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THE NEW YORK TIMES

After a B-25 bomber crashed into the
78th and 79th floors of the Empire
State Building on July 28, 1945, the
Times photographer Ernie Sisto
leaned out as far as he dared from a
ledge on the 81st floor — with help
from colleagues — to take his shot.

‘HOLD

MY

LEGS’

How an ‘Ace Photographer’
Shot a Sky-High Disaster

By ANIKA BURGESS

The Empire State Building was so
shrouded in fog on the morning of Satur-
day, July 28, 1945, that its upper floors
had vanished from view. Lost in the
dense clouds that smothered the city, the
pilot of a B-25 Army bomber, flying
across Manhattan at skyscraper-height,
saw the landmark too late.

The plane smashed into the 78th and
79th floors, shearing off its wings. The
twin engines ricocheted like pinballs,
one into the elevator shaft, the other onto
the roof of a neighboring building. “Bril-
liant orange flames shot as high as the
observatory on the 86th floor,” The New
York Times reported, “as the gasoline
tanks of the plane exploded.”

Thirteen people perished instantly, in-
cluding the pilot, 27-year-old Lt. Col.
William FE. Smith Jr., who had recently re-
turned from service in Europe, where the
war had just ended. Smith’s flight had
been a training exercise before an ex-
pected redeployment to the Pacific.

When news of the crash broke, Ernie
Sisto, a Times staff photographer, was in
the paper’s city room on 43rd Street, dis-
cussing the day’s assignments. He
rushed to 34th Street, emerging from the
subway into a melee of fire trucks, police
officers, ambulances and stunned by-
standers.

The crash had torn a hole some 20 feet
high and 18 feet wide into the Empire
State Building’s north side. Roughly 900
feet below, Sisto, his camera in his hand,
his press pass tucked into his hat, knew
that to get a good shot he would need to
get closer.

Sisto was carrying his 4-by-5 Speed
Graphic, the standard for newspaper
photographers since the late 1920s. It
produced large, detailed negatives, but it
was also cumbersome — nowhere near
as unobtrusive as the smaller 35-milli-
meter cameras made famous by Leica.
As Sisto’s colleague Eddie Hausner re-
called, “Using the Speed Graphic, you
had to get the picture and you had to get
it right the first time around, if possible.
If you didn’t, you had to pull out the film
holder and reset the next sheet.”

Sisto was renowned for getting his
shot, particularly at sporting events.
During one football game, he was so
close to the sidelines that he was tackled.
Covering a hockey contest, he was hit in
the head with a puck; after getting
stitched up, he resumed shooting. Even
when he was far from the action, he
found a way to get close by expertly
wielding an enormous long-lens camera
known as Big Bertha.

Entering the Empire State Building,
Sisto took the elevator to the 67th floor —
as high as an elevator could go that
morning, but still not high enough. Along
with some other photographers, he
climbed 14 flights of stairs, past the crash

Anika Burgess is the director of The
Times’s photo archive.
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site and higher still, to the 81st floor. He
located aledge that looked down onto the
wreckage. The perspective was right,
but he needed to get out far enough to
capture the scene. Sisto changed the lens
on his Speed Graphic to a wide-angle. To
his colleagues, he said, “Hold my legs
while I lean way out.”

Climbing onto the ledge, Sisto wedged
one arm against the side of the building
and stretched over the side as far as he
dared to take his shot. He later recalled
that he did this four or five times, crawl-
ing back to safety to change the sheet of
film before leaning out again some 1,000
feet above street level, to take a shot for
every other photographer as well. The
Times editor Arthur Gelb, who also re-
ported on the crash, later declared, “To
all newspapermen on the scene, the hero
of the day was Ernie Sisto.”

The next day, Sisto’s photograph ran
across three columns on the front page of
The Times. (The photos he took for the
colleagues who held his legs ended up in
newspapers around the country.) In it,
the twisted metal and shattered stone of
the crash site appear as a violent punc-
ture in the building, disrupting the sky-
scraper’s sheer vertical lines. Even at
that height, Sisto managed to frame the
shot to include an advertisement for war
bonds painted on a building below.

Sisto never lost his sense of derring-
do. In 1954, he took Big Bertha onto a

BUILDING,

Above, Sisto
using a camera
with a five-foot
lens known as
Big Bertha at
Yankee Stadium
in 1952. Right,
Sisto covering a
fire from a
rooftop in 1960.
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DC-4 to photograph a total eclipse. Fly-
ing with three open windows at 13,000
feet, and wearing an oxygen mask, he re-
lied on intuition and exposed his film at
much faster speeds than recommended.
His photographs were the expedition’s
only successful ones.

