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of a French military unit. “With the latest and most improved method of killing,” she wrote, “the trenches for more 
than 300 miles are nothing more than a double line of slaughter pens.” On this tour she saw intense shelling, but she 
also discovered camaraderie—and hope. “These men are all soldiers,” she explained, “fighting for their beloved 
land. And they are also human beings.” Raines not only provided New York Evening Sun readers with first-hand 
observations of belligerent troops, but she also revealed how civilians across Western Europe were struggling to 
cope with loss, despair, and uprooted lives. 
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“Barred from Firing Line, Harried by Censors, Must Even Have Pass to Leave Town”  

In the spring of 1915, American war correspondent Leonora Raines visited Western front 
battlefields as the guest of a French military unit. “With the latest and most improved method of 
killing,” she wrote, “the trenches for more than 300 miles are nothing more than a double line of 
slaughter pens.” On this tour she saw intense shelling, but she also discovered camaraderie—and 
hope. “These men are all soldiers,” she explained, “fighting for their beloved land. And they are 
also human beings.”[i] Raines not only provided New York Evening Sun readers with first-hand 
observations of belligerent troops, but she also revealed how civilians across Western Europe 
were struggling to cope with loss, despair, and uprooted lives. 

For more than a century, scholars have considered how journalists bore witness to the Great War, 
often drawing from the most prominent and readily available sources—in other words, often 
relying upon the works of white, male journalists and the largest news organizations that 
employed them. These studies have been invaluable, but any attempt to present an overview 
tends to portray a portion of the story as though it is the complete and final record. In our own 
scholarship, we have continually been struck by the exceptions, by how many questions remain 
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unanswered, and by the many individuals whose lives and stories remain unexamined and 
untold. 

Our research on Leonora Raines and another all-but-forgotten war correspondent, Cecil Dorrian, 
explores their interactions with government propagandists, military censors, official sources, and the 
people they met along the way. Though Raines and Dorrian worked separately and might not have even 
known each other, each woman’s war reporting reveals a commitment to viewing the battle through a 
wide range of perspectives and circumstances. Rather than bringing home the news of Americans 
abroad, Raines and Dorrian provided their readers with a multi-layered look at the conflict, on the home 
front and in the trenches. Dorrian’s articles, for instance, balanced the voices of the military official with 
the shopkeeper, the young mother with the soldier, the refugee with the statesman.  

In the summer of 1914, Raines was 48 years old, divorced, and living in Paris, where she had 
been writing about fashion, art, and music for several years. She was part of a prominent Atlanta 
family, educated in private schools and fluent in French. Soon after the war began, the New York 
Sun commissioned Raines as its Paris-based special correspondent, syndicating her stories 
throughout the United States. Her hometown paper, the Atlanta Constitution, also featured her 
writing while providing readers with updates about Raines’ whereabouts.[ii] Among other 
findings, Fondren’s analysis of Raines’ reporting from 1914–1919 shows that tepid interactions 
with military officials and foreign censors shaped her wartime coverage from France, Belgium, 
Holland, and Germany. 

Dorrian was 32 and living with her mother in England when she began covering the war as a 
European news correspondent for the Newark Evening News in the spring of 1915. A Barnard 
College alumna who grew up in Manhattan, Dorrian had previously been on the staff of the New 
York Tribune as its dramatic editor. Her early articles often relied upon theater news as one lens, 
among many, through which to view the war. Edy’s analysis of Dorrian’s war coverage also 
shows that although Dorrian did not visit war zones beyond the Western Front until 1917, even 
when she was based in London, France, or Belgium, she provided a transnational perspective, 
considering causes, consequences, and concerns relating to nearly every country involved. 
Dorrian’s in-depth articles drew from such a broad range of expert, civilian, military, and 
international sources that her Evening News editors often reminded readers of the value of 
Dorrian’s exclusive reports. At war’s end the Allied Expeditionary Forces (AEF) recognized her 
as one of sixteen visiting war correspondents of longest service, commending her coverage of 
Army operations.[iii] 

