Place of Death

Iam very sad. Technology is great but I like to hold my newspaper
in my hand. It’s handy and you don’t need a password. It’s just there

and I will miss not having that.

wofirst-termmembersof Congress,JohnF.KennedyandRichard M.

Nixon, boarded the Capitol Limited train at Washington’s Union Station

on the Monday morning of April 21,1947, headed to McKeesport, Penn-
sylvania, the economic and spiritual center of the Monongahela River valley
and home to one hundred thousand unionized industrial workers. As the two
newest members of the House Labor and Education Committee, the lawmak-
ers were scheduled to appear that night at the Penn-McKee Hotel before more
than one hundred people at an event sponsored by the local Junto Forum, a
business-minded civic group. The men planned to debate the Hartley labor bill,
which would eventually become the Taft-Hartley Act and set new rules for or-
ganized workers at a time of widespread labor strikes and heightened fears over
communism.

Nixon, then thirty-four, spoke rigidly that night as he defended the rights
of business owners to set limits on striking laborers; Kennedy, a boyish twen-
ty-nine, maintained a more casual manner and talked about how unions needed
to protect industrial workplaces from turning into sweatshops. Both kept up
an evenhanded conversation despite some union members in the audience who
turned agitated. “Naturally, I was slightly prejudiced because I am Republican,
but at the same time, I was impressed by Kennedy,” moderator William C. Baird
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later recalled.' “Both of them were excellent speakers and handled themselves
well. They were very personable, and it was hard to tell which one had come
from a wealthy family and which had worked his way up.” McKeesport’s local
newspaper, the Daily News, chronicled the event in the next day’s edition under
the headline “Congressmen debate merits of House-passed labor bill; Nixon sees
rights protected, Kennedy fears civil strife.”

For the two Navy veterans at the center of the debate, the visit to southwest-
ern Pennsylvania helped them form a bond: after the presentation, six Junto
members took the lawmakers to the Star Restaurant across the street from the
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad station for coffee and sandwiches while they waited
for the midnight train back to Washington. On the long ride back, the men stayed
up late talking about how to handle communist threats in the United States and
overseas. “Of one thing I am absolutely sure,” Nixon later wrote. “Neither he
nor I had even the vaguest notion at the time that either of us would be a candi-
date for president thirteen years later.” When the two men famously met again
in 1960 for the United States’ first televised presidential debate, McKeesport’s
newspaper reminded residents the candidates had met before, right there in the
city’s Penn-McKee Hotel.*

For McKeesport, the original event in 1947 underscored the industrial com-
munity’s political and economic relevance. At one time, residents of the city
had imagined that they might build a steel empire to rival that of larger, more
established Pittsburgh, twelve miles downriver. That dream never came to fru-
ition, but McKeesport, which sits at another confluence, of the Monongahela
and Youghiogheny rivers, did dominate the Mon Valley with its manufacturing
and blue-collar workers. National Tube Works opened a factory in 1872 to turn
out pipes made from iron sheets rolled into tubes and welded.s By the end of the
nineteenth century, the company had started making its own iron and then steel
for seamless pipes, and it manufactured about 70 percent of all steel tubing in the
United States. Within another few years, National Tube Works merged into the
newly formed U.S. Steel, its factories occupying nearly all the riverfront through
McKeesport, and the company gave the city its moniker of “Tube City.”

Around the same time that National Tube Works started out, in 1884, three
local men—Edward B. Clark, Harry S. Dravo, and William B. Dravo—decided
to start their own newspaper, the Daily News, to compete with the existing McK-
eesport Times, where the Dravos had been working.® Their newspaper, originally
based out of a small wooden building, made its mark on the city over the years
with several significant civic developments: it had the first structure illuminated
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by private electric light in 1889, and later, when the Daily News opened an iconic
art deco building at the heart of the city in 1938, it had the city’s first air condi-
tioning. Purchased in 1925 by four local men, including a prominent local poli-
tician, State Senator William D. Mansfield, who served as publisher for the rest
ofhislife, the newspaper eventually grew to have 46,836 subscribers in the early
1970s, with about 130 employees. As a reminder to readers of its place in their
lives, the newspaper carried a slogan beneath the nameplate at the top of every
front page: “More than a newspaper, a community institution.”