Ernie Sisto retired in 1972, after a 49-
year career, and died in 1989. His epitaph
— at least according to the card catalog
in The Times’s clippings archive — reads
“Ace Photographer.”

ERNIE SISTO/THE NEW YORK TIMES

4 Th E} G
=4 TR 5] O W1 w0

CARL T. GOSSETT JR./THE NEW YORK TIMES

175

THE NEW YORK TIMES AT 175

This story is part of a series mark-
ing 175 years of eyewitness jour-
nalism from The New York Times.
Read more at nytimes.com/175.
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CORRECTING THE (PAPER OF) RECORD

Oliver North | July 13, 1987

i|A Correction: Times Was in Error
§| On North’s Secret-Fund Testimony |

Colonel, at Hearings, Has Not Said That President
-Was to Be Kept in the Dark A bout the Project

WASHINGTON, July 12 — On Fri-
day, Lieut. Col. Oliver L. North testified
by |that the Director of Central Intelli-
" |gence, Willlam J. Casey, wanted to
create a secret fund to underwrite in-
. |telligence operations — an ‘‘off-the-
shelf, self- tand-al en-
_|tity that could perform certain activi-
| ties on behalf of the United States.”"
The account of that testimony in The
‘| New York Times on Saturday went be-
.| yond Colonel North's actual words and
;| stated incorrectly that he had testified
| *|that neither the President nor Con-
gress were to be informed about the se-
cret fund.

In fact, the colonel has given no testi-
mony so far that Mr. Casey intended to
keep the existence of the fund secret
from the President. On this point he
has been asked only whether Mr. Rea-
gan or others knew about the fund.

Said Issue Was Not h

By FOX BUTTERFIELD
Special 10 The New York Times

day in hopes of geuing more precise
understanding.

Warren B. Rud , the New
Hampshire Republican who is vice
chairman of the Senate committee,
said today that Mr. Casey had directed
Colonel North ““to set up secret off-the-
shelf, covert operations not even ac-
countable in this case to the President
of the United States.” Senator Rud-
man, who spoke on the CBS News pro-
gram *‘Face the Nation,” said that “in
a democracy, if you carry this to its
logical extreme, you don't have a|H
democracy anymore."
Robert G. Stevenson, a spokesman |s
for drhan, said that
Mr. Rudman told him that his remarks|a
about Mr. Casey's desire to establish
covert op not even bl
to the President were based on the
Senator's understanding of the docu-
ments and testimony produced during

Colonel North did say, in response to
questions posed by Arthur L. Liman,
the chief Senate counsel, that he and
Mr. Casey had never discussed
whether the entity to be financed ini-
tially with profits from the Iran arms
deals would require Presidential ap-
proval of its operations or be subject to
Congressional aversight.

The Times discovered its error in re-
viewing transcripts of Friday's testi-
mony. No members of the Iran-contra
investigative committees or their legal
P | staffs complained that the article went
further than the colonel’s

the gs, not upon his reading of
‘The Times account on Saturday.
Assumed Reagan Knew

What the C.1.A. chief envisioned, ac-
cording to Colonel North, was ‘‘an over-
seas entity” that would be “independ-
ent of appropriated monies,” implying
that it would be free from normal Con-
gressional Bversight and control, and
able to conduct operations like the se- [g
cret arms sales to Iran and the diver-
sion of profits to support the Nicara-
guan rebels. It

Later, under questioning by Repre-

Ed

Several committee members said
the colonel’s testimony left an impres-
sion that neither the President nor Con-
gress were to be informed of the fund.
The committee intends to gquestion
Colonel North again on this point Mon-

a Georgia Demo-
crat, Colonel North repeated his previ-
ous testimony that he had assumed
that President Reagan had known |gl
about the diversion of funds from the

Continued on Page A8, Column 1

From the Editors

The Times and Wen Ho Lee

On March 6, 1999, The New York Times report-
ed that Government investigators believed China
had accelerated its nuclear weapons program
with the aid of stolen American secrets. The arti-
cle said the Federal Bureau of Investigation had
focused its suspicions on a Chinese-American sci-
entist at the Los Alamos National Laboratory.
Two days later, the government announced that it
had fired a Los Alamos scientist for “serious se-
curity violations.” Officials identified the man as
Wen Ho Lee.