A Fresh Look at WWI Reporting, Source Materials, and Access 

AEF records from 1918 and 1919 include several references to Raines and Dorrian for their 
credentialed work as war correspondents, and both women wrote for leading metropolitan daily 
newspapers that featured their articles prominently, often on the front page. Although few 
secondary histories published before 2017 even mention Raines or Dorrian, they were just two 
among several dozen women whose prolific war reporting reached hundreds of thousands of 
readers nationally and across the globe.[iv] 
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Any study that seeks to uncover nontraditional subjects must rely upon nontraditional sources, a 
premise that was key to the work of the first historians who sought to help the true majority—
women and other disenfranchised individuals—reclaim their past.[v] Our respective studies on 
Raines and Dorrian depend largely on nontraditional sources, including correspondence, 
scrapbooks, passenger logs, passport applications, as well as materials from digitization projects 
that have made it far easier to access a wider range of historical publications.[vi] 

Recent World War I historiographies laud a shift that began at the end of the twentieth century, 
toward social and cultural histories that expand our understanding of the war to include gender 
analyses, power structures, and transnational perspectives.[vii] Fortunately, the move toward 
digitization of archival records and news collections complements the need for diversification in 
our field, while helping to democratize access to the widest array of materials. 

The broadest consideration of source materials benefits all historians, but it is particularly 
important, as noted above, for historians who seek to understand a broader spectrum of society. 
Similarly, it seems to have been the approach that Raines and Dorrian took in their own work. 
The fact the two women themselves were disenfranchised might well have contributed to a need 
to consult a wider range of sources. Likewise, their newcomer or outsider status, as women in a 
male-dominated profession writing about a traditionally male domain, might also have led 
sources to open up to them more fully and less formally. In our analysis of international 
government and military records in addition to news articles, we observed intriguing similarities 
and differences, not only comparing Raines’ and Dorrian’s articles, but in the context of their 
contemporaries as well. 

“A Jig-Saw Puzzle Picture Still in the Box”: Piecing Together ‘Truth’ in War 

Both reporters frequently described their creative measures to overcome obstruction by military 
officials who withheld information, prevented their access to sources, and then scrutinized, 
redacted, and delayed their work.[viii] In a 1918 article datelined “WITH THE AMERICAN 
ARMIES, VESLE FRONT,” Cecil Dorrian explains that the story of the war “is a jig-saw puzzle 
picture still in the box.” When she asks a lieutenant whether they are on the main road of supply, 
he tells her, “quite truthfully, that he doesn’t know,” Dorrian explains. When she asks a lorry 
driver, he tells her, “with perfect candor: ‘Why, I don’t know who gets it, and I don’t really know 
what it is I’ve got here. I only know I’m to put my load down at a house in Fere.’” All of which, 
Dorrian concludes, goes to show “how it is that the full story, in detail, of operations is not 
available yet.”[ix] 
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“Paris Cut Off from Letters of Troops Fighting in Trenches,” Leonora Raines, Washington Post, 
October 24, 1915. World War History: Daily Records and Comments As Appeared in American 
and Foreign Newspapers (1915 October 22–25). Courtesy of the Library of Congress. 

 

Raines’ story about German soldiers as people with feelings—and fears—stood in stark contrast 
to the Allied propaganda of the cruel and cold-blooded German fighter. German military 



officials, as records show, monitored Raines’ work and considered American journalists 
particularly influential in the fight for global public opinion before the U.S. entered the war in 
April 1917.[x] Raines, on a press tour through the Kaiserreich, traveled to Berlin and interviewed 
the fiancée of a Prussian soldier stationed at the Eastern Front. This woman shared love letters 
that portrayed the dread and hopefulness of trench warfare with Raines, and the New York 
Evening Sun published these accounts in July 1915.[xi] 

As scholars of journalism history, we can learn from war correspondents’ techniques and 
continue to diversify our sources and perspectives. For this research essay, we combined our 
respective expertise—and our access to primary documents—relating to the history of gender, 
military-press relations, and international propaganda. While our two projects are in progress, 
this interdisciplinary, cooperative approach has allowed us to construct stories that are more 
complex and, therefore, more revealing. 
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