CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY

The Secret Life of Jayson Blair

Jayson Blair seemed to be doing everything right for a fast-track career in newspaper journalism.  He certainly followed all the rules mentioned in Chapter One of this book.  He took every journalism course he could.  He had numerous internships and part-time jobs at local papers and other news organizations.  He had a series of mentors and contacts in the field who helped him get established.  He was young, smart, energetic and ambitious.  He was described as charismatic, with an “electric smile.”


In both his high school in Virginia and at college (Liberty University, and then the University of Maryland) he served as an editor on the school newspaper.  While at Maryland, he interned at both the Boston Globe and the Washington Post.

At the age of 23, fresh from the University of Maryland, he found himself at the New York Times, which is widely accepted to be the most powerful, and best, newspaper in the world.  His career at the Times could only be described as meteoric.  He moved quickly from intern to cub reporter to full-time staffer to national assignments.  In less than three years he had published 600 articles.  Then the Times management moved him to the Washington sniper case coverage, where his stories began to receive front-page placement.


Blair, however, was telling friends that he was feeling overwhelmed by the pressures of his job.  He was drinking and doing drugs.  But somehow he kept producing article after article.


And then, the unimaginable happened:  the editor of a Texas paper contacted the editor of the Times, complaining that Blair had plagiarized one of his reporter’s stories about the family of a soldier missing in Iraq.  When the Times editor looked into this allegation, he found that not only that article had been plagiarized, but 36 of the 73 articles that Blair had submitted in the previous few months contained similar types of plagiarism, factual errors, and fabrications.  


One of the more prevalent types of fabrication had been deceptions about Blair’s whereabouts when he was reporting.  Instead of traveling on assignment, he had been using his cell phone and laptop to make it seem as if he was jetting around the country.  At times, he was actually writing from the newspaper’s newsroom when he was supposed to be on the road.


Jayson Blair resigned immediately, but the Times’ investigation proceeded.  The results of that inquiry became a 14,000 word story that began on the paper’s front page and jumped to four full broadsheet pages in the first section.  It was the kind of coverage that the Times usually reserves for cataclysmic events of global importance.  The editors of the paper called the incident "a low point in the 152-year history of the newspaper."  The publisher called it "a huge black eye."
 


In an interview about the incident with Newsweek magazine, Blair said:  “I can’t say anything other than the fact that I feel a range of emotions including guilt, shame, sadness, betrayal, freedom and appreciation for those who have stood by me, been tough on me, and taken the time to understand that there is a deeper story and not to believe everything they read in the newspapers.”


Critics pointed out that Blair had already done more than his share to make sure that people would increasingly not believe what they read in newspapers.

� 	Editor’s Note, New York Times online, May 11, 2003.


� 	Quoted in Seth Mnookin, “The Times Bomb,” Newsweek, May 26, 2003, p. 43.