Dr. Lee was indicted nine months later on
charges that he had transferred huge amounts of
restricted information to an easily accessible
computer. Justice Department prosecutors per-
suaded a judge to hold him in solitary confine-
ment without bail, saying his release would pose a
grave threat to the nuclear balance.

This month the Justice Department settled for
a guilty plea to a single count of mishandling se-
cret information. The judge accused prosecutors
of having misled him on the national security
threat and having provided inaccurate testimony.
Dr. Lee was released on the condition that he co-
operate with the authorities to explain why he
downloaded the weapons data and what he did
with it.

The Times’s coverage of this case, especially
the articles published in the first few months, at-
tracted criticism from competing journalists and
media critics and from defenders of Dr. Lee, who
contended that our reporting had stimulated a po-
litical frenzy amounting to a witch hunt. After Dr.
Lee’s release, the White House, too, blamed the
pressure of coverage in the media, and specifical-
ly The Times, for having propelled an overzealous

prosecution by the administration’s own Justice

breach nor initiated the case against Wen Ho Lee.
By the time our March 6 article appeared, F.B.I.
agents had been looking closely into Dr. Lee’s ac-
tivities for more than three years. A bipartisan
congressional committee had already conducted
closed hearings and written a secret report unani-
mously concluding that Chinese nuclear espio-
nage had harmed American national security,
and questioning the administration’s vigilance.
The White House had been briefed repeatedly on
these issues, and the secretary of energy had be-
gun prodding the F.B.I. Dr. Lee had already taken
alie detector test; F.B.I. investigators believed
that it showed deception when he was asked
whether he had leaked secrets.

The Times’s stories — echoed and often over-
simplified by politicians and other news organiza-
tions — touched off a fierce public debate. At a
time when the Clinton administration was defend-
ing a policy of increased engagement with China,
any suggestion that the White House had not
moved swiftly against a major Chinese espionage
operation was politically explosive.

But the investigative and political forces were
converging on Dr. Lee long before The Times be-
gan looking into this story.

The assertion in our March 6 article that the
Chinese made a surprising leap in the miniatur-
ization of nuclear weapons remains unchallenged.
That concern had previously been reported in The
Wall Street Journal, but without the details pro-
vided by The Times in a painstaking narrative
that showed how various agencies and the White
House itself had responded to the reported securi-
ty breach.

The prevailing view within the government is
still that China made its gains with access to valu-

For most of its life,
The Times has tried to correct
its errors. These efforts have
not always been perfect.

Iraq | May 26, 2004

FROM THE EDITORS

The Times and Iraq

the evidence available to the F.B.I. could not over-
come the relatively permissive standards for a
wiretap in a case of such potential gravity should
have been more prominent in the article and in
our thinking.

Passages of some articles also posed a problem
of tone. In place of a tone of journalistic detach-
ment from our sources, we occasionally used lan-
guage that adopted the sense of alarm that was
contained in official reports and was being voiced
to us by investigators, members of Congress and
administration officials with knowledge of the
case.

This happened even in an otherwise far-seeing
article on June 14, 1999, that laid out — a half year
before the indictment — the reasons the Justice
Department might never be able to prove that Dr.
Lee had spied for China. The article said Dr. Lee
‘““may be responsible for the most damaging espi-
onage of the post-cold war era.” Though it accu-
rately attributed this characterization to “‘offi-
cials and lawmakers, primarily Republicans,”
such remarks should have been, at a minimum,
balanced with the more skeptical views of those
who had doubts about the charges against Dr.
Lee.

Nevertheless, far from stimulating a witch
hunt, The Times had clearly shown before Dr. Lee
was even charged that the case against him was
circumstantial and therefore weak, and that
there were numerous other potential sources for
the design of the warhead.

There are articles we should have assigned but
did not. We never prepared a full-scale profile of
Dr. Lee, which might have humanized him and
provided some balance.

Wen Ho Lee | Sept. 26, 2000

Jayson Blair | May 11, 2003

Times Reporter Who Resigned
Leaves Long Trail of Deception

A staff reporter for The New
York Times committed frequent
acts of journalistic fraud while
covering significant news events
in recent months, an investigation
by Times journalists has found.
The widespread fabrication and

CORRECTING THE RECORD
An accounting: The dozens of known
journalistic deceptions, Pages 26-27.

