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With the January 1975 issue, The
University of Virginia News Letter
celebrated its fiftieth anniversary. Such
occasions come rarely enough to warrant
a review of the origin and development of
th at pub Iication, known throughout
Virginia simply as the "News Letter."

FOUNDING

The archives of the University of
Virginia provide very little in the way of
information as to the details of the
founding of the News Letter, and those
individuals who were responsible for its
establishment have long since gone.
Enough is known, however, to identify
the persons to whom the credit should
go: the New Letter's first editor, Wilson
Gee, and the then President of the
University, Edwin A. Alderman. Wilson
Gee's own terse words give no hint at all
of the considerations and concerns
involved: "It was in the fall of the
academic year 1924-1925 that President
Edwin A. Alderman requested the writer
to establish The University of Virginia
News Letter. Some time was required to
get the project underway, so the first
issue of Volume 1 appeared on January 1,
1925, instead of October 1 as in all
subsequent volumes" (Introduction to
the silver anniversary volume of the News
Letter, October 1,1948).

Most institutions, including
periodicals, tend to change over time and
in the process often lose touch with their
original goals. Though the News Letter
has certainly changed, it has managed to
stay attuned to its origi nal goals. The
inaugu ral issue of the News Letter carried
the subtitle of "The University for

Virginia" which in a way summarized the
purpose of the founders of the News
Letter. Under the heading of "Know
Virginia," Wilson Gee set forth the goals
that were to guide the News Letter in the
years ahead.

The policy of this News Letter
may be stated in two words-Know
Virginia. The University of Virginia
feels that there is no duty so
peculiarly its own as that of
furnishing to the people of Virginia
the most recent light available on
the economic and social problems
of the Commonwealth....

T he consideration of the
different topics will endeavor to be
fair and candid, avoiding as far as
possible all controversial
interpretations. Even a state needs
encouragement; so where it leads,
the plan will be to boost. However,
its ills cannot be remedied until the
trouble is diagnosed. Where
backwardness exists, the painful
facts will be made known and
remedies will be sought.

This is a big worthy undertaking
and in the course of each year of its
progress, much valuable statistical
information and interpretation
thereof will be released through
these columns. It is hoped that the
publication will do much to
promote clear and accurate
thinking towards a better Virginia
along all lines. The cooperation of
the press of the State is invited in
making possible the realization of
this ideal.

Th is statement, reprinted and reaffirmed
on October 1, 1948 in the first issue of
the silver anniversary volume, has
continuously guided the News Letter.

The phr asi ng may be that of the mid
1920s, but the original objectives
informing the people of Virginia, con
structive criticism, fairness and candor
have not lost any of their value.

Originally, the News Letter with Gee
as editor was published by the Extension
Division of the University. Beginning with
the issue of October 1, 1928, however,
Gee was joined on the masthead by one
or more of his colleagues and students in
the Department (then called School) of
Rural Social Economics, the staff of
which came to be regarded by Gee as an
informal editorial board. (The first
student whose name appeared with that
of Gee was John J. Corson III.) That
sponsorship continued until Gee's
retirement in 1957, when the News
Letter was transferred to the Institute of
Government (then the Bureau of Public
Administration) with the Director of the
Institute serving also as the editor of the
News Letter. The second editor, Weldon
Cooper, was succeeded by the third and
current editor, Clifton McCleskey, on
July 1, 1973.

PUBLICATION SCHEDULE AND

FORMAT

The News Letter publication schedule
for each volume under Gee's editorship
ran from October through June, with
articles appearing on the first and
fifteenth of each month for a total of
eighteen articles per volume. Gee and
Alderman selected this schedule because
they wanted the News Letter, published
as it was under the aegis of the
University, to appear during the
traditional nine-month academic year.
Moreover, Gee, who held the academic
rank of Professor of Rural Social
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Economics, in the early years used his
graduate students in helping him to
prepare statistical material which
eventually appeared in the News Letter.

The original publication schedule was
maintained throughout Gee's editorship
and for one additional year. Beginning
with Volume 36 and its first issue of
October 15, 1959, the schedule was
changed by reducing the number of
articles in each volume from eighteen to
twelve, with one article appearing on the
fifteenth of each month in a volume year
extending from September through
August. With a single exception, namely
the volume year 1972-7"3 when on Iy ten
issues were published from September
through June, the News Letter has
appeared monthly since the change in
1959.

The original format of the News Letter
called for a single sheet 12 Y2 by 17 Y2
inches in size. This format was retained
throughout Gee's editorship and for one
year under the second editor. Beginning
with the issue of October 1, 1958, the
format was changed to a four-page issue 8
"h by 11 inches in size. The design of the
News Letter adopted in 1958 was
continued until the September 15, 1969
issue when a new design, but one which
reta ined the four-page feature, was
substituted.

