had to adapt
his activities to accommodate and to manage the complex process involved
in making news. Theodore Roosevelt began to learn the techniques of
managing the press in his earliest days in elective office as a New York as-
semblyman.Wilson, however, had only two years of elective experience as
governor of New Jersey before he was elected president. He did not have
Roosevelt’s understanding of how the press worked as an organizational
process, and he was often frustrated with how the news media treated his
remarks and activities. Ray Stannard Baker observed:“If the President was
ever fearful of anything in his life, it was publicity; he was afraid, I think,
not so much of the facts themselves, but of the way they were presented.
As a highly cultivated scholar he disliked exaggeration, distrusted sensa-
tionalism.And yet he recognized the need for publicity and often seemed
irritated and offended if the clear stream of news was fouled at its sources
or muddied with propaganda.”7

Wilson’s most sustained attempt to appeal to the public by managing
the press in his first term was through the still-experimental means of reg-
ularly scheduled press conferences open to all correspondents. Beginning
in March 1913 and continuing intermittently until July 1915, these press
conferences drew crowds of reporters to the White House. Even if Wil-
son, like earlier presidents, rarely spoke for publication, regular and fre-
quent access to his conferences was a welcome change from Taft’s
aloofness.Taft had experimented with open press conferences, but the re-
sults had been disappointing both to him and to the correspondents.Wil-
son’s press conferences usually provided the correspondents with material
for stories on what the President was believed to be thinking.8

Wilson’s press conferences were arranged to try to accomplish several
objectives. Inviting all the correspondents to attend, not just the favored
representatives of supportive newspapers, helped the President, a Democrat,
to overcome the partisan imbalance among the largest daily newspapers,
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which were heavily Republican in orientation. Roosevelt, as a Republican,
had been able to restrict his comments largely to the “fair-haired boys” from
leading party newspapers, such as the New York Sun, and still reach most of
the newspaper reading audience.Wilson had no comparable base of support
in the daily press in a period when partisanship flavored the news pages as
well as the editorial pages. Furthermore, the owners of the largest groups of
ostensibly Democratic papers,William Randolph Hearst and E.W. Scripps,
either had opposed Wilson’s candidacy for the party’s presidential nomina-
tion in 1912 or offered him lukewarm support in the general election.9

Meeting with most of the correspondents as a group also allowed the
President to limit the time he spent with them individually, encounters
that Wilson did not enjoy. Roosevelt had found journalists to be a bully
audience. Wilson regarded them as a necessary evil. While governor of
New Jersey, he tried to maintain an “open door” policy for journalists and
found that his published comments were often garbled, misrepresented, or
sensationalized.10 He viewed the Washington correspondents generally as
unimpressive intellects who were primarily concerned with trivia and
with invading the President’s family life.11

Not surprisingly, given Wilson’s defensiveness, the President’s first press
conference, 11 days after his inauguration, went awkwardly.The magazine
writer Edward G. Lowry described it as “chill and correct.” Lowry wrote:
“Mr.Wilson stood behind his desk, his visitors filed in and stood in a thick-
ened crescent before him.There was a pause, a cool silence, and presently
some one ventured a tentative question. It was answered crisply, politely,
and in the fewest possible words.A pleasant time was not had by all.”12Wil-
son tried again a week later, beginning with a conciliatory statement that
invited the 200 correspondents in attendance to join him in a partnership
for the good of the nation. However, he also left them puzzled when he
called upon them not to “tell the country what Washington is thinking, for
that does not make any difference. Tell Washington what the country is
thinking.”13

Nevertheless, the President kept trying, in his fashion, and the corre-
spondents appreciated the personal access, which at first was twice a week.
At the conferences,Wilson rarely made opening announcements. Instead,
he prepared himself diligently to receive questions on the policy issues of
the day and to give what he regarded as responsive replies. But transcripts
of the conferences indicate that he often was evasive, answered questions
as briefly as possible, resisted speculation on issues that had not been de-
cided, and rarely allowed himself to be quoted, directly or indirectly. Asked
to allow the quotation of his remarks about a pending tariff bill on 26 May
1913,Wilson at first replied, “I don’t know what I just said, because I am
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on guard in talking to you fellows this way.” However, the statement he
subsequently dictated, which denounced lobbying on the bill, made head-
lines across the country.14

The correspondents generally welcomed the President’s willingness to
meet with them regularly and to provide them something to write about.
But the conferences themselves sometimes seemed more like lectures at
which Wilson, the professor, rebuked the correspondents for inadequate
homework on their questions.“Well, now, gentlemen, do I have to go over
that ground again and again?” Wilson complained on 30 October 1913
when asked about relations with Mexico.“I have given you all that I know
about the subject.”15

Oulahan, who had left the New York Sun to become chief correspon-
dent of the New York Times in Washington, admired Wilson but neverthe-
less noted that the President was quick to detect hostility in any but the
most respectful inquiries.16 Charles Willis Thompson, another New York
Times correspondent, said Wilson did not apologize after his angry out-
bursts but would try to make amends later. Thompson was impressed at
first with Wilson but later came to regard the President as often mislead-
ing and sometimes untruthful.17 Hugh Baillie, later president of United
Press, was impressed with Wilson’s oratory but found the President’s news
conferences “small but very formal. What you saw there was his severe
manner, his long Covenanter countenance, his cold and challenging eye.
And he could be brutal to anyone he didn’t respect.”18

Wilson often quibbled with or evaded questions to which he did not
want to respond directly. “Of course, I bluffed you,” Wilson admitted at
his 3 January 1914 press conference. “This has been a real ‘much ado
about nothing,’ as a matter of fact, because I think I earned your gratitude
by presenting you with a live opportunity to make copy, but as a matter
of fact, and speaking seriously, what I gave you at first was literally true.”19

Privately, he told his close advisor, Col. Edward House, that he saw noth-
ing wrong with “grazing the truth” on sensitive issues, especially when
foreign policy was involved.20 Hugh Baillie described Wilson’s answers as
“so artful that the meaning of what he said didn’t dawn on the people in
the delegation until they were outside.”21 David Lawrence, once Wilson’s
student at Princeton University and later a columnist and founder of U.S.
News and World Report, said the reporters gradually lost faith in Wilson’s
candor, even if they still attended his press conferences.Wilson could be
imperious or evasive, but he was still the president and a source of poten-
tially useful information.22

Wilson, in turn, was displeased when the correspondents’ stories
failed to reflect what he wanted them to say. He frequently used the
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press conferences to complain about newspaper stories that he did not
like, although he tried to maintain a bantering tone. “Who fanned the
fiction that I have abolished Cabinet meetings?”Wilson demanded at his
9 October 1913 press conference.23 On 26 January 1914,Wilson chided
the correspondents about “some interesting fiction” he had read about
U.S. troops being sent to Mexico.24

Wilson’s private letters bristle with hostile comments about the press.25

In letters to his first wife, Ellen Axson Wilson, and to a close friend, Mary
Allen Hulbert, in the summer and fall of 1913, he repeatedly criticized the
press.“Believe very little that you read in the Times,” he wrote to Mrs.Wil-
son on 7 September 1913.“Do not believe anything you read in the news-
papers. If you read the papers I see, they are utterly untrustworthy,” he
wrote to Mrs. Hulbert on 21 September 1913.

At least part of Wilson’s frustration resulted from renewed press interest
in the president’s family. Unlike the rambunctious Roosevelts,Taft’s chil-
dren had grown to college age and moved out on their own by the time
he became president.The First Lady, Helen Herron Taft, did not often seek
publicity after suffering a stroke in 1909 that hampered her ability to
speak.Wilson’s presidency, however, coincided with the dropping of barri-
ers against women participating in politics. Both the First Ladies in his ad-
ministration, Ellen Axson Wilson, who died in 1914, and Edith Bolling
Galt, whom the President married in 1915, took public positions on po-
litical issues.26

Especially irksome to Wilson was the press fascination with his three
teen-age daughters, which began during the campaign of 1912. “Father
was very courteous and patient when he himself was questioned, but he
resented almost fiercely the attempts to pry into family affairs and tried to
protect us as much as he could,” recalled Eleanor Wilson McAdoo.“I have
always believed that the first rumors of his ‘aloofness’ and ‘unfriendliness’
were the result of his annoyance at this first onslaught upon us.”27

The President’s daughters were independent young women with active
political and social lives. Two of the daughters, Jessie and Eleanor, were
married in the White House within a six-month period in 1913–14, in the
full glare of newspaper and magazine coverage.The press’s fascination with
his daughters’ romances so displeased Wilson that he lost his temper and
harangued reporters at length after newspaper stories revealed Eleanor’s
engagement to William G. McAdoo,Wilson’s secretary of the treasury.28

Wilson’s ostensible reason for discontinuing the presidential press con-
ferences in June 1915 was the sensitivity of the deteriorating international
situation. However, the President clearly was frustrated with the conduct
of the press conferences, even though, by other measures, they had been
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reasonably successful. Despite Wilson’s complaints and the strained atmos-
phere, the presidency had received increased prominence in news cover-
age. Most of the stories about Wilson that appeared in newspapers and
magazines were quite favorable.29

The correspondents as well as the President had benefited from Wilson’s
press conferences, despite the conflicts and complaints.The opportunity to
meet with the President regularly and to hear his pronouncements not only
gave the correspondents something to write about, it raised their stature
professionally. The press conferences were at first so popular an attraction
that they drew large, mixed crowds to the White House, which nearly
proved to be their undoing. Confronted with correspondents and hangers-
on who competed with one another for attention and for “scoops” or tips
that might influence the stock market,Wilson threatened in July 1913 to
discontinue the conferences after “certain evening newspapers” quoted him
without permission on his comments about Mexico. The President de-
manded some sort of self-regulation, which led to the founding of the
White House Correspondents Association, patterned after the Standing
Committee of Correspondents of the Congressional Press Galleries. Oula-
han, then chairman of the Standing Committee, drew up regulations stip-
ulating that the President could not be quoted without his consent, among
other rules of conduct. The regulations also restricted access to the press
conferences to accredited reporters, a significant step in the establishment of
an organized White House press corps. After Wilson ended his regularly
scheduled press conferences, the correspondents’ association continued to
meet as a social group until Warren G. Harding called upon it to screen at-
tendance at his revived presidential press conferences in 1921.30

The consensus among the correspondents was that President Wilson
had found the press conferences tiresome and unproductive, too much like
a “town meeting,” from which irrelevant questions led to irresponsible
news stories.31 The opening question at Wilson’s 2 February 1914 press
conference, for example, sought the President’s thoughts on Groundhog
Day.32 After ending the regularly scheduled conferences in June 1915,Wil-
son held only one more open press conference during his first term, late
in the reelection campaign of 1916. Otherwise, he delegated the chore of
meeting with the correspondents in his first term to his secretary, Joseph
P.Tumulty.Tumulty’s background was in New Jersey Democratic politics,
not in newspapering, but he understood the importance of lobbying the
correspondents to generate favorable publicity for Wilson. Tumulty be-
friended the correspondents, supplied them with newsworthy informa-
tion, jollied them on Wilson’s behalf, and smoothed over the President’s
frequent complaints. He held his own informal news briefings, at 10 A.M.
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each day, with a calculated candor and good humor that contrasted with
Wilson’s prickliness.Tumulty also wrote the President daily advisories on
trends in news coverage and stage-managed Wilson’s most important first-
term announcements.33 In his memoirs,Tumulty described his job as “the
connecting link between the President and the outside world.” He wrote
that “the Secretary is the political barometer of the White House, the cre-
ator of White House atmosphere, the ‘inexhaustible fount of copy’ for the
press of the country, as the Washington correspondents like to believe, al-
though the belief is never wholly realized.”34

However, Tumulty fell out of favor with Wilson after he joined the
President’s other political advisors in recommending against his marriage
to Edith Bolling Galt, at least before the reelection campaign of 1916 was
over. Ellen Axson Wilson, the President’s first wife, had died of liver disease
in August 1914.Wilson’s courtship of Mrs. Galt, less than a year later, be-
came the subject of ribald jokes and considerable newspaper speculation.
Over the objections of Tumulty and other political advisors,Wilson mar-
ried his second First Lady in December 1915. She demanded subsequently
that Tumulty be fired.35 After his reelection in 1916, Wilson sought Tu-
multy’s resignation. However, Tumulty’s popularity with the press
prompted David Lawrence and other correspondents to appeal to the
President to retain him as secretary.Wilson agreed eventually to do so, al-
though Tumulty never fully regained the confidence of Wilson or of the
new First Lady.36

Despite the successes of the press conferences and Tumulty’s lobbying
of the correspondents on the President’s behalf,Wilson remained dissatis-
fied with the press. In March 1914, Wilson wrote to Senator W. J. Stone
that “I am so accustomed to having everything reported erroneously that
I have almost come to the point of believing nothing that I see in the
newspapers.”37

Wilson more than once considered creating a presidential “publicity
bureau,” a peacetime ministry of information, to try to centralize in the
White House the growing flow of information from government sources
to the press. Wilson was concerned not only with news coverage of his
messages but also with distracting leaks, announcements, and other un-
welcome stories from publicists in the executive branch, including some
hired by his Cabinet members.Taft had tried to ignore these leaks, with
disastrous results, during the Ballinger-Pinchot controversy. Despite, or
perhaps because of,Taft’s seeming indifference to departmental publicity,
practices such as hiring publicists and issuing “handouts” to stimulate
news coverage had been adopted by numerous executive agencies.38 Even
Gifford Pinchot, who had done as much as anyone to encourage depart-
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mental publicity under Roosevelt and Taft, was impressed with how
widely such practices had spread.Writing after the election of 1916, Pin-
chot advised Roosevelt that editors were becoming so inundated with
press bureau handouts that their automatic publication could no longer
be assured.39

The use of these publicity techniques by the President and agency press
bureaus had been more or less accepted by the Washington press corps.
One reason for this was that the increasing number of publicists and their
handouts made it easier to do their jobs. By 1916, the flow of handouts to
the press was such that some correspondents were able to make a living
simply by rewriting the daily supply.40 The new government press offices
also offered reliable employment to correspondents who were paid previ-
ously on space rates and only when Congress was in session.Wilson’s vic-
tory in 1912 increased the prospects for the hiring of Democrats, as well
as Republicans, for these prized government publicity jobs. A 1913 story
in Editor and Publisher referred to Democratic correspondents who “may
have had their eye” on the job of “press representative” in the Wilson ad-
ministration’s Post Office.41

From Wilson’s perspective, however, these publicists generated a con-
tinuing stream of unwanted leaks and news stories that interfered with his
goal of projecting a unified administration point of view to the citizenry.
Unlike Taft,Wilson did not have an aggressive agency publicist like Pin-
chot campaigning to undermine his policies. But Wilson struggled from
the beginning to persuade his Cabinet appointees and other executive ad-
ministrators to accept his authority and to present the White House’s
viewpoint in their dealings with the press.

For Wilson to try to exert substantial influence over Cabinet members
was in itself novel in a period when such appointments traditionally went
to semiautonomous party elders.42 Wilson, however, believed that a strong
president should also be the party leader and policymaker. Cabinet mem-
bers should be administrators, rather than policy advocates.43 Nevertheless,
party demands for prominence and patronage had forced Wilson to ap-
point a Cabinet that included such independently outspoken members as
Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, the three-time Democratic
presidential candidate.44 Bryan, whose powerful oratory for reform had
made him a shaping force in the Democratic party and in national public
opinion, insisted on being allowed to continue his paid lecture tours.
Bryan’s oratory may have helped to stimulate public support for the Wil-
son administration, but his speaking engagements also led to embarrassing
news stories about Wilson’s secretary of state appearing on stage with jug-
glers, female impersonators, yodelers, and other entertainers.45
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Several other Cabinet appointees followed the emerging custom of hir-
ing personal publicists, which further complicated Wilson’s goal of having
the administration speak to the press and public with a single voice.46 One
week after Wilson appointed Josephus Daniels, a newspaperman, to be sec-
retary of the navy, Daniels met with the admirals to see about increasing
publicity about the Navy.“Too little is published, and I planned to see that
the public is acquainted with all that happens of interest,” he noted in his
diary.47 The new attorney general, James C. McReynolds, hired as his
“confidential secretary” John T. Suter, a prominent former newspaper cor-
respondent who had previously been a publicist for the Post Office.48 Wil-
son’s secretary of the interior, Franklin K. Lane, was a talkative former West
Coast newspaperman with many acquaintances in the press.49

Not surprisingly, some of the Cabinet members, especially Lane,
talked freely with the correspondents after their meetings with Wilson,
leading to newspaper stories that irked the President by prompting ques-
tions at subsequent White House press conferences. On 11 April 1913,
for example, only weeks after his inauguration,Wilson was asked by cor-
respondents about a leaked story that the Cabinet was considering re-
quiring all government employees to start work at 8 A.M.50 One week
later, Wilson faced unwelcome questions on the sensitive issue of alien
land ownership, based on a talk the reporters had had with Secretary of
State Bryan. Bryan had begun to hold regular meetings with reporters at
the State Department and to supply them with background material.
These departmental briefings led to inconvenient newspaper stories
when, as at the President’s news conferences, the correspondents could
not be limited in their questioning.51

In May 1913, Secretary of the Navy Daniels noted that Wilson was
“greatly put out” to learn that an enterprising correspondent, Joseph K.
Ohl, of the New York Herald, was asking well-informed questions about se-
cret plans to send the Pacific fleet to the Far East in case of war with
Japan.52 By July 1913, only four months after his inauguration, leaks had
become such a concern to Wilson that he told reporters that he was re-
calling Ambassador Henry Lane Wilson from Mexico to talk to him in
person about the deteriorating situation there, “instead of through
telegrams, which we feel may leak at any time.”53

By the fall of 1913,Wilson’s growing concern with leaks and his gen-
eral unhappiness with the press was leading him to consider how he might
assert greater presidential control over executive branch publicity. Con-
gress, too, was concerned with the spread of agency press bureaus. In Sep-
tember 1913, the legislators approved a measure that forbade unauthorized
executive branch hiring of “publicity experts.”Asked at a press conference
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on 6 October 1913 about the congressional action,Wilson replied: “I am
entirely against the way publicity agents have been used.”Wilson then for
the first time mentioned publicly the idea that it might be better to cen-
tralize government publicity in the White House.54

Before proposing so drastic a step, however,Wilson tried a variety of in-
ternal measures to stem the flow of leaks. He had planned originally to
hold two Cabinet meetings a week to conduct expansive seminars on ad-
ministration policy.55 But, as the leaks continued,Wilson scheduled Cabi-
net meetings less frequently and limited the scope of their discussions.
Ironically,Wilson’s plan to limit Cabinet meetings was itself leaked to the
press, which drew a prickly presidential response at a 9 October 1913 press
conference.Wilson denied a New York Sun story that he was considering
abolishing Cabinet meetings entirely, which he called “one of the most
magnificent fictions that has been started.”56

In December 1913,Wilson made a direct appeal at his Cabinet meet-
ing to curb comments to the press. He asked Secretary of Agriculture
David F. Houston to raise the issue of leaks, then took the opportunity to
request the cooperation of all Cabinet members in allowing the President
to determine what should remain confidential in their discussions.“Some
things cannot be given publicity; at any rate, at once,”Wilson said.“It is im-
portant to consider what shall be said, and how and when. I ought to have
the privilege of determining this.” Houston’s account notes that the Cab-
inet quickly endorsed Wilson’s request, although whether the President’s
appeal had any impact on the more talkative members is unclear.57 By
early 1914,Wilson found it more secure to deal with his Cabinet members
individually or by letter.58

Wilson was especially concerned about newspaper stories on foreign
affairs that he felt could wrongly influence public opinion.Throughout the
winter of 1913–14,Wilson used his news conferences to characterize news
accounts about problems with the Huerta regime in Mexico as “wrong”
or “fake.”59 He warned reporters in January 1914 that speculative stories
about foreign policy were embarrassing the government: “I do not think
that the newspapers of the country have the right to embarrass their own
country in the settlement of matters which have to be handled with deli-
cacy and candor.”60

Secretary of State Bryan, no doubt prompted by Wilson’s concerns
about leaks on foreign policy, made several attempts on his own to control
the inquisitiveness of the correspondents.The State Department had taken
an increasing interest in publicity since the Spanish-American War. During
the Taft administration, the agency had been reorganized to include a Di-
vision of Information, which was headed by a former newspaperman,
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Philip H. Patchin, of the New York Sun, who served as the agency’s chief
publicist.Taft’s Secretary of State, Philander Knox, for a time had held reg-
ular briefings for correspondents.61

When Bryan reinstated these regular press briefings, he quickly ran into
troublesome questions about foreign policy that he did not wish to answer.
In July 1913, Bryan suggested that the State Department refuse to answer
all correspondents’ questions on policy announcements until the President
decided it was appropriate to do. Later, in February 1915, Bryan, backed
by Robert Lansing, then secretary of war, tried to persuade Wilson to try
to bar correspondents entirely from the hallways of the State Department.
Tumulty, however, warned Wilson that attempting such a move would
alienate the correspondents.62

These concerns about unwelcome news stories from executive publi-
cists, especially on foreign policy, underlay Wilson’s continuing interest in
creating a centralized “publicity bureau,” which he described in a 1 June
1914 letter to Charles W. Eliot, former president of Harvard University.
Wilson wanted to rein in publicity activity within the government, which
he believed was wrongly influencing what the press was writing:“We have
several times considered the possibility of having a publicity bureau which
would handle the real facts as far as the government was aware of them,
for all the departments. . . . Since I came here I have wondered how it ever
happened that the public got a right impression regarding public affairs,
particularly foreign affairs.”Wilson acknowledged that centralizing execu-
tive publicity in the presidency was not a complete solution. “The real
trouble is that the newspapers get the real facts but do not find them to
their taste and do not use them as given them, and in some of the news-
paper offices news is deliberately invented,” he wrote.63

Wilson ultimately did not act on the proposal in his first term, pre-
sumably after objections by Tumulty, but his frustrations continued. In a
9 August 1915 letter to Edith Bolling Galt, Wilson wrote: “Always the
newspapers! They make the normal and thorough conduct of the public
business impossible.”64

As United States involvement in the war in Europe, which had broken
out in August 1914, became more likely,Wilson tried to assert more con-
trol over executive announcements, especially those dealing with foreign
affairs.The President was himself adept at using leaks to place important
pieces of information before the public that the administration could not
openly endorse.65 In December 1916, for instance, Wilson meticulously
managed through the State Department the publicizing of a request to the
warring European powers for acceptable peace terms. Keeping the diplo-
matic note secret in the White House, even from Tumulty,Wilson directed
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Secretary of State Lansing, who had succeeded Bryan, to alert the corre-
spondents at a morning briefing about an impending announcement, then
to release it in the afternoon.When Lansing took it upon himself to in-
terpret the President’s note to reporters as an indication that the United
States was drawing closer to war, an angry Wilson summoned Lansing to
the White House and required him to issue a second statement retracting
his earlier remarks.Wilson and Lansing carefully planned the leak, through
the Associated Press, of the infamous Zimmermann note revealing Ger-
many’s imperial ambitions, which created a national sensation.66

Nevertheless, sensitive information continued to leak from the Cabinet
to the press, despite Wilson’s exhortations to his Cabinet and direct presi-
dential intervention in executive announcements.After a Cabinet meeting
on the afternoon of 21 March 1917, called to discuss a possible declaration
of war against Germany, Wilson gave 50 waiting correspondents only a
general statement. Later that evening, at least two Cabinet members re-
vealed to reporters that Wilson intended to call Congress into special ses-
sion within two weeks.White House aide Thomas W. Brahany named as
the leakers Secretary of the Treasury McAdoo, by now Wilson’s son-in-
law, and Secretary of the Interior Lane.67

These first-term experiences formed an important context for Wilson’s
subsequent decisions to seek and to use wartime authority to establish
stronger presidential controls over both the press and executive publicity
practices. In his formative first term, he had reinvigorated the relationship
between the president and the White House press corps that Taft had ne-
glected. Despite Wilson’s frustrations with the regularly scheduled presi-
dential press conferences, the experiment represented an important step
toward formalizing White House influence over the daily news from
Washington, D.C.