The Times for nearly four years,

Over the last year this newspaper has
shone the bright light of hindsight on decisions
that led the United States into Iraq. We have ex-
amined the failings of American and allied in-
telligence, especially on the issue of Iraq’s
weapons and possible Iragi connections to in-
ternational terrorists. We have studied the alle-
gations of official gullibility and hype. It is past
time we turned the same light on ourselves.

In doing so — reviewing hundreds of arti-
cles written during the prelude to war and into
the early stages of the occupation — we found
an enormous amount of journalism that we are
proud of. In most cases, what we reported was
an accurate reflection of the state of our knowl-
edge at the time, much of it painstakingly ex-
tracted from intelligence agencies that were
themselves dependent on sketchy information.
And where those articles included incomplete
information or pointed in a wrong direction,
they were later overtaken by more and strong-
er information. That is how news coverage nor-
mally unfolds.

But we have found a number of instances
of coverage that was not as rigorous as it
should have been. In some cases, information
that was controversial then, and seems ques-
tionable now, was insufficiently qualified or al-
lowed to stand unchallenged. Looking back, we
wish we had been more aggressive in re-exam-
ining the claims as new evidence emerged — or
failed to emerge.

The problematic articles varied in author-
ship and subject matter, but many shared a

feature. They at least in
part on information from a circle of Iraai in-

Some critics of our coverage during that
time have focused blame on individual report-
ers. Our examination, however, indicates that
the problem was more complicated. Editors at
several levels who should have been challeng-
ing reporters and pressing for more skepticism
were perhaps too intent on rushing scoops into
the paper. Accounts of Iraqi defectors were not
always weighed against their strong desire to
have Saddam Hussein ousted. Articles based on
dire claims about Iraq tended to get prominent
display, while follow-up articles that called the
original ones into question were sometimes
buried. In some cases, there was no follow-up at
all.

On Oct. 26 and Nov. 8, 2001, for example,
Page 1 articles cited Iraqi defectors who de-
scribed a secret Iragi camp where Islamic ter-
rorists were trained and biological weapons
produced. These accounts have never been in-
dependently verified.

On Dec. 20, 2001, another front-page article
began, “An Iraqi defector who described him-
self as a civil engineer said he personally
worked on renovations of secret facilities for

biological, chemical and nuclear pons in un-

nuclear intentions demanded that Saddam Hus-
sein be dislodged from power: ““The first sign of
a ‘smoking gun,’ they argue, may be a mush-
room cloud.”

Five days later, the Times reporters
learned that the tubes were in fact a subject of
debate among intelligence agencies. The mis-
givings appeared deep in an article on Page
A13, under a headline that gave no inkling that
we were revising our earlier view (“White
House Lists Iraq Steps to Build Banned Weap-
ons’’). The Times gave voice to skeptics of the
tubes on Jan. 9, when the key piece of evidence
was challenged by the International Atomic En-
ergy Agency. That challenge was reported on
Page A10; it might well have belonged on Page
Al

On April 21, 2003, as American weapons-
hunters followed American troops into Iraq, an-
other front-page article declared, “Illicit Arms
Kept Till Eve of War, an Iraqi Scientist Is Said
to Assert.” It began this way: ““A scientist who
claims to have worked in Iraq’s chemical weap-
ons program for more than a decade has told an
American military team that Iraq destroyed

i and biological warfare

derground wells, private villas and under the
Saddam Hussein Hospital in Baghdad as re-
cently as a year ago.” Knight Ridder Newspa-
pers reported last week that American officials
took that defector — his name is Adnan Ihsan
Saeed al-Haideri — to Iraq earlier this year to
point out the sites where he claimed to have
worked, and that the officials failed to find evi-
dence of their use for weapons programs. It is
still possible that chemical or biological weap-

DS
equipment only days before the war began,
members of the team said.”

The informant also claimed that Iraq had
sent unconventional weapons to Syria and had
been cooperating with Al Qaeda — two claims
that were then, and remain, highly controver-
sial. But the tone of the article suggested that
this Iraqi “scientist” — who in a later article
described himself as an official of military in-
telligence — had provided the ijustification the

‘Cali

Riveting Story About ISIS, Told
In a Times Podcast, Falls Apart

phate’ | Dec. 19, 2020

newspaper.

This article is by Mark Mazzetti,
Ian Austen, Graham Bowley and
Malachy Browne.

