
the Times to sneer that the
Tribune Company is run by “mid-
western white men obsessed with
only two things: the Chicago Cubs
and accounting.” Any Cubs fan
will recognize the ignorance of
that remark.
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By Michael Miner 

T he obits for old-time
Chicago journalism were
rolled out again last week

when the Tribune made the
wrenching announcement that
it’s shutting down its New City
News Service at the end of the
year. These obits had been out of
service since 1999, when the
Tribune made the wrenching
announcement that it was shut-
ting down the hallowed City
News Bureau, leaving only a ves-
tige, the New City News Service. 

The death of that vestige is a
small detail of a large catastrophe.
The Tribune Company has
announced in recent days that it’s
eliminating jobs by the hundreds
at its newspapers—doing what it
must because fading circulation
and advertising revenues have cut
into the profit margins Wall
Street expects. The spectacle of
proud dailies in retreat isn’t easy
to stomach, and some observers
refuse to. The Prickly City comic
strip that ran October 3 in the
Tribune and six dozen other
papers offered this exchange:

“Another round of layoffs in
the newspaper biz, Winslow.”

“If the newspapers are in such
bad shape, shouldn’t they be fir-
ing the editors and publishers
instead of newsroom folk? After
all, they’re the ones who rammed
the ship into the iceberg.” 

Cartoonist Scott Stantis told me
he was protesting the Tribune
Company’s “declaration of war
against editorial cartooning.” The

The fate of the New City News
Service, and by extension of the
City News Bureau, isn’t the fate of
the newspaper industry in micro-
cosm. But it’s a good, sentimental
story that CNB alumni around
the country have happily weighed

in on. Their eulogies identified
CNB, which was founded cooper-
atively by the daily newspapers of
Chicago in 1890, as the boot camp
where Mike Royko, Kurt
Vonnegut, Seymour Hersh, and
thousands of nascent reporters
were taught “If your mother says
she loves you, check it out.” For
decades recruits heard this from
CNB’s curmudgeonly night editor,
Arnold Dornfeld, who explained
why in a 1983 interview with
Channel Five’s Leonard Aronson:

“I am the outstanding authori-
ty on libel in the city of Chicago,”
Dornfeld said, “because after I’d
been in the business two months
[at CNB] I brought on the six
newspapers of Chicago libel suits
totaling on its face a half a mil-
lion dollars—and this is 1928,
when you could still buy some-
thing with a half a million dol-
lars. A girl died from the effects
of what was then called an illegal
operation, an abortion, and I was
given the case to work on, which
they shouldn’t have given to a kid
with two months’ experience.”

Dornfeld’s big mistake, he
recalled, was confusing the doctor
who performed the abortion with
the doctor “who was called in after
the girl was in a desperate way
and tried to save her life but
couldn’t.” The papers all picked up
Dornfeld’s story identifying the
heroic doctor as the abortionist.
“He rushed in with a lawyer in
each hand, and he filed against
the six newspapers of Chicago.

Los Angeles Times had just fired
its cartoonist, and the Tribune
hasn’t had one for five years.

MoveOn.org Civic Action
launched an online petition 
drive in Chicago, Los Angeles,
Baltimore, and Orlando—all cities
where blood is flowing at Tribune
Company papers. Readers were
asked to sign a statement assert-
ing that as “corporate owners reap
large profits . . . there is no excuse
for them to force our paper to
abandon its responsibility to deliv-
er strong watchdog journalism to
the public.” This week the drive
was expanded to Hartford,
Allentown, Newport News, and
Long Island.

Orlando Sentinel columnist
David Whitley meditated in print
about the Tribune Company lay-
ing off 21 people at his paper while
offering Rafael Furcal $50 million
to play shortstop for the Cubs.
That’s life, Whitley concluded.

The Web magazine
truthdig.com, edited by recently
fired LA Times columnist Robert
Scheer, carried a long discussion
of the Times’s troubles by former
Times books section editor Steve
Wasserman, who quoted former
Tribune editor James Squires call-
ing Tribune Company brass
philistines, only dumber: “You
cannot imagine how intellectually
inferior three of the last four
chairmen of Tribune Company
were.” Wasserman undercut his
own credibility by allowing an
unnamed “former high official” of

hottype@chicagoreader.com
www.chicagoreader.com/hottype

News Hole
While most journalists mourn City News (again), some are already 
maneuvering to replace it.

Old City News headquarters at 35 E. Wacker
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Comments, questions? Take it up with Cecil on the Straight Dope Message Board, www.straightdope.com, 
or write him at the Chicago Reader, 11 E. Illinois, Chicago 60611. Cecil’s most recent compendium of knowledge, 
Triumph of the Straight Dope, is available at bookstores everywhere.

The Straight Dope®
by Cecil Adams

P hil, it’s time we had a little talk
about the Greeks.