However,Wilson’s goal of speaking to the public on behalf of a unified
administration had been frustrated by centrifugal developments in the ex-
ecutive branch, particularly the spreading use of press bureaus to advocate
Cabinet and agency interests. Managing the press through handouts and
other techniques of publicity was no longer the exclusive province of the
White House. Despite presidential exhortations and congressional restric-
tions, publicists and press bureaus in the departments were establishing
their own relationships with the press to generate news coverage.

These experiences taught Wilson that keeping sensitive information out
of the newspapers was not only a matter of managing the correspondents
at the White House. He needed greater authority over both the govern-
ment and the press to persuade the public to support his war policies, be-
ginning with the ability to centralize the flow of government information
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in the White House. From this perspective,Wilson’s decision to create the
Committee on Public Information in 1917 to mobilize the mass media to
support the war effort was not a wartime aberration but an intensification
of peacetime presidential initiatives to seek increased public support by
managing the press.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

PRESIDENTIAL PROPAGANDA 
IN WORLD WAR I

World War I was the first of the twentieth-century wars in which
the federal government deployed recognizably modern tech-

niques of mass persuasion to rally public support for the war effort.When
the United States entered the war in April 1917, President Woodrow
Wilson created the nation’s first ministry of information, the Committee
on Public Information (CPI), to appeal to citizens in their newspapers,
magazines, theaters, libraries, schools, and homes. Under its assertive di-
rector, George Creel, the CPI launched an extraordinary promotional
campaign, the legacy of which has been debated ever since.1 At the same
time, the Wilson administration vigorously wielded its wartime emer-
gency powers to try to stifle the flow of sensitive information and to sup-
press dissenting views thought likely to undermine the war effort at
home or on the battlefield.2

The result, according to Wilson’s critics, was a threatening period of
propaganda and censorship. The Committee on Public Information was
surrounded by controversy from its creation in 1917 until Congress forced
its liquidation two years later.The public reputations of Creel and others
who joined in its wartime activities were tainted.3 More than a dozen years
later, critics of President Franklin D. Roosevelt warned that his key aides,
including his press secretary, Stephen Early, and appointments secretary,
Marvin McIntyre, had once worked for the CPI.4

However, the Committee on Public Information is only the best
known of the presidential experiments in manipulating public opinion
that took place during World War I.Wilson created several other presiden-
tial agencies that tried to use the mass media to guide public opinion to-
ward his war policies. Prominent among these was the work of the U.S.
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Food Administration, which launched a promotional campaign urging
food conservation, whose intrusiveness into the nation’s domestic life ri-
valed that of the CPI.

As pointed out in the previous chapter, these presidential campaigns to
rally public support through mass persuasion were not wartime aberrations.
Like much of the war effort,Wilson’s information policies reflected an in-
tensification of trends in government and society already under way at the
turn of the century. Nevertheless, the wartime campaigns represented a sig-
nificant expansion of presidential authority over the molding of public
opinion through the press and other means of mass communications.5

The Wilson administration had experimented extensively with manag-
ing the press, both in the White House and executive agencies, to influ-
ence public opinion during the President’s first term.The proliferation of
government publicity had prompted Wilson to consider creating a “pub-
licity bureau” in the White House to try to prevent or to control leaks that
led to unwelcome stories in the press. Entry of the United States into the
war in April 1917 gave him that opportunity. Creating the Committee on
Public Information gave Wilson the institutional support that he hoped
would enable him to control the flow of information from the executive
branch more effectively, to manage press coverage more successfully, and,
in doing so, to create public support for the war effort.

Launching the CPI followed months of discussion in the Wilson ad-
ministration. After his reelection in November 1916,Wilson had become
increasingly concerned with maintaining public support if the United
States, as seemed increasingly likely, were to enter the war in Europe.To
persuade the citizenry to send an army to Europe and to endure sacrifices
at home, the President would need to convince Americans that the cause
was just and that the hardships were necessary. Given the nation’s isola-
tionist past and the political turbulence of the progressive reform period,
an extraordinary campaign of mass persuasion would be necessary.6

Wilson’s first-term experiences had taught him that he could not rely
on the press to inform the public appropriately, at least without guidance.
The frequent failings of the newspapers reflected an inherent irresponsi-
bility, in the President’s view.Wilson declined to revive his first-term press
conferences on a regular basis or even to grant the requests of friendly cor-
respondents for interviews. He rejected pleas from his advisors to grant an
interview to Roy Howard. of United Press, for instance, even though the
owner of United Press, E.W. Scripps, had contributed significantly to the
President’s narrow reelection victory.7

Wilson was convinced, with some justification, that the press would re-
veal his confidential remarks or speculate in ways that could worsen the
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deteriorating international situation.8 “In ordinary times, when our affairs
are domestic affairs, we could exercise a great deal of freedom about that,
but just now such—let me say excessive—importance is attached to the
President’s opinions that a thing offhand may have an effect that was not
contemplated beforehand,” he told correspondents in January 1917.9 In a
meeting with a British diplomat one week after the United States de-
clared war on Germany,Wilson declared that American newspapers were
wholly unreliable, ignorant, and prone to inventing stories that had no
basis in fact.10

To provide needed guidance for the press and to shape popular opin-
ion toward the war effort,Wilson had in mind an enlarged version of the
“publicity bureau” that he considered creating in his first term. Creel, a
former muckraking journalist and campaign worker who became director
of the new Committee on Public Information, told Wilson that the CPI’s
primary focus should be on promoting the war effort by supplying uplift-
ing information to the press and public, rather than by trying to suppress
bad news through censorship. In a memorandum to the President, Creel
wrote: “The suppressive features of the work must be so overlaid by the
publicity policy that they will go unregarded and unresented.Administra-
tion activities must be dramatized and staged, and every energy exerted to
arouse ardor and enthusiasm.Recruiting can be stimulated and public con-
fidence gained; extortion can be exposed and praise given to the patrio-
tism that abates its profits; and in the rush of generous feeling much that is
evil and nagging will disappear.”11 When Wilson created the Committee
on Public Information by executive order in April 1917, Creel told corre-
spondents that the agency would emphasize publicity, not censorship.12

Nevertheless,Wilson believed that some censorship would be necessary
to protect the war effort from damaging information in leaks or from de-
structive dissent.The President was opposed to “more than moderate” cen-
sorship, he told the Cabinet on 6 April 1917.13 But when the proposed
Espionage Act was submitted to Congress a week later, the administration
asked for broad authority to exclude “treasonous” materials from public
distribution, whether by the postal service or in the press. Despite strenu-
ous objections from critics of the war, civil libertarians, and newspaper
publishers,Wilson insisted that a president in wartime should be empow-
ered to censor the press, if it became necessary. In a letter to the New York
Times published on 23 May 1917,Wilson argued:“I have every confidence
that the great majority of the newspapers of the country will observe a pa-
triotic reticence about everything whose publication could be of injury,
but in every country there are some persons in a position to do mischief
in this field who cannot be relied upon and whose interests or desires will
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lead to actions on their party highly dangerous to the nation in the midst
of a war. I want to say again that it seems to be imperative that powers of
this sort be granted.”14

After considerable debate, Congress refused the President’s request for
authority to censor the press, at least directly.15 But Wilson was granted
broad authority to suppress information by other means, not only in the
Espionage Act, but in the Trading With the Enemy Act (1917) and the
Sedition Act (1918).Wilson declined to intervene when his Cabinet mem-
bers, especially Postmaster General Albert S. Burleson and Attorney Gen-
eral Thomas W. Gregory, used this authority vigorously to suppress dissent.
Burleson moved quickly to revoke or to restrict the postal privileges of
magazines that he deemed to be unpatriotic or disloyal to the war effort.
Confronted with complaints from prominent reformers in July 1917, after
Burleson revoked the mailing privileges of The Masses magazine and sev-
eral smaller left-wing or anti-war publications, Wilson was sympathetic.
But he did not act to reverse Burleson’s actions.16 Under Attorney Gen-
eral Gregory, the Justice Department moved to arrest and to jail Socialists,
pacifists, German-Americans, and labor leaders, including the 1912 presi-
dential candidate Eugene W. Debs, who was imprisoned for sedition. In
1919, after the Russian Revolution, Gregory’s successor, A. Mitchell
Palmer, launched a series of raids and arrests nationally against dissenters,
which became known as the “Palmer raids,” during a period described as
the “Red Scare.”To Wilson, civil liberties were important, but they were
secondary to the primary goals of winning the war and maintaining order
at home.17

Moreover, despite Creel’s claims, the Committee on Public Information
itself became involved in censorship. When Wilson created a Censorship
Board in October 1917 to coordinate suppressive activities, Creel served
on the board as the representative of the CPI.18 Involvement in censorship,
however peripheral, tarnished the reputations of both Creel and the
agency, even though their main work focused on stimulating popular sup-
port for the war effort.The agency’s official purpose was to create and to
disseminate patriotic appeals through all available means of mass commu-
nications, including newspaper and magazine stories and advertisements,
books, pamphlets, billboards, placards, speeches, and films. Creel avoided
using the word “propaganda,” previously a vaguely positive term that be-
came associated during the war with heavy-handed emotional appeals and
exaggerated atrocity claims.The word “has come to have an ominous clang
in many minds,” Harold Lasswell commented after the war.19

Creel argued in the CPI’s privately published final report that “In all
things, from first to last, without halt or change, it was a plain publicity
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proposition, a vast enterprise into salesmanship, the world’s greatest adven-
ture in advertising.”20 Mark Sullivan, the magazine columnist, observed
that the techniques of “propaganda” often were little different from those
known before the war as “publicity.”21

However it was characterized, much of the promotional work of the
CPI also resembled experiments in managing the press that had been con-
ducted by presidents and executive administrators before the war. The
CPI’s earliest work consisted of publicizing and distributing copies of the
President’s speeches and statements supporting his war policies. Millions of
pamphlets were sent to the citizenry, and newspapers and magazines fre-
quently reprinted them.22

Creating the CPI allowed the President to delegate to Creel the frus-
trating chore of dealing with the press, a duty that had grown during Wil-
son’s first term into an important and demanding White House
assignment.Wilson became largely unavailable for press questioning dur-
ing the war, and his secretary,Tumulty, suspended his daily briefings at the
White House.The correspondents were sent instead to the press room of
the CPI for information and briefings about the President’s activities.Creel
became, in effect,Wilson’s wartime press secretary.23

At the heart of the CPI’s relationship with the press was what Creel
termed the “central information bureau,” the Division of News, which re-
lied partly on information gathered by peacetime newspaper correspon-
dents who were recruited to “cover” the announcements of wartime
agencies.Their job, Creel wrote, was to “‘get the news,’ to develop ‘stories,’
and to aid the department in an expert way to put the best foot forward.”24

One of the goals of the agency correspondence system was to try to co-
ordinate the publicity activities of the major executive departments. Creel’s
11 April 1917 memorandum to Wilson specified that the Cabinet depart-
ments of Agriculture, Labor, Commerce, Interior, Treasury, and Justice
would be visited by CPI correspondents on a daily basis.25 Three or four
correspondents each were to be assigned to the war-related departments of
State,War, and Navy, whose secretaries formed the supervising committee
of the CPI.26

But Creel’s plan to centralize the flow of executive branch war infor-
mation in the CPI was complicated by the same institutional forces that
frustrated Wilson’s first-term attempts to control news from his Cabinet
and agency press bureaus.The most prominent Cabinet holdout was Sec-
retary of State Lansing, who refused to cooperate with Creel or the CPI,
even though he was a member of its supervisory committee.The State De-
partment already had its own division of information, which Lansing up-
graded and expanded into a Division of Foreign Intelligence.27 Lansing
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wanted to impose much stronger controls on the press, similar to those
employed by the British, than did Creel. In addition, Lansing personally
disliked and distrusted Creel, as he did Tumulty.28 In an effort to persuade
Lansing to cooperate, Wilson wrote a revealing letter to Breckenridge
Long, an assistant secretary of state, which acknowledged that the CPI
made mistakes early in the war.The President blamed them on “lawless”
elements in the press, the “petty jealousy” of the correspondents, and,
pointedly, at the lack of cooperation from the State Department: “It has
been difficult to get one or two of the executive departments, notably the
Department of State, to act through Mr. Creel’s committee in the matter
of publicity, and the embarrassments of lack of coordination and single
management have been serious indeed.”29

Despite Lansing’s lack of cooperation, Creel had the support of Wilson,
Tumulty, Secretary of the Navy Daniels, and Secretary of War Newton
Baker. That gave the Committee on Public Information general control
over most of the important war news.30 From these and other sources, the
Division of News sent approximately 6,000 news releases to the press in
Washington and around the nation. The flood of news releases from the
CPI and other wartime agencies went far to complete the institutionaliza-
tion of the “handout” as a preferred form of communication between the
government and the news media. Creel claimed that by December 1917,
seven months into the war, every newspaper in California had received an
average of six pounds of publicity materials from the government, enough
to fill more than 1,200 newspaper columns.31

However, distribution of these handouts to the press did not guaran-
tee that they would be published in the form desired by Wilson and
Creel. Even in wartime, the press was under no constitutional obligation
to reprint the handouts exactly as the Division of News had written
them or even to use them at all. Many newspapers did, however. Jour-
nalists, like many other citizens, were caught up in the patriotic fervor,
and the CPI was the only authoritative source of war news. But that did
not prevent the press from speculating about, sensationalizing, or some-
times ignoring wartime announcements. In wartime, Wilson faced the
same challenge that often frustrated his plans to lead public opinion in
his first term: how to get the press to report responsibly on what the ad-
ministration wanted to say.

Here, Wilson had a solution in mind: he long had envisioned a “na-
tional” newspaper to overcome the inherent localism of the U.S. press and
to provide support for the president as national leader.32 Creel credited
Wilson with suggesting the creation of a government-operated “daily
gazette” to publish a record of official acts and proceedings, as well as to
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provide an information link between the wartime agencies.33 On 18 April
1917,Wilson sent a letter to Creel recommending the creation of a “na-
tional bulletin” to publish the government’s notices and to answer antici-
pated public questions about government war policies.The letter was also
signed by members of one of the President’s new interagency groups, the
War Trade Committee, made up of officials from the Justice, State, and
Commerce Departments.34

Beginning on 10 May 1917, the CPI began to publish the administra-
tion’s statements and announcements in the Official Bulletin, the nation’s
first official government-operated newspaper.35 The newspaper, actually
more of a newsletter, was published from May 1917 through March 1919.
Circulation at one point reached 115,000 copies an issue. It was sent to
public officials, newspapers, and war-related organizations, as well as posted
in Post Offices and military camps. In addition to helping to centralize in
the presidency the flow of official information, the Official Bulletin was use-
ful in coordinating the wartime activities of various government programs,
industry, the Red Cross, and wartime organizations.36

From Wilson’s perspective, creation of the CPI and publication of the
Official Bulletin provided at least partial solutions to the related problems of
uncontrolled publicity within the executive branch and the inevitable dis-
tortion of sensitive information by an irresponsible press. For the first time,
the flow of information from the government had been centralized insti-
tutionally under the President’s control, and Wilson now had a reliable
newspaper voice to appeal for public support for his policies.

But creation of a government newspaper, in addition to Wilson’s re-
quest for authority to censor the press, alarmed the newspaper industry
and the President’s critics in Congress. Major newspapers attacked the Of-
ficial Bulletin as a threat to freedom of the press and eventually prompted a
congressional investigation into its activities.37 The outspoken Creel cre-
ated his own series of controversies, and Wilson had to defend him from
demands in the press and in Congress to create a newspaper supervisory
board for the CPI.When journalists spurred Wilson’s critics in Congress to
pursue the investigation of the CPI, Creel stopped sending copies of the
Official Bulletin to the newspapers involved.After those editors objected to
the loss of war news, he replied that they should “take it up with their con-
gressmen.”At one point, faced with congressional questions about his loy-
alty, Creel told reporters undiplomatically: “I don’t like slumming, so I
won’t explore into the hearts of Congress for you.”38

These controversies involving Creel tended to overshadow the Presi-
dent’s role in guiding the wartime persuasion activities.The CPI was an in-
stitutional extension of the presidency, and Wilson closely oversaw its
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decision making.When Congressman Albert Johnson of Washington raised
critical questions about the Official Bulletin, Wilson wrote: “I would sug-
gest that the Committee on Public Information was created by me, that
Mr. Creel is my personal representative, and that he feels constrained in the
circumstances to refer all inquiries about the Committee and the work it
is doing to me.”39 After reviewing Creel’s first annual report in January
1918,Wilson wrote approvingly that “I have kept in touch with that work,
piece by piece, as you know, in our several interviews, but had not realized
its magnitude when assembled in a single statement.”40

Wilson wanted to use the CPI to coordinate all of the government’s
wartime promotional campaigns. But as new war-related agencies and pro-
grams were launched, they often created their own press bureaus, some-
times over Creel’s objections.Those that did so included the Food and Fuel
Administrations, the Council of National Defense, the War Industries
Board, and the War Trade Board. Eventually, an estimated 50 press bureaus
were at work in the government in 1917–19, including the existing exec-
utive branch publicity offices. Some of them, especially the Food Admin-
istration, launched publicity campaigns that were nearly as extensive as
those of the CPI.

The Food Administration, like the CPI, represented a significant presi-
dential intrusion into the nation’s domestic life to try to manipulate pub-
lic opinion toward the war effort.41 At its height, the Food Administration
reached into the kitchens and dining rooms of tens of millions of homes.
Diners in restaurants were asked to make sure that they and their neigh-
bors minimized wastage by following the 12 rules of restaurant eating. Re-
tailers were expected to require every purchaser of wheat to buy an equal
amount of another cereal. At one time or another, the agency, using the
mass media, told citizens when to kill hens; when to eat meat, wheat, or
pork; and to eat only two pounds of meat apiece each week. Violators
faced not only possible fines, but a kind of punishment by publicity: Food
Administrator Herbert Hoover would announce a public “stamp of
shame” for people or establishments thought to be wasting food and
thereby hurting the war effort. By any measurement, the Food Adminis-
tration constituted an extension of presidential persuasion into the press
and into American home life.42

Wilson had not intended the Food Administration to be a propaganda
agency, at least originally. Its primary policy goal was to resolve wartime
shortages in food supplies.As the United States prepared to enter the war,
in April 1917,Wilson had been told that two years of poor crops had re-
duced the nation’s food surpluses.Years of war in Europe had devastated
many of that continent’s agricultural areas, and additional U.S. food ship-
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ments would be needed to support the troops and to prevent widespread
civilian suffering. In addition, the prospect of wartime shortages of key
commodities such as wheat and meat had triggered growing speculation
and inflation.43

To take charge of the food situation,Wilson turned to Herbert Hoover,
a successful mining engineer who had become an admired public figure in
both Europe and the United States because of his relief work early in the
war. Frustrated with the pace of food shipments to Belgium in 1914,
Hoover launched a worldwide publicity campaign from his home in Eng-
land. He wrote:“We have carried on, with the assistance of practically the
whole of the American press, an enormous propaganda campaign on the
subject of the Belgian people.”44 In four years, Hoover’s commission was
able to raise $1 billion to transport 5 million tons of food to Belgium and
to France.45 The success of the Belgian food relief campaign made Hoover
a logical choice to be food administrator after the United States entered
the war.