All of McKeesport’s manufacturing production, in turn, supported a thriv-
ing community with some fifty-five thousand residents at its peak in the 1940s.
McKeesport had been home to the first G. C. Murphy five-and-ten-cent store,
and the city served as the company’s headquarters, with 560 outlets spread across
twenty-four states.” McKeesport boasted a half dozen movie theaters, several
furniture stores and jewelry shops, and more than seven hundred retail stores,
including three big department stores—Cox’s, Jaison’s, and Imel’s.

The city retained so much importance that Kennedy returned as president on
October 13,1962, just days before the Cuban Missile Crisis unfolded, and spoke
to a crowd of twenty-five thousand people. He stood on a wooden stage with red,
white, and blue bunting hanging from it and a tent erected overhead. The dais sat
at the spiritual center of the city in a small grassy parklet between the municipal
building and the art deco home of the local newspaper, the Daily News. Some
people had slept overnight to be near the front of the crowd, and afterward the
audience thronged so close to the stage that its railing collapsed. “The first time
I came to this city was in 1947, when Mr. Richard Nixon and I engaged in our

8 “He won that one,

first debate,” Kennedy said to laughter and cheers that day.
and we went on to other things.” A year later when an assassin killed Kennedy,
McKeesport’s residents quickly started a fundraising drive for a memorial. The
nine-foot statue stands on an eight-foot granite base, marking the place where
the president spoke; it’s believed to be the first Kennedy statue ever built.’

Like Pittsburgh and river towns throughout southwestern Pennsylvania,
McKeesport fell on hard times in the 1970s and 1980s as foreign steel imports
undercut American manufacturers and the steel industry collapsed under the
weight of out-of-control spending and out-of-date infrastructure. McKeesport’s
population shrank to less than twenty thousand, and its famed business district
withered away under the dual pressures of economic decline and the growth of
suburban shopping malls. Workers boarded up two multistory parking garages

near the city center, and blocks of retail shops and offices around City Hall were
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left to sit empty behind dusty plate-glass windows. G. C. Murphy merged with
Ames Department Stores in 1985, which moved away the retail company’s head-
quarters and laid off nine hundred local employees. The Penn-McKee Hotel,
where the future presidents had debated, turned first into a retirement home and
then a homeless shelter before owners abandoned it in the early 1990s. Criminals
have since looted and vandalized the building, setting fire to it twice.”

Then at the end of 2015, the city suffered another major blow: the McKeesport
Daily News, the newspaper that had been operating for 131 years at the center of
the city, near the site where the Kennedy statue stands, rolled the last of its forty
thousand-plus editions off the presses in the basement of its art deco home and
closed.

“We grew up knowing that our personal life-changing events—graduations,
weddings, births and deaths—were all recorded in the newspaper,” State Sen-
ator Jim Brewster, who delivered the newspaper as a boy and later worked at a
newspaper before going into politics, said at the time.” “The Daily News was
on-the-scene when elections were won or lost; when projects succeeded or failed.
It reliably reported school happenings, sporting events, crimes, fires, burglaries,
and robberies.”

Ernie Harkless, who had worked at the Daily News for more than forty-four
years, summed up the feelings of many when he lamented the loss of the printed
newspaper: ‘I am very sad. Technology is great but I like to hold my newspaper
in my hand. It’s handy and you don’t need a password. It’s just there and I will
miss not having that.”

Overnight, with the death of the Daily News, McKeesport joined a growing
number of small and midsize American cities that might be called “news deserts,”
or places that face an emerging crisis as citizens struggle to find out what happens
around them. The consequences oflosing their source oflocal news might come
as a surprise to many people, even to the most loyal readers and civic leaders,
but it threatens not only the ways they discover local news and information but
also their very self-identity and the ties that bind them together as members of a
community. The death of the Daily News—the singular loss of a relatively inex-
pensive, easy-to-access source of local information—represents a larger threat
to American democracy, upon which citizens have depended for more than two
and a half centuries.
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