You remember the Greeks.
They were the guys (and it was

mostly guys—women at the time were
mainly relegated to childbearing and
housekeeping or sex objecthood, and
were seldom heard from) who pretty
much invented what we now think of as
Western civilization. Their ideas about cul-
ture and society, which the Romans
copied, influence us to this day. The
Greeks also . . . well, we’ll get into a dis-
cussion of Greek sexual preferences some
other time. For now let’s just say they
were fascinated by male beauty, and in
particular by (ahem) the penis.

The Greeks weren’t shy about display-
ing their manly attributes. Nudity was cel-
ebrated in Greece as in no culture before
or since. We’re so used to nude classical
sculpture and painting that we figure
that’s how everybody walked around back
in those days. In fact, however, male nudi-
ty in art and among athletes and warriors
was largely confined to the ancient
Greeks, for whom it became a point of
pride—they considered embarrassment at
having to disrobe for sports a sign of bar-
barism. Admiration of the manly form at
times verged on the cultlike; the more
heroic bits of male sculpture, small penis
or no, have an erotic charge that can
make even a straight guy sweat. Naked
women were depicted too, but less often,
and you sometimes get the feeling the
artist’s heart wasn’t in it.

The penis shows up in Greek art a lot—
big ones as well as small ones. For exam-
ple, there’s the temple of Dionysus on the
island of Delos, which features giant stone
penises carved in the third century BC.
Decapitated now, they’re still impressively
scaled and in a state of salute. (The aca-
demic term describing this condition, inci-
dentally, is ithyphallic.)

Sculptural depictions of the erect penis
were an everyday sight in the classical

world. A
common
boundary
marker
and household totem in
ancient Greece was the
herm, originally a
representation
of the god
Hermes. It con-
sisted of a head
on top of a simple
squarish pillar—your
basic supersized Pez dis-
penser—unadorned except
for, in front, an amply propor-
tioned, usually erect, and some-
times arrestingly protrusive
penis and scrotum. Scholars tell
us that such decorations were
apotropaic (you learn a lot of
vocabulary in this field)—that is,
intended to ward off evil, and
that folks back then paid no
more attention to them than 
we would to a lucky horseshoe.
Maybe. All I’m saying is, stuff
that even now we’d consider hard-core
porn you saw then just walking down to
the Piraeus.

The ancients were also unembarrassed
by graphic displays of sex. Greek men—to
be precise, male Greek aristocrats—fig-
ured if it moved, they could have sex with
it, or at least look at pictures about having
sex with it. We have countless examples of
crockery showing various combinations of
humans, deities, and the occasional ani-
mal engaged in the amatory act, most of
it presumably used as party favors to put
the lads in the mood. Even in painterly
scenes having nothing to do with sex the
genitalia were often conspicuously dis-
played.

From this vast array of XXX-rated art-
work we can make a few deductions about
Greek aesthetic preferences, genitaliawise
(here I mainly follow Kenneth Dover’s
landmark study Greek Homosexuality,

1978): (1) Long, thick penises were consid-
ered—at least in the highbrow view—
grotesque, comic, or both and were usual-
ly found on fertility gods, half-animal crit-
ters such as satyrs, ugly old men, and bar-
barians. A circumcised penis was particu-
larly gross. (2) The ideal penis was small,
thin, and covered with a long, tapering
foreskin. Dover thinks the immature
male’s equipment was especially admired,
which may account not only for the small
size but the scarcity of body hair in classi-
cal art. A passage from Aristophanes
sums up the most desirable masculine
features: “a gleaming chest, bright skin,
broad shoulders, tiny tongue, strong but-
tocks, and a little prick.”

You’re thinking: How times have
changed. Ain’t arguing. Of course, we do
have to take into account a contributing
factor: artists’ models were nude, and
their studios lacked central heat.

Why is it that ancient Greek and Roman paintings, sculptures, and
other works of art depict males with such small genitalia? My first
thought was that the artists wished to draw the viewer’s attention to
other, more important, aspects of the work. However, my roommate
has pointed out that this treatment has the opposite effect. I really
don’t think evolution has treated us as kindly as this artwork might
lead us to believe. So why the small penises? —Phil, Los Angeles
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And I was promptly laid off, and I
was bawled out. However, they
couldn’t quite fire me because . . . I
was a desk guy and I was a two-
month kid, for God’s sake.
However, this got burned and
branded into my hide. Get things
right. Never mind the nuances.
Never mind the psychological
subtleties. Get the facts!”

Here’s a fact worth getting. The
New City News Service will be sur-
vived—inside the Tribune and out-
side. In her December 1 message
to the staff announcing that 28
editorial positions were being
eliminated—19 of them at New
City News—Tribune executive edi-
tor Ann Marie Lipinski explained
that the decision to kill the service
was driven as much by competi-
tion as by economics. She said
New City News “as currently con-
figured is of value to a variety of
local news providers and competi-
tors, many of which use the infor-
mation as the backbone of their
local news reports.” So the Tribune
will create 13 jobs and build up its
own 24-hour Internet news desk,
while those other local news
providers fend for themselves. The
Tribune has created a need. 

