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Few real-life dramas offer the raw fascination
of the events that have shaken the broadcast
industry to its core, and no player has seemed
more central to the action than CBS Inc.—both
in the public’s view and in the once ubiquitous
and unblinking eve of the sttunon uself. In
Who Killed CBS? Peter Bover dissects the tur-
moil that has brought the nanon’s flagship news
network to its knees. deployving the kind of
expert. unsparing scalpelwork with which Inde-
cent Exposure laud bare Hollvwood.

It's a story that plavs on many levels—not
only in boardrooms and control rooms, but also
in the near-mythical reaches of ~“the house that
Murrow built”” At its center stands Van Gordon
Sauter. the colorful. contradictory. and ulu-
matelv self-defeating two-tuime president of CBS
News. who took on a machine fueled by com-
petitiveness. greed. and a quasi-religious sense
of its ““calling”” and made sparks fly. for a while
brilliantdy. but finally feeding the flames that
would bring down the cnadel.

Bover tells it all and tells it best, with a sense
of justice that transcends simple right and
wrong and achieves a thorough. considered
svithesis of all the plavers” discordant voices. In
the end. i’'s a story with the kind of stature and
scope—and far-reaching implications for how
we see the world—that made CBS a legend n
its ume, and that makes 1ts fall from unchal-
lenged excellence so troubling and so nveting.
In that sense. Who Killed CBS?—which will
stand as the book on CBS—does the legend
proud.
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Prelude

ONE OCTOBER DAY IN 1985 the generations of CBS News came
together in church, St. Bartholomew’s on Park Avenue, to hear
prayers and lamentations for the dead. There was rancor in the
crowded sanctuary.

The occasion was a memorial service for Charles Colling-
wood, one of the icons of CBS News, who had died a week
earlier after a terrible struggle with cancer. As the strains of a
Bach prelude faded into the high spaces of the old church, Dan
Rather stepped up to the pulpit and beseeched his brethren to
be of good cheer. “Charles would have wanted it that way,” he
said. But even as he spoke, Rather well knew that CBS News had
become a bitterly divided place, electric with intrigue and ill will.
Two of the people in the crowd before him, colleagues, had
approached him that very morning, asking the anchorman to use
his influence to keep Edward M. Joyce, the president of CBS
News, away from the memorial service. (Rather refused, but the
request was natural enough; Rather himself was feuding with
Joyce, as everyone in the organization knew.)

But Rather, who is given to the romance of things, had wanted
the occasion to be remembered as a great moment in the history
of CBS News, and months later, even after the feelings and
forces so evident that day had played themselves out, in some
cases to disastrous effect, Rather still held to the belief that it
had been a great day for CBS. And in some ways it was.
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CBS News alone in broadcasting would even pretend to such
an event, which more resembled a state funeral than a journal-
ist’s memorial. There were the lords of broadcasting, including
William S. Paley, the founder of CBS and the patron of broad-
cast news, and the rank of Collingwood contemporaries, the
totems of their times—Eric Sevareid, Walter Cronkite, Richard
C. Hottelet, Theodore H. (“Teddy”’) White. There was no spare
room in the 1,200-seat sanctuary. One member of the church,
a friend of Collingwood’s, told Sevareid that she’d never seen
so many people attend an afternoon service; St. Bartholomew’s
had seen nothing like it since Herbert Hoover had lain in state
there.

Collingwood was, in a way, the personification of the CBS
legend—suave, handsome, daring, and more talented than
someone with such portions of those other qualities had a right
to be. The “Duke” his friends called him, one of ‘“Murrow’s
boys,” that extraordinary collection of journalists assembled by
Edward R. Murrow, the patron saint of CBS News, in World War
I Europe. Collingwood was a Rhodes scholar who left Oxford
for the romance of reporting just as the biggest story of the
century was unfolding and, as fate had it, just as CBS was invent-
ing a new journalism—that of the airwaves. Collingwood re-
ported from Rheims; he was on the scene when British and
American troops invaded North Africa; he was there, on Omaha
Beach, at D day, and reported the signing of the armistice.
Collingwood and the others of Murrow’s boys—Sevareid,
Hottelet, Howard K. Smith, William Shirer, Bob Trout, Larry
LeSueur—were an uncommonly gifted lot, in the way that
founding generations are. They were scholarly, urbane, stylish,
and they all were brilliant reporters. They legitimized broadcast
journalism with their skill and their daring—Murrow’s harrow-
ing accounts of the London blitz, heart-stopping reports of
night raids over Berlin, Collingwood struggling with a wet and
bulky recorder in the fury of Omaha Beach—and then, through
their passion and the manifest power of their medium, they
elevated their craft to a level above the rest, creating tradition
as they went.

“It was a marvelous way to begin a career,” Sevareid would
say, remembering that time. “‘We became household words, far
too young and undeserving, but that was the nature of it. There
had never been anything like it before; this was the first truly
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new form of journalism created since block print had come
along.” It was a time, Paul White (then the director of news,
based in New York) used to say, of “a fine, careless rapture.”

In the CBS legend Murrow’s boys had done nothing less than
invent broadcast journalism. And the legend was not far from
the truth. When the end of the war came, the CBS team, eu-
phoric, gathered at the bar of the Hétel Scribe in Paris and
vowed, as Murrow put it, to “‘go back and show what we can do
in peace.” So they did, pushing, reluctantly at first, into the new
medium, television, and attracting a new generation of broad-
cast journalists drawn by the glow of the CBS News cachet. Long
after Murrow was gone and CBS News had become a profit
center in cutthroat competition for ratings, to work at CBS News
still meant, by some wishful extension, to be one of Murrow’s
boys. They were the best.

So a gathering such as the Collingwood memorial took on the
aspects of ritual peculiar to CBS, a reaffirmation of the faith,
with all the elements of the great moment that Rather sought.

But there was an edge to the occasion that day, something
quite apart from the grieving for Collingwood, a kind of seeth-
ing that was almost palpable; a trace of it worked its way into the
service.

Morley Safer, who, like Rather, had been taken under Colling-
wood’s wing during a tour of duty in the London bureau—given
advice on everything from attire to writing and broadcasting
technique, and generally polished up by the older correspond-
ent—was sitting in the front with the other speakers that day and
didn’t feel it at first. Then, up on the platform and speaking of
Collingwood, he looked out at the congregation and saw the full
sweep of CBS News, 1,000 faces, most of which he knew. He
looked down at the row of executives and saw Mr. Paley, the
founder, who had decreed that there would be a CBS News and
had put it into a kind of gilded cage, where it could thrive apart
from the rest of the corporation; in the same row sat Thomas
H. Wyman, the chairman of CBS and the new generation of
management, who had come to CBS from the Pillsbury Com-
pany. Things were not the same under Wyman, not at all, and
Safer thought, seeing Wyman sitting in this gathering of CBS
News people, judging just from the look on his face, “He proba-
bly has only the dimmest idea who Collingwood was and only
the dimmest interest in this assembly of people.” Paley had
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known Collingwood well, but to Wyman, Safer thought, this was
probably just an interruption in an otherwise busy day. Still
looking at the executives, he added to his talk, “It was Murrow
and Charles and a few others who made the mere business enter-
prise of CBS into a proud and vital moving part of the American
democracy!” And he felt that he had made a necessary point.