But the President needed congressional authority to control the pro-
duction, distribution, marketing, and consumption of food products.When
Wilson sent his request to Congress, critics accused him of seeking exces-
sive power. Newspaper stories warned that Hoover would be a “food dic-
tator,” a characterization denied by both Wilson and Hoover. Both men
tried to reassure Congress that emergency powers would be used only
sparingly.46

But the controversy was only the first delay in the torturous legislative
journey of the Lever bill, which contained the President’s regulatory au-
thority over the food industry.Wilson’s critics seized on the bill to express
their unhappiness with the war and with the President’s conduct of it.47

Farm state legislators objected to price controls. An amendment to pro-
hibit consumption of alcoholic beverages as a wartime conservation mea-
sure provoked additional controversy and delay. Congressional debate
dragged on through the summer of 1917, even though American involve-
ment in the war was well under way. Finally, in August 1917, four months
after declaring war, Congress granted the Food Administration far-
reaching controls over food production, manufacture, and distribution.48

In the meantime, lacking statutory authority to regulate the food indus-
try,Wilson and Hoover turned to mass persuasion to try to get citizens to
carry out the administration’s food conservation goals. Hoover already had
given some thought to appealing to the people whom he believed con-
trolled the nation’s food consumption: women, housewives in particular. In
a speculative magazine interview, Hoover suggested that the war was an op-
portunity to increase nobility and self-sacrifice among citizens by appealing
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to them to curb their extravagances voluntarily.“Much can be done by na-
tional propaganda to limit extravagance in eating, in dress and display,”
Hoover said.“We could give much more energy to this matter by a central
bureau in Washington, with subcommittees all over the United States.That
is one where we could use our women to great advantage.We are good ad-
vertisers. A few phrases, too, would turn the trick—the world lives by
phrases, and we most of all perhaps. . . .We need some phrase that puts the
stamp of shame on wasteful eating, dressing and display of jewelry.”49

Hoover’s patronizing views notwithstanding, the suggestion of a highly
visible role in the war effort for women had an immediate appeal to lead-
ers of the long campaign for women’s suffrage, which was then nearing its
culmination. The National American Woman Suffrage Association, the
largest group lobbying for the right to vote, had approved a resolution in
March 1917 that supported U.S. entry into the war. The resolution also
asked Wilson pointedly to establish employment bureaus to help women
find war work.50 Wilson had agreed to expand the Council of National
Defense, a super Cabinet he created to coordinate the war effort, to in-
clude a Women’s Committee, led by the suffragist Anna Howard Shaw.51

Not all women supported the war or the tactics of the National American
Woman Suffrage Association. But a variety of women’s groups saw in
Hoover’s proposal an opportunity to show their patriotism and to keep
pressure on Wilson to support suffrage.52

Frustrated by the congressional delay,Wilson on 20 May 1917 declared
Hoover to be “Food Administrator” by executive order and ordered him
to plan a propaganda campaign aimed at women.53 In Hoover’s acceptance
statement, reprinted in the New York Times, he said: “It is my present idea
to propose a plan to the American women by which we ask every woman
in control of the household to join as an actual member of the Food Ad-
ministration and give us a pledge that she will, so far as her means and cir-
cumstances permit, carry out the instructions which we will give her in
detail from time to time.”54 Hoover’s statement was endorsed by the
Women’s Committee of the Council of National Defense in a statement
from the muckraker Ida Tarbell, one of several prominent reformers to join
the food conservation campaign.55

One month later, with Congress still stalled over the Lever bill,Wilson
told Hoover to go ahead with what became one of the largest domestic
propaganda campaigns of the war. “The women of the nation are already
earnestly seeking to do their part in this, our greatest struggle for the main-
tenance of our national goals, and in no direction can they so greatly assist
as by enlisting in the service of the Food Administration and cheerfully ac-
cepting its directions and advice,”Wilson announced.56
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As a first step, Hoover set out to persuade the nation’s householders to
register with the Food Administration by filling out and sending in pledge
forms. Once registered, householders were sent two cards, one to be placed
in their front window and a second “home card,” with food-saving in-
structions, to be placed in the kitchen. For ten cents, a pledge pin was also
available.To publicize and to distribute the pledge forms, Hoover appealed
to women’s organizations, the Boy Scouts, business groups, and the press.57

The pledge campaign took place in two phases. During the first phrase,
July–August 1917, Hoover relied primarily on publicity to persuade
households to send in pledge forms. He asked newspapers and magazines
to print the forms voluntarily, as well as to publish stories about better nu-
tritional practices. Supportive sermons by the nation’s ministers were
timed to coincide with the official launch of the campaign on 1 July
1917.58

To stimulate national news coverage, correspondents were called to the
White House to watch First Lady Edith Galt Wilson place a red, white, and
blue food pledge card in one of the windows. Promoting food conserva-
tion was only one of the First Lady’s wartime public activities. She
arranged for sheep to graze on the White House lawn and for the wool to
be auctioned to raise money for the Red Cross. She also sewed pajamas,
pillowcases and blankets, and joined film stars to promote the sale of war
bonds.59

Lou Henry Hoover, later First Lady, became the primary administration
spokeswoman for food conservation. In her first public speech, she made a
patriotic appeal to housewives, restaurants, and food wholesalers and re-
tailers. She invited reporters into her home to show how she complied
with “wheatless and meatless days” and cut sugar consumption.60 News-
paper and magazine articles inspired by her speeches and other Food Ad-
ministration announcements in her name appeared throughout the
summer and fall of 1917, urging women to join the campaign.61

The pledge campaign was renewed, with local organizational support,
in September–October 1917.62 Assisted by volunteer Ray Lyman Wilbur,
president of Stanford University, Hoover put together state-level commit-
tees and organizations with help from women’s groups, churches, civic
clubs, Boy Scouts, and local politicians. An estimated 500,000 volunteers
joined in the door-to-door canvassing, which led to registration of nearly
14 million households.63

Throughout the war, these households were sent a series of instructions
from the President and Hoover urging them to conserve scarce com-
modities by practices that became known collectively as “Hooverizing”:
observing “meatless Mondays,” “wheatless Wednesdays,” and a variety of
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other commodity-less days.64 The Food Administration called upon the
nation’s home economists for advice on preparing and sending out nu-
merous pamphlets, placards, and home cards that described, among other
things, how to use nutritional substitutes, plan menus, and dry vegetables;
in sum, to eat more efficiently while eating well.To oversee the prepara-
tion and distribution of these advisories, Hoover established a Home Con-
servation Division in the Food Administration under the direction of Sarah
Field Splint, then editor of Today’s Housewife magazine.65

Similar food conservation appeals were directed at restaurants and ho-
tels, food dealers, and grocery stores. Libraries and schools were sent a cur-
riculum on nutrition for home economics courses. Hoover wrote Wilson
that “we feel that, by taking advantage of the war emotion, we here have
an opportunity of introducing intelligibly into the minds of the children,
not only fundamental data on nutrition, but also of being able to probably
secure its permanent inclusion in school curricula, and therefore, feel that
it is a matter of more than ordinary propaganda importance.”66

To reach the largest audiences, those of the nation’s newspapers and
magazines, the Food Administration created a formidable publicity opera-
tion, the Education Division, run by Ben Allen, a former Associated Press
newsman who earlier had promoted Hoover’s Belgian relief effort. Allen
oversaw creation of Hoover’s “partnership” with the nation’s newspapers
and magazines, beginning with an appeal to 2,500 editors that “we must
trust to the guidance of the press of the country to secure the awakening
of the national conscience to the dominant idea of food administration.To
guide the public mind in these channels, we are wholly and absolutely de-
pendent upon the press. . . . If we do not receive this support, the problem
is hopeless. If we do have it, it can be solved.”67

Under Allen and staff members drawn from newspapers and magazines,
the Education Division blanketed the nation’s mass media with press re-
leases. From May 1917 to April 1919, Allen and his staff sent out 1,870
press releases.About 1,400 went to the Washington press corps and another
470 to the rural press and through state administrators to other media.68

The division created special offices that focused on the magazine and fea-
ture markets, farm journals, trade and technical journals, the religious press,
and the Negro press, as well as on generalized services like illustrations, ex-
hibits, and motion pictures.69 Many of the general news releases were pub-
lished first as presidential proclamations in the Official Bulletin. In January
1918, for example, Hoover prepared a statement in which Wilson pro-
claimed officially the designation of wheatless Mondays and Wednesdays,
meatless Tuesdays, and porkless Saturdays.70
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Hoover was particularly interested in the publicity potential of women’s
magazines, since their reading audiences were the primary targets of the
Food Administration’s persuasion campaigns. Several of the top women’s
magazine editors joined the Education Division. Gertrude B. Lane, editor
of Woman’s Home Companion, became chief of the Magazine and Feature
Section, where she served for most of the war. Under Lane, the section
produced five stories a week for women’s magazines and newspaper sec-
tions, and they were sent to a list of 3,000 publications. An estimated 80
percent of the releases consisted of practical advice to housewives in the
form of menus, recipes, verse, short articles, and special advice for holiday
entertaining. Educational topics under the general theme of “Food Will
Win the War” included conserving fats or particular commodities, drying
vegetables, canning at home, reducing milk consumption, and planning
gardens. Other articles included patriotic exhortations to encourage
women to “cook the Kaiser’s goose on their own stoves.”71

Edward Bok, editor of the Ladies Home Journal, the nation’s largest
women’s magazine, volunteered the magazine’s services to Wilson early in
1917. The Ladies Home Journal printed numerous Food Administration–
generated articles throughout the war. Bok also volunteered the use of the
magazine’s own food experts to help prepare nutritional advice.72 The
magazine in March 1918 published an article,“Dining with the Hoovers,”
that showed how Lou Henry Hoover fed her family and conserved food
at the same time.73

As a wartime agency heavily involved in publicity, the Food Adminis-
tration ostensibly was subject to oversight by Creel and the Committee on
Public Information. However, Hoover viewed his agency as a “separate, in-
dependent” organization that reported directly to the President, not to
Creel.74 Hoover did not want Creel interfering in his affairs, and he also
feared that the Food Administration would be harmed by the aura of cen-
sorship that surrounded the CPI.When Creel requested that all Food Ad-
ministration publicity material be submitted to the CPI for review and
censoring, Hoover refused to do so on the ground that saving food was too
remote from military activity to be a security risk.75 Hoover did agree to
designate a staff member in each Food Administration division as a com-
bination publicist-censor. Since there was little censoring to do, the action
in effect created a publicity person in every office, a practice that Hoover
continued as secretary of commerce in the 1920s.76 Throughout the war,
Hoover sent frequent memoranda, proposed announcements, speeches,
handouts, and other advisories to Wilson directly, whether the President
wanted to see them or not.77
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On other issues, however, Hoover cooperated with Creel. He was will-
ing to use some of the CPI’s services to promote food conservation, such
as the Four-Minute Men and the CPI’s Advertising Division. But the Food
Administration also appealed directly to the advertising industry for vol-
unteers. Under the direction of C. E. Raymond, a vice president of the 
J.Walter Thompson agency, the agency’s own Advertising Section sought
voluntary display opportunities, from periodicals to catalogs to movie the-
aters. Appeals were made to advertisers to include Food Administration
themes in their campaigns, and to all mass media to donate space for ad-
vertisements, signs, and posters.A special appeal was made to seek space on
billboards. Under the direction of R. C. Maxwell, president of a large out-
door advertising firm, the agency erected an electric sign containing 3,000
lamps in Washington, D.C., and sought additional space on government
buildings across the country. The Food Administration reported that ad-
vertising space valued at more than $19 million was donated for its appeals
during the war.78

The Food Administration, like the Committee on Public Information,
proved to be a magnet for journalists and reformers. Hundreds of press
agents, advertising agents, and government and corporate publicists volun-
teered their services in the persuasion campaigns in both agencies.79 Many
of these volunteers found the work of stimulating patriotism to be a pos-
itive, even an inspiring, experience. In his final report, Hoover claimed that
the Food Administration’s work had resulted in increased food surpluses
that allowed the United States to feed its citizens, its armies, and the citi-
zens of Europe as well. Hoover wrote: “The basis of all the efforts of the
Food Administration has been the educational work which has preceded
and accompanied its measures of conservation and regulation.”80

Hoover’s volunteers, unlike many at the CPI, looked back with pride at
their wartime persuasion campaigns. Ben Allen, the former newsman who
was chief publicist for the Food Administration, wrote in his farewell mes-
sage that “I believe I can say without conceit that we have participated to-
gether in the greatest propaganda campaign ever conducted in this
country. It has been an inspiring thing which I shall treasure as the great-
est experience in my life.”81 The journalist Will Irwin, who helped in sev-
eral of Hoover’s campaigns, agreed: “Never was there such an orgy of
idealism and ballyhoo.”82

Among the most enthusiastic of the volunteers had been publicists and
members of the advertising trade, who found the experience to be a heady
experiment in molding public opinion in a patriotic cause.The historian
Stephen Fox attributes much of the “high tide and green grass” of the ad-
vertising industry in the 1920s to building on the wartime initiatives in
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mass persuasion.83 Many journalists were also uplifted by the experience.
A Pulitzer Prize in 1918 was awarded for an essay that praised Hoover and
described how the nation’s press had formed a “partnership” with the Wil-
son administration to win the war.84 Many mainstream newspapers had
helped to promote the war effort by publishing promotional public service
advertising, even while complaining about the government’s refusal to pay
for it.85

However, it would be misleading to suggest that widespread enthusiasm
about presidential management of the press and public opinion followed
the wartime experiments in mass persuasion. Disillusionment with Wilson,
Creel, propaganda, censorship, and the government’s war policies followed
swiftly after the Armistice in November 1918.The volunteers at the Com-
mittee on Public Information were not as uplifted at their wartime work
as those at the Food Administration.As soon as they left the agency, many
wrote influential articles critical of the CPI’s role in spreading wartime
propaganda.86 Congress abruptly liquidated the CPI in June 1919, leaving
Creel to scramble for storage space for its records. Lacking congressional
approval to allow the Government Printing Office to publish the com-
mittee’s final report, Creel was forced to arrange for its publication by a
private publisher.87

Wilson’s relationship with the press deteriorated after the Armistice; he
spent much of following eight months in Paris, trying to negotiate the
terms of the peace with his former wartime allies. The President took
Creel with him to help him deal with the estimated 150 correspondents
who also traveled to Europe. But Creel had little credibility left with the
press because of his identification with censorship at the CPI. In Paris,Wil-
son enlisted another spokesman, the journalist Ray Stannard Baker.88 Nev-
ertheless, for a variety of reasons, the President was unable to generate
news coverage back in the United States that was supportive of his role in
the peace talks.Wilson had pledged to hold open peace negotiations; that
he received considerable press criticism when he acquiesced to the de-
mands of the other Allies to meet in secret should not have been surpris-
ing. The President remained reluctant to meet with correspondents
personally and was not particularly forthcoming when he did so. Instead,
the correspondents received conflicting and confusing statements from
Wilson’s advisors, official and unofficial spokesmen, the negotiators, and
other interested sources. In Washington, Tumulty, left behind to run the
White House in the President’s absence, monitored the confusion of the
correspondents by reading their newspaper stories.Tumulty tried repeat-
edly to warn Wilson about the tone of the domestic press coverage in a se-
ries of revealing cables and letters to the President and to Cary T. Grayson,
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the White House physician.Tumulty urged Wilson to place more empha-
sis on managing the press in Paris if he expected stories that would help
win popular support for the peace agreement back home.89

Instead, the mixed coverage of the negotiations encouraged opposition
at home to the Treaty of Versailles and to U.S. membership in the League
of Nations. When Wilson returned to the United States, he launched a
strenuous cross-country speaking tour in support of Senate ratification of
the treaties that ended in September 1919 when he suffered an incapaci-
tating stroke.90 After the stroke, presidential communication with the press
largely ceased. Press attention shifted to the Senate, which defeated ratifi-
cation of the treaties in November 1919. Through the remaining 18
months of Wilson’s term, Capitol Hill, not the White House, became again
the center of Washington newsgathering.While the White House did not
return permanently to the relative isolation from the press that had marked
the Taft administration, the intensified relationship that Wilson had estab-
lished with the press since 1913 was over.91

Nevertheless, both the presidency and the news media had been
changed substantially by the war. Before Wilson, presidential leadership of
public opinion through the new media of newspapers and magazines had
been an interesting adjunct to executive governance. McKinley and
Theodore Roosevelt sought the assistance of the press to help build pub-
lic support for the immediate challenges of war and reform. Taft had
demonstrated that aloofness from the press was no longer advisable if a
president wished to maintain public support for his governing authority.

But to Wilson, using the press to guide public opinion was not just a
useful tool of executive leadership; it had been the cornerstone of a
strengthened presidency. In peace and in war, Wilson had sought public
support for greater presidential authority by experimenting with all avail-
able means to manage the press and the mass media.The White House had
sought to shape information reaching the public in peacetime by estab-
lishing a stronger presidential relationship with the Washington correspon-
dents through such devices as regular press conferences and intensive
personal lobbying by the President’s staff.

During World War I,Wilson had deployed the full range of presidential
authority over mass communications to persuade or to command press and
public support for the war effort. Maintaining presidential control over the
press and public opinion after the war was neither allowable nor accept-
able. But the wartime experience had gone far to promote popular famil-
iarity with the president as chief of state and leader of national opinion.
Many journalists and much of the public had accepted, more or less will-
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ingly, stronger presidential involvement in guiding press and public senti-
ment, at least for a patriotic cause during wartime.

Furthermore, the CPI, the Food Administration, and other wartime
agencies of persuasion had given new institutional impetus to government
adoption of the techniques of publicity to shape public opinion. Even
though the agencies themselves were dismantled, their legacy encouraged
an expansion of press bureaus and publicity practices throughout the gov-
ernment in the 1920s. Herbert Hoover, whose reputation so benefited
from his wartime work that he became a presidential candidate in 1920,
went on to create in the Department of Commerce a publicity organiza-
tion that was widely copied by New Deal programs in the 1930s.92

The Wilson administration, in peace and in war, had laid the ground-
work for a permanent relationship between the executive and the news
media. White House leadership of public opinion through the press was
becoming an institutionalized form of presidential leadership. No
twentieth-century president who followed Wilson tried to return the
White House to the pre–World War I aloofness from the press exemplified
by William Howard Taft.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

HARDING AND COOLIDGE:
EMERGENCE OF THE MEDIA
PRESIDENCY

The 1920s often have been viewed as something of an interlude in the
twentieth-century expansion of presidential management of public

opinion through the news media. Republican candidate Warren G. Hard-
ing pledged in 1920 to lead the nation “back to normalcy” and away from
the turmoil of World War I and the Wilson years.1 To correspondent
Fletcher Knebel, they were the “placid twenties,” stretching generously
from the end of the war to the excitement of the New Deal in the 1930s.2

The political scientist Elmer C. Cornwell Jr. referred to the Harding and
Coolidge administrations as periods of “consolidation” in presidential
leadership of public opinion, and to the unhappy single term of Herbert
Hoover, who took office in 1929, as a “retrogression.”3 Among historians,
the presidencies of the 1920s were diminished in hindsight by that of
Franklin D. Roosevelt, whose well-documented impact on executive lead-
ership of public opinion through the mass media overshadowed those who
preceded him as well as those who followed him.4

Yet this dismissiveness seems overstated. Returning to normalcy under
Harding and Coolidge did not mean a return to the laissez-faire approach
to the press and public opinion preferred by the last prewar president,
William Howard Taft. Historians who consider Harding one of the nation’s
worst presidents because of the scandals in his administration nevertheless
acknowledge his popularity with the press.5 As for Coolidge, Charles Willis
Thompson, a veteran New York Times correspondent, claimed in 1927 that
the taciturn Vermonter was no less successful at publicity than Theodore
Roosevelt had been.6
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Under Harding and Coolidge, the presidential press conference became
a routine White House practice, and both presidents were quick to take ad-
vantage of the developing technologies of photography, film, and radio.7 In
addition, Hoover, who served as secretary of commerce to both presidents,
created a sophisticated publicity operation in the Department of Com-
merce that was cited as a model for New Deal agencies a decade later.8 It
is also significant that by the late 1920s, Washington correspondents had
begun to complain publicly about the proliferation of government public-
ity activity. In 1927, for example, J. Frederick Essary, of the Baltimore Sun,
wrote that “Washington has become the great generator of propaganda in
this country.” He added:“In almost every department there is a chief of a
‘bureau of information’ which is merely a title for an official press agent.”9

Frequent, predictable access to the president encouraged a parallel pro-
fessionalization of Washington journalism.10 By the late 1920s, the corre-
spondents had come to regard the White House as a permanently
prominent source of news and were shifting their primary newsgathering
focus from Congress to the presidency.11

Wilson and his information agencies had accelerated this transforma-
tion, which had been under way since the turn of the century. But the
wartime expansion of presidential publicity that helped to turn Washing-
ton into a world news capital had waned by 1920. The Committee on
Public Information, the Food Administration, and the other wartime agen-
cies had been dismantled.Wilson’s postwar relationship with the press de-
teriorated after the Armistice and largely ceased after his incapacitating
stroke.The Senate, where the Versailles and League of Nations treaties were
defeated, became once again the center of Washington newsgathering.12

Harding, however, found the correspondents to be receptive when he
set out to reestablish the White House as a leading source of news. Dur-
ing his 29 months as president, from March 1921 to August 1923, Hard-
ing instituted or restored publicity practices that were continued by his
successor, Coolidge, and by subsequent twentieth-century presidents.
These included frequent, regularly scheduled presidential press confer-
ences with established rules of attendance and conduct; expansion of the
resident’s personal and professional relationships with the correspondents,
their clubs, and industry trade associations; and the encouragement of par-
allel publicity activity in Cabinet agencies to support the administration’s
policies.

Harding had several advantages in reestablishing a close presidential re-
lationship with the press. Unlike Wilson, he was a Republican, still a sig-
nificant consideration in 1920s political journalism. Newspaper
partisanship, although declining, affected the careers and judgments of the
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correspondents.13 Although many newspapers had declared themselves to
be officially “independent” of the political parties, Frank R. Kent, a Balti-
more Sun correspondent, estimated that three-fourths of them remained
partisan in practice, especially those in smaller communities.14 Most of the
major daily newspapers in New York and Washington were Republican in
orientation, and their correspondents were expected to respect their em-
ployers’ allegiances.

