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Disney 

NEWSIES
A THOUSAND VOICES. A SINGLE DREAM.

121 minutes • 1992

grossed $2.8 million at the box office in the U.S.
grossed $18 million in rentals

SUMMARY
July 1899: When Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst 
raise the distribution price one-tenth of a cent per paper, 10 
cents per hundred, the newsboys, poor enough already, are out-
raged. Inspired by the strike put on by the trolley workers, Jack 
“Cowboy” Kelly (Christian Bale) organizes a newsboys’ strike. 
With David Jacobs (David Moscow) as the brains of the new 
union and Jack as the voice, the weak and oppressed found the 
strength to band together and challenge the powerful.

DIRECTED BY Kenny Ortega

WRITTEN BY Bob Tzudiker and Noni White 

CAST
Christian Bale .....................Jack ‘Cowboy’ Kelly
David Moscow ...................David Jacobs
Luke Edwards ....................Les Jacobs
Max Casella ........................Racetrack Higgins
Gabriel Damon ...................Spot Conlon
Marty Belafsky ...................Crutchy
Arvie Lowe Jr. .....................Boots
Aaron Lohr ..........................Mush
Trey Parker .........................Kid Blink
Dee Caspary ......................Snitch
Joseph Conrad...................Jake
Dominic Maldonado ...........Itey
Matthew Schoenfeld ..........Snipeshooter (as Matthew Fields)
Mark David .........................Specs
Ivan Dudynsky ....................Dutchy
Michael Lerner ...................Weasel
Bill Pullman.........................Bryan Denton, New York Sun
David James Alexander .....Gov. Theodore Roosevelt
Robert Duval ......................Joseph Pulitzer
Ann-Margaret .....................Medda Larkson

PRODUCED BY Michael Finnell, Ira Shuman, Marianne 
Sweeny
 
ORIGINAL MUSIC BY J.A.C. Redford

The newsboys strike began on July 18, 1899 when tensions 
between New York City newspapers (Joseph Pulitzer’s World, 
and William Randolph Hearst’s Journal) and their distributors 
(i.e., newsboys) over a 10-cent price hike that had started late 
the previous year came to a head with a mob attacking a deliv-
ery wagon in Queens. The next day, the newsboys of New York 
City got together and agreed to go on strike. They shut down 
circulation throughout New York City and from Philadelphia to 
Cincinnati to Boston for two and a half weeks. Kid Blink, a strike 
leader, described their objection thus: “Ain’t 10 cents worth as 
much to us as it is to Pulitzer and Hearst, who are millionaires? 
Well, I guess it is. If they can’t spare it, how can we?”

Although many newspaper moguls of the time hosted Christmas 
dinners and other holiday events for their newsboys, after the 
strike Pulitzer went as far as to host weekend events in vaude-
ville houses, the period equivalent of “kids’ night at the movie.”

Most of the newsies, such as Spot Conlon, Racetrack Higgins 
and Kid Blink, depicted in the film are based on real people from 
the strike. Jack Kelly, however, is a fabrication though he may 
have been based on the real Kid Blink, who was accused of 
being bribed by Pulitzer to end the strike. David is most prob-
ably based on Morris Cohen, the other leader of the strike.

SOURCE: Internet Movie Database, http://www.imdb.com
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THE DEMANDS
The newsboys demanded that 

Joseph Pulitzer, publisher of the 
New York Evening World, and William 
Randolph Hearst, publisher of the 
New York Evening Journal, lower the 
price for 100 newspapers to the pre-
war price, 50 cents.

Between 300 and several thou-
sand boys, who made about 30 cents 
a day, decided to boycott the selling 
of the Evening Journal and the Evening 
World until the price change. 

The newsboys beat anyone, called 
“scabs,” who tried to sell the news-
papers of one they were boycot-
ting. Female “scabs” were spared 
any abuse or molestation because 
as one newsie stated, “We’re sorry, 
but we can’t help it. We ain’t fightin’ 
women.” 

WIDESPREAD STRIKE
The newsboys shut down circula-

tion throughout New York City and 
from Philadelphia to Cincinnati to 
Boston for two and a half weeks. 
The striking newsboys tore up and 
littered the streets with the scraps 
of any papers they could get their 
hands on.

PUBLIC SYMPATHY
As the strike seemed to be tak-

ing effect, the public’s sympathy was 
completely for the boys. More than 
5,000 New York newsies flocked to 
the rally. Newsies took their turns 
giving speeches, and a large floral 
horseshoe was presented to the best 
speaker of the night. The prize went 
to one of the leaders of the move-
ment Kid Blink, nicknamed because 
he was blind in one eye, for the 

speech in which he said: “Ten cents 
in the dollar is as much to us as it is 
to Mr. Hearst, the millionaire. Am I 
right, boys? We can do more with 10 
cents than he can do with 25 cents. 
Is it, boys?”