Then Rather, pausing before introducing the next speaker,
said something that struck some as strangely two-sided: “If you
wanted to make Charles Collingwood’s neck swell”’—a favorite
down-home Ratherism for ‘‘angry”’—*one way . . . was to knock
CBS in any way, in any way, shape, or form.”

Near the back of the church Bill Moyers was getting edgy. All
this talk about how great Collingwood was, all this company
boosterism! Hadn’t this same CBS News abandoned Colling-
wood’s kind of reporting, serious reporting? Moyers, who’d lost
his producer and prime-time opportunity to a show he consid-
ered trivial fluff, West 57th, certainly knew about that. He
suddenly stood up and left the church, muttering to a startled
usher, producer Sanford (‘‘Sandy”) Socolow, on the way out:
“Hypocrites! If he was so great, why didn’t they put him on the
air?”

Many of Collingwood’s friends at CBS, including his longtime
producer, Les Midgley, would have atgued that Collingwood’s
personal problems had hindered his later career, that the com-
pany had been, in fact, quite generous toward him. But Colling-
wood was almost beside the point; to oppose was the point.

Charles Kuralt, the gentle, poetic Carolinian, an unlikely
rabble-rouser, was the final speaker that day, chosen for his
ability to capture the mood of a place or a time or a man with
poignancy and heart. And he did just that, though it was not
what the planners of the program had expected. Kuralt men-
tioned the unmentionable, that the sainted Murrow himself had
become embittered over his treatment at CBS, and he recol-
lected a conversation between Murrow and Collingwood that
fitted perfectly with the dark, angry mood of the day. “He
remembered, he told me once, that Murrow had told him that
this is a business, after all, and people can be discarded in it,”
Kuralt said. “And something like that happened to him in his
professional life. There came those years when Charles was the
most honored of all of us, and the most respected, and not on
the air very much. He accepted that puzzling turn of events with
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great dignity, as he accepted everything in his life, but not with
much happiness.”

And so it ended. The Reverend Bruce W. Forbes, surely
meaning no irony, offered St. Francis’s prayer for peace: “‘Lord,
make us instruments of your peace. Where there is hatred, let
us sow love; where there is injury, pardon; where there is dis-
cord, union. . ..”

Rather thanked Reverend Forbes, paid his respects to Col-
lingwood’s family, and left the church. As he descended the
steps into the sunlight of that bright October day, something
startling happened, something, Rather recalled, “almost sur-
real.” A colleague came to his side and, indicating Ed Joyce,
said, “Can you imagine CBS News being led by the likes of
that?”’ Rather didn’t know what to say. He continued down the
steps, and a second colleague, a distinguished older CBS News
correspondent, approached Rather and fairly hissed, “If you
don’t do anything else, get rid of that son of a bitch!”

Rather turned up Park Avenue and walked the several blocks
back to the CBS Broadcast Center on West Fifty-seventh Street,
but for many of the rest, the ritual spilled over into the Century
Club on Forty-third Street. The elegant and exclusive old lair,
with its polished wood and creaky floors and literary air, its
Winslow Homers on the walls (accepted long ago in lieu of
membership dues from the artist), was perfect for a Colling-
wood wake. Nearly every afternoon at one-thirty, Collingwood
had crossed the narrow passageway to the bar, where he’d order
a Century martini (dry, served in a silver cup) and pack one of
his Oval cigarettes and survey the outer rooms for suitable con-
versation. That afternoon the entire Billiard Room downstairs
at the Century was given over to the Collingwood affair, and
there, beneath a Homer etching called The Lifeline, the genera-
tions of CBS News drank and reminisced and bemoaned the
passing of a better day.

In that airless basement room, on that uncommonly warm
autumn day, it was not long—just a couple of drinks’ worth of
time—before the veiled antipathies of St. Bartholomew’s
Church grew less mute, the angry talk more reckless. Producers,
correspondents, former CBS executives from an earlier time—
the old guard—openly denounced the turn that the news divi-
sion had taken in recent years, a turn away from the serious work
that had made a career at CBS News, their careers, a special
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calling. Unspared in the excoriation was Ed Joyce, who, as presi-
dent of the news division, happened to be the official host of the
event (having not only approved it but signed the check paying
for it—*“a delicious irony,” he later said). Fearing a scene,
Joyce’s deputy, Howard Stringer, warned his boss that the mood
was ugly, but the warning wasn’t necessary; Joyce had heard
much of it.

But Joyce wasn’t the only cause of the smoldering discontents
that day, or even the principal cause; he was, in the view of most
there, merely “a little clerk,” as the old guard producer Ernest
(“Ernie”) Leiser put it, an agent for the true source of discord,
who at that moment was happily oblivious of the antagonism at
the Century. Van Gordon Sauter had gone fishing.

As president of CBS News for two and a half years, Sauter had
turned the institution upside down, rejecting as old-fashioned,
elitist, and simply irrelevant the very styles and philosophies that
many thought had set CBS apart in broadcasting. He had con-
ducted purges and forced exiles (deliberately keeping the for-
mer anchorman Cronkite off the Evening News, for example,
because he saw him as a disruptive force) and had brought to
CBS News values that many believed were more appropriate to
entertainment than to the high and holy calling of Murrow and
Collingwood. If those at the Collingwood gathering that day
were the old CBS, the true CBS, then Sauter was the new; and
the new, it seemed, was there to stay. Sauter was now ensconced
at Black Rock, CBS’s corporate headquarters, where, as an exec-
utive vice-president of the company, he was still in charge of
CBS News. What’s more, he’d left behind as news president his
former assistant and best friend in the company, Ed Joyce.

“We weren’t at Charlie Collingwood’s funeral,” said Don
Hewitt, the 60 Minutes producer; ‘“‘we were all at our own fu-
neral.” Few among the old guard would have argued. They
believed that CBS News as they’d known it had died in the last
four years, poisoned by Van Gordon Sauter. Now they’d buried
it. Cronkite said he realized that day that *“the past wasn’t pro-
logue any longer,” that the great Murrow continuum *‘had really
come to a terminal point.” The infidels, Joyce and Sauter, were
inside the cathedral; corruption was complete; it could get no
worse. But of course, it did.

Eighteen months later Joyce was gone, Sauter was gone, and
CBS News was a brokenhearted and defeated institution. Its
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troubles had become a public diversion, the stuff of party chat-
ter, network news reports, and Johnny Carson monologue jokes.
There were budget cutbacks that made what had come before
seem trifling; not just “fat’” anymore but news-gathering capa-
bility was sliced away. The daily operating philosophy in the
newsroom was a notion called “intelligent risk,” a euphemism
for the practice of guessing each morning which stories CBS
News could not cover that day without too much embarrassment
and thereby save money. CBS News had no correspondent cov-
ering the Supreme Court beat and no one in Central America,
and it showed. Dan Rather was to sign his name to an article in
the New York Times warning of a fall “from Murrow to medioc-
rity.” Walter Cronkite, less publicly, was to try to get his corpo-
rate boss, a man named Laurence A. Tisch, to sign an oath
essentially promising not to eviscerate CBS News utterly. And
Tisch refused to sign.

The fall of CBS News is partly a story of shifts in the large
forces beyond it: the economy; the political climate; technology.
But more than anything else it is simply a story of human con-
flict, of the meeting of a man and his moment, Van Gordon
Sauter at CBS News, and the ruinous developments that re-
sulted. Sauter was president of CBS News for a relatively brief
time, for a two-year period beginning in early 1982 and again
for nine months of 1986. It was time enough to cause divisions
that would never repair, setting off an inner savagery of warring
egos and clashing values that ultimately brought the place to
grief.