Moreover, Harding, unlike Wilson, was familiar with the ways of the
press long before he became president. Harding had been a newspaper
publisher, and he understood how news was produced, at least at the Mar-
ion (Ohio) Star. As a U.S. senator, he had seen the Washington press in ac-
tion and gained the support of influential publishers, especially Ned
McLean, of the Washington Post. Harding’s publicity advisors in the 1920
presidential campaign included Will H. Hays, chairman of the Republican
National Committee; Scott C. Bone, an editor of the Washington Post, and
Judson C. Welliver, a former correspondent and aide to Theodore Roo-
sevelt.Welliver remained a publicist and speechwriter both to Harding and
to Coolidge.15

Perhaps most importantly, Harding had the advice and direction of Flo-
rence Kling De Wolfe Harding, one of the century’s most knowledgeable
first ladies in dealing with the press. Florence Harding had worked for 14
years at the family newspaper in Marion, Ohio. She was a key advisor and
public spokeswoman in advancing her husband’s political career. At the
Republican National Convention in June 1920, Florence Harding sought
out correspondents, as well as delegates, to lobby. She surprised them by
allowing herself to be interviewed as an on-the-record source promoting
his candidacy. In November 1920, the first presidential election that fol-
lowed enactment of women’s suffrage, photographers were invited to take
a picture of Florence Harding voting with her husband.16

The new President also genuinely liked newspapermen, a significant
change from Taft and Wilson. He befriended the correspondents who
moved to Marion in 1920 for his “front porch” presidential campaign.The
correspondents, whose most recent experiences with presidents had been
with an aloof Taft and a magisterial Wilson, responded warmly. About a
dozen of the Republican correspondents formed an insiders’ group, the
“Order of the Elephant,” to socialize with Harding during the campaign.
Later, the group became the nucleus of a revitalized and expanded White
House press corps.17

When the President-elect greeted 50 correspondents in his hotel suite
on the eve of his inauguration, he assured them, “I am just a newspaper-
man myself.”18 To demonstrate his willingness to be helpful to the press

111H A R D I N G  A N D  C O O L I D G E



112

after his inauguration, he came out of the White House after midnight to
tell correspondents the outcome of his first presidential conference with
congressional leaders.19

The most visible evidence of Harding’s campaign to form a closer
working relationship with the press was the reestablishment of frequent,
regularly scheduled, presidential press conferences open to all correspon-
dents. Wilson had experimented extensively with similar press confer-
ences during his first term, but none had been held at the White House
on a regular schedule for nearly six years. Before taking office in March
1921, Harding received a memorandum on the subject from Gus J.
Karger, of the Cincinnati Times-Star, a veteran correspondent who had
served as an unofficial liaison between the press and the last Republican
president,Taft. In the memorandum, Karger suggested that both Harding
and his Cabinet officers make themselves readily available for questioning
by correspondents and hold frequent, regularly scheduled news confer-
ences.“The newspapermen want the news. . . . Everything that is done to
make it easy for them in their legitimate requirements will help them and
assist the Administration,” Karger wrote. He also suggested rules of con-
duct under which the President could be questioned openly but not
quoted directly or indirectly without his consent. Harding seems to have
followed Karger’s advice. He announced that press conferences would be
held twice a week,Tuesdays and Fridays, following his Cabinet meetings,
and that individual Cabinet members would hold regular press confer-
ences as well.20

At Harding’s first post-inaugural press conference, he greeted the cor-
respondents warmly, shook hands with each one, and then talked candidly
about the Cabinet meeting he had just left. Edward G. Lowry, the maga-
zine writer, compared the welcoming atmosphere with Wilson’s chilly first
press conference eight years earlier. Unlike Wilson, Harding did not lecture
to the correspondents or take offense at their questions. Instead, according
to Lowry, Harding “did not wait for questions, but began to talk, an easy,
gossipy chat about the first Cabinet meeting of his administration. He
knew the professional interests of his hearers. He told them ‘the story’ of
what they came to hear.”21

Harding’s candid remarks at these twice-weekly conferences made
news, even if he could not be identified as the source. He also gave the cor-
respondents human-interest tips on how to make their stories more inter-
esting to read. “He knows what is news and has an attractive way of
communicating it to the press,” wrote Richard V. Oulahan,Washington bu-
reau chief of the New York Times. “He has the news sense, the nose for
news, and frequently goes out of his way to give them the sidelights on
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government affairs more interesting than important and having a human
touch that makes attractive reading matter.”22

After being shunned or barely tolerated by Taft and Wilson, the corre-
spondents were attracted to these frequent, predictable opportunities to
question the President openly and to receive useful replies, even if most of
them were off the record.23 Instead of diminishing in novelty after Hard-
ing’s inauguration, the press conferences drew crowds of 50 or more cor-
respondents and hangers-on, prompting the President to seek a revival of
the White House Correspondents Association to screen out the non-
correspondents and to try to enforce the rules of confidentiality.24

However, as press attention to the President’s statements increased, so
did the consequences of newspaper stories based on Harding’s injudicious
or erroneous remarks. Florence Harding helped to write and to edit her
husband’s formal speeches, but she could not control his off-the-cuff re-
marks. By the fall of 1921, after more than one misstatement found its way
into print, Harding decreed that all questions must be submitted in ad-
vance in writing.25 The correspondents grumbled at the inconvenience,
but their attraction to the President’s press conferences was undiminished.
“The correspondents still attend in unprecedented numbers Mr. Harding’s
bi-weekly audiences,” Edward G. Lowry wrote.“They find these meetings
useful.They get news.These contacts are reproduced in a thousand places.
The President is presented as he presents himself with all his native kind-
liness and appealing qualities to the fore.”26

Harding’s campaign to appeal for public support through the mass
media went well beyond reestablishing and maintaining regular press con-
ferences. He was the first president to take full advantage of the increasing
use of still photographs by newspapers and magazines and of newsreels.Taft
and Wilson had regarded posing for photographers as burdensome and
submitted to it without enthusiasm.Taft complained about the “sacrifice of
dignity” involved.27 Wilson appreciated the propaganda possibilities, but
denied repeated pleas by his advisers to appear personally in a wartime
promotional film on conserving food.28

In the 1920 campaign, however, posed photographs of the Hardings,
both Warren and Florence, were made available to the press in Marion and
distributed nationally by Republican headquarters in an effort to “pictur-
ize” the couple. Florence Harding made a special point of cultivating
newsreel cameramen, as well as still photographers and correspondents.29

At the White House, Harding walked out readily into the garden to
be photographed or filmed with the visitors of the day, whether they
were Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, golfers, printers, public officials, delega-
tions from service clubs, Hollywood film stars, or even Albert Einstein.
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The handsome, smiling President took a good picture, and many of them
were reproduced in newspaper rotogravure sections. For example, the 3
April 1921 picture section of the New York Times Sunday edition con-
tained five photographs of Harding, including two from the White
House Easter egg roll; one of the President playing with his photogenic
airedale,“Laddie”; one of him posing with former President Taft; and one
with a delegation from the National Disabled Citizens’ League.

“It is effective publicity and quite legitimate,” Lowry wrote.“The peo-
ple who are taken with the Presidents and their friends like the pictures.
The newspapers print them because they are news and because they in-
terest readers.”30 The success of these “photo opportunities” drew crowds
of photographers to the White House, and in June 1921 the White House
News Photographers Association was organized to limit access only to
those who were properly accredited.31

Contributing to the President’s popularity with the correspondents was
the continuing assistance of Florence Harding, now First Lady. In the
White House, she developed her own contacts with both male and female
reporters. She sympathized with women reporters in the man’s world of
newspapering and held informal press conferences for “us girls,” at which
she answered political questions as well as inquiries about social activities.
Some women reporters even were invited to interview her in her bed-
room. Correspondents who wrote positive stories received thank-you
notes and, at times, flowers.32

Florence Harding also spoke to public gatherings on political issues like
women’s suffrage.33 She accepted an honorary membership in the National
Women’s Party and made public statements of support for other women’s po-
litical groups. Her public activity was so extensive that she was the first First
Lady to request the assignment of a Secret Service agent for protection.34

The President, too, sought publicity and support in the mass media be-
yond the White House. Harding made an intensive effort to lobby corre-
spondents socially and also to appeal to media owners and editors through
their growing professional and trade associations. In Washington, Harding
chatted with the correspondents, played in their golf tournaments, and fre-
quently attended the social and professional gatherings of the White House
Correspondents Association, the Gridiron Club, and the National Press
Club.35 He chose the National Press Club’s annual “Hobby Party” as the
forum for his first formal speech after his inauguration.36 In 1922, Hard-
ing again chose the National Press Club as the site for a formal report on
his first year in office, which included praise for the press and a request for
its continued support. Press Club members presented the President with a
birthday cake with one candle and reportedly gave him an ovation.37
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Harding also attended or sent formal messages to the annual meetings
of industry associations, such as the board of directors of the Associated
Press and the American Newspaper Publishers Association. Previous pres-
idents occasionally attended these trade conventions, but few contributed
such lavish statements of praise and good fellowship to influential publish-
ers and editors.38 In 1923, however, after press reports had begun to appear
that suggested possible corruption in his administration, Harding appeared
before the American Society of Newspaper Editors to endorse their con-
sideration of a code of ethics for journalists.39

The Harding administration has become notorious among historians for
corruption and presidential misbehavior.The President valued loyalty above
all else in his appointments, and several members of what critics called the
“Ohio gang” were accused of influence peddling. Charles R. Forbes, whom
Harding had appointed to head the Veterans’ Bureau, resigned before a Sen-
ate committee began to investigate allegations of fraud. Forbes’s chief assis-
tant, Charles F. Cramer, committed suicide, and Forbes himself later went to
prison. In late May 1923, Jess Smith, a close associate of Attorney General
Harry M. Daugherty, also committed suicide while under pressure in a
complex deal involving the disposal of $6.5 million in Liberty bonds. Some
of the money ended up in a political fund managed by the Attorney Gen-
eral, who eventually was dismissed by Coolidge and tried twice on charges
of fraud, although not convicted. In the best known of the Harding scan-
dals, Secretary of the Interior Albert B. Fall leased drilling rights at naval pe-
troleum reserves at Teapot Dome,Wyoming, and Elk Hills, California, to oil
men and speculators who made general “loans” to Fall.40

Harding’s personal life also set a standard of sorts for presidential mis-
behavior in the twentieth century. As Carl Sferrazza Anthony documents
in his 1998 biography of Florence Harding, the president was a compul-
sive adulterer throughout his public career, he served and drank alcohol in
the White House when it was illegal to do so during Prohibition, and he
gambled with speculators and other favor-seekers.41

At least the outlines of the major scandals were known to many Wash-
ington correspondents during Harding’s presidency, as were his personal
failings.Yet little appeared in the newspapers before his death in August
1923. Once congressional hearings into the scandals began two months
later, however, the resulting headlines and stories helped to make “Teapot
Dome” a twentieth-century synonym for political corruption.42 The rela-
tive absence of news coverage prior to the President’s death reveals a great
deal about the limitations of Washington journalism in the 1920s and the
tenuous nature of the relationship that was developing between the White
House and the correspondents.
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Even though the full range of influence-peddling scandals did not be-
come known until late 1923, conservationists and other critics of Secretary
Fall had been trying to persuade the press to look into his activities at the
Interior Department for the past two years. Some of these pleas came from
the peripatetic conservationist, reformer, and publicist Gifford Pinchot,
whose leaks to the press had undermined Taft’s secretary of the interior,
Richard A. Ballinger, a dozen years earlier.The parallels between Pinchot’s
publicity campaign against Ballinger in 1909 and his efforts against Fall are
striking.

Pinchot had not been in the government since 1910, when he was fired
as chief of the U.S. Forest Service by Taft. But he remained active in Re-
publican and progressive politics. Pinchot loyally supported the party’s
nominee for president in 1920, despite misgivings about Harding’s views
on conservation. He kept a close watch on conservation issues through
Harry A. Slattery, a Washington attorney and activist who had worked for
Pinchot’s National Conservation Commission under Theodore Roosevelt.
Slattery alerted Pinchot in 1921 that Secretary Fall, a wealthy New Mex-
ico rancher, developer, and former U.S. senator, wanted to gain control of
public resources, including those lands supervised by the U.S. Forest Ser-
vice, by having them transferred into Fall’s jurisdiction at the Interior De-
partment.43 Beginning in late 1921, Pinchot launched a publicity
campaign against Fall’s activities, in much the same way that he tried to
thwart Ballinger’s actions as secretary of the interior in 1909. Stories de-
fending the Forest Service subsequently appeared in the Christian Science
Monitor and other newspapers. By March 1922, the American Forestry As-
sociation was able to present Harding and the congressional leadership
with bundles of newspaper clippings opposing the transfer of the Forest
Service to Fall’s Interior Department. Fall fought back, also in the press, by
attacking “Pinchotism” and “propaganda.”44

Pinchot was able to stimulate enough news coverage to head off Fall’s
plan to gain control of the Forest Service. But he was less successful in
leaking reports of possible corruption in Fall’s plans for the petroleum re-
serves, which were transferred to the Interior Department from the navy.
In 1909, Pinchot had been able to ignite a press frenzy by planting reports
that Secretary Ballinger was linked to corrupt activity involving public coal
lands in Alaska.The allegations were never proven, but sensational cover-
age by newspapers and muckraking magazines undermined Ballinger’s
policies and drove him from Taft’s Cabinet. In 1922, however, when Pin-
chot tried to suggest wrongdoing in the proposed sale of drilling rights in
the Teapot Dome and Elk Hills reserves, press reaction was limited, even
though his warning was proven later to be well founded. Frustrated at the
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lack of interest in the press, Pinchot turned his attentions to his campaign
to be elected governor of Pennsylvania. Slattery then appealed to another
reformer and publicist, Sen. Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin, who per-
suaded the Senate to launch an investigation. But despite La Follette’s
speeches, public statements, news events, leaks, and other attempts at pub-
licity, only a handful of stories about Fall and Teapot Dome had appeared
by the end of 1922. Fall left Harding’s Cabinet in March 1923 with his
public reputation more or less intact. It was not until six months later, after
Harding’s death, that the scandal broke in the Congress and in the press.45

The limited response of the press to the campaign of allegations against
Fall is suggestive of changes in the president’s relationship to the press and
in newsgathering practices between Taft and Harding, even though the
parallels with the Ballinger conflict are imperfect. Pinchot in 1909 had
been able to present the press with an on-the-record accuser against
Ballinger, the whistle-blower Louis Glavis. Available evidence against Fall
in 1921 and 1922 was only inferential.And Fall, unlike Ballinger and Taft,
had defended himself vigorously to the correspondents. Just as importantly,
under Harding the White House had become a more valuable source of
news to the correspondents than it had been under Taft.Access to a pop-
ular president, not exposure, was regarded as essential to maintaining an in-
creasingly productive relationship. “The curious thing about President
Harding was that everyone loved him in spite of the horrible debacle of
his administration,” commented Olive Ewing Clapper, wife of the United
Press White House correspondent, Raymond Clapper.46 Instead of pursu-
ing rumors of possible corruption, some prominent correspondents dis-
cussed ways of protecting Harding from the misdeeds of his associates.

In early 1923, Harding’s defenders suggested that he appoint a “direc-
tor of administrative publicity” to better advertise the President’s positive
achievements. Some of the most prominent correspondents publicly en-
dorsed the idea. Richard V. Oulahan, the dean of the press corps, wrote in
the New York Times that many newspapermen agreed with a comment by
Secretary of Labor James J. Davis that Harding was “the poorest advertiser
in the United States.” Oulahan wrote that “on many occasions they (the
correspondents) have found the President reluctant to furnish enlighten-
ment on acts of his administration, with the result that they have had to
obtain information from other and possibly less well informed quarters.”47

Harding’s problem, Oulahan wrote in his memoirs, was not that he was
corrupt personally but that he was simply too modest:“He will not shout
loud in a loud shouting age.”48 Harding quickly disavowed the proposal to
hire an official White House publicist, as did its purported author, the ad-
vertising executive Albert Lasker. But some correspondents, including
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Oulahan, remained sympathetic to the idea and defended the President
until his death.49

If news coverage of possible corruption in the Harding administration
was limited, published reports of the President’s personal misconduct were
all but nonexistent. Newspaper stories about Harding’s adultery did not
appear until 1927, when Nan Britton, one of his mistresses, published a
disputed memoir, The President’s Daughter, which claimed that Harding was
her lover and the father of her child.50 Yet, as Anthony’s biography of Flo-
rence Harding documents, prominent journalists knew of Harding’s wom-
anizing, drinking, and gambling in the White House. Some were active
participants, especially Ned McLean, publisher of the Washington Post. The
Post carried no stories about Harding’s adulteries, although McLean and
some of his editors were aware of them. Indeed, McLean helped to inves-
tigate and to settle blackmail claims against the President. In addition, some
of the correspondents sent to Marion,Ohio, for the 1920 presidential cam-
paign, had attended a lawn party hosted by one long-time mistress, Carrie
Phillips. Others were present at a private party at the National Press club,
where Harding reportedly confided that “I can’t say no.”51 As far as illegal
drinking was concerned, Harding served and drank alcohol routinely with
correspondents as a candidate and as President, even though he was pub-
licly a “dry,” a supporter of Prohibition. Not only did the correspondents
not write about Harding’s personal failings, they acquiesced with a decree
by Florence Harding that the President should never be portrayed as
smoking tobacco.52

The lack of contemporary news coverage of the President’s personal
failings is unsurprising in this time period.Washington journalists well into
the twentieth century generally respected the privacy of public officials,
particularly the president.Although both Theodore Roosevelt and Wilson
had complained about press intrusion into their family lives, the pho-
tographs and stories in mainstream newspapers and magazines about them
and their families were almost always admiring. As long as the president
was carrying out his official duties, no respectable news organization was
likely to publish a story suggesting personal misconduct without some sort
of public record to base it on. Even the tabloid New York Daily News, which
begin publication in 1919, restricted its coverage of celebrity scandals or
love affairs to divorce cases, where there was a court record available. For
a more traditional newspaper to publish any story that referred openly to
adultery or sexuality in the early 1920s likely would have been condemned
by local ministers as an immoral act. Most community newspapers at the
time were reluctant to publish even something as inoffensive as the notice
of an impending birth.53
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As far as alcohol consumption was concerned, for a Washington corre-
spondent to be allowed to drink with the president was more likely to be
regarded as a symbol of professional advancement than as an opportunity
to embarrass the White House for breaking the law. Most newspaper cor-
respondents, along with millions of other Americans, saw nothing wrong
with drinking illegally during Prohibition.54

Despite whatever misgivings the correspondents may have held about
Harding and his administration, the President’s two-year “honeymoon”
with the press, as William Allen White described it, continued until his
death in August 1923 and was reflected in the fulsome editorial tributes
that followed.55 “No President has ever maintained more mutually frank
and satisfactory contacts with the reporters; none, of the many more gifted
in making Page One news, has been more highly esteemed,” editorialized
Editor and Publisher.56 The Standing Committee of Correspondents, which
controlled congressional press accreditation, adopted a similarly worded
resolution:“No finer contact of genuine understanding and sympathy ever
was established between an American president and the newspapermen
than that which governed the relations of President Warren G. Harding
and the writers of the Capitol.”The Standing Committee selected an es-
cort of correspondents who had covered Harding during his career to
march in the President’s funeral procession.57

Harding’s successor,Vice President Coolidge, became the first president
to embrace fully his predecessor’s methods of appealing for public support
through the mass media. This continuity between the Harding and
Coolidge administrations marked an important transition from the
episodic initiatives of individual presidents to a permanent relationship be-
tween the president and the press. Between August 1923 and March 1929,
Coolidge continued, and helped to make permanent, Harding’s practices
of appealing to public opinion through the press. He met with the corre-
spondents frequently and attended the meetings of their social and trade
associations. Coolidge also made himself readily available for photographs
and films, and he experimented extensively with the new mass medium of
radio. He also kept on the payroll Harding’s publicist, Judson C.Welliver.
In a June 1925 listing of White House staff members, Welliver was de-
scribed as a “special employee,” whose $7,500-a-year salary equaled that of
Everett Sanders, who was then Coolidge’s secretary, or chief of staff.58

The significance of this transition was underscored by anxiety among
the correspondents, who feared that Coolidge might discontinue the pres-
idential press conferences that Harding had revived and popularized.The
correspondents had been drawn increasingly to the White House to attend
the conferences and to benefit from access to Harding’s comments. In
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March 1921, only two dozen correspondents constituted the White House
“clan” photographed with the President after Harding’s first presidential
press conference.59 In August 1923, an estimated 150 correspondents at-
tended President Coolidge’s first press conference.When Coolidge assured
them that he would continue to hold press conferences twice a week, the
relieved correspondents applauded and, while posing for a group photo-
graph afterwards, gave the new President three cheers of support.60

Coolidge wrote in his autobiography that the welcoming applause of the
correspondents was one of his most pleasant memories of the presidency.61

Frederic William Wile, a correspondent for the Christian Science Monitor
and other newspapers, prepared a ceremonial transcript of the first
Coolidge presidential press conference that described the “spontaneous
and hearty burst of applause” as “a token of gratitude to Mr. Coolidge and
an expression of the satisfaction in which the ‘entente’ between President
and press had been inaugurated.” Wile wrote to the new President that
“you know, of course, the unqualified satisfaction of our fraternity with
our initial contact with you and of the prevalent confidence that the rela-
tionship is destined to grow more delightful as time goes on.”62

However, while Coolidge continued to hold the Tuesday and Friday
press conferences, the new President was neither as gregarious nor as out-
spoken as Harding. Coolidge’s newsworthy remarks were infrequent and
carefully chosen, even off the record. Coolidge was well aware that his re-
marks were likely to turn up in print, regardless of the ground rules of
anonymity.63 “Everything that the President does potentially at least is of
such great importance that he must be constantly on guard,” the cautious
Coolidge observed.64 Fragmentary records in the Coolidge Papers suggest
that the President went to the press conferences with note cards contain-
ing the typed questions submitted by the correspondents and one- or two-
sentence replies prepared to read if he chose to do so.65

Coolidge could be talkative, even garrulous at times, but he said little at
the press conferences that the correspondents found useful. Nor did he
volunteer background information to help them interpret the events of
the day.66 The correspondents, who had become accustomed under Hard-
ing to sending stories about the president to their publications on a regu-
lar basis, were left without their customary supply of White House news
and guidance.Two months after Coolidge became president, some corre-
spondents were being transferred to more productive assignments. Puzzled
editors and publishers started to drop by Coolidge’s press conferences
themselves to discover what had stopped the flow of news, according to a
report in Editor and Publisher.67 An account of one Coolidge press confer-
ence, published in May 1924, described the President flipping quickly
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through the written questions submitted by the correspondents, answering
each one negatively; sidestepping a single spoken question; and ending the
meeting 12 minutes after it began.68

The correspondents also grew increasingly frustrated by the ground
rules that allowed the president to make announcements or to float trial
balloons anonymously. Coolidge was by no means the first president to
take advantage of the rules of anonymity, which limited the correspon-
dents to attributing any quotable statements to sources “close to the pres-
ident” or, increasingly, to the “White House spokesman.” But public
grumbling from the correspondents increased as Coolidge used the dis-
guise repeatedly to make newsworthy suggestions and then to disavow
them if they turned out to be erroneous or controversial. To protect his
deniability, Coolidge refused to allow the correspondent David Lawrence
to bring along his own stenographer to record the President’s remarks.69

As the disagreement dragged on, some correspondents began to write sar-
castically about the “White House spokesman” who was short and wore a
blue suit, just like the President; sat in the President’s chair at the President’s
desk; and was intimately familiar with the President’s thinking.70 The cor-
respondents were particularly miffed in 1926 when Coolidge granted a
rare on-the-record interview to a non-journalist, the advertising executive
Bruce Barton, and the subsequent transcript was distributed by the Asso-
ciated Press.71

Despite these complaints, as Raymond Clapper, chief of the United
Press White House Bureau, acknowledged, the correspondents “are willing
to endure occasional irritations rather than give up a good source of
news.”72 In fact, the correspondents had little choice but to comply with
Coolidge’s ground rules if they wished to maintain the press conferences.73

Herbert Hoover promised to end the “spokesman” system after he was
elected president in 1928, but it was curtailed significantly only under
Franklin D. Roosevelt.