CONTENT

The News Letter articles in the early
years bear ample testimony to the fidelity
employed in hewing to the original goals.
The very first article, reflecting a matter
of p ubi ic po licy then under debate
throughout Virginia, was entitled IITax
Reform in Virginia." The following four
artYcles were concerned with "Wealth
Gains in Virginia," "Automobiles in
Virginia," "Virginia and North Carolina:
A Statistical Comparison," and "Money
in our Streams"-an examination of the
potential of water power in Virginia.

Subsequent volumes of the News
Letter maintained this pattern of
diversity. The first five issues in the
volume year beginning on October 1,
1930, for example, examined "The
Population of Virginia: 1920-1930,"
"Church Membership in Virginia," "State
Support of Public Education,"
"Industrial Accidents in Virginia," and
"Negro Ownership of Farms." To take
another example from the early post
World War II years, the volume beginning
on October 1, 1948 saw articles devoted
to "Family Organization and
Disorganization in Virginia," "Trends in
Farm Family Levels of Living in
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Virginia," "Literary Writing in Virginia,"
"Music in Virginia," and "Art
Appreciation in Virginia."

The broad range of News Letter topics
continued under the second editor. Thus,
among the articles in the 1960-61 volume
were those bearing the titles of "Adult
Ed ucation in Virginia-Now and for
Tomorrow," "Water: Its Occurrence and
Use in Virginia," "Virginia Cities and
Towns: Their Origin and Development,"

"Recent Population Changes in Virginia,"
and liThe Restoration of Colonial
Architecture in Virginia." Nor did this
broad coverage change when the third
editor took over in 1973. The first six
articles beginning with Volume 51 in
September 1974 were concerned with
"The Richmond Crusade for Voters: The
Quest for Black Power," "Affirmative
Action and the Commonwealth: Black
Americans in Virginia State
Government," IICampaign Finance in
Virginia: The 1973 House of Delegates
Election in Virginia," "Racial Integration
in Housing: The Case of Norfolk's
Colonial Place Neighborhood,"
"Informational Processes in the Virginia
House of Delegates," and "Solid Waste
Management: An Overview."

To observe that the range and diversity
of topics is unchanged is not to say that
the subjects themselves are the same. On
the contrary, a sampling of the articles of
the first fifty volumes will confirm the
conclusion that the News Letter has
mirrored the major questions of public
p01icy in Virginia throughout its
existence. The launching of the News
Letter in 1925 occurred in a state which
was largely rural, in which agricu Iture was
by far the leading source of income, and
in which the population while not stable
was growing slowly. In the intervening
years Virginia has become a
predominantly urban state characterized
by population concentrations in
metropolitan areas and faced with all the
problems that have come to be associated
with that kind of population
development.

If the record does prove diversity,
however, that same record clearly
indicates that the training and
b ackg rou nd of an ed ito r directly
influence the choice of subject matter.
The first editor had a special interest in
rural sociology. In 1925 such a
background was almost ideal for the
editorship of a periodical designed to
inform the people of a predominantly
rural state. By the time the second editor
assumed office in 1957, Virginia was in a
state of rapid change which alone would
have dictated a change in subject matter.
Moreover, the second editor's background

was in political science, and it could
therefore have been forecast with a good
deal of certainty that articles dealing with
Virginia state and local government and
politics would appear with increasing
frequency in the News Letter. That editor
could argue with some weight that rapid
change was also occu rring in state and
local government and pol itics and that
therefore an increase in articles concerned
with that area would have occurred
irrespective of the editor's background.
That the number of such articles
appearing between 1957 and 1973 would
have been as large as it was, however, is a
much more debatable question'

A JOINT VENTURE

One of the more remarkable findings
from a review of the first fifty years of
the News Letter is the regularity of its
appearance. So far as is known, the News
Letter has always appeared during the
month of publication. In the years of the
nine-month, twice-a-month publication
schedule, the News Letter was distributed
without fail during the first and second
halves of the month. The strains facing an
editor confronted with these inexorable
deadlines were succinctly summarized by
the first editor on October 1, 1948:
"Anyone who knows the unremitting
nature of the responsibility of a
periodical which must appear on regular
date lines understands the magn itude of
the task."