Sauter left CBS after an eighteen-year career, driven out by
the institution, convinced that the place had brought its grief
upon itself, that CBS News was damaged by the knaves inside
it, phony pietists and millionaire journalists who used the lamp
of Murrow to count their money by. The view on the other side
was that Sauter had been a tragic figure, so well endowed and
so ill disposed that he used CBS News to advance himself, crush-
ing it under the weight of his ambitions.

Neither view was completely wrong.



Chapter

RICHARD SALANT WAS NOT above begging, and considering the
circumstances, begging seemed entirely the appropriate course.
It was 1976, the bicentennial year, and Walter Cronkite had
come to Salant, then president of CBS News, with a proposal.
The daily grind was getting to him, Cronkite said. After nineteen
years of anchoring the CBS Evening News, he wanted to talk about
getting out. Just the thought of it made Salant ache. He was
sixty-two years old, less than three years from retirement. He’d
been president of CBS News since 1961 (except for a two-year
interruption), and in that time the organization had become,
above all, an ordered place. It didn’t take a Harvard lawyer
(which Salant happened to be) to figure out that the departure
of Cronkite would bring disorder. He begged.

“Walter, for God’s sake, I have to go before you do,” Salant
said, appealing to the slight difference in age, less than three
years, between himself and his famous anchorman. “‘You have to
retire me. We've worked together, we’ve been good, do me one
favor—hold off, let me stick this on my successor.”

Salant guessed, correctly, that Cronkite was willing to be
stalled, and although the anchorman did bring up the subject
again with Salant, he didn’t press it. Thus was Salant able to end
his career as he had hoped—with Cronkite in his anchor chair
and CBS News riding high.
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The looming inevitability of life without Cronkite was an ap-
propriate source of anxiety at CBS News, but in a subtler way
the end of the Salant era was as traumatic and, in the long run,
as damaging to the organization. Although it may not have been
obvious at any given moment of his long tenure, Salant had been
a brilliant president of CBS News.

When Salant was appointed to the position in 1961, television
news was still in its gawky youth. With its awkward equipment
and relative immobility, the enterprise shone brightly at the
national political conventions every four years, but it was noth-
ing near the daily national informing force that it was to become.
The three nightly newscasts were only fifteen minutes long, and
most Americans still received most of their news from their local
newspapers. As for CBS, it had not yet been able to transfer the
utter preeminence of its Murrow radio years to television; in
convention coverage and in the nightly newscasts, increasingly
the focus of television news operations, CBS lagged behind
NBC, with its anchor team of Chet Huntley and David Brinkley,
true news personalities who fitted the medium neatly.

The CBS News that Salant was handed in 1961 had an annual
budget of $20 million and a full-time staff of 469 people. By
1979, when he left, the CBS News budget was nearly $go million
and the organization employed 1,000 people. In Salant’s time
Walter Cronkite became the anchor of the CBS Evening News, the
broadcast expanded to thirty minutes, 60 Minutes was created,
and CBS came to dominate television news the way it had once
dominated radio. But those things might have happened under
another executive. Dick Salant’s contribution to a CBS News
that was defining itself in the unfolding television age was some-
thing infinitely more valuable: He gave it character.

Salant’s success did not reflect a journalistic talent or televi-
sion skills, of which he had none. He was a lawyer who loathed
lawyering and had come to CBS in 1952 as a corporate vice-
president, brought into the company by CBS President Frank
Stanton. By credential, therefore, he was truly a company man,
and when he was made president of CBS News in 1961, the
move was met with a good deal of apprehension among the news
staff. In news, he was a curious package, bespectacled and patri-
cian, someone who seemed to have been born in a suit. “Every-
body thought it was an awful idea,” recalled Ernie Leiser, who
was a CBS correspondent at the time. ‘“‘He was a lawyer; he was
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an outsider; he was a Stanton protégé.” Three strikes, it seemed,
but Salant quickly showed that he was something else, too: He
was a thoroughgoing news convert. He may have been born into
CBS a company man, but in news he became a zealot, more
Catholic than the pope.

Perhaps because he had been a company man, Salant pos-
sessed an understanding, surpassing that of any who came be-
fore him or after, of the peculiar place that news held within the
corporate empire. The relationship of news to the company was
at once antagonistic and dependent, pampered and perilous. It
was a contradiction, an enigma, a quirk. CBS wasn’t in the news
business, Salant knew; it was in the broadcasting business. Its
chief purpose was to lure mass audiences to its air and to sell
them to advertisers for unspeakable amounts of money. And
news didn’t do that.

But Salant also knew CBS history—knew that both the prag-
matic desire to keep the government off its back and the individ-
ual psychologies of both Paley and Stanton, the man who helped
build CBS, had made the news department a favored child.
True, Paley had through the years meddled with and fretted
over and generally tormented his news department, including
the sainted Murrow—especially the sainted Murrow. But there
was no denying the other side of Paley, the Paley who fostered
a news organization with standards and ambitions that far ex-
ceeded the imperatives of the commercial broadcasting industry
he was helping build. Salant was lastingly impressed with the
fact that when the young Paley was building CBS, he chose as
his number one assistant not a salesman or a showman, but a
former night editor of the New York Times, a cheerless man
named Edward Klauber, who imposed upon the unformed en-
terprise of radio public affairs a discipline and a standard no less
demanding than those of the Times itself. Paley’s hiring of Ed
Klauber back in 1930 was, for the benefit of an informed public,
not to mention the developing craft of broadcast journalism, a
fortunate thing; he laid the foundation upon which Murrow and
Sevareid and the others would build an institution that was,
simply put, worlds better than it had to be.

Equipped with this understanding and driven by a convert’s
zeal, Salant quickly won over any doubters in news. Where there
might have been a certain air of noblesse oblige in Paley’s and
Stanton’s support, Salant genuinely loved the news, loved being
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near it. (Years later, long after his retirement from CBS, he sat
in the den of his New Canaan, Connecticut, house, watching
Cable News Network by the hour.) Acutely aware that he was of
another culture, that he wasn’t actually a journalist, he shied
from the daily mix of the news process. But like a good line
officer, he saw his first duty as being to the people below him,
rather than to those above him, and he earned the respect of the
troops in the field. In 1973, when Paley, yielding to Nixon White
House pressure, issued an edict forbidding CBS correspon-
dents from performing “instant analysis” following presidential
speeches and press conferences, a group of correspondents, led
by Roger Mudd, sent an angry letter of protest to CBS manage-
ment. It was a gutsy move for the journalists (and risky enough
to keep the White House correspondent, Dan Rather, from put-
ting his name to it), but they were eased when Salant let them
know that their protest had his support.

Again, Salant stood firm behind Rather after the newsman’s
famous confrontation with Richard Nixon in 1974. (Hounded by
Watergate, the president, noting the boos and applause greet-
ing his nemesis at a press conference, looked down and asked,
“Are you running for something?” Rather snapped, “No, sir,
Mr. President, are you?”’) When some CBS affiliates wanted
Rather punished, removed from his beat, Salant reassured
Rather that he was his man at the White House and would re-
main so, and he told the affiliates the same.