Coolidge lacked Harding’s charm and a common journalistic bond,
but he nevertheless tried to reach out to the correspondents socially and
professionally. Coolidge regularly attended the dinners of the White
House Correspondents Association and the Gridiron Club.74 He spoke at
the ceremony in 1926 at which the cornerstone was laid for the National
Press Club building and took the occasion to make a major foreign pol-
icy statement.75 After the 1924 presidential election, in which he won a
full four-year term, Coolidge invited selected editors and prominent cor-
respondents to take a Potomac River cruise on the presidential yacht, the
Mayflower. Coolidge further flattered his guests by allowing the sailing to
be filmed for a newsreel.76
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David Lawrence, one of the correspondents invited on the Potomac
cruise, wrote later that Coolidge went further than previous presidents in
his solicitousness toward the working press.While it was not uncommon
for editors to be greeted as social equals, yachting with the President was
a heady experience for the correspondents.77 When Coolidge invited the
correspondents and spouses covering his summer vacation in Massachu-
setts to take a similar cruise, an account of the voyage made the front page
of the New York Times.78

Coolidge continued and expanded Harding’s practice of attending or
sending supportive messages to meetings of media industry and trade as-
sociations.These included, at various times, the American Newspaper Pub-
lishers Association, the Southern Newspaper Publishers Association, the
Associated Press, the American Society of Newspaper Editors, the National
Editorial Association, and the Pan American Congress of Journalists.79 Al-
though United Press correspondents found Coolidge largely uncommu-
nicative at the White House, the President was welcomed warmly when
he made a major policy address at the news service’s twentieth anniversary
dinner in New York City.80 In addition to the indirect benefits of cultivat-
ing media trade associations, Coolidge was interested in the industry as a
business to be encouraged. He believed that advertising was essential to
economic prosperity. In 1926, he became the first president to speak to a
convention of the American Association of Advertising Agencies.81

Coolidge, like Harding, was intrigued by the possibilities of appealing
to the public through emerging technologies of mass communication,
especially photographs and newsreels. His calculated approach to photo
opportunities may have lacked Harding’s cheerfulness and seeming spon-
taneity, but Coolidge was more than willing to pose.Whether carrying a
sap bucket to collect maple syrup, displaying a pet raccoon, throwing out
the first ball at baseball games, going fishing, or wearing funny hats,
Coolidge and the First Lady, Grace Goodhue Coolidge, appeared fre-
quently in newspapers, magazines, and newsreels. In the picture section
of the New York Times Sunday edition on 8 November 1925, for exam-
ple, Grace Coolidge was posed with a “typical boy” visiting the White
House. Another picture showed her pinning a Red Cross button on the
President.82

The vivacious First Lady drew press attention in part because of the
contrast with her dour husband. In addition to being a frequent subject for
photographs, she was profiled flatteringly in magazines.83 As a spokes-
woman for the administration, however, Grace Coolidge was often seen
but seldom heard. She made twice as many appearances as Florence Hard-
ing had and became a frequent focus of “goodwill” pictures in newspapers
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and magazines. Unlike Florence Harding, however, she did not speak out
on policy issues.The President did not allow it. But her upbeat disposition
and willingness to be photographed made her an effective public symbol
for the administration.84

Coolidge was the first president to experiment extensively with the
new medium of radio. A network of 11 stations was organized to broad-
cast the President’s April 1924 speech to the Associated Press directors in
New York, although reception around the country was marred by static
and bad weather.85 Another network of radio stations was created to
broadcast the 1924 national political conventions, and Coolidge used it to
deliver several short speeches during the fall campaign.86 His inauguration
speech, in March 1925, was the first to be broadcast over radio. It was
broadcast by a coalition of radio companies to a potential audience of 25
million Americans.87 Coolidge turned out to have a good voice for radio,
and his dry wit went over well. The broadcasts of formal speeches were
well received, and the President arranged to speak informally to radio au-
diences at least once a month.88

Coolidge proved to be so successful at promoting himself through the
press that the political scientist Lindsay Rodgers, an advocate of Senate su-
premacy, warned that White House use of the extraconstitutional power of
publicity was making the President “the most powerful elected ruler in the
world.” Coolidge, Rogers wrote, was able to launch his views anony-
mously in the newspapers on Wednesdays and Saturdays by holding press
conferences on Tuesdays and Fridays.“It is government by favorable pub-
licity,” Rogers warned, and Congress lacked the means to reply.89

Congress was not the only institution in the polity affected by the in-
creased prominence of the presidency in the press. Routine access to the
president helped to accelerate the expansion of Washington journalism that
had been under way since the early 1900s.The number of accredited cor-
respondents for daily newspapers increased substantially in the 1920s, to
327 in 1929 from 215 in 1920.90 Emergence of the president as a routinely
productive source of news bound many of these correspondents to the
White House occupationally. Frequent presidential press conferences al-
lowed the correspondents to meet the expectations of their editors for
daily stories. Furthermore, association with the president increased the
prestige and legitimacy of the correspondents themselves. Not surprisingly,
the correspondents followed the president’s wishes in establishing formal
and informal procedures and practices to advance their mutual interest in
making news. For those correspondents assigned to the White House, their
professional success was tied to that of their chief news source, the presi-
dent. Underscoring this allegiance, the correspondents reacted protectively
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under both Harding and Coolidge when their chief source was threatened
or the supply of news was restricted.

Under Coolidge, the correspondents were confronted not with charges
of corruption that might endanger their First Source but by a lack of news
from the taciturn President. In the absence of newsworthy presidential ac-
tions or announcements, some correspondents began a more or less open
conspiracy to turn Coolidge’s silences into stories about his “character.”“It
really was a miracle,” wrote former United Press correspondent Thomas L.
Stokes. “He said nothing. Newspapers must have copy. So we grasped at
little incidents to build up human interest and we created a character. He
kept his counsel.Therefore, he was a strong and silent man. . . .Then, in
time, as the country found out that he was not a superman, neither strong
nor silent, they emphasized his little witticisms, his dry wit, and we had a
national character—‘Cal.’”91

Coolidge shrewdly encouraged the creation of “Silent Cal” by con-
tributing homespun stories and New England rusticisms. Several corre-
spondents wrote in their memoirs about this invention of a presidential
“character” to make up for the lack of news at the Coolidge White
House.92 Only Frank R. Kent, a columnist for the Democratic Baltimore
Sun, publicly denounced his colleagues for going along with a deception
that he said concealed the unfitness of Coolidge to be president.93

These protective reactions under Harding and Coolidge were indica-
tors of the mutual dependency of the relationship that had become estab-
lished between the presidents and the correspondents. Just as the president
relied on the correspondents to carry his messages to the citizenry for pub-
lic support, the correspondents needed access to the president for news
that would meet the professional expectations of their employers. Both the
president and the press corps needed the continuing cooperation of the
other to accomplish their mutual goal of making news.When accusations
against Harding seemed to threaten the productive relationship that he had
developed with the press, the correspondents had an interest in protecting
him.When Coolidge failed to produce enough news at his press confer-
ences, the correspondents helped out by writing about his “character.”An
enduring, if uneasy, alliance had been formed between the president and
the White House correspondents both to make news and to maintain their
mutually productive relationship.

The Harding and Coolidge administrations formed a critical link be-
tween Wilson,World War I, and subsequent twentieth-century media pres-
idencies. Between 1921 and 1929, Harding and Coolidge made routine
many of the practices of appealing to the public through the press that had
been experiments by previous presidents. Frequent, regularly scheduled
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presidential press conferences, once occasional novelties, were now institu-
tionalized, a foundation of the White House relationship with the press.
Both the president and the correspondents had adjusted their work habits
and their expectations to accommodate this mutually rewarding relation-
ship and, at times, to protect it.

By 1929, presidential guidance of public opinion through the mass
media was no longer a set of experiments by particularly innovative pres-
idents or a wartime emergency measure. Practices once considered novel,
such as the press conferences, were now presumed to be permanent and
to follow complex rules and customs that assumed the continuing exis-
tence of the practices themselves. That these changes took place in the
“placid twenties,” rather than during wartime or national crisis, suggests
that managing the press had become a permanent element of presidential
leadership.

Nor was this development limited to the presidency. Encouraged by
Harding and Coolidge, executive administrators in the 1920s, especially
Secretary of Commerce Hoover, reorganized the major agencies of the ex-
ecutive branch to make publicity a routine element in departmental gov-
ernance as well.
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CHAPTER NINE

HERBERT HOOVER 
AND CABINET PUBLICITY 
IN THE 1920S

Publicity practices adopted by the White House to promote public sup-
port for the president’s policies spread widely in the executive branch

in the 1920s. Cabinet officers and agency directors applied many of the
promotional techniques used during World War I to try to increase public
and congressional support for their programs. Press conferences, press bu-
reaus, handouts, and other tactics of publicity were used to promote news
coverage of agency activities in much the same way that the presidents
since McKinley appealed for public support for themselves and their poli-
cies through the news at the White House.

World War I accelerated the experiments with agency publicity that had
been under way since the turn of the century, when Gifford Pinchot found
that newspaper coverage was a more effective way to appeal for public sup-
port than were government pamphlets. Wilson’s wartime information
agencies had dramatized how publicity could be used administratively to
raise awareness of, and compliance with, government policies. But agency
publicity largely was still in its infancy in 1921.The volunteer propagan-
dists who had joined the Committee on Public Information and other
wartime agency campaigns largely had left the government, although press
bureaus remained in the major permanent departments.

At the White House, presidents since Theodore Roosevelt had found
the growth of agency publicity to be both an opportunity and a challenge
to their own attempts to attract public support by managing the press.
When all went well, executive branch publicists could assist the White
House by providing additional support in the press for the president’s
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policies. But publicity from outside the White House also could divert the
press from the president’s own agenda. Or, as Pinchot had demonstrated
under William Howard Taft, leaks to the press could undermine public
support for the administration’s policies or for the president himself.Wil-
son had tried repeatedly in both peace and war to restrict or to coordi-
nate the publicity activity of his appointees, whether by personal appeals
to his Cabinet members or by creating an information ministry in the
form of the Committee on Public Information.

Harding, however, chose to take the opposite approach. Rather than try
to exercise presidential authority over executive branch publicity activities,
Harding decided to encourage them. Emerging from his first Cabinet
meeting, in March 1921, the new President announced that he had in-
structed his department heads to hold their own regularly scheduled press
conferences and to speak to journalists on behalf of themselves and, pre-
sumably, on behalf of the administration.1 In making his decision, Harding
followed closely the suggestions of a veteran Washington correspondent,
Gus J. Karger, of the Cincinnati Times-Star, who recommended that Cabi-
net members, as well as the president, be in contact with reporters fre-
quently, twice a day if necessary, and in person, rather than through press
agents.2

Harding’s announcement pleased the correspondents, who looked for-
ward to having more opportunities to get newsworthy information from
high-ranking official sources. Whether the Harding presidency benefited
from having multiple voices speaking on behalf of the administration to
the press and public is debatable. But the decision effectively gave the pres-
ident’s blessing to widespread adoption of publicity practices by adminis-
trative agencies across the executive branch.

Harding’s decision to encourage his Cabinet members to speak inde-
pendently to the press was based on at least two questionable assumptions.
First, it assumed that what his Cabinet members told the press for public
consumption would be consistent with the President’s policies and those
of the other Cabinet members. Second, it assumed that the Cabinet mem-
bers and department heads were familiar enough with the techniques of
managing the press to be able to generate supportive news stories from
their remarks to reporters. Neither assumption proved to be well founded.

Cabinet appointments traditionally went to semiautonomous party el-
ders or to representatives of important constituencies, such as farmers.
Those appointees often were useful in advising the president on policy, but
they did not necessarily feel obligated to carry out his orders.Wilson had
struggled to persuade the diverse members of his Cabinet to reflect his
views in their comments to the press, as well as in their policies. Harding,
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on the other hand, believed that encouraging his Cabinet members to
speak out individually would showcase the “best minds” that he had at-
tracted to his administration.3

What Harding discovered, however, was that the “best minds” often dis-
agreed, both among themselves and with him. His appointees reflected di-
verse and often conflicting personalities and constituencies. Instead of
being able to coordinate the voices of a generally unified administration,
Harding often was forced to be an unwilling referee.4 In addition to Her-
bert Hoover, whom Richard V. Oulahan, of the New York Times, termed ad-
miringly the “handy man of the Administration,” Harding had appointed
several other strong personalities to the Cabinet.5 Those included Secre-
tary of State Charles Evans Hughes, Secretary of the Treasury Andrew W.
Mellon, and Secretary of Agriculture Henry C. Wallace. Some of Harding’s
other appointments were less successful, notably Ohio crony Harry
Daugherty as attorney general and Sen. Albert B. Fall as secretary of the
interior. Both were later disgraced in the various Harding administration
scandals, as noted in the previous chapter.6

Despite their policy disagreements, most of Harding’s Cabinet members
were willing to comply with the President’s instructions to meet with the
press. But since they also differed in their prior experiences with publicity,
the results of their encounters with correspondents were mixed.7 The ini-
tial responses to Harding’s exhortation to seek publicity on the adminis-
tration’s behalf varied considerably.

Secretary of Agriculture Wallace was well acquainted with the press and
its ways.Wallace was the outspoken editor of an Iowa farm journal, Wal-
lace’s Farmer. Moreover, the Agriculture Department long had been a pio-
neer among the Cabinet departments in disseminating information to its
various constituencies, whether through official government publications
or through the press.8 The gregarious Attorney General Daugherty, bor-
rowed cigarettes from the correspondents who attended his news confer-
ences and joked about his poker bets with the President.9 In contrast,
Secretary of the Treasury Mellon was a reserved financier who had little
experience with reporters. Mellon found dealing with them puzzling and
occasionally troublesome.Thomas L. Stokes, a onetime United Press cor-
respondent, described Mellon as bemused that a one-word answer to a re-
porter’s question, yes or no, could result in a lengthy newspaper story the
next day. Few reporters attended Mellon’s press conferences, and those
who did found that he little to say that was usable as news.10

Secretary of State Hughes, sometimes described as the first among
equals in the Harding Cabinet, was a dignified former governor of New
York who had been the Republican presidential candidate in 1916. He
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also had gained a reputation for regarding newspaper correspondents as “a
cross between public nuisances and unapprehended criminals,” according
to one writer.11 The State Department had been involved in publicity
since at least the Spanish-American War, as presidents beginning with
William McKinley sought public support for military actions outside the
United States. But the conduct of diplomacy itself was regarded as a nec-
essarily confidential process, not to be discussed in the press. During World
War I, Secretary Robert Lansing kept the State Department’s information
office separate from the Committee on Public Information to try to pre-
vent leaks of diplomatic information.12

However, the Harding administration’s active foreign policy, combined
with the President’s pledge of Cabinet publicity, had increased the expec-
tations of the correspondents. Hughes at first found dealing with the Wash-
ington press problematic.13 When he tried to stop the correspondents from
writing stories about diplomatic notes, stories appeared that he was with-
holding information.14 Hughes proved to be a quick study in adapting to
the techniques of publicity, however.The Secretary reorganized the State
Department press information structure and placed Henry Suydam, a pop-
ular war correspondent, in charge of the Division of Current Informa-
tion.15 He held press briefings as often as twice a day and tried to cultivate
the correspondents with humor and charm.16 In 1922, after the Washing-
ton Conference on naval disarmament, the correspondents presented the
“new Hughes” with a birthday cake and a large pair of shears to cut
through the symbolic knots of diplomacy.17 A flattering New York Times
profile of Hughes at the end of Harding’s first year in the White House de-
scribed him as second only to the President in importance.18

No Cabinet member in the Harding and Coolidge administrations was
more aggressive in seeking publicity than Herbert Hoover, who was sec-
retary of commerce to both presidents and who became, not coinciden-
tally, the Republican candidate for president in 1928.19 Hoover’s brief but
spectacular public career before becoming secretary of commerce had
been characterized by an extraordinary emphasis on public appeals to pro-
mote and to accomplish his largely humanitarian works. John Lee Mahim,
one of the many public relations and advertising executives with whom
Hoover consulted regularly, commented in 1922: “Your publicity was
probably as an important feature of your work as any other phase of it.”20

As food administrator for Wilson during World War I, Hoover directed
one of the war’s largest domestic propaganda campaigns.Wartime appeals
to conserve food made Hoover, literally, a household word.After the war,
he organized and led a series of highly publicized relief campaigns to send
food to starving children in war-ravaged Europe and to Russia.21 Hoover’s
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admirers regarded him as one of the few American leaders to emerge from
the war as a hero. His popularity in 1920 was such that both major polit-
ical parties sought to enlist him as a presidential candidate.22 Hoover’s
campaign for the Republican nomination was unsuccessful, however, and
he ended up supporting the party’s candidate, Harding.After the election,
Harding sought out Hoover to add luster to his Cabinet.23

The Department of Commerce that Hoover took over in 1921 was a
disorganized collection of obscure and unrelated government offices that
lacked a central administrative purpose or direction.24 In his Memoirs,
Hoover recounted that Wilson’s secretary of commerce, Oscar Straus, told
him that the job would require no more than two hours a day of his
time.25 But Hoover’s goals were much more ambitious. By reorganizing
and revitalizing the various bureaus, offices, and programs, Hoover in-
tended to create a Commerce Department that would stimulate a national
economic revival.26 Hoover had plans to make available commercial and
financial information to businesses; to encourage cooperation rather than
competition in industry;27 to urge more standardization and efficiency in
manufacturing; and to raise public spirits by sending out encouraging eco-
nomic messages.28 Overall, Hoover hoped to use the Commerce Depart-
ment to transform the uneven national economy of the 1920s into one
that was stable and prosperous.29

To generate public support for these ambitious goals, Hoover brought to
the job his wartime enthusiasm for leading public opinion through mass per-
suasion. He assembled at the Department of Commerce the most elaborate
publicity apparatus yet established in the executive branch in peacetime.

Hoover brought together publicists and advertising experts from private
industry; former newspapermen and wartime propagandists; and depart-
mental employees with a flair for publicity.These included, at one time or
another from 1921 to 1927, Christian A. Herter, who had done publicity
work for Hoover’s European relief projects; Harold Phelps Stokes, a vet-
eran reporter for the New York Evening Post and the Washington Evening
Post; George Akerson, formerly Washington correspondent for the Min-
neapolis Tribune; and Edward Eyre Hunt, a former editor of American Mag-
azine and war correspondent.30 These and numerous other publicists,
employed either by the Department of Commerce or by Hoover person-
ally, worked to promote an estimated 250 major Hoover policy initiatives,
including industrial conferences, publicity campaigns for businesses and
consumers, promotions and advisories on improving business practices, and
programs to provide statistical support for economic activities.31

Hoover’s reorganization of the department and its publicity work began
with an upgrading of its largest internal agency, the Bureau of Foreign and
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Domestic Commerce. Under Julius Klein, a Harvard professor and former
commercial attaché to Argentina, the bureau was reorganized into com-
modity divisions to better promote international trade. Klein also estab-
lished an information service in the bureau that became the central
publicity coordinating office for the rest of the Commerce Department.32

Paul J. Croghan, a government employee in the Bureau of Foreign and
Domestic Commerce, became the coordinator of publicity operations for
all the Commerce Department bureaus and an important link between
Hoover and the Washington correspondents. Croghan reported both to
Klein and to Hoover’s numerous personal publicists, called “personal assis-
tants,” who worked out of the Secretary’s office. In a May 1921 memo-
randum to one of those publicists, Frederick Feiker, Croghan reported that
he was beginning to receive publicity material from the other major agen-
cies in the department.33

Croghan prepared comprehensive daily reports on the department’s
successes in managing its press coverage, based on his analysis of returns
from newspaper subscriptions and clipping services. Throughout his six
years as secretary of commerce, Hoover received lengthy, detailed, daily ad-
visories from various publicists on the successes or failures of his publicity
initiatives and a comparative analysis of the press coverage of other Cabi-
net departments.