He described the killings in lu-
rid detail — how he shot one man
inthe head and stabbed another in
the heart before hanging the
corpse on a Cross.

He spoke at length about join-
ing the religious police of the Is-
lamic State in Syria, and being
trucked to a terrorist training ses-
sion on attacking the West, includ-
ing North America, his homeland.

He recounted how Islamic State
commanders displayed maps and
color-coded instructions, showing
recruits like him how to strike ma-
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By ADAM NAGOURNEY

For most of its existence, The New
York Times corrected errors of spelling
and facts with a sentence or two, usually
tucked inside the newspaper. It wasn’t
until it was well into its second century
that the paper began to dig deeper into
its own lapses and explain its mistakes to
readers, or at least some of them. Correc-
tions moved to more prominent posi-
tions, typically Page 2 or the front of the
second section, and sometimes even to
the front page.

One of the first signs of this new era
came in the early 1980s, when Abe Ro-
senthal, the executive editor at the time,
created the “editors’ note,” designed, he
said in a memo announcing the new pol-
icy, to “amplify articles or rectify what
the editors consider significant lapses of
fairness, balance or perspective.” Rosen-
thal wrote one of the first notes himself in
1985 after he objected to what he said
was the snide tone of a Times story about
a friend, Mortimer Zuckerman, the pub-
lisher and real estate developer.
“Through opinionated phrases and
unattributed characterizations, the arti-
cle established a tone that castits subject
in an unfavorable light,” said the note,
which was unsigned.

By 1987, under a different executive
editor, Max Frankel, The Times pub-
lished a correction of more than 1,200
words — as long as many news stories —
addressing mistakes in an article that re-
counted the congressional testimony of
Lt. Col. Oliver L. North about the Iran-
contra scandal. This appeared on July 13,
1987, under a headline that ran across
two columns of the front page: “A Correc-
tion: Times Was in Error on North’s Se-
cret-Fund Testimony.”

The remedy may have seemed exces-
sive. “I wouldn’t have insisted on putting
acorrection on the top of Page 1to make a
point,” Joseph Lelyveld, whom Frankel
later named his managing editor, told me
years later for a book I wrote on the mod-
ern history of The Times.

But the world was changing. This was
the post-Watergate and the post-Vietnam
War era. There was more skepticism and
scrutiny of big institutions, including The
Times. Critics and readers were finding
new platforms to challenge what The
Times was reporting, even before the ex-

Adam Nagourney, formerly the chief na-
tional political reporter for The Times, now
covers classical music and dance. He is the
author of “The Times: How the Newspa-
per of Record Survived Scandal, Scorn and
the Transformation of Journalism.”

plosion of social media. The paper, which
had long enjoyed an if-it’s-in-The-Times-
it-must-be-true status, was under pres-
sure to account for missteps and, at
times, the failings of its reporters and edi-
tors. In short, to acknowledge that the pa-
per itself, like the institutions it covered,
was not immune to errors.

Over the years, this direction of travel
has remained constant, producing shifts
in the way The Times responds to poten-
tial errors and criticism from readers. In
2003, more than 15 years after Rosenthal
wrote that editors’ note, The Times ap-
pointed Allan M. Siegal, an assistant
managing editor who had long served in
an informal role as the paper’s internal
watchdog, as its first standards editor,
and created the position of public editor.
The appointments came after The Times
discovered that a young reporter had
systematically fabricated and plagia-
rized stories that had appeared in its
pages.

The Iraq war was another factor. The
Times’s coverage of the lead-up to the
conflict promoted the idea that Saddam
Hussein was on the verge of assembling
a stockpile of weapons of mass destruc-
tion. After re-examining its reporting,
the newspaper conceded that it had been
too credulous in its work, and strength-
ened its procedures around its use of un-
named sources.

The public editor position was elimi-
nated in 2017. But in 2020, as the news-
room expanded in size and onto new plat-
forms, The Times created a team of sev-
en editors, working under the standards
editor, to become the newsroom’s voice
for all standards and ethics questions re-
lating to content and news coverage.
More recently, The Times formed a Trust
team to explain the paper’s decision-
making to readers and help field and
grapple with complaints.