Salant viewed the tension between the news division and the
company as not only inevitable but necessary and healthy, so
much so that he dedicatedly endeavored to exacerbate it. He saw
himself as CBS’s own Oliver Twist, picking the fat pockets of the
network for the money and airtime that Paley’s various execu-
tives (who came and went) were so loath to part with. He became
the master of the wheedle, a true artist, begging, pleading, cajol-
ing, ever making his case on behalf of news. His medium was the
memorandum; he was the Vesuvius of memos, which his law-
yerly mind preferred because memos (with lots of names copied
in) “put everybody on the record.” He wrote memos of varying
tones, carrying different degrees of urgency, sometimes polite,
then humorous, then desperate, then angry; there were memos
asking for airtime, or for more documentaries, or for a weekly
piece of prime time, or, that accomplished, for a better piece of
prime time. One week, he sent Robert D. (“Bob”) Wood, the
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president of the CBS Network for a time, a memo simply noting:
“You’ve had no memos from me this week.”

Salant was, despite his patrician demeanor, a cunning and
game politician. On those occasions when wheedling alone
didn’t bend a stubborn network type, he reverted to a back-
channel ploy, calling his old friend and mentor Frank Stanton,
advising him that he might keep an eye out for this or that
worthy project, which, by the way, he was having a little trouble
getting on the air. And Stanton would make a call, inquiring
about the worthy project, and lo, the thing was done. “You have
to be a somewhat devious politician,” Salant later said. “You
have to play games, and time it right, and not be too shrill
sometimes, and very shrill other times. You have to play by
instinct.” Play. Well, it was rather a game, Salant thought, all the
back and forth with Black Rock, and he relished it. Jack
Schneider, another of the Black Rock executives with whom
Salant had parried, could still get exercised over the subject of
the news budget years after his CBS career had ended. “You
don’t want to create spoiled children; you don’t want to say,
‘Anytime you want money, just come and ask.” It’s not very
good,” he said, as if he had half thought another of those
damned memos from Salant might hit the desk at any moment.
“There had to be restraints.” One year, 1975, the restraint was
a Schneider directive that CBS News couldn’t lose more than
$30 million. Thirty million dollars in the red! The executives of
other divisions within CBS, whose own jobs were never more
secure than the current bottom line, deeply resented the favored
child. “They all thought we were a bunch of spoiled brats,”
Salant recalled with a little glee, “and we were.”

But Salant knew that was the way it had to be, that there was
a reason that in the CBS annual report CBS News was listed
ahead of all the rest of the operations, which followed in alpha-
betical order. CBS News is what gave the company its real worth.
Salant knew that, and he exploited it. That was his genius.

If corporate politics was a game to Salant, the news itself was
serious business. In Salant’s time television passed newspapers
as the principal source of news for most Americans. It became
the great information source for the mass society, a mass society
that had been created, in fact, by television. There was no US4
Today then, no national newspapers, no Cable News Network,
no satellite-fed supply services enabling local stations to give
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comprehensive world news reports. There was only network
television, and CBS News was its leader. That realization was an
awesome weight, even a bit scary, and it made Salant and his
executive staff all the more determined that CBS News would
embody the most demanding possible journalistic ethic, ar-
ticulated in a series of memorandums and policy statements
that, published together and distributed as the CBS News Stan-
dards handbook (bound in loose-leaf notebooks to allow for
additions—and there were always additions), institutionalized at
CBS News in the television age a remarkably serious, even elitist
Journalistic attitude.

There were rules against putting music (for filmmakers a valu-
able tool for pacing and punctuation) in a CBS News report,
rules against yielding to television’s need for “picture” by re-
creating any part of a story for clarification—rules, in short,
guarding against all the natural seductions that the medium
presented. If the policies were severe *“perhaps to the point of
eccentricity,” Salant said in his introductory memo to the stan-
dards book, it was with reason: All of television’s efforts, high
and low, tumble into the American living room from the same
tube, with no physical dividing line between the Evening News
and The Beverly Hillbillies. Television journalists, therefore, had
to make the distinction themselves, in their work. “This may
make us a little less interesting to some,” said Salant, “but that
is the price we pay for dealing with fact and truth.” Several years
after Salant’s retirement a young CBS producer, who’d been a
teenager when the standards were drawn and who’d been
reared, professionally, outside the CBS culture, remarked with
amazement and a little annoyance, “It’s against the rules here to
be interesting!” It was almost true. The overriding attitude (and
the seat of the elitism) was that CBS News would give viewers
what they needed, not what they wanted. “It is my strong feel-
ing,” Salant said in his memo, “that our news judgments must
turn on the best professional judgments that we can come to on
what is important, rather than what is merely interesting.” To
be “‘merely interesting,” he made clear, was the lowly aim of the
rest of television, of prime time, where “it is entirely proper to
give most of the people what most of them want most of the
time. But we in broadcast journalism cannot, should not, and
will not base our judgments on what we think the viewers and
listeners are ‘most interested’ in. . . .”” And that is why, on the
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night in 1977 that Elvis Presley died, the story was not the lead
item on Cronkite’s Evening News (nor, needless to say, was there
a thirty-minute news special on Presley from CBS News that
night). More routinely the attitude was displayed nightly in the
heavy domination of each newscast by the Washington bureau.
In one memorable Cronkite broadcast, every story but one ema-
nated from Washington, and the single exception was a Water-
gate-related piece that happened to take place in New York.

It helped, in all this, to have Cronkite. It was not coincidental
that the values embedded in the institution under Salant were
also Cronkite’s values, the values of a Murrow-era newsman
trained in the straight-ahead style of a wire service. But Cron-
kite’s greater contribution was simply in being Cronkite. He
became the man from whom America had decided it wanted to
get its news, and that was that. His unassailable credibility was
important, but his unassailable ratings were what made every-
thing else possible. Cronkite’s phenomenal success with view-
ers, beginning when his ratings passed NBC’s Huntley-Brinkley
Report in 1967 and growing through the seventies, was a shield
against the harsh outside, behind which Salant and his organiza-
tion were free to set their high tone, to shape the CBS News of
the television age into a certain kind of place.

Cronkite’s popularity was a liberating force, imbuing a gener-
ation of CBS News with a sense of entitlement, a sense that
theirs was indeed a special calling, immune to such crass consid-
erations, for example, as ratings. “We didn’t have to worry
about ratings then”’ is the echo of nearly every news staffer asked
in a later day what the Cronkite era was like. They exaggerated,
of course, but only a little. In Cronkite’s time, Tuesday was just
a day of the week, not the Sabbath that it was to become, the day
when the A. C. Nielsen Company released the national ratings,
the sacred numbers that network newsrooms would seek for
validation. Cronkite’s huge ratings lead was, for CBS News, a
license to believe, to accept blithely that doing first-rate New York
Times-level journalism and winning at it were the CBS News
birthright. It was part of what looked to the competition like a
maddening arrogance, evidenced perfectly in the notion of the
Evening News as America’s ‘“‘broadcast of record,” as the New
York Times was America’s paper of record. It was, of course, a
preposterous conceit, as no broadcast, least of all one lasting
only twenty-two minutes, is much of a record of anything;
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broadcasts inform, or arouse, or stupefy, or divert for a brief
space in time and then vanish forever. But the ambition
was telling. It rarely occurred to CBS newsmen of the Salant-
Cronkite era that had their profession taken its natural course,
its likelier course, television journalism might more have resem-
bled the hokum newsreels of the movies than the New York Times,
in the same way that prime time more resembled vaudeville than
O’Neill.