“Publicity is booming. We are receiving clippings by the armful,”
Croghan wrote to Christian A. Herter in April 1921. Croghan listed news-
paper coverage of Hoover speeches on departmental reorganization, rail-
road rates, and the postwar economy.“I understand the Secretary does not
want more than one clipping on each subject and I have been endeavor-
ing to do this. In some cases, we receive 50 or more duplicates from vari-
ous papers,” Croghan wrote.34 In August 1924, Klein informed Hoover
that the Commerce Department’s news releases filled 168 column inches
in the 28 July issue of the New York Journal of Commerce (later theWall Street
Journal ) compared with only 79 column inches from all other federal
agencies combined.35

In addition to seeking press coverage through daily news releases, Klein
and Croghan worked to expand the department’s official publications,
which were sent to various constituency groups.The most prominent of
these publications was Commerce Reports. Originally a daily newsletter with
limited circulation, the publication was transformed into a weekly collec-
tion of reports on foreign trade opportunities, based on consular cables;
summaries of stock and commodity trading; a compilation of news releases
issued during the week, and other information intended to promote eco-
nomic development.36
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At first mailed only to businesses and other agency constituents, Com-
merce Reports was offered to daily newspapers on an experimental basis for
possible use in business news sections. An encouraging response from
newspaper editors led Hoover’s publicists to launch an advance edition as
a full-page supplement to weekend newspaper editions.The package of of-
ficial reports, including news releases, was made available to editors on
Thursdays for weekend publication.37 This “Financial News” page from
the Department of Commerce was quickly adopted by daily newspapers
to fill out Sunday business sections.Two additional employees were set to
work preparing the section. Within a few months, more than 200 daily
newspapers were carrying it, according to departmental memoranda.38

Once a large-scale publicity operation was launched to promote the
work of the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, Hoover set out
to establish similar programs in the department’s other major bureaus. At
the Food Administration, Hoover had discovered the advantages of desig-
nating a publicist in every major office to forward potentially newsworthy
ideas up through the departmental chain of command to a central press of-
fice.The central office could then generate and coordinate publicity activ-
ity for the entire agency, as well as advise the bureaus on how better to
make news to showcase their activities.

Croghan, acting as publicity coordinator for the overall Commerce De-
partment, advised the Bureau of the Census to announce the results of the
1920 census at earlier dates than in previous decades and to do so imme-
diately through press releases, rather than to wait for the official version to
be printed in government publications.The Census Bureau subsequently
reported that 6,218 copies of handouts were sent to the press that an-
nounced results by states, counties, and cities based on various census in-
dexes, including sex, nationality, age, school attendance, literacy, and
employment; commercially useful statistics on agriculture, irrigation,
drainage, manufacturing, and mining were highlighted.39

Hoover’s attempt to increase the publicity activity of another major bu-
reau, the Bureau of Standards, is revealing because of the lack of enthusiasm
among its employees, who were primarily scientists, for the notion of pop-
ularizing their technical studies and findings for newspaper use. In early
1922, Hoover assigned one of his personal publicists, Donald Wilhelm, a
veteran magazine writer, to publicize the contributions of the Bureau of
Standards to key Hoover campaigns on simplification and standardization in
manufacturing.Wilhelm proposed to prepare an extensive series of maga-
zine articles that would showcase the bureau’s work.40

However, Dr. S.W. Stratton, director of the Bureau of Standards, resisted
Wilhelm’s suggestion that the bureau hire its own publicist to assist in

133H E R B E RT  H O OV E R  A N D  C A B I N E T  P U B L I C I T Y



134

preparing the articles. The Director’s reluctance to comply with the de-
mands of publicity became the subject of a series of meetings and memo-
randa involving Wilhelm, Stratton, and Croghan. In a long memorandum
in March 1922,Wilhelm tried to persuade Stratton that promoting the bu-
reau’s work in popular publications, as well as in technical ones, was nec-
essary to enlarge its influence and to increase public and congressional
support for it. His memorandum illustrates how publicity was becoming
important to governance at the administrative level in the federal govern-
ment, as well as in the presidency.

In the memorandum,Wilhelm wrote: “Of course, it is perfectly possi-
ble for a governmental agency intrinsically to fail on a given job and still
seem to succeed, by use of the best possible presentation of its case; and,
conversely, it is perfectly possible for a governmental agency to succeed
gloriously and yet seem to fail. Of course, in this thought one has to con-
sider not only the public, but Congress as well.And the more I see of the
bureau, the fine personnel you have, and the enormous accomplishments
you make, it seems to me from every point of view desirable that you
should have a much larger share of recognition.”41

Finally, in November 1922, Stratton agreed to hire a former newspa-
perman to prepare news releases, which then would be routed to the press
through Croghan. Wilhelm also would receive the publicist’s help in
preparing magazine articles.A memorandum of agreement stressed the im-
portance of impressing outsiders, especially members of Congress, with
news about the bureau’s work.The agreement stated:“The public is enti-
tled to know what is going on in the bureau; that a Congressman who
reads a statement about some accomplishment of the bureau is more im-
pressed than by two hours of talking; and that the news end should be de-
veloped and strengthened greatly.”42

As a result of Hoover’s centralization of departmental publicity, news-
worthy information began to flow to the Secretary’s office not only from
the existing bureaus, such as Foreign and Interstate Commerce, Census,
Standards, Fisheries, and Mines, but also from new Commerce Department
offices created in the 1920s to oversee additional administrative responsi-
bilities, such as regulation of radio and aviation.These offices, too, were di-
rected to publicize their activities.43 The result was to transform the
Department of Commerce into an agency in which thinking of ways to
promote departmental activity in the press was a routine responsibility in
every significant bureau or office.44

One of the primary purposes of trying to centralize the flow of depart-
mental publicity material in one office was to provide the Secretary with a
daily supply of handouts to give to the press: releases based on trade statis-
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tics, census reports, investment opportunities, consular reports from over-
seas, and progress reports from various Hoover campaigns against unem-
ployment, waste, duplication, farm problems, and inefficiencies in business.

To help to manage the increasing flow of handouts and other state-
ments through the Secretary’s office to the Washington correspondents
and, thereby, to shape news coverage of the department’s activities,
Croghan established the first peacetime agency “press room” at Commerce
Department headquarters.The primary purpose of the departmental press
room was to serve as a convenient distribution point to make available to
correspondents the daily supply of news releases.The press room also con-
tained a telephone, typewriters, and working space to attract journalists.
Because of the regular supply of handouts and the Commerce Depart-
ment’s convenient location, near “Newspaper Row” on Pennsylvania Av-
enue between the White House and the Capitol, the press room quickly
became a popular gathering spot for the correspondents to work and to
socialize. Correspondents began to mention the Commerce Department
press room in their stories, and some wrote fondly about it in their mem-
oirs. Other departments soon created their own press rooms to attract cor-
respondents and to try to increase their news coverage.45

The large supply of handouts and other newsworthy information from
the Commerce Department led to a belief among the correspondents that
the once-obscure department and its various bureaus had become among
the most important sources of news in Washington.When David Lawrence
proposed in 1925 to establish a newspaper of government, the United States
Daily News (later U.S. News and World Report), he estimated that three full-
time reporters would be needed at the Commerce Department “to cover
this important branch of the service.” That was more than Lawrence
thought would be necessary to report on newsworthy activities at the
State,Treasury, Justice,War and Navy, or Interior Departments.46

The convenient availability of news releases and other story materials
from the Commerce Department and its bureaus, as well as Hoover’s rep-
utation for candor, contributed to the popularity of the Secretary’s press
conferences, which were held on the twice-weekly schedule that Hard-
ing had recommended.“As Secretary of Commerce, Mr. Hoover was the
best news source in Washington,” one correspondent wrote.47 Paul Y.An-
derson, a critic of President Hoover’s relations with the press at the White
House, nevertheless recalled that as secretary of commerce, Hoover “was
the best ‘grapevine’ in Washington, and a perfect gold mine of the ‘grave-
yard’ stuff.”48

Records of Hoover’s news conferences at the Commerce Department
confirm their popularity. Two dozen correspondents attended a routine
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Hoover news conference on 18 April 1921, according to a Croghan advi-
sory.49 In 1923, a list prepared by Croghan of the correspondents who reg-
ularly attended Hoover’s press conferences contained nearly 40 names. “I
think the above covers most of our regular callers,” Croghan wrote, “al-
though I think practically every newspaper man in this city has attended
the Secretary’s press conferences at some time.”50

Those attending Hoover’s news conferences included not only corre-
spondents from the mainstream news services and newspapers but also
from specialized publications like Shoe Recorder,Textile World,Metal Trade Re-
view, Petroleum News, and the American Mining Congress Journal. These spe-
cialized correspondents reflected not only the department’s diverse
constituencies, but also Hoover’s efforts to appeal to them through the
business press.51

Hoover recognized that the mass media had become more diverse
than traditional general-circulation newspapers and magazines. He
sought to reach the audiences of specialized publications because of the
important constituencies that they represented. At the Food Adminis-
tration, Hoover had targeted women’s magazines, which were read by
the “house managers” who he believed controlled the nation’s food
consumption. At the Commerce Department, Hoover was interested in
business leaders, the readers of business and industrial publications.
Shortly after his appointment to Harding’s Cabinet, Hoover met with
the editors of numerous trade publications to discuss how to furnish
them with departmental information that was appropriate to their par-
ticular interests. Hoover established a close working relationship with
McGraw-Hill and other specialized publishers.52 Along with the presi-
dents he served in the 1920s, Hoover maintained an active schedule of
lobbying publishers, editors, and advertisers in person and through their
trade and industrial associations.53

Hoover’s popularity with the press and the extraordinary flow of pub-
licity material from the Commerce Department resulted in news coverage
that sometimes overshadowed the other Cabinet members or the presi-
dents that he served in the 1920s. Public inquiries seeking information
from the Department of Commerce grew from 700 calls a day in 1921 to
8,000 by mid-1925.54 “Hoover Emerges as a One-Man Cabinet,” was the
headline on a 1926 New York Times profile that suggested Hoover as a pres-
idential candidate in 1928.55

Not everyone in the Harding and Coolidge administrations was pleased
with Hoover’s success at gaining the daily attention of the press. Harding
remained a strong supporter of Hoover’s activities, although he almost cer-
tainly was startled when Louis Rothschild, a reporter for a trade publica-
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tion, told the President that he should not hold press conferences on Tues-
day mornings “because it conflicts with Secretary Hoover’s.”56

Coolidge, who inherited Harding’s Cabinet in 1923, was less enthusias-
tic about having Hoover as secretary of commerce.The new President re-
buffed Hoover’s attempts to draw the White House into cooperative
publicity activities.57 Mindful of Hoover’s popularity with the press, how-
ever, Coolidge decided not to try to replace him after the 1924 election.
The Coolidge White House didn’t interfere openly with Hoover’s public-
ity campaigns, but the President let it be known when he was displeased
at the volume of news coverage that Hoover received.58

In 1927, Hoover received national publicity by leading the govern-
ment’s relief efforts to cope with the devastating Mississippi River flood.
Hoover spent three months traveling in the region by train to direct the
work of thousands of volunteers and government workers. Using the
newly formed National Broadcasting Company radio network, Hoover
described the devastation to the nation and outlined the relief measures
under way.59

The radio broadcasts and weeks of news reports about the flood em-
phasized Hoover’s role, leading to enthusiastic stories and books about his
works by admiring journalists.60 Coolidge, however, speaking anony-
mously at a press conference, referred acerbically to the “wonder boy” and
“miracle worker,” which provoked days of newspaper stories containing
responses from Hoover’s defenders.61

Hoover’s tactics in managing the press from the Commerce Depart-
ment also contributed to changing patterns of Washington journalism.The
popularity of Hoover’s departmental press conferences led to problems in
maintaining order among the crowds of correspondents and hangers-on.
Lack of an accreditation system sometimes left Hoover, like the presidents
he served, unable to distinguish between the legitimate correspondents
and the spectators and stock speculators who attended his press confer-
ences. Hoover also was concerned about protecting the confidentiality of
his off-the-record remarks in such a diverse and highly competitive group.

Harding’s solution had been to encourage a revival of the White House
Correspondents Association to screen correspondents and to attempt to
discipline wayward ones. Later, the White House applied the same solution
to regulate the number of photographers. Hoover took a similar approach.
After one of the Secretary’s supposedly confidential comments appeared in
a newspaper story in April 1921, Hoover suggested at his next press con-
ference that the correspondents who regularly covered the Commerce
Department organize themselves to deal with these “leaks” and the prob-
lem of unauthorized guests.A conference of correspondents was held the
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following weekend to organize what became the first departmental press
association, modeled after the White House Correspondents Association
and the Standing Committee of the Congressional Press Gallery.

The meeting that Hoover sought was attended by correspondents who
regularly covered the Departments of Commerce, Justice, and Treasury.
They agreed to create a five-member committee to “pass on the eligibil-
ity of men who desire to attend newspaper conferences held in all depart-
ments except State,War and Navy, and the White House,” according to a
Croghan advisory to Hoover. The screening committee included repre-
sentatives from the Federal Trade Information Service, the New York Her-
ald, the New York Sun, International News Service, and the Associated
Press. In addition to setting up an accreditation system, the committee was
authorized to “take steps to correct those who wander from the path of
fair play in publishing material gathered at the conferences with Cabinet
officers,” Croghan wrote.62

The association proved to be more successful as an accrediting service
than as a disciplinary one, despite Hoover’s frequent complaints about his
news coverage. Like Wilson, Hoover was notably sensitive to criticism of
any sort and was an exacting reader of the articles that he saw in newspa-
pers and magazines. Louis W. Liebovich calculated that Hoover and his as-
sistants wrote 2,000 complaining letters to editors and publishers during
his six years as secretary of commerce.63

Between 1921 and 1927, Hoover made routine the hiring of publicists
throughout the Department of Commerce, the centralization of depart-
mental publicity in the Secretary’s office, and the distribution of publicity
material promoting the department’s activities to specialized press con-
stituencies, as well as to general newspapers and magazines. By accom-
modating the occupational needs of the press through frequent press
conferences, handouts, and the creation of a popular press room where
correspondents gathered to work and to socialize, Hoover transformed
the Commerce Department into one of the major Washington news cen-
ters, along with the White House and the congressional press galleries.
The political scientist James L. McCamy, author of the first systematic
study of departmental publicity, wrote in 1939 that “administrative pub-
licity in its contemporary scope is generally said to have reached its ma-
turity in the Department of Commerce under the secretaryship of Mr.
Herbert Hoover.”64

Hoover may have been the most aggressive of the Cabinet publicists
under Harding and Coolidge, but the Commerce Department was only
one of many administrative agencies to try to seek news coverage in the
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1920s. One indicator of the growth of departmental publicity was in-
creased public grumbling about the “handout habit” among Washington
journalists.65 J. Frederick Essary, of the Baltimore Sun, complained that on
a typical day in 1931 he received 96 handouts, mostly from departmental
publicists. “Taken together, this mass production of ‘educational’ literature
distinguishes the federal government as the greatest propaganda establish-
ment in the world,” Essary wrote.66 Nevertheless, the correspondents were
more than willing to take advantage of the growing numbers of handouts,
briefings, press rooms, press conferences, and other newsmaking opportu-
nities created by Hoover and other departmental publicists.

Harding’s exhortation to his Cabinet members may not have helped
him to project the image of a unified presidency in the press, but it en-
couraged a major expansion of the publicity activity in executive branch
departments in the 1920s. By giving presidential blessings to increased ex-
ecutive contacts with the press, Harding and his successor, Coolidge, con-
tributed to the adoption of such practices at the administrative level of
government, as well as in the presidency. Administrators sought increas-
ingly to generate public support for their policies by creating or expand-
ing departmental press offices, hiring additional publicists, centralizing
departmental publicity work, and making the promotion of department
activities in the press a routine part of agency administration. Appeals for
public support through the mass media were becoming part of the routine
practice of executive governance across the government, not only in the
White House.

Widespread adoption of publicity techniques to appeal for popular sup-
port had important long-term consequences for the agencies, for the pres-
idency, and for Washington journalism. One immediate outcome was to
advance the political career of Herbert Hoover.Throughout his public life,
Hoover often seemed ambivalent about seeking publicity for himself. He
relished public acclaim but resisted “press agentry.” As secretary of com-
merce, he had ordered that information about the department’s work be
disseminated as widely as possible by all available means of mass commu-
nication.At the same time,Hoover instructed Croghan not to use his name
in press releases except where the subject referred directly to him. Other-
wise, Hoover wrote, “Where practicable, announcements should be made
on the authority of the Department of Commerce . . . ,” according to a
1925 memorandum.67

Regardless of Hoover’s ambivalence about promoting himself person-
ally, nearly 15 years of headlines and stories based on his humanitarian
work, underscored by his numerous government publicity campaigns,
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made Hoover one of the most popular political figures in the nation by
the late 1920s.68 When Coolidge chose, in August 1927, not to run for
reelection, Hoover became a candidate for president at the peak of his
popularity in the press and, consequently, with the public, at least partly
because of his success at promoting his work through the most advanced
techniques of publicity.
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CHAPTER TEN

HOOVER:THE PRESS AND 
PRESIDENTIAL FAILURE

The disastrous single term of Herbert Hoover has become synonymous
with presidential failure in the political history of the twentieth cen-

tury. Hoover carried 40 of the 48 states in the 1928 election as the nation’s
“master of emergencies,” a humane, hard-working, efficient public official.
Four years later, Hoover was a figure of public ridicule, the subject of
scornful jokes and partisan attacks about his inability to end the country’s
economic collapse. Hoover was easily defeated by Franklin D. Roosevelt
when he sought reelection in 1932, and the image of Hoover’s failed pres-
idency has been carried forward by generations of historians.1

Ironically, considering Hoover’s previous successes at managing the
press to publicize his work during World War I and as secretary of com-
merce under Harding and Coolidge, his presidential collapse has been
blamed, in part, on his difficulties with the press at the White House.2

The contrast between Secretary Hoover, the expert publicist, and Pres-
ident Hoover, the butt of the White House press corps, has been the
subject of considerable comment by historians. One explanation for the
reversal is that Hoover’s publicity campaigns oversold him as a “great
humanitarian,” “super businessman,” “great salesman,” and “omniscient
economist.” The result was a superhuman image that collapsed when
Hoover could not cure the nation’s economic depression.3 Other schol-
ars focus on Hoover’s personality, arguing that Hoover’s Quaker up-
bringing may have left him ambivalent about using publicity to
promote himself personally.4 Another theory is that Hoover, who was
unusually shy for a public official, used publicity to avoid human con-
tact and was incapable of dealing with the intrusiveness of the press at
the White House.5
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However, the most comprehensive study of Hoover and the press at the
White House points out that it is unlikely any president between 1929 and
1933 could have escaped blame for the nation’s economic crisis.6 Six
months after Hoover’s inauguration, in October 1929, the speculative bub-
ble that had sustained the soaring stock market of the 1920s collapsed.
Hoover announced an emergency tax cut and exhorted industry and busi-
ness leaders to support the stock market.The stock market rallied in early
1930, but fell again in June 1930 and continued to fall. None of the opti-
mistic statements or resuscitative measures that Hoover tried could reverse
the collapse. The gross national product fell by one-third between 1929
and 1933. Millions of Americans lost their jobs and homes.The stock mar-
ket hit bottom in June 1932, just months before Hoover’s defeat in the
presidential election.7

Still, the extent of Hoover’s problems with the press at the White House
is surprising, even considering the collapse of the economy. Hoover’s years
of humanitarian work, underscored by constant publicity, led many promi-
nent journalists to join his presidential campaign in 1928. But once he was
in the White House, his relations with the correspondents soured. By late
1931, they had “reached a stage of unpleasantness without a parallel dur-
ing the present century,” according to critic Paul Y. Anderson, a corre-
spondent for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and the Nation magazine.8

Anderson and other correspondents wrote extensively about Hoover’s
rocky relations with the press.The result was to create a literature of com-
plaint that has been cited by scholars as additional evidence of Hoover’s
failure as president.

This chapter suggests that Hoover’s problems with the press were re-
lated to the fundamental changes in presidential leadership and in Wash-
ington newsgathering that had taken place over the previous 30 years.
Increased association with presidents had encouraged a desire for more in-
dependence among the correspondents, based partly on the professional
rewards of being able to provide their editors with a reliable flow of news
from the White House.The ability of the correspondents to deliver those
stories was based on expectations about the White House publicity prac-
tices that recent presidents had adopted to appeal to public opinion
through the press.

By the late 1920s, those expectations included frequent presidential
news conferences open to all correspondents, regardless of party affiliation;
the convenient availability of the president or his surrogates to respond to
questions; a dependable supply of newsworthy information in one form or
another to meet the correspondents’ daily occupational needs; and some
recognition of the correspondents’ emerging professional status. When
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those expectations were not met satisfactorily, the correspondents dis-
played an increasing willingness to go public with their complaints about
presidential behavior toward the press in articles written for newspapers,
magazines, and trade journals.

This literature of complaint is often cited by historians as evidence of
Hoover’s failings as president. But it also was an indicator of changes in the
media presidency. By the late 1920s, the press corps that presidents since
McKinley had relied upon to carry their appeals to the citizenry was suf-
ficiently organized and self-assured to begin to assert publicly its own pro-
fessional interests and expectations about White House behavior.