For all this, it can still take a while to fix
an error, with results appearing only af-
ter weeks of prodding (and re-report-
ing). The small still has the tendency to
triumph over the large. The paper might,
for instance, correct a reporter’s mistak-
en reference to Tweetie Pie (Tweety
Bird!), but leave unaddressed deeper
and more consequential errors of judg-
ment. The Times all but ignored the
Holocaust, a failure Frankel explored in
an article written for The Times’s 150th
anniversary. It also largely brushed
aside concerns that its Moscow corre-
spondent in the 1930s, Walter Duranty,
downplayed the existence of the genocid-
al famine in Soviet Ukraine caused by
Stalin’s policies.

However flawed The Times may
sometimes be in its execution, the ethic
of addressing errors has continued to
drive the newspaper. Here’s (an admit-
tedly incomplete) look at a few of the
more notable mistakes The Times has
corrected over the years.

Wen Ho Lee

In March 1999, The Times wrote the first
in a series of stories, columns and editori-
als that portrayed Wen Ho Lee, a Taiwan-
ese-born American scientist assigned to
Los Alamos National Laboratory, as a
spy who helped China steal nuclear se-
crets to build bombs. Lee was indicted by
afederal grand jury in New Mexico on 59
counts related to illegally moving classi-
fied information from the Los Alamos
weapons lab to an easily accessible com-
puter. He was branded a security risk,
was imprisoned without bail and spent
nine months in solitary confinement. But
the case ended when Lee pleaded guilty
to a single count of mishandling classi-
fied information.

In a note from the editors titled “The
Times and Wen Ho Lee,” published on
Sept. 26, 2000, The Times said it stood by
much of the story, but acknowledged the
criticism that “contended that our re-
porting had stimulated a political frenzy
amounting to a witch hunt.”

“We could have pushed harder to un-
cover weaknesses in the FEB.I. case
against Dr. Lee,” the note said. “In place
of a tone of journalistic detachment from
our sources, we occasionally used lan-
guage that adopted the sense of alarm
that was contained in official reports and
was being voiced to us by investigators,
members of Congress and administra-
tion officials with knowledge of the case.”

The note did not announce any
changes in editorial procedures at the
paper but instead said it had instructed
its reporters to go back and continue
their reporting. “Our coverage of this
case is not over;” it said.

Jayson Blair

In one of the most significant break-
downs in Times history, Jayson Blair, a
young reporter at the paper, wrote arti-
cles that contained both plagiarized in-
formation from other news outlets and
outright fabrications. As Blair later ac-
knowledged, he had made up stories in
his apartment while telling editors he
was on the road. He resigned in 2003 af-
ter questioning by editors. “The Times

They envisioned “something as
spectacular as 9/11” he said.
“They wanted to outdo Al Qaeda,
make their mark.”

But Shehroze Chaudhry, the
central figure in the 2018 podcast
“Caliphate,” by The New York
Times, was a fabulist who spun ji-
hadist tales about killing for the
Islamic State in Syria, Canadian
and American intelligence and
law enforcement officials con-
tend.

Mr. Chaudhry, they say, was not
aterrorist, almost certainly never
went to Syria, and concocted
gruesome stories about being an
Islamic State executioner as part
of a Walter Mittv-like escane from

apologizes to its readers for a grave
breach of its journalistic standards,” the
executive editor, Howell Raines, said in a
story about the reporter’s deceptions.
Less than two weeks later, a team of
Times reporters produced an exhaustive
accounting of Blair’s work that appeared
on the front page, under the headline
“Times Reporter Who Resigned Leaves
Long Trail of Deception.”

Raines and his managing editor, Ger-
ald Boyd, did not participate in the prepa-
ration of the story. Raines was at his
weekend home in Pennsylvania when he
saw the Sunday front page. He immedi-
ately thought that his career at The
Times was over, he told me years later.
He was correct; both he and Boyd left the
paper.

Iraq

After the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, The
Times ran stories by Judith Miller, a na-
tional security reporter, and others
based largely on anonymous sources
suggesting that the United States had ev-
idence that Iraq was gathering materials
to build weapons of mass destruction.
These accounts contained warnings
about the threat a nuclear-armed Iraq
posed to the United States and world se-
curity.

On May 26, 2004, after sustained criti-
cism, and with a new public editor about
to publish a column, the newspaper is-
sued an editors’ note, nearly 1,200 words
long, titled “The Times and Iraq.” The
stories, it said, were too often dependent
on Iraqi exiles and defectors whose cred-
ibility had been challenged at home.