But Salant knew all too well the value of having a top-rated
evening newscast. When he first came to CBS News, a lawyer out
of his element, all seriousness and eagerness to show his merit,
he was foolhardy enough to focus attention on CBS’s war with
NBC'’s top-rated Huntley-Brinkley. CBS had expanded its news
operations to accommodate a half-hour Evening News, opening
bureaus and hiring more staff, and Salant declared that CBS
News, with its stronger bench, would prevail over NBC. Of
course, NBC responded publicly, and the newspapers had a
good time with stories about the competition, which only raised
the stakes and caused Mr. Paley to wonder why, by 1964, CBS
hadn’t yet overtaken NBC as Salant had predicted. Suddenly
Salant was out, “promoted” back to the corporation by his
friend and mentor Stanton at Paley’s command and replaced by
Murrow’s former producer, Fred Friendly. When, two years
later, Friendly self-immolated in a dispute with Black Rock and
CBS asked Salant to return to News, he hesitated, still deeply
humiliated over having been turned out in the first place. He did
go back, but he never underestimated the value of being on top
in the nightly news wars.

That is why, when Cronkite came to him in 1976, asking out
of the daily grind, Salant begged him to stay. He would let his
successor handle that one.

In 1976, no one at CBS News doubted who Salant’s successor
would be. In the well-ordered way of the place under Salant,
CBS News had a strong and distinct operational structure, with
a vice-president for “hard news” in charge of the daily broad-
casts and the news bureaus and a vice-president for “soft news”
overseeing the other areas, such as 60 Minutes and documentar-
ies. The structure, inherited from Friendly but made truly func-
tional by Salant, reflected Salant’s distance from the daily
operations. The two vice-presidents actually ran things and at
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the same time provided to the institution a clear line of succes-
sion. The hard-news vice-president was understood by all to be
the next in line for the presidency, and beginning in February
1974, that job was held by William Small.

Small had spent his entire career in broadcast management,
first in local stations in Chicago and Louisville and then, starting
in 1962, as the Washington bureau chief for CBS. A square,
compact man, Small was tough-minded, abrasive, an astute as-
sessor of talent, and altogether a brilliant Washington bureau
chief. In his tenure, such star correspondents as Dan Rather and
Roger Mudd, Marvin Kalb and Daniel Schorr reached their
flower; Eric Sevareid found his place as a daily commentator;
and correspondents whose names would become familiar—
Leslie Stahl, Bob Schieffer, Connie Chung, Fred Graham—
were recruited. The CBS News “bench,” both a source and a
reflection of the organization’s strength, resided largely in the
Washington bureau and was so overwhelmingly impressive
under Small as to be be intimidating. When the New York Herald
Tribune folded in 1966, Small tried to recruit a Tribune man,
Douglas Kiker, whose work he admired. He invited Kiker to visit
CBS but didn’t hear from the journalist until a month later,
when he learned Kiker had taken a job with NBC. Small asked
why Kiker hadn’t given CBS a shot, at least for the chance to
drive up his value at NBC, if that was where he wanted to go.
“I looked at your staff in Washington,” Small recalled Kiker as
saying, “and I said, ‘If I went to work for them, and the first
string was wiped out in an airplane crash, and the second string
died of heart failure, I'd still have trouble getting to be first
string.””” Under Small, the Washington bureau dominated the
Evening News, and even into the 1g80s Small was regarded by
many at CBS News as the best Washington bureau chief the
organization ever had.

Small was ambitious, and he had an important ally in Eric
Sevareid, who had been in New York anchoring a weekend
newscast, out of his milieu, before Small brought him to Wash-
ington, where he found new life as a commentator. Small and
Sevareid, the “Gray Eminence,” became close in Washington,
often lunching together, and the younger executive expressed
keen interest in Sevareid’s work. Sevareid was hugely impressed
with Small, so much so that he went to New York to see Paley
and told the chairman, “Small is the man for tomorrow for CBS,
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he could be the next president of CBS News, and he should be.”
Small’s work in Washington had impressed Black Rock, and the
Sevareid recommendation clinched it. With his appointment in
1974 as vice-president for hard news, the future was assured,
and the crucial issue of succession was settled. Small would be
the next president of CBS News.

But between Small’s designation and his coronation a hitch
developed. The hitch was Bill Small. The magic he had worked
in Washington didn’t happen in New York, where all that
seemed to show of his renowned mental toughness was the
abrasiveness. As Bill Leonard, Salant’s vice-president for soft
news, succinctly put it, “Small messed up the opportunity. He
surrounded himself with very poor people; he was dictatorial; he
didn’t handle things right. He did all the wrong things.”

They were little things mostly, annoying things, hardly indict-
able, but they disturbed the confident and untroubled mood of
the place, and that was dangerous. Small brought to New York
a close circle of Washington aides, his own court, so to speak,
which put a “them” and “‘us” odor in the air. And from “them”’
there soon began to emanate a series of directives on cost con-
trols: Expense reports were sloppy and getting out of hand, too
many people had too many subscriptions to too many periodi-
cals, and something had to be done about all those coffee
machines—was CBS in the broadcasting business or was it a
purveyor of coffee? The rather obvious ploys of a new manager
trying to show a firm hand came across as petty meanness.
Sevareid quickly picked up on the inevitable grumbling (“Bill
was a bear on expense reports,” Sevareid recalled sadly) and
had a talk with his protégé. “Bill, this isn’t the first place you
should put your attention,” he said. “Put your mind on more
important things.”

Sevareid wasn’t the only heavy hitter beginning to have
doubts about Small. After the crash of two 747s in the Canary
Islands in 1977, one of Small’s deputies, mindful of the cost
hold-downs, refused to approve the chartering of a plane to fly
a CBS crew and correspondent to the scene. It was a huge story,
the biggest air disaster in history, the very stuff of TV news. But
the crash closed the islands to commercial traffic, and without
a charter CBS was locked out of the story for two days. CBS was
drummed by the competition, and Cronkite was furious. Small
had acquired a dangerous antagonist.
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Word of Small’s alienation among the troops began to filter
up to Black Rock, and in a meeting between the London bureau
and the network president, Jack Schneider, the trickle became
a flood. Correspondents Susan Peterson and Jack Lawrence, a
highly regarded journalist who had distinguished himself, and
CBS, in Vietnam, let loose on Schneider, detailing the com-
plaints against the Small administration that were building in
the field. When Small heard of the meeting, Lawrence was reas-
signed to the States. He refused the invitation and left the net-
work.

None of this was helping Small in what should have been a
fairly smooth period of apprenticeship before succeeding Sa-
lant, and none of it was so damaging, in the end, as the aliena-
tion of the man who had done the most to help him, Eric
Sevareid. Sevareid had hoped that Small would grow in the job,
that in New York he would become a leader, rather than a mere
manager. He imagined, for example, that at the end of each day
Small would meet in his office with some of the great editorial
minds in New York and analyze the nightly news broadcasts.
“But instead,” Sevareid said, “he’d sit there with his old cro-
nies.” Small was given to letting loose a little at day’s end,
inviting his close circle into his office for the newscasts, where
they’d share a little gossip and a few laughs. Sevareid didn’t like
it; but Sevareid was in Washington, and besides, Small already
had the job. But losing Sevareid proved to be a mistake.