Besides the local news that New
City News feeds to its radio and
TV clients it gives them a “day-
book”—an exhaustive list of daily
events that helps city editors plan
their coverage. “It provided us
with great information,” says Ron
Gleason, program director of
WBBM, the all-news AM station
that now has to figure out some
other way of getting it.

A possible source—the
Hollinger papers. The Sun-Times
triggered the collapse of the old
City News Bureau in 1999 by
withdrawing its annual subsidy
(Conrad Black and David Radler
had better things to do with the
money). When the Tribune took
over New City News it refused to
sell the daybook to either the

Sun-Times or Hollinger’s Daily
Southtown, but they’ve had six
years to learn how to live without
it. (Though according to
Wikipedia, the Sun-Times “to
this day at times misses notice of
news events because it has been
unable to replace the sought-
after City News daybook.”) Now
this knowledge might be mar-
ketable. “It’s certainly something
that we’ll explore,” says John
Cruickshank, the Sun-Times
publisher who oversees all 100 of
Hollinger’s Chicago-area papers. 

Then there’s the Medill School
of Journalism’s ten-year-old news
service. It sends students down-
town to cover stories that are
sold to half a dozen print clients,
though on a Tuesday-Thursday
schedule that accommodates the
students a lot better than the
news. “We certainly don’t operate
52 weeks a year or seven days a
week,” says director Mindy
Trossman. “It would be a huge
change in curriculum. Could it be
done? Could we at least pick up
the daybook?”

Medill asked itself these ques-
tions six years ago when the City
News Bureau was going under.
Now they’re back on the table.
Like it or not, Medill could soon
find itself running the only opera-
tion that even pretends to call
itself a training ground for local
reporters. The J-school at the
University of Missouri—my alma
mater—publishes a city newspa-
per 52 weeks a year six days a
week. But Mizzou’s always been
more willing than Medill to act
like a trade school. For a few years
back in the 60s the City News
Bureau ran an internship pro-
gram with Medill. Students
earned college credit covering
fires and murders. The program
worked, recalls Paul Zimbrakos,
who runs New City News and had
been the City News Bureau editor
continued on page 6



Riverside County. “We have a lot
of happy subscribers,” he told me.
“Well over 100. We usually say
130.” New City News has 14. 

Faigin was ready to expand to
Chicago in 1999. He’d run a help-
wanted ad in Editor & Publisher
and was signing up Chicago
clients when the Tribune’s deci-
sion to sponsor New City News
chased him off. Now he’s moving
quickly again. He told me this
week that “the interest and enthu-
siasm is as great as it was [six
years ago]. The technology has
improved. We have delivery sys-
tems now we didn’t have then
which are capable of getting start-
ed and operating very quickly.”

I asked about the daybook.
“We have our version—the
‘budget,’” he said. “We run sepa-
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rate budgets for Los Angeles,
Orange County, San Diego, and
Riverside. We have week-ahead
budgets and entertainment
budgets. We know how to work
budgets. But in addition to that,
subscribers in southern
California depend on us for sto-
ries, and they use them on air
and in print all the time.”

Faigin said he hires trained
journalists, pays them living
wages, and charges clients
accordingly. His newspaper
clients routinely run bylined
City News Service stories—an
honor almost unheard-of
among City News Bureau
reporters—and TV and radio
stations don’t hesitate to read
the raw copy over the air.

He’s no Dornfeld. He doesn’t

run a boot camp. Like all MSM
reporters his staff might wonder
from time to time if the world
loves them anymore, but they
don’t have to double-check if
their mothers do.

News Bite
a The Tribune ’s Aamer
Madhani told a discouraging
story on December 2. In the
eyes of his American colleagues,
Iraqi air force captain Ali
Hussam Abass was a hero: three
weeks before his death in a
plane crash last May he’d saved
the life of an American officer
when their light plane made an
emergency landing in the coun-

continued from page 5

since the 60s, but got dumped
anyway. Trossman’s assistant
director, former Sun-Times
reporter Adrienne Drell, told me
she wants the Medill news service
to hire Zimbrakos. Despite
degrees from Northwestern and
Yale, Drell says, “City News is my
real alma mater.”

This is a bad time for Medill to
plan anything as big as a
revamped news service. Dean
Loren Ghiglione is leaving, and
nobody’s in line to take over. But,
says Trossman, “I think it’s some-
thing we’ll talk about.”

Medill alumnus Doug Faigin
runs the City News Service of Los
Angeles, which operates in LA,
San Diego, and Orange County,
and is about to move into

tryside. Abass told his compan-
ion to hide from approaching
farmers, then talked the group
into dispersing by warning
them that American forces were
surely on the way.

The unsettling piece of the story
was Abass’s fear that these
unknown farmers would kill the
American or turn him over to
insurgents. I asked Madhani by e-
mail if the point of his article was
its implicit message that the war
was going badly. No, he replied,
he just wanted to describe a “pret-
ty gripping encounter.”

Is it fair to say, I wrote back,
that the story tells us Americans
in Iraq must assume that anyone
they don’t know is an enemy?

“I think that is a reasonable
read,” he answered.   v
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