This strict adherence to a prearranged
schedule could not have been maintained
over the period, however, without the
close cooperation and understanding of a
sister university agency, the University
Printing Office. The second and third
ed itors can attest personally to the
invaluable help of the staff of the Printing
Office and its director for many years, C.
E. Moran, Jr., and to their willingness to
go above and beyond the call of duty in
meeting an editor's sometimes
unreasonable requests. This cooperative
venture provides a classic example of the
favorable results which flow from a
writing and editing effort joined with a
printing operation in which there is a
personal commitment to producing a
periodical which is not only pleasing to
the eye but which also comes out on
time.

WRITERS

The broad range of topics of the News
Letter is matched by the diversity in the
background of the authors, who quite
literally have come from all walks of life.



Table 2
News Letter Circulation, By Category of Subscribers, December 1974

I. Within Virginia
A. Individuals 4,089
B. Publ ic Libraries 139
C. College and University Libraries

1. Four-Year and Two-Year Colleges and Universities 61
2. Community Colleges 23

D. Junior and Senior High School Libraries
1. County Schools 337
2. CitySchools 140
3. Private Schools 63

E. Newspaper Ed itors 160
F. U.S. Senators and Congressmen 11
G. Members of the Virginia General Assembly 140
H. Chambers of Commerce 134
I. Planning District Commissions 19

Subtotal 5,316
II. Outside Virginia

A. Individuals 518
B. University Libraries 56
C. Governmental Research Institutions 87

Subtota I 661
III. Individuals and Libraries in Foreign Countries 154

Grand Total 6,131

Why does the absence of honoraria for
News L ette r art i c Ies fail to limit
significantly the search for authors? One
obvious answer is that academicians live
in good part by the pen. To have one's
work published is helpful in developing
professional stand ing and in enhancing
one's position among colleagues. Not
quite as obvious is the usefulness of the
News Letter in enabling the staff of Rural
Social Economics and later the Institute
to publish some of the results of its
research. A third explanation is the wide
distribution of the News Letter
throughout Virginia, which provides a
relatively speedy way for writing and
publishing on issues of public policy
while those issues are still current. But
perhaps beyond all these is the success of
the first editor in establishing the News
Letter on a firm foundation, in focusing
its interest on matters of current concern,
and in insisting on a publication which
could promote the serious consideration

In the early years each article revolved
around a single theme but was broken up
into individual segments which were
self-contained and meaningful when read
alone. During those years the first editor
prepared the copy himself with some help
from colleagues and students in the
Department of Rural Social Economics.
By the mid-thirties, however, the present
practice of a single article by one author,
with an occasional multiple authorship,
had been firmly established. Under this
arrangement, the role of the first editor
was changed to that of a solicitor of
articles in addition to the task of editing.

In his role as solicitor, the first editor
had to rely on his powers of persuasion,
since the News Letter has never had funds
to pay honoraria to its writers. Wh ile the
experience of the first editor is not
known with precision, comments by him
to the second ed itor make it likely that
the experience of each was very similar.
In his sixteen years of experience, the
second ed itor was responsible for
publishing approximately two hundred
News Letter articles. In only one instance
was the invitation to prepare an article
turned down because of the absence of an
honorarium. The experience of the third
editor has been the same.

Who are these authors and why are
they willing to write when the only
reward is to see their work in print? 0 nly
a general answer can be given to the first
part of this inquiry. The contributions of
co II eagues and students in the first
ed ito r' sow n de p artment were
supplemented by faculty members in
other departments of the University of
Virginia, and by faculty members in the
Department of Agricultural Economics at
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State
University, a pattern of assistance
continued under the second editor as
well. Thus from early times the concept
of the News Letter as a Virginia rather
than a University of Virginia venture was
fi rm Iy established. This concept has
prevailed throughout its existence. When
the News Letter was transferred to the
Institute of Government, members of the
staff of that agency began to appear as
authors, a development which grew quite
naturally out of the on-going Institute
program of research in the field of state
and local government in Virginia. But
bot h the se cond and third editors
pe rs i sted in the search for authors
throughout Virginia and on occasion
elsewhere.

Perhaps a more precise identification
of the authors can be obta ined from two
samples from recent issues. Vo lu me 48
(1971-72) contained articles by each of
two associate professors of government
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and foreign affairs at the University of
Virginia; an assistant professor of political
science at Old Dominion University; the
commissioner of administration in the
governor's office; each of four research
assistants in the Institute; the director of
the Virginia Council on Health and
M ed i cal Care; a co-authorship by a
professor of history at Washington and
Lee University and an architectural
historian from Richmond; a staff member
of the Tayloe Murphy Institute (then the
Bureau of Population and Economic
Research) at the University of Virginia;
and the information director of the
Virginia State Police.