Sevareid, one of the last of Murrow’s boys with a vital daily
role in the operation, had developed a relationship with Paley
that was closer than most in CBS News ever suspected. He didn’t
lobby Paley often, but when he did, it counted. So, deeply disap-
pointed in Small, he went to the chairman and told him that he’d
made a terrible mistake, that Small hadn’t grown into the job at
all; he’d become a disaster in New York and should never be
made president of CBS News. As it happened, that opinion,
shared by Cronkite, had already taken root in Black Rock.
““Small was okay for hard news, but if you listened to the people
who worked for him, you came to the conclusion that you
couldn’t give Bill the president’s job,” Schneider said later. “Bill
just didn’t have the touch to lead people. He was autocratic and
very vindictive, and that in itself shows you some personality
flaw that disqualifies you from ultimate leadership.”

Small, hearing of Sevareid’s visit to Paley, went to Washington
and confronted Sevareid. They met behind the closed door of
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Sevareid’s office, but the loud exchange, especially Sevareid’s
ultimate point, could be heard across the newsroom. “I put you
in that job, Bill, and I have told Bill Paley that it was a terrible
mistake and that the worst thing that could happen would be for
you to be the next president of CBS News.”

So Small was out. That resolved one crisis but created a larger
one. It was, by now, the spring of 1978, and Salant’s retirement
was less than a year away. With Small gone, there was no clear
successor in place. Bill Leonard, the executive who had been the
vice-president for soft news under Salant, had been “retired” to
the comfortable post of CBS lobbyist in Washington, and al-
though the man who replaced him, Robert (“Bob”’) Chandler,
embodied the values of both Salant and Leonard, he wasn’t well
known at Black Rock. Further complicating matters was the
changing picture at Black Rock. Gene Jankowski, a salesman
who had climbed up through the corporate ranks to the finance
department, had replaced Jack Schneider as the president of the
CBS Broadcast Group, the corporate stratum that oversaw all
broadcast operations, including news. Given the touchy, some-
times explosive relationship between news and the company,
Jankowski didn’t want to make a decision on the next news
president lightly. He was unfamiliar with Chandler and some of
the other lower-level candidates at CBS News, and the two obvi-
ous choices—Bill Leonard and Burton (“Bud”’) Benjamin, an
esteemed producer who had replaced Small as hard-news vice-
president—were nearly as old as Salant. Given those options,
Jankowski, as became his wont in the job, chose what he thought
was the safest course: He delayed the ultimate decision by asking
Bill Leonard to return to New York as the president of CBS
News.

Leonard, who was sixty-two, would be an interim president,
and he was an obvious choice. Highly regarded by those who
worked with him at news, he had been part of Salant’s team.
What’s more, he possessed what Black Rock viewed as the com-
pelling attribute of having been away from CBS News for nearly
three years, his experience as the corporate lobbyist in Washing-
ton perhaps having softened the contrariness that seemed to be
in the oxygen in the news division. In his memoir Leonard told
the story of how, when he was taking the corporate job in 1975,
his new boss, Kidder Meade, summoned him to the thirty-fifth
floor at Black Rock (the executive chambers), and as they sat
there talking, Meade’s secretary walked in and handed her boss
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a folded piece of paper. He unfolded it, read its contents,
smiled, and pushed the paper across the desk to Leonard. On
it was written only “g8}.” “That’s the price of CBS stock at
noon,” Meade said to Leonard. ‘“That’s the bottom line. You’re
not in the news business anymore.”

Salant always believed that the selection of Leonard was a
reaction to him, that after years of wheedling, Black Rock was
ready for someone who knew the price of CBS stock at noon—or
at least appreciated that someone had to know it. “They were
sick and tired of my sixteen years of fighting management,”
Salant said. That might explain why the handling of the transi-
tion from Salant to Leonard was so awkward, almost cruelly
inept. One weekend late in the spring of 1978, nine months or
so before Salant’s retirement date, Jankowski called Salant and
said he wanted to drive down to New Canaan from his home in
upper Connecticut to discuss the succession. Salant said sure,
he’d be there. Jankowski came down and told Salant that the
next president of CBS News would be Bill Leonard, Salant’s old
friend and assistant. That was just fine with Salant. Jankowski
said that Leonard would be given a title of some sort and would
be coming to New York to help out during Salant’s final months.
But what Jankowski didn’t tell Salant was what he’d told Leon-
ard weeks earlier, in a meeting in Athens: that Leonard was to
assume daily command as soon as he got to New York. That was
the version that was leaked to Les Brown, the television writer
for the New York Times. When Brown called Salant for a quote,
Salant said no, he was still in charge and would be until his
retirement, in the spring of next year. So Brown wrote his story,
which made it obvious that Salant, the Harvard lawyer, just
didn’t get it. Salant recalled that Jankowski’s top aide, a man
named Gene Mater, read the Times story, and called Salant, and
gave him hell. “What do you mean? Bill’s going to run that
division!” Salant was deeply wounded, and though he hated
leaving CBS News, his last months there were painful and un-
happy.

For Leonard’s part, he was happy to be back at news and ready
to give it his best shot. He even had a specific agenda for his
presidency, a list of just what he wanted to accomplish while
leading CBS News into the future. He would finally expand the
CBS Evening News to a full hour, he’d make a daily morning show
that could compete with Today on NBC and Good Morning Amenica
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on ABC, and he had this idea for a new Sunday show, a leisurely
morning program designed for people who don’t think there’s
anything worth watching on TV. And if he had the time, he
would put together his own line of succession. It would be a
brief tenure, Leonard thought, but if he could accomplish those
things—and he saw no reason why he couldn’t—he could make
it count, he could make an imprint. It was, as it turned out, a
terribly innocent view.



Chapter

)

VAN GORDON SAUTER CAME to CBS because in early 1968 a some-
what desperate news manager at the CBS radio station in Chi-
cago was looking for another Edward R. Murrow. In what would
become for Sauter an eighteen-year career at CBS, it was the last
time that anyone confused him with Murrow.

But to John Callaway, the news director at WBBM radio,
Sauter was an important find, and hiring him for WBBM was the
crowning moment in what had been, for Callaway, the most
challenging and difficult assignment in his career. Weeks earlier
CBS management had dropped into his lap what he privately
referred to as his “mission impossible”: WBBM was going to
reinvent itself, dropping its talk format to become an all-news
station. This was going to be accomplished, Callaway was told,
in the space of about six weeks, and he, Callaway, was going to
be point man. The switch was Mr. Paley’s idea, and Mr. Paley
was in a hurry. The year before, the CBS flagship station in New
York, WCBS, had been converted to a news format, but it was
beaten to the punch by station WINS. Now there were rumors
that the Westinghouse station in Chicago, WIND, was going all
news, and Paley was determined that WBBM get there first.

