Seminar Thoughts
The journey from Pliny to Kingsbury Smith is the journey from the amateur observer to the professional reporter. For me – and it is a point to discuss – the Hugh Dougherty piece begins to complete the circle. He is clearly a professional – PA reporters are among the best on the block – but his style in this piece is intensely personal not wholly dissimilar to the modern version of amateur observation we call blogging.

Kingsbury Smith and Hugh Dougherty know they are writing history. Pliny says he does not. I’m not sure I believe him. I think he had an inkling, but he cannot imagine a world in which such information can be widely shared **After all – Pliny is writing in a society in which most people cannot read whilst KS and HD are penning accounts for societies blessed with universal literacy. The spread of literacy is another factor we will be looking at in this module. 

Eyewitness evidence is instantly authentic. Eyewitness accounts feel true – because they are quick, personal and not remotely comprehensive – in fact their incomplete nature, the absence of background explanation for example – renders them more convincing than dry academic history.  Rigorous, objective, academic history is complete, intensely thorough but sometimes laborious and therefore not immediately appealing. This stuff brings the past to life.
It is history in the raw – an account of how people behaved and how they felt upon witnessing events which were, to them, entirely new. They take us to the scene and allow us to perceive events we know have occurred as those who SAW THEM FOR THE VERY FIRST TIME PERCEIVED THEM. No wonder they are of such use to film makers.  

BUT – a caveat. Some instant response stuff is too rushed to be enormously valuable as stand alone testimony. HD’s piece is excellent eyewitness colour – but if it had run alone i.e. without an accompanying hard news story – we would not have known what had happened. And eyewitness accounts are not always accurate – something that, as reporters, you will come to recognise.  
DIVERSITY – Each of these pieces should remind us that one voice is not enough. If we had to rely on any of these accounts to provide a complete picture of what happened we would not know. This is a crucial element in the liberal theory of journalism which is, essentially, what I will be teaching you this term. Only by ensuring a competitive market in which more than one reporter covers each event and more than one outlet publishes/broadcasts the reports – can we ensure real fairness and accuracy.  

All the pieces remind us of the value of vivid language to journalism and to history. If you wade through a of copy to compile a collection of historic reportage – as John Carey the editor of the Faber Book of Reportage has done – you come across an awful lot of official history of the “The suspect was proceeding in a northerly direction at approximately seven miles per hour,” variety (or, as Carey puts it, “Our horse inflicted severe punishment on the enemy’s right flank) 
These reports show that good reporting cannot be formulaic. Carey talks of the “innocent eye” how a good reporter must “stay true to the real” And must see and report events as if for the first time.

We are safe/the reporter is not. This is history as vicarious thrill – and that is an important element in what makes journalism fun to consume and even more fun to compile. Ringside seat at history.

And the notion of journalism/mass communication as a replacement for religion (Carey xxxv and Adrian Monck). 

But why don’t all historians take such eyewitness reporting seriously (good ones do) In part because it is plainly intended for mass consumption – and academic history can sometimes be a little elitist (not always –read Peter Hennessy for example)

After all – our stories have one huge advantage to history. They are true. One reviewer calls the Faber Book of Reportage ‘History with the varnish removed.’ I like that.  

Read the Faber Book – it is full of first drafts of a kind that can only enhance your talent as writers. The account of Mata Hari on the morning of her execution is among my favourites, but there are dozens of others. It is in the library.   