A second example consists of the six
articles published in the last half of the
calendar year 1974. The authors were: an
assistant professor of government and
fo rei gn affa irs at the University of
Virginia; a research aide in the Institute
of Government; a reporter for the
Rich mond-News Leader; an associate
professor of political science at Howard
University while on leave on a summer
appointment in the Institute; an associate
pro fessor of pol itical science at the
University of Richmond; and an associate
professor of history at Old Dominion
University. One will quickly see from
these two examples not only a wide range
in backgrounds but also a continuing
effort to find authors from colleges and
universities other than the University of
Vi rg in i a, an effort which has been
significantly aided by the marked
ex pa n sion of the facu Ities of those
institutions in recent years.

Year
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974

Table 1
News Letter Circulation, 1965-1974

Average
Monthly Circulation

5,666
5,726
5,802
5,972
6,181
6,313
6,295
6,230
6,171
5,867



of matters of public interest in the
Commonwealth.

CIRCULATION

Whatever may be the caliber of the
News Letter articles, however, the final
proof is the extent to which these articles
are made available to the reading public.
From the beginning this point was
emphasized by making the News Letter
available without charge on request.
Moreover, a determined effort was made
to ensure that the News Letter was
available in the various libraries
throughout the state. Unfortunately,
information as to the circulation of the
News Letter and a breakdown by classes
of readersj£ not available for the earlier
years. Statistics on total circulation are
available from the late fifties, however,
and these figures show that the News
Letter mailing list in 1958, after a
complete postcard circularization of the
list had been made, totaled
approximately 5,000. For the last ten
calendar years the average monthly
circulation is shown in Table 1. As can be
seen, the average monthly circu lation has
shown a remarkable stabil ity over the
years.

The breakdown of the list as of
December 31, 1974 is shown in Table 2.
(The figu res cited are for a specific day
and do not reflect changes in process.
Thus, there would normally be twelve
instead of eleven U.S. Senators and
Congressmen.) The Virginia character of
the News Letter is clearly indicated by
the fact that over 86 percent of the
entries on the mailing list are located in
Virginia. Moreover, the strong individual
interest in the News Letter is shown by
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the fact that some two-thirds of the total
mailing list is composed of persons living
in Virginia who appear through a personal
request.

A GOLDEN ANNIVERSARY

A total of 809 News Letter articles
were published during the period January
1925 through December 1974. From the
vantage point of 1975, what can be said
by way of an evaluation of these articles?
In terms of the News Letter's original
purpose as stated by its founders, it is
obvious that a former editor cannot come
to this task with complete objectivity.
Perhaps, however, some concluding
remarks concerning the News Letter as it
went through depression, wars, and
recession may be helpful.

The first editor and President
Alderman in their "Know Virginia"
statement of January 1925 sought for the
News Letter the role of observer,
commentator, and evaluator of Virginia
life in all its aspects, public and private.
Moreover, they believed that such a
periodical could most appropriately be
located within an academic environment
and thus subject to the unwritten but
very real constraints and standards
governing academic writers. Finally, they
saw the News Letter not as a periodical
pursuing a leadership role but rather as
one which would through careful analysis
lead to better informed Virginians. This is
not to say that they regarded certain
subjects as being taboo; it is to say that,
whatever the subject, each article should
meet the requ irements of fairness to the
max imum extent possible. A former
student and collaborator of the first
editor, Robert W. Paterson, has perhaps
expressed it best in his article appraising

the thirty-three years of Wilson Gee's
editorship ("Wilson Gee and the News
Letter," October 15, 1957): "He saw the
News Letter as a potent means not only
of bringi ng information to people but
also as an instrument to present the
sometimes unwelcome truth in palatable
form. He eschewed controversy for the
sake of controversy and instead made the
News Letter a house for constructive
critical thought,"

Paterson concluded that "the News
Letter has had a hand, a pioneering hand,
in the present business, social, and
political climate of the State. It has
contributed much to the gradually
awakened interest of Virginians in the
problems of the State. It has accentuated
the opportunities that remain for the
young people of the State to grasp," The
second and third editors could hope for
no finer evaluation of their work by a
futu re writer.

So it is that, given all the tremendous
changes in Virginia, the News Letter
continues to follow the purpose set forth
by the founders. To be sure, unlike 1925,
there are now a number of periodicals
engaged in the task of bringing
information to the people of Virginia.
Nevertheless, the News Letter continues
to be read by many Virginians as attested
by individual and press comments and by
its extensive use in the classroom. Not to
be overlooked are the articles already
published, many of which contain
information and insights of lasting value.
It is good news, therefore, to read the
third editor's statement in the January
1975 issue of the News Letter of his
intention "to publish an anthology of the
most important and worthwhile News
Letter articles drawn from its first fifty
years."
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