At the time WBBM’s news department was a comfortable
operation of moderate size, small enough to allow Callaway to
squeeze in his administrative chores without giving up on-air
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reporting. Now he had to build a staff that could put news on
the air nearly twenty-four hours a day (blessedly the all-night
Musi- Till Dawn show would stay on the air in the early stages
of the transition). It was an awesome, intimidating assignment,
and there was really no blueprint to study for guidance since the
conversion to news of WCBS, being right there in New York and
connected to the network and its huge news staff, was a different
case altogether. But one thing Callaway knew was that he
needed people, lots of them, and WBBM pursued people with
the determination of a conscription gang. To say that the station
went on a hiring spree would be to understate the case wildly,
as can be verified by the experience of a young man from Alton,
Illinois, named Lane Venardos, who happened to be in Chicago
at the time on a shopping trip with his wife. Venardos was the
operations manager of a radio station in Alton, and he hated
shopping, so while his wife was off perusing the emporiums of
Michigan Avenue, Venardos thought he’d take a tour of the big
CBS radio station, WBBM. He asked the lobby receptionist if
the station conducted tours. “Do you want a tour or a job?” she
asked. Just a tour of the place, thank you, Venardos said, and the
next thing he knew, he was in the grasp of Dick Etter, Callaway’s
assistant, who conducted a rush tour of the station and then got
to the real point, which was: Would Venardos like to come work
for WBBM? So that afternoon, when Venardos met his wife with
her packages, he had a little surprise for her: They were moving
to Chicago, where Venardos now had a job as a newswriter, at
top union scale.

Callaway stocked WBBM with writers, producers, reporters,
and anchors, thirty or so in just a few weeks, until there was just
one job unfilled, a special job that would be, if Callaway could
find the right person, the best job in American radio. Callaway
had plenty of people to cover Chicago’s fires and alderman
races. Now he wanted someone to be WBBM’s star, a national
correspondent who would roam the country and send back
radio portraits that would distinguish the new all-news station.
He wanted a writer, someone with—as Callaway put it—‘‘a deep
sensibility.” And then one of Callaway’s staffers said he knew
someone who just might fit the bill, a reporter for the Chicago
Daily News who’d done some interesting work. Maybe Callaway
had heard of him: Van Gordon Sauter. Heard of him! Van G.
Sauter was a by-line that Callaway had made a point of follow-
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ing, a new name that stood out even in a town filled with star
newspapermen. Callaway had admired Sauter’s stories on race
relations, stories of style and feeling, but he wondered if he
could interest Sauter in the job—Chicago was a newspaper
town. He called him, and Sauter said sure, he’d like to try an
audition.

A few days later Sauter came for his audition, and Callaway
knew in an instant that he’d found his man. He was attractive as
hell, Callaway thought, a Hemingway type, with his full beard
and casual dress; if he had been invented for the role, Van
Sauter couldn’t have better suited Callaway’s expectations. The
two talked for a while in a sound studio, Callaway asking ques-
tions, Sauter answering, a tape rolling. It wasn’t that Sauter said
anything especially memorable, anything that would stay with
Callaway when he remembered the meeting in later years, but
it was the way he said it. It wasn’t just talk, really; it was more
like word sculpture, deft little phrasings that came effortlessly
and just sort of hung there, as if to be admired. And Callaway
admired. True, he couldn’t be sure how well Sauter would read
radio copy, but he wasn’t after a studio slick anyway; he wanted
a Murrow sort, someone who could really get in touch with a
story. He offered Sauter the job. For some reason, Callaway
never was quite sure why, Sauter was available and willing to
leave his job at the News. A few weeks later Sauter began his
career in broadcasting, starting with the best job in American
radio.

Sauter was already thirty-two years old, which gave him a late
start in broadcasting, but behind him he had a newspaper career
that was, in its time and place, genuinely legendary. It was leg-
endary not because he was so great a newspaperman (although
he was quite good) but because legend building was what Sauter
did. That was his career; the newspaper work was part of the
overall creation, in the way that acting skill is a component, by
no means the defining one, in the composition of a movie star.
People recalling Sauter at the places he’d worked would remem-
ber pieces of the legend first, an anecdote or an impression or
an incident, and then offer the journalism he’d done as verifica-
tion of the legend. It wasn’t to belittle the journalism—he was
an able and stylish reporter—but at the other, the mythmaking,
he was quite brilliant.

Kurt Luedtke, who became a famous Oscar-winning screen-
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writer, was a new assistant city editor at the Detroit Free Press in
1965. The Sauter legend was one of the first things he heard
about, how this guy Sauter had somehow talked the Free Press,
which had never before had a foreign correspondent, into send-
ing him to Vietnam. One day Luedtke was waiting for an eleva-
tor outside the newsroom; it arrived, the doors parted, and
Luedtke’s jaw dropped. Out stepped this person, large and im-
posing, who looked like Hemingway in a thick black mustache,
and he was dressed in full combat fatigues, right down to the
boots, as if the jungles of Vietnam had just delivered him forth
into the number three elevator at the Detroit Free Press. ‘“‘Hi,
brother!” said this creature, breezing by Luedtke and into the
city room, down the length of which he promenaded in his
combat outfit, “Hi, brother!” all the way. Van Sauter was back
from the war.

As is the case with many people who achieve notoriety, what
Sauter became was in some part a reaction to what he had been,
an average kid in one of the most average places in America, the
aptly named Middletown, Ohio. He was born Freeman Van Gor-
don Sauter at the peak of the Depression, 1935, to a family that
began breaking up almost as soon as he arrived. His father,
Freeman Sauter, was a fireman, the son of a fireman, and in-
tensely Roman Catholic; his mother, Cornelia Banker, was from
a family that was intensely Protestant and slightly anti-Catholic;
and the difference was a source of serious friction, exacerbated
when Freeman’s drinking became a problem. So, before the
youngster ever knew his father, he was gone; Sauter’s parents
divorced when he was two, and young Van (the first name
seemed to vanish with his father) was raised in his mother’s
home by her parents and her sisters, Van’s adoring aunts.

Middletown was not unpleasant, nor was it particularly excit-
ing, a small town set down upon verdant farmland, its center
force being the great steel mill of the Armco Corporation, where
at night the pig iron was poured and the sky lit up in violent
shades of red. It was a town steeped in the midwestern ethic,
where everyone knew his roots and expectations, and those of
everyone else, too. When Sauter was very young, Cornelia
Sauter went to work, selling hats in a local department store, and
sometimes left Middletown for brief stretches to work in the big
stores in Chicago. Sauter grew up an only child in a household
of hovering females, and although the Banker family was not



28 PETER J. BOYER

desperately poor, it had very spare means. It was, for a bright,
imaginative boy, the sort of life that lent itself to the improve-
ments of mythmaking.

In high school Sauter was acutely aware that many of his
friends lived in nicer sections of town than he did, that they had
cars or access to cars, which he didn’t, and that they were com-
fortable in certain social circumstances that were to him quite
foreign. These were the friends he cultivated, the sons and
daughters of Middletown’s professional class, the children of
Armco engineers, and he came to take on airs of sophistication
that were not at all grounded in his experience.

He became a fervent reader of Time magazine, with its worldly
prose (or so it seemed by the light of a bedroom lamp in Middle-
town, Ohio), and one day he came across a new word —chic—
that he could hardly wait to employ in the company of his tony
friends. The next day he and four or five of his group were
cruising in a car, Sauter just bursting to impress them, and as
they passed an establishment in current favor, he dropped his
voice and said, with casual aplomb, ““Yeah, that place is really
chick!” The mispronunciation (of a word that had never been
uttered in the Sauter household, a word that had no reason to
exist in its vocabulary) brought gales of laughter and ridicule,
and it was quite a traumatic moment for young Van Sauter. He
realized right there that his friends had something he didn’t
have, something he wanted, and that he would have to scramble
like a son of a bitch to cover some ground. People who knew
Sauter in later years would be struck by his uncommon gift with
language, his way of speaking in perfectly formed phrases, as if
each word had been carefully weighed and measured in ad-
vance, as of course, was exactly the case.

