Reporting for the Register

In the fall of 1899 | wrote my first newspaper
copy as Indianola and Simpson College corre-
spondent of the Des Moines Register, then under
the editorial management of Frank Clarkson. In
the spring of 1901 the Register entrusted me with
covering the Hossack trial, a somewhat sensa-
tional murder trial In Warren County, to which
the two Des Moines evening papers sent staff
reporters.

In 1902, George E. Roberts, of Washington,
D. C., former publisher of the Fort Dodge Mes-
senger, bought and consolidated The Des Moines
Register and The Des Moines Leader under the
title of Register and Leader. Upon graduation
from college In June, 1903, | applied for employ-
ment on the news staff of the paper. Then |
went to work as a farm hand on the Wadsworth
farm, half way between -Des Moines and Indian-
ola, to await an opening. Early in August | re-
ceived an offer of eight dollars a week which |
accepted. | wanted to get into newspaper work,
which had been my ambition since my middle
teens.

The most vivid recollection of those first days
on the Register and Leader is the feeling of utter
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uselessness. | wished | were back on the farm
amongst the livestock. It was a relief to be sent
out of town to report an old soldiers’ and settlers’
reunion In Lovilia, Monroe County, where my
experience would be a story iIn itself — nothing
sensational, but a picture of sixty years ago.

However, it was not long until | began to get
somewhat the hang of things and In a few weeks
was assigned to the police and fire department
run. This was a somewhat tough assignment be-
cause my paper was at outs with the city admin-
Istration, which at that time probably had the
worst reputation for rottenness and inefficiency
of any administration in the history of Des
Moines.

Gambling houses were running practically
wide open; prostitution was virtually protected by
the police, the “girls” being herded into police
court once every month or two, fined ten dollars
each and sent back to carry on their trade until the
next roundup. The police judge, W. A. Tris,
was not a part of the city hall gang. He would
not co-operate In this licensing of crime. When
he could be caught out of town for a day, the
chief of police would order all the “girls” brought
In before a Justice of the Peace, who acted as
temporary police judge, and was a part of the
City Hall machine.

As | said, the Register and Leader, under the
editorial guidance of the late Harvey Ingham,
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was not popular with this kind of city adminis-
tration. Prying news out of the police depart-
ment was uphill business, especially for a reporter
still in the cub stage. However, In fairness | will
say that the night captain and most of the patrol-
men were square shooters and gave me all the
help they dared. They gave the city as much
protection as they could, under the circumstances.
It was rugged training, but worth while. After
two weeks my salary was raised to ten dollars
a week, and In another month or so went to
twelve.

In the fall of 1903 Gardner Cowles bought
the Register and Leader. Roberts had found it
not a paying enterprise when managed at long
distance from Washington. That change of
ownership was, as everyone knows, a milestone
In journalism In lowa, If not in the Middle West.
Not long before his death Mr. Cowles told me
that he “just about lost my shirt* before he put
the paper on a satisfactory paying basis and on
the way to fame. | think | am the only survivor
of the editorial and news staff at the time Cowles
acquired It.

Around the turn of the year | was changed over
to cover public schools, charities, and related topics.
This proved an interesting field and | believe |
developed it pretty well. During the months |
was on the school beat there was the regular
school election, two special votes on consolida-
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tions, followed In each case by an election of di-
rectors for the consolidated district. So | had five
school elections to cover within eight months. The
school board met regularly in the evening so we
could always scoop the afternoon papers. The
members of the board, the secretary, and the
superintendent were all friendly to the paper, and
to me, and made the task of covering their doings
pleasant. They welcomed a good coverage, which
many school boards do not.

One of the high points in my journalistic career
was covering a called meeting of the board iIn
the summer of 1904. The North Des Moines
district had consolidated with the old West Des
Moines district. The board was seriously con-
sidering, In the Interest of economy, closing
North High and bringing all high school pupils
to old West High on Center Street, which at that
time was a modern building.

This talk caused almost a rebellion In the old
North district. Emerson DePuy, publisher of The
Merchants Trade journal and The Northwest-
ern Banker, and E. H. Hunter were delegated
to present the protests of the north side folks to
the school board at a called meeting one after-
noon. | do not remember what Hunter’s osten-
sible business was, but actually he was the lob-
byist and political strategist for the old railroad
political machine which had dominated lowa gov-
ernment for years, and which Albert B. Cummins
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was trying to shake off. | was a Cummins man In
Republican politics, an attitude perhaps inherited.