“We have found a number of instances
of coverage that was not as rigorous as it
should have been,” the note said. “In
some cases, information that was contro-
versial then, and seems questionable
now, was insufficiently qualified or al-
lowed to stand unchallenged. Looking
back, we wish we had been more ag-
gressive in re-examining the claims as
new evidence emerged — or failed to
emerge.”

‘Caliphate’

In 2018, The Times released “Caliphate,”
a 12-part podcast series focused on an Is-
lamic terrorist network. Many of the
episodes were based on the story of a
man calling himself Abu Huzayfah, who
said he was a member of the Islamic
State and had taken part in Killings in
Syria. More than two years later, Mr.

plagiarism represent a profound
betrayal of trust and a low point
in the 152-year history of the

The reporter, Jayson Blair, 27,
misled readers and Times col-
leagues with dispatches that pur-
ported to be from Maryland, Tex-
as and other states, when often he
was far away, in New York. He
fabricated comments. He con-
cocted scenes. He lifted material
from other newspapers and wire
services. He selected details from
photographs to create the impres-
sion he had been somewhere or
seen someone, when he had not.

And he used these techniques to
write falsely about emotionally
charged moments in recent histo-
ry, from the deadly sniper attacks
in suburban Washington to the
anguish of families grieving for
loved ones Kkilled in Iraq.

In an inquiry focused on cor-
recting the record and explaining
how such fraud could have been
sustained within the ranks of The
Times, the Times journalists
have so far uncovered new prob-
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and he was prolific. Spot checks of
the more than 600 articles he
wrote before October have found
other apparent fabrications, and
that inquiry continues. The Times
is asking readers to report any
additional falsehoods in Mr.
Blair’s work; the e-mail address
is retrace@nytimes.com.

Every newspaper, like every
bank and every police depart-
ment, trusts its employees to up-
hold central principles, and the
inquiry found that Mr. Blair re-
peatedly violated the cardinal
tenet of journalism, which is sim-
ply truth. His tools of deceit were
a cellphone and a laptop comput-
er — which allowed him to blur
his true whereabouts — as well as
round-the-clock access to data-
bases of news articles from which
he stole.

The Times inquiry also estab-
lishes that various editors and
reporters expressed misgivings
about Mr. Blair’s reporting skills,
maturity and behavior during his
five-year journey from raw intern
to reporter on national news
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Huzayfah was arrested by the Canadian
police and charged with perpetrating a
terrorist hoax. The police said he had
even fabricated his identity: His real
name was Shehroze Chaudhry.

The Times published an editors’ note
saying that, after the arrest, it had re-ex-
amined Mr. Chaudhry’s account and
“found a history of misrepresentations
by Mr. Chaudhry and no corroboration
that he committed the atrocities he de-
scribed in the ‘Caliphate’ podcast.”

“As a result, The Times has concluded
that the episodes of ‘Caliphate’ that
presented Mr. Chaudhry’s claims did not
meet our standards for accuracy,” the
note went on. “It is also clear that ele-
ments of the original fact-checking
process were not sufficiently rigorous,” it
added. “Times journalists were too cred-
ulous about the verification steps that
were undertaken and dismissive of the
lack of corroboration of essential aspects
of Mr. Chaudhry’s account.”

The Times returned a Peabody Award
it had received for the coverage. It af-
fixed an editors’ note to the web page for
each “Caliphate” podcast episode and
added a new installment to the series,
“An Examination of ‘Caliphate,” which
discusses the missteps. The newspaper
also assigned an editor to create a
process to vet stories produced by the
audio unit.

OF COURSE, NOT ALL CORRECTIONS rise to
this level of significance. Which is not to
say they can’t still be mortifying. The
name of the family that has led The
Times can be challenging to spell. That
said, one would think The Times, of all
news organizations, would get the boss’s
name down. Nope. From 2006: “An arti-
cle in Business Day on Wednesday about
investors in The New York Times Com-
pany who withheld their votes for direc-
tors misspelled the name of the family
that has controlled the company since
1896. It is Ochs-Sulzberger, not Ochs-
Sulzburger.”

This was hardly the only eyebrow-
raising institutional mistake. The news-
paper of March 14, 1995, celebrated the
50,000th issue of The New York Times. A
correction followed: There had been a
miscount, and the milestone would not
come for another year.

And, if you're wondering, some mis-
takes never happened. Yes, The Times
has a strict policy on honorifics. But no,
Meat Loaf, the musician, was never re-
ferred to as “Mr. Loaf” on second refer-
ence. Believable, to be sure, but incorrect.