Several developments contributed to professionalization of the corre-
spondents in the 1920s.World War I had transformed Washington into the
nation’s news capital and elevated the importance of those who transmit-
ted wartime information.The volume of news from Washington declined
somewhat after the war, but it remained the second most frequent dateline
for news on the Associated Press wires, after New York.The greater vol-
ume of news stories, compared to the prewar period, also reflected an in-
crease in the number of correspondents who had been hired to write
them. By 1929, daily newspapers in 138 cities employed Washington cor-
respondents.The number registered with the congressional press galleries
had climbed to nearly 300, more than double the number of those regis-
tered 30 years earlier.9

Furthermore, a growing number of the correspondents worked for
newspaper chains, such as the Hearst and Scripps organizations, which
usually provided relatively stable, year-round, salaried employment, rather
than the freelancing on space rates that characterized Washington journal-
ism at the turn of the century. In a study of the correspondents between
1864 and 1932, Samuel Kernell noted that job turnover dropped signifi-
cantly after World War I. More correspondents were beginning to look on
news work as a career, rather than as a stepping-stone to becoming a man-
aging editor, a press agent, or a politician.10

In addition, the correspondents’ freedom to make independent judg-
ments on news, although limited, had been enhanced by the increasing
preference of editors for “objective” or mildly interpretive reporting, in
contrast to partisan commentary that followed the directives of their
publishers or political patrons. Official partisanship had been in decline
since the late nineteenth century. By 1931, 41 percent of the nation’s
daily newspapers, representing more than half of the daily circulation,
had declared themselves editorially “independent” of the political par-
ties.11 Michael Schudson notes that correspondents who reported on
Hoover’s Message to Congress in 1930 did not hesitate to interpret what
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the President said, as well as what he didn’t say.12 Walter Lippmann, who
described the more autonomous approach as “objectivity,” argued in
1931 that it was the key to the emergence of journalism as a profession.13

Within the Washington press corps, expanded news coverage of the
White House and Cabinet agencies, in addition to the traditional focus on
Congress, had contributed to specialization, another indicator of profession-
alism. As secretary of commerce, Hoover successfully had appealed to the
growing trade and business press to promote the work of the Commerce
Department. Differentiation of roles also was apparent in the work of the
mainstream press corps. In 1928, Raymond G. Carroll, of the Philadelphia
Public Ledger, suggested three functional divisions among mainstream jour-
nalists in Washington: those correspondents who worked for press associa-
tions such as the Associated Press and United Press, which emphasized news
on deadline; the bureau reporters from the largest newspapers or newspaper
chains, who were more likely to write interpretive stories and features; and
a declining proportion of “old-school” freelance correspondents for locally
oriented or partisan newspapers around the country.14The bureau reporters,
the fastest-growing category, were less dependent directly on the good will
of the president for daily access than the permanently assigned White House
correspondents, who tended to work for the press associations.15

Even more independent was an emerging fourth group, the syndicated
political columnists.These new pundits, including David Lawrence, Frank
R. Kent, Mark Sullivan, and, after 1931,Walter Lippmann, represented the
beginnings of an elite class of correspondents who were less constrained
by dependence on particular political leaders or editors.While few of the
regular reporters enjoyed this sort of independence, the columnists sym-
bolized a new kind of professional aspiration.16

Within this larger, more diverse, and somewhat more independent press
corps, reporting on the White House had become a prestigious subspe-
cialty with its own professional organization, the White House Corre-
spondents Association. Harding and Coolidge had encouraged the
development of the association, first organized under Wilson, to assist the
White House with accreditation of correspondents, to screen attendance
at press conferences, and, to some extent, to regulate the rules of engage-
ment between presidents and the press.17 In 1925, for example, an emer-
gency meeting of the association was called to consider a new rule after
Coolidge was offended when wire service correspondents dashed out of
the President’s news conference to file breaking stories.18

The association primarily had been a social group at Harding’s inaugu-
ration in 1921. By the late 1920s, it had grown into an influential profes-
sional organization. More than 100 correspondents, one-third of the total
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registered with the congressional press galleries, voted in the group’s elec-
tion of officers in 1929, when Wilbur Forrest, of the New York Herald-
Tribune, defeated Ralph E. Collins, of the New York Sun, for its
presidency.19 The association’s annual dinners had become increasingly
elaborate, and the president and other political leaders were obligated to
attend. In 1930, those present included an estimated 350 correspondents
and guests, including members of the Cabinet and Congress, plus radio and
show business entertainers, such as Ginger Rogers.20 In 1932, an estimated
500 people attended the White House Correspondents Association’s tenth
annual dinner, including President Hoover, Cabinet and congressional
leaders, plus radio, stage, and film entertainers.21

Outside of Washington, one indicator of professionalization among the
White House correspondents was the growing number of newspaper and
magazine articles they were writing about their relationship with the pres-
ident. Some of the articles were self-absorbed and more than a little self-
glorifying.22 But others complained that the White House did not meet
the correspondents’ expectations in providing the news necessary for them
to do their jobs.This willingness to complain to reading audiences and, at
least potentially, to risk White House disapproval, reflected a self-assurance
that was in itself an indicator of professionalization.

Grumbling among the correspondents about their treatment at the
White House was far from new, at least within the privacy of the press
corps. The correspondents’ access to the president and other executive
leaders had increased substantially since the turn of the century. But these
encounters, however useful in producing news, often were marked by con-
descension, favoritism, and overt manipulation. Theodore Roosevelt in-
vited only a dozen or so favored correspondents to his informal news
conferences and then dictated what they should write.Taft tried to ignore
the correspondents almost completely.Wilson at times lectured them like
wayward students and was sharply critical of what they wrote.Yet, prior to
World War I, few correspondents dared to complain publicly in the press
about how they were manipulated by presidents or other public officials.
A review of publication indexes between 1890 and 1918 turned up only
a handful of articles that focused on relations between presidents and the
press. Most articles that did appear praised presidents for their generosity
in seeing correspondents and pleaded for greater access.23

The absence of public complaints by correspondents prior to the 1920s
is unsurprising. Gathering news at the White House still was a marginal as-
signment, and access to the president was tenuous. Press conferences were
experiments, not a routine presidential practice, and attending them was a
privilege, not an expectation.The penalty for displeasing the president was
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loss of access and, potentially, loss of a job, if the White House complained
directly to editors or publishers.Theodore Roosevelt, in particular, did not
hesitate to banish correspondents who displeased him.24Yet few critical ar-
ticles by correspondents were published until the Coolidge administration,
when the literature of complaint about presidential behavior toward the
press began to appear.25

Coolidge, after Harding’s death in 1923, continued Harding’s practice
of twice-weekly press conferences, which drew increasing numbers of re-
porters to the White House. Unlike the gregarious and outspoken Hard-
ing, however, Coolidge said little that was helpful to the correspondents in
making news. Hugh Baillie, later president of United Press, said of
Coolidge’s first press conference:“We didn’t get much out of him; in fact,
we never got much out of him.”26 What Coolidge did say that was news-
worthy often was cloaked in the official anonymity of the “White House
spokesman,” which the President used shrewdly to deflect responsibility
for his remarks. Frustrated at the lack of news, some correspondents pro-
moted the mythology of “Silent Cal,” the stoic president from New Eng-
land, as described in an earlier chapter. Other correspondents, however,
went public with their complaints.

In a revealing article in 1924, Frank R. Kent, of the Democratic Balti-
more Sun, one of the first independent political columnists, denounced the
“curious conspiracy among newspaper reporters to keep from the people
the facts about public men.”Writing in the iconoclastic American Mercury,
Kent publicly described and deplored the self-censorship practiced by
White House correspondents to protect their access to the president:

For one thing, [writing the truth] would be regarded as unclubby by the other
correspondents, as a serious breach of etiquette if not an actual breach of con-
fidence, as cruel, unethical, bolshevistic. Besides, these fellows have become so
accustomed to a certain sort of soft pedaling that the presentation of a White
House situation exactly as it is would seem to them exaggerated, justified and
untrue.Then, too, it is the natural desire of every Washington correspondent
to have a good personal standing at the White House. He is flattered if the
President knows him by name. He wants to be well regarded by the presi-
dential secretary, the White House staff, the Secret Service men, the members
of the Cabinet.Their ill will, he thinks, is a liability to be avoided.Accordingly,
his interests as well as his instinct, regardless of the politics of his paper, make
him treat the White House statements and stories in a way to impress the
White House with his friendliness, fairness and good feeling.

Although deference toward presidents by the correspondents was noth-
ing new, Kent argued that Coolidge, whom he regarded as unfit to be pres-
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ident, was especially dependent on uncritical news coverage: “It has been
literally amazing that a man could be so long, so consistently and unqual-
ifiedly dull. But that is not the picture the country gets. That cannot be
written. It is not news.”27

Kent’s sharply worded criticisms of Coolidge and an acquiescent press
corps made public a set of complaints that other correspondents had
voiced privately, anonymously, or in the limited circulation of trade jour-
nals.28 More articles complaining about the treatment of correspondents at
the Coolidge White House appeared in general circulation magazines in
1925, after the “White House spokesman” further frustrated the press
corps by repudiating stories that were based on his anonymous comments.
Coolidge refused to allow the correspondent David Lawrence to bring a
stenographer into a press conference to produce a defensible transcript of
the President’s off-the-record remarks.29 Lawrence, along with other
prominent columnists and correspondents, followed Kent in publishing
critical articles about Coolidge’s relations with the press.30

Oswald Garrison Villard, editor of the Nation magazine, blamed
Theodore Roosevelt for beginning the corruption of Washington corre-
spondents by instituting press conferences in the first place. “Curiously,
he made the position of Washington more important while also under-
mining the integrity and independence of the writers,”Villard wrote in
Century magazine.31 New York World correspondent Charles Merz, writ-
ing in the New Republic in 1926, complained that “no ruler in history
ever had such a magnificent propaganda machine as Mr. Coolidge; and
certainly it would be impossible for anybody to use it more assiduously.
The unanimity with which the press supports him is one of the major
phenomena of our time.”32

Some of the articles complaining about press relations at the White
House came from correspondents whose publications were inclined to be
critical of Coolidge for partisan or ideological reasons.The New York World,
the Nation, and the New Republic, for example, leaned Democratic.33 But
others were written by correspondents without obvious partisan affilia-
tion, such as Raymond Clapper, White House bureau chief of United
Press.34 In one month in 1927, critical articles by leading correspondents
appeared in three major general-circulation magazines: the Saturday
Evening Post, the Atlantic Monthly, and the New York Times Sunday magazine.
The authors also chided their fellow correspondents for failing to resist
Coolidge’s manipulations more strongly.35

Interestingly, these public complaints by the correspondents followed
a significant expansion of their access to the presidency. Coolidge had
kept up the twice-weekly schedule of press conferences that Harding had

147H O OV E R



148

established and was available generally for photo opportunities. Further-
more, unlike, say, Theodore Roosevelt or Wilson, Coolidge refrained
from trying to dictate the correspondents’ stories. He simply overlooked
those stories he disliked, and he didn’t try to retaliate against offending
reporters.Yet increasing familiarity with presidents and the dependable
frequency of press conferences had changed the qualitative expectations
of the correspondents.These expectations were not grandiose or adver-
sarial.The correspondents only wanted Coolidge to provide them with
news more regularly and to be less overtly manipulative.36 What was sig-
nificant was that the correspondents were willing to assert these expec-
tations publicly and to criticize the White House when they were not
met, despite the potential risk of losing access by displeasing the Presi-
dent.This reflected a new level of professional self-assurance.

When Hoover succeeded Coolidge as president in 1929, then, he en-
countered a White House press corps that was larger, more organized,
more financially secure, more accustomed to associating with presidents,
and considerably more self-assured than that faced by Wilson only a dozen
years before. Moreover, at least some of its members were willing to com-
plain publicly when their expectations of presidential behavior toward the
press were not met.

It would be an exaggeration to describe the press corps that Hoover
faced as adversarial, at least by the standards of the late twentieth century.
Aside from a handful of columnists and Democratic correspondents, it was
a group whose professional status was based on cooperation, not con-
frontation, with the White House. Indeed, most of the correspondents
looked forward to working with Hoover, who had been one of their best
news sources in the Harding and Coolidge administrations. Some of the
most prominent correspondents had worked in Hoover’s presidential cam-
paign. Furthermore, Hoover had promised that he would improve relations
with the press at the White House.37 All of which makes surprising the ex-
tent of the correspondents’ subsequent disillusionment.

Shortly after his inauguration, in March 1929, President Hoover met
with about 200 correspondents and requested that the White House Cor-
respondents Association form a committee to negotiate liberalized guide-
lines for his press conferences.38 The result was encouraging to the
correspondents: an agreement that Hoover would continue Coolidge’s
practice of twice-weekly press conferences, but, for the first time, allow di-
rect quotation of some of the president’s comments.39 In addition, Hoover
designated George Akerson, a popular former newspaperman, to serve as
the first official presidential press secretary, an institutional recognition of
the increased status of press relations in the Hoover White House.Akerson
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was empowered with the authority to speak for the President, another first,
and he held his own twice-daily briefings with the correspondents.40

Outside the White House, Hoover extended vigorously Coolidge’s
practice of lobbying newspaper and magazine owners and editors, as well
as socializing with them. In the first weeks of his presidency, Hoover at-
tended the spring meeting of the Gridiron Club; spoke to the annual lun-
cheon of the Associated Press board of directors; hosted touring foreign
editors; helped to dedicate a new printing plant for the Chicago Daily News;
and met individually with various newspaper editors.41

Hoover’s initiatives toward the press at first pleased the correspon-
dents, including some of his partisan critics, and they said so publicly. Ray
T. Tucker, of the New York Telegram, which had not supported Hoover’s
election, praised the new White House relationship with the press in an
article in the North American Review.42 Another critic, Paul Y. Anderson,
of the Nation, praised Hoover grudgingly in an article that also ridiculed
the “Hoover boys” in the press corps. “Not since the days of the wor-
shiping Woodrovians (Wilson) has personal idolatry attained such a vir-
ulent form among Washington correspondents. . . . Hoover, already a
hero, promises to become a saint before his administration is a month
old,” Anderson complained. Still, Anderson supported the new rules for
presidential press conferences:“From every standpoint of frankness, hon-
esty and practicality, the new system is a vast improvement over the one
it supplanted.”43

During Hoover’s first few months in office, he expanded, or at least
maintained, the routines of presidential press relations that had become es-
tablished under Harding and Coolidge. Those included frequent news
conferences; increased access to the President and his official surrogate,Ak-
erson; liberalized rules on quoting the President; a greater flow of hand-
outs and announcements; and recognition in the form of presidential
support for professional and trade associations.44 In addition, in late 1929,
White House press facilities were renovated to allow each correspondent
a mahogany desk and a typewriter in a carpeted press room, described as
the “best press room that Washington correspondents ever had in the ex-
ecutive offices.”45

Indeed, Hoover maintained much of this framework of routines
throughout his presidency, even as his popularity with the press corps de-
clined. Hoover held press conferences more often than nearly any other
president: 79 in his first year, 87 in his second, and 69 in his third.Although
the number of formally designated press conferences declined sharply in
1932, Hoover still held them more often over four years than any other
twentieth-century president except Coolidge and Franklin D. Roosevelt.46
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Moreover, Hoover continued the routine publicity practices that had
been so well received by the press at the Commerce Department: high-
profile, news-generating conferences on national economic issues, backed
up with reams of mimeographed handouts with presidential statements
and reports. He met frequently with leading publishers, editors, and influ-
ential and supportive columnists and correspondents. He maintained an
extensive correspondence with others. Some were frequent guests at the
White House or, more rarely, at the President’s weekend retreat.Yet, even
before the crash of the stock market in October 1929, complaints about
Hoover’s treatment of the press had begun to appear.

Once past the opening months of Hoover’s presidency, the correspon-
dents found that his press conferences actually generated little news, de-
spite the liberalized rules.47 Like Coolidge, Hoover required the
correspondents to submit their questions in advance in writing. Also like
Coolidge, Hoover chose to answer only some of the questions, reading
from prepared statements. Others were ignored or discarded. Moreover,
beginning in September 1929, Hoover canceled press conferences on short
notice if he was too busy or had nothing to say, even if the correspondents
were already waiting for him.At other press conferences, he would appear
only to announce abruptly that he had no news.48 Eighteen months after
the promised liberalization of press conference rules, Hoover said less and
less at them that the correspondents found newsworthy, and attendance at
the conferences was in decline.49 News and film photographers also were
frustrated when Hoover, unhappy about leaked stories from publicity-
seeking visitors to the White House, stopped the casual meetings with cit-
izen delegations, local politicians, and celebrities that had served as
frequent photo opportunities under Harding and Coolidge.50

Hoover also strongly resisted press intrusion into his private life for
“human interest” features. Coolidge had taken advantage of this occupa-
tional inquisitiveness to regale the correspondents with New England
yarns and to pose for photographers wearing hats and headdresses. Hoover,
however, resented what he regarded as the press’s fixation on trivialities.51

This included inquiries about the First Lady, Lou Henry Hoover. She was
active as a public speaker, appealing to women to help solve the problems
of economic depression. She spoke frequently on radio, addressing upbeat
messages to women and to children across the country. But these remarks
were not aimed at the Washington correspondents. Like her husband, she
also was regarded as uncooperative with the press in the White House by
the correspondents. She refused to allow either interviews or casual pho-
tographs of herself or the family.The couple’s children and grandchildren
were strictly off limits. The dearth of personal information led one cor-
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respondent, Bess Furman of the Associated Press, to pose as a Girl Scout
Christmas caroler to gain entrance to the White House family quarters for
an article on how the First Family celebrated Christmas.52

Especially irksome to the correspondents was the President’s refusal to
grant them general access to Rapidan, the fishing retreat the Hoovers had
constructed in rural Virginia. Not only were correspondents barred from
coming within miles of the camp, except by invitation, but the White
House also refused to notify the press when the presidential motorcade
was scheduled to or from the camp.The result was a series of hurried and
dangerous pursuits on rural roads, in which cars were wrecked and corre-
spondents and family members seriously injured.53

In July 1931, Hoover reportedly was infuriated at a story in the New
York Times that reported that the President’s motorcade was forced to ex-
ceed the speed limit while returning from Rapidan to Washington for an
international conference on war debts.54 Hoover ordered an investigation
into news leaks about the trip, as he had into the sources of other “human
interest” stories that he found to be offensive.Those included a story that
the President had been disturbed by the noise of a carpenter repairing a
White House attic, and that a patch on a White House shower curtain re-
flected a Hoover economy drive.55

Even by the thin-skinned standards of the presidency, Hoover was no-
tably sensitive to press coverage of any sort.56 As he had at the Commerce
Department, Hoover as president complained continually to editors about
real or presumed slights, and he aggressively pursued the sources of un-
wanted stories. Olive Ewing Clapper, wife of Raymond Clapper, of
United Press, wrote that “newspapermen tore their hair over the many
fights they had with President Hoover and his press secretaries. Ray was
constantly in hot water over stories written by his staff, to which the
White House or some government official objected. Every newspaper of-
fice had similar trouble.”57 Hoover was blamed for the firings of at least
two reporters, Robert S. Allen from the Christian Science Monitor and
Drew Pearson from the Baltimore Sun, after their gossipy book, Washing-
ton Merry-Go-Round, became a best-seller in 1931.58

At the same time, Hoover openly favored those columnists and re-
porters who were his friends and sympathizers. He invited them, as well as
selected editors and publishers, to be personal guests at both the White
House and at Rapidan. Those privileged correspondents often took the
opportunity to write exclusive stories about presidential activities, which
angered the rest of the press corps. Presidential favoritism toward the press
was nothing new.Theodore Roosevelt practiced it routinely. But the prac-
tice had become less overt with the decline of newspaper partisanship and
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the frequency of open press conferences. Partly out of necessity,Wilson, a
Democrat, invited all correspondents, not just his partisans, to attend his
press conferences. Harding, who was a Republican but liked correspon-
dents generally, continued the open invitation, as did Coolidge. Nor did
Coolidge display much personal favoritism, perhaps because he had few
close friends in the press corps to favor.59

Hoover, however, preferred to deal with favored correspondents indi-
vidually, rather than in mixed groups. He met frequently with those cor-
respondents socially and in private audiences. But the practice was no
longer as acceptable to a press corps that had become accustomed to more
or less equal access to the president at press conferences. Presidential fa-
voritism quickly became a theme in the literature of complaint.The arti-
cles focused less on criticizing the president than the correspondents who
benefited the most from Hoover’s favors, especially Richard V. Oulahan, of
the New York Times, the dignified dean of the press corps, and Mark Sulli-
van, a columnist who breakfasted frequently with Hoover and was part of
his “medicine ball” cabinet.60

Robert S. Allen, one of the authors of Washington Merry-Go-Round,
characterized the White House correspondents as “reactionary and sub-
servient” and labeled Oulahan “a willing vehicle for presidential propa-
ganda.”61 Oulahan, a correspondent in Washington since the Cleveland
administration, defended himself, also in print. Oulahan was proud of his
close relations with presidents, which lent authority to his stories in the
New York Times. He also observed that the increasing penchant for self-crit-
icism among the correspondents was an indicator that the Washington
press corps “has become a public institution.”62

Hoover’s favoritism toward a handful of correspondents, his frequent
complaints about news coverage, his dour demeanor, and his occasionally
abrupt behavior at press conferences contributed to an increasingly per-
sonal antagonism toward him on the part of some correspondents. Even
Richard L. Strout, the New Republic columnist TRB, who was a frequent
critic of Hoover’s policies, remarked at the president’s personal unpopular-
ity with the press.“Yet Hoover has treated the correspondents much more
squarely than did the good Calvin (Coolidge), has made infinitely more
news, talks to them with much freedom, force and intelligence,” he wrote
as TRB.“Notwithstanding this, they do not like him—and one evidence
is the way in which small White House happenings are played up to Mr.
Hoover’s embarrassment, whereas they were played up the other way for
Calvin.”63

Hoover’s deteriorating relationship with the correspondents presented
an opportunity to the President’s political opponents, who launched a

M A N AG I N G  T H E  P R E S S



publicity campaign to try to turn news coverage against the White House.
When correspondents lacking a presidential news story needed a source of
information, they could count on Charles Michelson, a former New York
World correspondent who proved to be a talented opposition publicist for
the Democratic National Committee.64 Michelson was more than willing
to supply anti-Hoover information and to make available Democratic
sources who would speak against Hoover without any restrictions on their
direct quotation. Michelson also cleverly shaped Democratic criticism of
Hoover’s economic policies in quotable phrases about “Hoovervilles” and
the “Hoover flag,” an empty pocket turned inside out.65

In addition, the Hoover White House damaged its own credibility
among the correspondents by a series of blunders in making important an-
nouncements. One was Akerson’s erroneous announcement in 1930 that
Hoover had nominated Justice Harlan F. Stone to be chief justice of the
U.S. Supreme Court.Akerson then had to read a statement that the Pres-
ident had actually nominated Charles Evans Hughes. In early 1931, the
White House issued a misleading summary of the long-anticipated Wick-
ersham Commission report on the problems of Prohibition. The White
House version of the commission’s conclusion contradicted that of its
members. Correspondents at first were confused, then angered at what
they saw as a deliberate attempt at deception.66 When the two largest press
associations, Associated Press and United Press, rated their top stories for
the world in 1931, both listed the controversy involving the Wickersham
report as among the top ten. The worldwide economic depression, of
course, led both lists.67