When | appeared at the school board offices
to cover this called meeting, | was told by the
secretary, Harry Keesey, that he was very sorry,
but the board had granted the request of the
north side representatives to hold an executive
session. | was out. | didn’t leave. | hung around.
Finally DePuy and Hunter came out of a side
door into the hallway. | headed them off. To my
surprise they were In a quite jovial mood. They
refused to say what had taken place, assuring
me that everything was lovely, but all had agreed
to keep the proceedings In confidence.

| remonstrated that surely the board did not
sweetly change its attitude without any argu~
ment. Fo this Hunter admitted that they had to
present their side of the case, but everything was
fine “now." DuPuy, however, could not restrain
his sense of triumph.

| tell you, Ed," he said to Hunter, “when you
orought your fist down, they knew we meant
ousiness.” This was Illustrated by hitting his left
nand a crack with his right fist. That was all |
could get out of them. Eventually, it was enough.

One of my best friends on the school board
was L. C. Kurtz (a friendship which continued
so long as Mr. Kurtz lived). But neither he nor
any other members of the board would give me
a thing. They had agreed to keep still.
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In the Berry living room about 1955.
Mrs. Thomas S. Berry, Richard C. Berry, William H. Berry. Thomas S. Berry, and
Bertha S. Berry.

The Berrys relax in their study.



Harvey Ingham and Gardner Cowles, Sr. (1937) Celebrate Ingham's
35th Anniversary as Register Editor

Qualities That Make a Real Newspaper
by
HARVEY INGHAM

Two avenues of popularity are open to the newspaper. The
first Is to yield, to flatter, to cajole. The second is to stand for
right things unflinchingly and win respect.

A strong and fearless newspaper will have readers and a
newspaper that has readers will have advertisements. That Is
the only newspaper formula worth working to.

After making all allowances, the only newspaper popularity
that counts In the long run Is bottomed on public respect.
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| was sitting at my typewriter that evening In

the old Register and Leader building on Fourth
and Court, wondering what on earth | could write
about that meeting, in which | knew thousands of
people In West and North Des Moines school
districts were vitally interested. | knew practi-
cally nothing for sure. | was about whipped.

Mr. Kurtz came in and sat down by my desk.
Evidently he came to express his sympathy and
offer me apologies for the secrecy. But he said
they had all given their word of honor to keep
the proceedings to themselves and he could not
break his word. | countered that surely DePuy
and Hunter did not go in and with merely smiles
and shoulder pats bring the board to their way
of thinking. “Well, not quite that easy,"” said
Kurtz; “they mentioned secession, but we didn’t
take that too seriously.”

Our conversation drifted on briefly and Kurtz
went away. Secession and DePuy’s blow with
his fist! | had enough. | knew | had “busted the
code” of Ed Hunter, the great political strategist
of lowa. | knew all the arguments and just about
all that would have been said. Swiftly | typed:

Secession, rather than submission, was the ultimatum of
the North Des Moines residents delivered to the West
Des Moines school board yesterday afternoon by Emerson
DePuy and E. H. Hunter, emphasized by a resounding
thwack of Hunter’s fist on the conference table that sent
the penholders and the ink wells dancing.
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Then followed the routine recounting of the
arguments on each side.

| had been In the local room the next afternoon
only long enough to look over my assignments,
when | received a call from Hunter.

“I don’t know where you got It,” he exploded,
"but you got the main points. Meet me at the
Savery at 3 o’clock and | will give you the rest
of I1t.”

| had beaten the renowned Ed Hunter at his
own game! | felt | had become a newspaper man.

| was extremely fortunate In the men with
whom, and under whom, | was privileged to work
In my first year. Robert M. Lee went on to become
managing editor of the Chicago Tribune and mem-
ber of the faculty of the Medill School of Jour-
nalism at Northwestern University. Neal Jones
went to Omaha as managing editor of the Daily
News, and later to New York as managing editor
of the Tribune. Dan Maloney became co-pub-
lisher of a daily in Santa Ana, California. A. L.
Frisbie Jr. went to the Grinnell Herald as co-
publisher and spent his life there.

| owe most to Fred W. Beckman, managing
editor, and to Leon Brown, who was city editor
during most of my time on the Register and Leader.
Beckman was a thorough newspaper man, with
very high ideals of the paper’s responsibility to
Its readers and to the community. He had none
of the “get-the-hell-out-of-here” attitude which
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stories and plays attribute to newsroom execus-
tives. He was a Christian gentleman, If there
ever was one. His whole purpose was to help
those under him to succeed. He ultimately be-
came head of the School of Technical Journalism
at lowa State University at Ames, and In his
later years was co-publisher with his son of the
Knoxville Journal.