The Banker family was not well educated—only one of
Sauter’s aunts had attended college—but it valued learning
(Grandfather Banker had served as head of the school board for
a time), and it was always hoped that Sauter would attend col-
lege. He had neither the wherewithal nor the academic standing
for an Ivy League school, which wouldn’t have occurred to the
family in any case. He was accepted to Ohio University, a few
hours away in Athens, which seemed about right, and Cornelia
Sauter took a loan from Household Finance to pay tuition. He
had no particular aim in life, but because one of his aunts had
married a man who worked at a bank in New York, which seemed
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a possibility, he entered the business school at Ohio U. He
proceeded to flunk statistics and accounting and was flounder-
ing when he came upon the School of Communications, a haven,
Sauter later said, for “artsy-craftsy people who were curious and
sort of lazy and unfocused and undisciplined.” That is to say,
Sauter fit right in, and thrived.

He began to think of himself as a writer, took to smoking a
pipe, and became a columnist for the school paper. Then he and
two friends published a humor magazine, which Sauter edited,
and by graduation he’d come as close as he would to deciding
upon a vocation: He would try advertising, which was, in the late
1950s, a hot profession. He sent job applications to ad agencies
around the country and was stunned and delighted when one of
the largest agencies in the country, McCann-Erickson in New
York, offered him a place in its executive-training program,
apparently on the strength of his work on the humor magazine.

In New York he rented a one-room walk-up a block from the
agency, thereby maximizing the recovery time following mis-
spent nights, of which there were many. The training program
class seemed to be populated by two sorts, the M.B.A.’s and the
creatives, into which category Sauter classified himself. He saw
at close hand that advertising could be a lucrative and possibly
interesting way to make a living, but it wasn’t nearly as glamor-
ous as he’d imagined. And there was something else about it: It
was SO anonymous.

He'd taken to reading the New York Post, which was then a
solid and lively newspaper, and he envied the people whose
by-lines he’d followed through escapades ranging from serial
murders to encounters with the literary lions of the moment. It
also happened that young Sauter was developing a potent strain
of hedonism, a characteristic to which he would surrender com-
pletely in the coming years. Suddenly Madison Avenue didn’t
seem the appropriate arena for a would-be writer inclined
toward untethered self-indulgence; the unstructured and free-
wheeling world of daily journalism, on the other hand, did. So
he packed it in and enrolled in the Graduate School of Journal-
ism at the University of Missouri, where he would learn how to
be a reporter and refine the craft of being Van Sauter.

At Missouri he met a young man named Ron Martin (who was
one day to become editor of US4 Today), and they became fast
friends, haunting the college-town pubs of Columbia, Missouri,
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drinking and talking late into the night. They’d talk of writing,
mostly, intoxicated by the enthusiasms of young men in love
with the idea of writing, and Martin regarded his friend with
something approaching awe. Sauter seemed so sure, so bright,
so knowing, and how he could talk! As for himself, Martin was
contentedly bound for a life in newspapering, but Sauter could
become a famous novelist, Martin was certain of it. Even after
Sauter got married, to Pat Allen, a girl from the personnel
department at McCann-Erickson, the two men’s late-night ses-
sions continued (a token of Sauter’s view of domestic life), and
they remained close friends through the years.

After Missouri, Martin landed a job at the Detroit Free Press,
which was building a remarkably strong staff of first-rate report-
ers and editors in the 1960s, and Sauter went to the New Bedford
(Massachusetts) Standard-Times. The two kept in touch, and Mar-
tin soon got a letter from his old friend, describing, in Sauter’s
fetching way, his setup in the romantic little New England
coastal village. He’d smoke his pipe and walk his dog along the
quaint old streets facing Buzzards Bay, he wrote, and think
writerly thoughts. ‘““That impostor,” thought Martin, who was
learning at first hand that real-life newspapering for a novice was
high on sweat and low on glamour, but when he visited Sauter,
he found that, even with a child and a weekly income of only
eighty-five dollars, Sauter had in fact managed the dreamy cir-
cumstance he’d described. The Sauters lived in Mattapoisett, on
Cannon Street, a cobblestoned affair named after a leading
builder of whaling vessels in the nineteenth century. Not only
that, Martin found, but they lived in Cannon’s very house, which
was quaintness itself, with a master bedroom built to resemble
the captain’s suite on a whaler. And there was, indeed, a dog.

At the Standard-Times, Sauter worked hard for low pay, and in
turn, he learned how to be a newspaperman. Along the way, of
course, he worked on the legend. There was the time a wrestling
bear came to town and Sauter, well lubed, talked the bear’s
trainer into taking a walk to the Standard- Times, where the animal
proceeded to chase a maintenance man up a ladder and onto a
chandelier, to which he clung desperately until the bear was
safely evicted.

But for an ambitious reporter, a place like New Bedford is
good for only a couple of years, and in 1963 Sauter began
casting about for a new job. He called his pal Ron Martin, by
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then an assistant city editor at the Free Press, and Martin got
Sauter an interview for the job of chief of the Gastonia, North
Carolina, bureau of Knight Newspapers, the chain that owned
the Free Press. Sauter went down to North Carolina, cruised
Gastonia with the outgoing bureau chief, waited in the car while
the outgoing bureau chief stopped to take photos of some kids
sliding down a hill on some tires, and concluded that Gastonia
bureau chief was not at all what he wanted to be. Then Martin
arranged an interview with Derrick Daniels, a Free Press editor,
who gave Sauter a job in Detroit.

In Detroit, Sauter cooked, almost from the moment he ar-
rived. After the John Kennedy assassination Sauter, who’d been
to the Kennedy Hyannis Port compound for the Standard-Times,
wrote a sidebar about it, giving the Free Press a valuable close-up
touch to its coverage. And a month later he scored on a story
that was, in all its aspects, vintage Sauter.

Sauter saw a wire story reporting that Dinah Washington, the
great, troubled jazz and blues singer, had died of a drug over-
dose in Chicago. Sauter, still a new kid in the city room, con-
vinced his editors that the Washington death was a great story,
a chance to plug the Free Press into the then-developing aware-
ness of black America. Besides, he argued, there was a local
angle: Washington was married to Dick (“Night Train’’) Lane,
the star halfback for the Detroit Lions. The desk consented.
Sauter left the building for a time and returned that afternoon
to write a story that dazzled his editors, weaving bits of biogra-
phy and knowing assessments of Washington’s music into a
moving and eloquent obituary. ‘“That impressed people around
there, that this guy could do a piece of writing like that on
deadline,” Ron Martin recalled.

But what made the story truly memorable to several of
Sauter’s colleagues was the stack of Dinah Washington records
that somebody later brought to the newsroom. Several key pas-
sages of biographical material and critical comment in the album
Jjacket notes were underlined. Sauter’s obit was retrieved and
compared. The parallels were remarkable.

Nevertheless, the obit had shown ingenuity and the ability to
recognize a potential story from the barest signs. Like most
ambitious reporters, Sauter loathed routine stories, fires and
United Way functions; unlike most reporters, however, he con-
sistently came up with compelling alternatives.




32 PETER J. BOYER

When Sauter came to Detroit, the mainstream press largely
ignored black America or, more accurately, just didn’t notice it.
But Sauter sensed that black America was about to impose itself
upon the national consciousness, ready or not<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>