Public complaints about Hoover’s press relations reached a peak in late
1931, when Editor and Publisher launched a series of broadly worded,
weekly assaults on the administration’s “subtle censorship” and “news sti-
fling.”68 Hoover’s new and unpopular press secretary, Theodore Joslin,
chose that inopportune moment to lecture the correspondents on their re-
sponsibility to consider the impact of negative news stories on a citizenry
battered by economic collapse. The President considered the economic
crisis the equivalent of a wartime emergency, Joslin said. He suggested that
correspondents consult with his office before writing stories about it.The
correspondents interpreted Joslin’s remarks as a request for voluntary cen-
sorship, as practiced in World War I. Joslin denied later that was what he
meant. But a National Press Club petition in protest quickly gathered 100
signatures.69

By 1932, the tone of the President’s press relations had become bitter,
at least in the literature of complaint. Elliott Thurston, writing in Scrib-
ner’s, said that “except for a few favorites who cling to the White House
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or to the Rapidan camp, Mr. Hoover has scarcely a friend or defender
among the hundreds of working newspaper men of Washington.”70 Ray
T.Tucker, who now regretted his earlier praise of Hoover, wrote that four
years before, “almost all the young and idealistic members of the Wash-
ington corps of correspondents were his valiants. Hardly a handful have
faith in him now.”71

Still, despite the economic collapse and the rancor of the correspon-
dents’ literature of complaint, news coverage of Hoover’s presidency re-
mained restrained and frequently supportive, at least until late in his term.
Louis Liebovich’s survey of newspapers around the nation found that the
administration’s press coverage remained generally favorable during
Hoover’s first 18 months in the White House. Nor did Hoover himself
seem overly concerned about the correspondents’ complaints, at least in
comparison with the other problems facing his presidency. No extraordi-
nary effort was made to win back the correspondents and editors who
were abandoning his administration, even after Democratic victories in the
congressional elections in 1930 resulted in new, vigorous criticism of
Hoover’s economic policies.72

Some of Hoover’s supporters blamed his problems on a hostile, preda-
tory press corps. Herbert Corey, writing in George Lorimer’s Saturday
Evening Post, said that Hoover, lulled by his earlier publicity successes, did
not realize that many of the correspondents “were hostile to him politi-
cally and that all of them, broadly speaking, viewed him as a potential
source of news which might sometimes be satisfyingly sensational.”73 But
there is little evidence in the news coverage of the Hoover administration
to support the notion of an adversary press. Even at the lowest point of the
Hoover presidency, in mid-1932, overall news coverage did not reflect, at
least overtly, negative attitudes among the correspondents. Press coverage
of the tragic Bonus March in the summer of 1932, once thought to be the
final publicity blow to Hoover’s reelection, was surprisingly supportive.
Liebovich’s analysis of newspaper coverage found that most stories charac-
terized the marchers as troublemakers and did not criticize Hoover’s deci-
sion to call in federal troops to rout the marchers with tanks and tear gas.74

Nevertheless, the correspondents’ public complaints about Hoover
and the press reflected a significant development in the evolution of the
media presidency.The press corps attracted to the White House to carry
the president’s views to the public was now sufficiently self-assured to
complain publicly when a president did not meet their expectations of
making news.The issue was not whether it was appropriate for a presi-
dent to try to reach the public by managing the press. Rather, it was how
well a president met the expectations and occupational requirements of
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the correspondents who had been drawn to the White House to receive
news on a regular basis.

When the correspondents went public with their complaints, they cre-
ated a documentary record that became one of the criteria by which
Hoover’s presidency was evaluated, both at the time and by subsequent his-
torians. Walter Millis, writing in the Atlantic Monthly in 1932, said that
Hoover’s failure to accommodate the press properly at the White House
was indicative of Hoover’s larger failings in policymaking.75 The White
House’s relationship with the press, a secondary aspect of presidential lead-
ership 35 years before, had become a basis for evaluating overall presiden-
tial success or failure.

The literature of complaint about Hoover was also an indicator that
while the relationship between presidents and the press had become in-
stitutionalized, it was not necessarily stable. Just as executive governance
had been changed by presidents who appealed increasingly for public
support, so had the patterns of Washington journalism. To maintain ac-
cess to the nation’s news pages to appeal for popular support, a president
needed to keep adapting to the shifting expectations of an increasingly
independent press corps.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

CONCLUSION:
THE MEDIA PRESIDENCY

Between 1897 and 1933, seven presidents experimented with manag-
ing the press to appeal for popular support through “new media” cre-

ated by advances in communications technologies and the explosive
growth of commercial newspapers and magazines. The “old media” of
sponsored publications were in decline in the late nineteenth century,
along with the political parties that had supported them. Advertising-
supported newspapers, popular magazines, and, by the 1920s, radio offered
new opportunities for presidential leadership. These new forms of mass
communication were capable of transmitting the president’s appeals to in-
creasingly larger audiences of citizens. News stories, images, and broadcasts
could project the appearance of presidential authority to the farthest cor-
ners of the country.The prominence of these messages in the press could
leave an impression of popular support in an era before systematic mea-
surement of public opinion.

When the presidents of a century ago tried to appeal to the public
through these new media, however, they found that access was not necessar-
ily available on demand or in the form that the White House desired. Lack-
ing the leverage of government controls or economic sponsorship, and with
party allegiance weakening, presidents who wished to appeal to media audi-
ences found that a new form of leadership was required.The gatekeepers of
these increasingly independent media—owners, editors, producers, and 
journalists—needed to be persuaded to allow space and time for the presi-
dent’s messages in their pages and, later, in their broadcasts. Presidents who
wished to receive news coverage had to compete for access and prominence
with the daily round of events, sensations, features, and human-interest sto-
ries, as well as with similar efforts at publicity by other political leaders.
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In various ways, presidents from William G. McKinley to Herbert
Hoover tried to reach these media audiences by adapting to the shifting
technological, organizational, and ideological requirements of making
news. Their cumulative successes and failures in adopting the priorities
and techniques of publicity transformed both the presidency and the way
that Americans viewed their national leaders for much of the twentieth
century.

The durability of the relationship established between the executive
and the gatekeepers of the news media between 1897 and 1933 has ob-
scured the experimental nature of that transformation, as well as some of
its implications for presidential leadership in the twenty-first century.
Managing the press to achieve public support was as much a challenge to
the presidency as an opportunity.There were presidential failures as well
as successes, and potential benefits came with costs. Presidents who
wanted to receive favorable news coverage had to learn how to lobby the
press, just as presidents who wished to achieve legislative success needed
to lobby Congress. Some presidents, especially William Howard Taft, were
unwilling to sacrifice the time and dignity involved. But other presidents,
especially those who followed Woodrow Wilson, viewed managing the
press as a necessary tool to maintain or to expand public support for their
governing authority.

To learn the techniques of publicity and to carry them out successfully
required increasing amounts of the president’s time and that of his limited
staff. In the late nineteenth century, when managing the press was not
among the president’s highest priorities, chiefs of staff such as Secretaries
Daniel S. Lamont and George Cortelyou could handle press inquiries as
part of their regular duties. But when presidents began to meet with cor-
respondents more regularly and more purposefully, additional staff support
was necessary.Theodore Roosevelt reached beyond the White House for
help from Gifford Pinchot’s “press bureau” in the U.S. Forest Service.
Woodrow Wilson in World War I created an information ministry, the
Committee on Public Information, to assist him in promoting public sup-
port for the war effort. Under Warren G. Harding and Calvin Coolidge, a
full-time White House assistant was employed to work with the press.
Only after Hoover was inaugurated in 1929 was the position acknowl-
edged institutionally by the designation of an official press secretary.

The potential of reaching of mass media audiences appealed also to
many other government leaders who watched the president’s successes.
Executive branch officials and administrators began to hire their own pub-
licists and to seek publicity for their own purposes, which were not nec-
essarily those of the White House. Presidents in turn were faced with

M A N AG I N G  T H E  P R E S S



distracting leaks to the press and increased competition for the correspon-
dents’ attention from these other public officials and their press agents.
Theodore Roosevelt encouraged executive branch publicity activity when
it served his purposes and tried to suppress its leaks when it did not. By
bringing Pinchot’s campaign for government conservation into the White
House, Roosevelt both benefited from its publicity and gained some con-
trol over a potential distraction to the President’s own newsmaking.When
Roosevelt’s successor,Taft, tried to scale back his conservation policies, the
disenchanted Pinchot demonstrated that uncontrolled and unanswered
leaks to the press from competing agency publicists could undermine Taft’s
secretary of the interior, Richard A. Ballinger, and the President himself.

Wilson in his first term considered the creation of a presidential “pub-
licity bureau” to try to stop leaks and to centralize executive publicity ac-
tivity in the White House, an effort reflected institutionally during World
War I by the President’s creation of the Committee on Public Informa-
tion. But White House influence over executive branch publicity declined
after the CPI was dismantled at the end of the war. In 1921, Warren G.
Harding inadvertently encouraged the centrifugal development of execu-
tive branch publicity activity by directing his Cabinet members to speak
to the press on their own, based on the questionable assumption that they
would speak with one voice on the administration’s behalf. Under Hard-
ing’s policy of encouraging Cabinet publicity, carried forward by Calvin
Coolidge, Herbert Hoover created a press office in every major bureau in
the Department of Commerce, a departmental publicity structure that was
widely copied by New Deal agencies a decade later. It also assisted Hoover
in creating a base of popular support for his successful campaign for pres-
ident in 1928.

Presidential attempts to stimulate public support through the mass
media affected other institutions in the polity. Just as news stories around
the nation created the appearance of public support for the president, those
published by the major newspapers and magazines in Washington and
New York carried the president’s messages to other centers of national
governance. Managing the press was a means by which the president could
transmit publicly his views to other government officials, as well to the cit-
izenry. Prominence in the press was not only an indicator of White House
influence on public opinion. It was an amplifier of the president’s views
into the discourse of national policymaking.

Congress had been the dominant branch of government in the late
nineteenth century, and the main focus of Washington newsgathering.
Presidential attempts to appeal to the public through the press constituted
a visible challenge to Capitol Hill supremacy in both policymaking and
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newsmaking. Between 1897 and 1933, the presidency proved eventually to
be more successful than Congress at making news in Washington and in
the nation.The correspondents found the president to be a convenient sin-
gle source or subject for news stories about federal policymaking.With its
diffused leadership structure and inherent localism, Congress was slow to
respond institutionally to the challenge of the media presidency. Individ-
ual members of Congress were concerned at first more with their regional
newspapers than with stories published in faraway Washington or New
York. Significantly, congressional attempts to restrict the spread of execu-
tive branch publicity activity began as a response to news coverage of
Theodore Roosevelt’s conservation policies in western, rather than in na-
tional, newspapers.

The president’s demonstrated ability to upstage Congress in the press
encouraged similar attempts across the executive branch. Publicity from
administrative agencies posed a potential challenge to congressional com-
mittee control over agency budgets and operations. Pinchot, who had cre-
ated the first “press bureau” in the U.S. Forest Service in 1905, recognized
that the “free” publicity in newspapers and magazines offered a means to
circumvent congressional restraints on the use of official government pub-
lications. Pinchot and his imitators were able to use the press to appeal for
support among agency clients, other power centers in the polity, and from
the public at large, all without congressional permission.

Congress tried unsuccessfully in 1913 to stop the creation of agency
press bureaus and to bar the executive hiring of “publicity experts.”But ex-
periments in managing the press were already under way in numerous ex-
ecutive publicity offices, which sent a growing flow of “handouts” and
“press bulletins” to receptive newspapers and news services. Government
adoption of publicity practices was accelerated during World War I by Wil-
son’s creation of wartime propaganda agencies, including the Committee
on Public Information and the Food Administration. In the 1920s, Secre-
tary of Commerce Hoover encouraged major bureaus in the Department
of Commerce to develop publicity strategies to promote recognition of
their activities by the public and by Congress. By the end of the 1920s, de-
spite congressional resistance, publicists and publicity offices were wide-
spread in major executive agencies.

Presidential attempts to appeal to the public through the news also had
a substantial effect on the “fourth branch of government”: the press.Adop-
tion of publicity practices by the White House and executive agencies
played a formative role in the professionalization of national political jour-
nalism. Covering the presidency and the executive branch prior to 1897
had been a secondary activity by junior members of an entrepreneurial
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press corps based in the congressional press galleries. Under McKinley and,
particularly, under Theodore Roosevelt, covering the president became a
more attractive assignment for favored correspondents. Roosevelt made
the White House a daily source of news, and he inadvertently invited in-
creased press attention to his family life.

Wilson encouraged the emergence of the presidency as a primary focus
of Washington newsgathering by experimenting at length with press con-
ferences open to all correspondents, not just those of the president’s polit-
ical party. During World War I, Wilson’s wartime agencies had a near
monopoly on the war information available to the press. The Senate re-
asserted congressional dominance of the Washington news agenda with the
defeat of Wilson’s postwar treaties in 1919. But, beginning in 1921, Hard-
ing and Coolidge re-invigorated the presidential press conference and
drew the correspondents back to the White House, this time more or less
permanently. Congress remained the central focus of the news from Wash-
ington until the New Deal. But the shift in leadership of public opinion
to the White House already was under way.

Once drawn to the White House, the correspondents found that
growing access to the president increased their occupational status, as it
did the amount of news that they were able to provide to their employ-
ers. From a small group of favored correspondents affiliated with sympa-
thetic or partisan newspapers, the White House press corps expanded to
include hundreds of correspondents and photographers by the 1930s.
Continuing association with presidents encouraged an increased self-
regard among the correspondents, whose professional stature also was
enhanced by more stable employment, salaried compensation, specializa-
tion, declining newspaper partisanship, greater leeway in interpreting
events, and the development of a journalistic elite, the syndicated colum-
nists. By 1933, covering the White House had become a prestigious as-
signment with its own professional organizations, particularly the White
House Correspondents Association.

From the standpoint of the presidency, however, the professionalization
of journalism and other changes in the practices and institutions of mass
communications made reaching media audiences as much of a moving tar-
get as a reliable means of influencing public opinion. McKinley and
Theodore Roosevelt usually could count on selected correspondents to
transmit what they wished to say when they wished to say it. But the out-
comes became less predictable as the number of correspondents invited to
the White House grew and became more diverse politically and occupa-
tionally. Even Theodore Roosevelt could not prevent the correspondents,
once invited to form a more personal relationship with the President, from
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inquiring into his family life. Wilson’s open press conferences drew Re-
publican as well as Democratic correspondents, and also those who were
more interested in human interest stories about the President’s daughters
than with Wilson’s policy proclamations.

In the 1920s, growing self-assurance among the correspondents also
took the form of a literature of complaint about the relationship that had
been established with the White House. Frequent access to the president
for newsworthy information had brought the correspondents increased
professional success and prestige. But it also left them dependent on the
President and his publicists for news stories to meet the daily requirements
of their employers. The correspondents reacted protectively when Hard-
ing’s presidency was threatened by reports of corruption and imaginatively
when Coolidge was not sufficiently forthcoming in furnishing them with
newsworthy information.When the correspondents felt that Coolidge, and
then Hoover, did not meet satisfactorily the correspondents’ expectations
of making news, they complained publicly about the quality of their ac-
cess to the president and the restrictive rules of engagement that had been
established between the press and the White House.

The correspondents’ complaints about the press relations of Coolidge
and Hoover did not reflect an emerging adversary press, at least by late-
twentieth-century standards. With important exceptions, notably the
columnist and theorist Walter Lippmann, the correspondents of the 1920s
and early 1930s were concerned more with receiving a regular supply of
news than with articulating global arguments about press freedom or the
need to inform citizens of a democratic society. But these public tensions
reflected the dynamic nature of the relationship that had formed between
the White House and the news media. For a president to manage the press
successfully, an ongoing process of persuasion was required, not just the
following of established practices and routines. To maintain access to the
public through an independent mass media, presidents had to continue to
adapt to their changing values and processes, as well as to changes in own-
ership and in technologies.

Franklin D. Roosevelt, who was inaugurated in 1933, succeeded where
Hoover was believed to have failed in adapting to these changes. Restor-
ing public confidence in the economy and stimulating public support for
New Deal recovery programs were central to Roosevelt’s presidency. Man-
aging the press to achieve that public support was one of his highest pri-
orities. The second Roosevelt reestablished twice-weekly press
conferences, which had lapsed in Hoover’s last year, and dropped the most
irksome of the rules of engagement: the requirement that the correspon-
dents submit their questions in advance in writing. Unlike the defensive
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Hoover, FDR found journalists to be a bully audience, as had his cousin
Theodore, 30 years before.The new President supplied the correspondents
regularly with newsworthy information, and direct quotations were avail-
able in typed form.The result was to defuse the correspondents’ complaints
while reasserting presidential influence over newsmaking.1 Roosevelt, like
Wilson, also tried to centralize executive branch publicity activities in the
White House: he created a National Emergency Council to monitor and
to attempt to influence public opinion regionally as well as nationally, and
he arranged for the radio networks to broadcast his views without inter-
ruption or editing. He also authorized the launching of an ambitious pro-
gram of government documentary films to be shown in theaters.2 Not all
of Roosevelt’s publicity initiatives were successful, and he could not elim-
inate the inherent tensions between the institutions of the press and the
presidency. But he gained a long press “honeymoon” in the critical early
years of his administration and established a standard for leadership of pub-
lic opinion through the press against which subsequent twentieth-century
presidents have been measured.

Since the 1930s, the ability of the president to create and to maintain
public support through mass communications has been recognized as a
primary determinant of presidential success or failure, even as the under-
lying relationship between the president and the news media deteriorated
late in the century. Re-examination of the formative years between 1897
and 1933 suggests some observations.

First, although the media presidency has endured for most of the twen-
tieth century, it is not necessarily a permanent form of presidential leader-
ship.The modern relationship between the president and the news media
has its roots in the decline of political parties and the commercialization of
mass communications in the late nineteenth century, rather than in the di-
rectives of the nation’s Founders. Just as there is no specific language in the
Constitution to support a rhetorical presidency whose governing author-
ity is based on appeals for popular support, neither is there a constitutional
requirement that the president communicate with the citizenry through
the press. Presidents of the twentieth century have found the news media,
in one form or another, to be an expedient and frequently effective means
of seeking public support. But no constitutional obligation exists for them
to do so.

The media presidency has endured because the relationship between
the president and the press has been, for the most part, mutually benefi-
cial to both institutions. Since early in the century, both the White House
and the news media have adapted to accommodate and, until recently, to
perpetuate this relationship. From the perspective of the White House,
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managing the press has been a primary requirement for a successful pres-
idency, not an optional activity. Failure to persuade the gatekeepers of the
media to present the president’s views to their audiences is a potential
threat to popular support for the chief executive’s governing authority.
Complaints that one twentieth-century president or another has manip-
ulated the press excessively or intruded on press freedom are important,
but they need to be considered in the context of the institutional imper-
atives of the media presidency. Maintaining public support through avail-
able means of mass communications is as important to presidential
authority in the late twentieth century as negotiating with Congress, di-
recting administrative bureaucracies, or conducting foreign policy.

Despite their complaints, the news media, too, have benefited from the
relationship, both individually and institutionally. Many of the newsgather-
ing practices of modern Washington journalism are based on the accep-
tance of a certain amount of “management” by the president, his advisors,
and other official sources. The news media have gained primacy in the
governing process by being messengers of authoritative information to and
among the institutions of the polity, as well as to the public. Since televi-
sion made possible the live broadcast of presidential press conferences, the
White House correspondents in particular have become visible symbols of
freedom of the press in the nation’s living rooms. However, presidential ex-
periments with other forms of “new media” in the 1990s pose a potential
threat to their prominence and prestige, as well as to that of news organi-
zations that employ them.

Second, the search for a “new media” to better project the president’s
appeals to the public has been a characteristic of the media presidency
since its earliest days.The transformation of the presidency that began late
in the nineteenth century was based, in part, on the ability of successive
presidents to take advantage of new ways to appeal for popular support.
The White House continually sought seek out new forms of communica-
tion that promised larger audiences or fewer distortions than “old media”
could provide. Each new communications technology or format, whether
based on the telegraph, the telephone, photography, newsreels, or radio,
was tried at one time or another between 1897 and 1933 by presidents un-
happy with newspaper partisanship, politically ambitious editors, sensa-
tionalism, muckraking magazines, tabloid newspapers, or irresponsible
correspondents. Some of the new technologies and formats, notably radio
and, later, television news, proved to be more effective vehicles for presi-
dential communication than others. But none was more successful at pro-
jecting a credible message to the public than managing the press at the
White House, at least until late in the century.
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Given the onrush of new communications formats and technologies in
the 1990s, however, it seems likely that a future president will become
more successful at communicating to the public through some “new
media” than the “old media” that gathered at the White House early in the
century. Repeated “feeding frenzies” and other adversarial behavior in the
news media of the 1990s provided additional incentive for the White
House to continue to seek other, less distorted, ways to appeal to the pub-
lic for popular support. Nothing here suggests that the “old media” of
newspapers, news services, and broadcast networks will cease to be influ-
ential gatekeepers and interpreters of the presidency. The institutional
foundations of their relationship make a complete break unlikely, despite
the hopes or fears of both parties. But the news media’s role as exclusive
intermediaries between the president and the citizenry is likely to con-
tinue to decline. Considering that many of the values and practices of
twentieth-century political journalism developed in conjunction with the
media presidency, the potential displacement of the press in this relation-
ship raises significant questions that need to be addressed about the rele-
vance and the future of the journalistic filtering process through which
Americans have viewed the presidency for much of the century.

Finally, the influence that the media presidency has had on patterns of
executive leadership, the polity, and political journalism since early in the
twentieth century suggests that any future transformation in presidential
communications will have an impact well beyond the institutions involved.
Whatever form a “communications presidency” takes in the twenty-first
century will present new challenges and opportunities, not only for presi-
dential leadership, but for how the nation is governed, for the range of po-
litical ideas represented in the mass media, and for how Americans learn
about their leaders in a democratic society.
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