Leon Brown gave me a year’s course in objec-
tive reporting In five minutes one morning about
2:30, when only he and | were left on duty. He
waited until 1 had done a rather good job under
pressure, for which he commended me most high-
ly, saying no one on the Chicago Tribune or the
New York Times could have done it better.

BUT” — Then he gave me what was coming
to me In no uncertain terms. He told me | was
too “d--d opinionated” In some of my stories.
“Who In the h--1cares what a young reporter
thinks,” he ripped out. “Your business Is to get
the facts and write them. Leave It to Harvey
Ingham and Frank Moorhead to give the opin-
lons of the paper If any are to be given. We
didn’t hire you for your opinions. All we want
from you are the facts and we don’t want anything
more.”

That speech soaked in. | always loved the man
who made It from that moment until his death.
| appreciated him waiting until he could com-
pliment me on something | had done before he
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waded In to take my hide off for my errors. Not
a great while before his death, some ten years
ago. | asked him if he remembered the occasion.

“You bet | do,” he replied.

| told him | had always loved and respected him
for the way he did It.

“I knew you could take 1t,” he commented.

Then, there was “The Chief,” Harvey Ingham
— one of lowa’s newspaper greats. My contacts
with him were few. He left the management of
the news staff entirely Iin the hands of the man-
aging and city editors. He always spoke cordially
If we met and often stopped for a word of en-
couragement or to inquire about my father and
mother. His Influence on the general policy of
the paper was great and gave the public a high re-
spect for it, which was tremendously useful when
| was trying to iInterview persons who would
rather not be iInterviewed. It gave them confi-
dence that their story would be fairly handled.

One experience with Ingham stands out in my
memory “like Mars at perihelion.” It was In one
of the numerous school election campaigns. So
far as | knew | was getting along very nicely with
both sides; but the facts did favor one more than
the other. The unfortunate side must have gone
to Mr. Cowles with some complaints. He stoppec
me In the local room one afternoon and cautionec
me to be very careful what | wrote, as we had
subscribers and advertisers In both camps and
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we must be careful not to offend them. (I did
not know then what a struggle he was having
to keep the business in the black.)

With all my heart | had been trying to tell
the simple truth. | went to Ingham with my quan-
dary, told him of Mr. Cowles’ caution and asked
his advice. W ithout hesitation he answered with
snap and vigor: “Write the truth and let the
chips fall where they may.” From that day to
this, Mr. Ingham’ advice has been my guiding
light In handling news, although it has taken
some floor walking to drive myself to it when |
knew the truth would hurt some innocent person.
But there 1S no other honest way.

As a reporter | think that was my only con-
tact with Mr. Cowles. In later years we became
warm friends. Let It not be assumed from this
Incident that Gardner Cowles lacked courage.

At the end of a year with the Register and
Leader | was receiving $16 a week; | don’t believe
anyone on the news staff below an executive po-
sition was drawing as much as $25. Some of the
fellows from Des Moines papers had gone to
Washington and were doing pretty well, at least
receiving recognition, for instance: Jud Welliver,
Robert Armstrong, Henry Jones, John Snure and
George Authier. However, taking reporters as a
class, by the time they reached thirty-five or forty
years, they had fringe on their pants and were
looking for jobs at the court house or the state
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house. | had become engaged to that girl to
whom | was never introduced. It seemed to me
that the chance of feeding her well on a farm
was brighter than caring for her on a reporter’s
salary. | had spent a spring and two summers
working on a farm and loved every minute of It.
My father said he would buy a farm and help me
get started If that was my desire.

| tendered my resignation to the Register and
Leader in September of 1904. | was offered $18
a week to remain. | had the satisfaction of having
Leon Brown, who had given me such a grilling
lecture only eight months before, tell me now
that, If the management had the money to reward
and the ability to appreciate my work, It would
never let me leave. He put it a bit strong, but it
was a thrill to have that come from Brown, for
he was no syrup peddler.

Late in September | left the Register and Leader
office, supposedly leaving the newspaper business
forever. Printers’ ink has a terrific pull, once a
fellow gets 1t on his fingers. In fifteen years |
was back In the business again, for a forty year

try-out — but that’s another story.
Don L. Berry