STARTING A MOVEMENT
A group that got together to start a 

movement to improve the condition 
of the newsies permanently discov-
ered that 2,500 newsboys from ages 
6 to 16 were not being regulated. 
They made recommendations that 
ultimately led to child labor laws. 
• Boys younger than the age of 

10 would not be allowed on the 
streets after 9 p.m.

• All boys must have the consent of 
their parents or guardians before 
they would be allowed to sell 
newspapers

• Newsies must be regularly 
licensed, badged and uniformed.

SIGNS OF WEAKNESS
The newsies’ strike showed signs 

of weakness as more boys got away 
with selling newspapers and there 
was dissatisfaction among the boys 
themselves. It was reported that Kid 
Blink and David Simonds, anoth-
er leader, had become traitors and 
accepted as much as $400 from 
the newspaper leaders to break the 
strike. Simonds was found to be 
innocent, but he resigned from his 
position as president of the Newsboy 
Union. He was later elected treasur-
er, and Morris Cohen replaced him 
as president.

Eventually, three of the newsies 
were charged with both blackmail 
and extortion. They had allegedly 

requested $600 to call off the strike. 
Supposedly if they didn’t get the 
money, they would make the strike 
become stronger. The judge held 
them for trial, and a $1,000 bail was 
set for each of them.

A business manager from the New 
York Evening Journal offered the strik-
ers a compromise stating that they 
would once again charge only 50 
cents per 100 papers, but the news-
boys decided not to accept the offer.

ADULT LEADERSHIP
The newsboys held a rally at 

Gardner’s Hall to organize a new 
union and to elect new officers. 
Elected to serve as the new presi-
dent, 50-year-old James G. Neill 
suggested that the newsboys wear 
badges and become affiliated with 
other labor organizations.

PUBLISHERS ADMIT DEFEAT
Ultimately, the publishers admit-

ted defeat and offered a compromise 
to the newsies to bring an end to 
the strike. The price would stay at 
60 cents per 100 newspapers, but 
the newsies would be able to return 
their unsold papers for a 100 per-
cent refund. The newsies agreed to 
the terms of the compromise and 
returned to the streets to sell their 
newspapers. n

REFERENCES:
“The Newsies Strike of 1899” By Katherine M. 
Kennedy, http://www.umary.edu/faculty/jlbrud/His272/
CarryingtheBanner.htm 
Digital history: “The Progressive Era: Newsies” 
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/database/article_dis-
play.cfm?HHID=166
Child Labor in America 1908-1912, the photo-
graphs of Lewis W. Hine
http://www.historyplace.com/unitedstates/childlabor/
index.html

NEWSIES
The newsies consisted of a large number of boys, 
ranging from ages 8-15, who roamed the streets of 
New York as they tried to sell the daily newspapers for 
a penny a paper to make a living.

Carrying the banner: The newsies strike of 1899

My Name Is 
America:
THE JOURNAL 
OF FINN 
REARDON:
A Newsie, New 
York City, 1899
by Susan 
Campbell 
Bartoletti

When Finn 
Reardon’s father 
dies, he decides 
to support his 
mother and 
eight siblings 
by peddling 
newspapers on 
the street corners 
of New York 
City. But when 
the two biggest 
newspaper 
publishers, Hearst 
and Pulitzer, raise 
the wholesale 
price Finn and his 
friends pay for the 
papers they sell, 
the boys band 
together and go 
on strike.

A group of newsies selling 
on Capitol steps. Tony, age 
8; Dan, 9; Joseph, 10; and 
John, age 11. Washington, 
D.C. Photo by Lewis Hine
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NEWSIES
‘Without newsies, nobody knows nothin’ ’

In the space following each question, write an answer based on the Disney musical movie 
“Newsies.”

QUESTIONS
1. What was a “newsie”?

2. How much did a newspaper cost in 1899? How much does a daily newspaper cost 
in New York City today?

3. What is a “scab”?

4. What is yellow journalism? What was its relation to the news industry of the early 
1900s?

5. What is Tammany Hall?

6. What elected position did Theodore Roosevelt hold in 1899? Five years later, what 
elected position did he hold?

7. In reality, what is the compromise that William Randolph Heart and Joseph Pulitzer 
agree to that ends the newsboys’ strike? How does this differ from the Disney 
movie?

8. In discussing the newsboys’ strike, the reporter for the New York Sun tells Jack it is 
about time David stood up to Goliath. What is the David and Goliath story and how 
does it apply to the strike?

9. “Headlines don’t sell paps, newsies do.” How has that changed in the last 110 
years?

Activity

RESEARCH QUESTION
Research Richard Outcault 
to find out his connection to 
the 1890s newspaper world. 
On your own paper, write 
one paragraph explaining 
what role he played in the 
circulation war between 
Pulitzer and Hearst.
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JULY 21, 1899, PAGE 2 © THE NEW YORK TIMES COMPANY

NEWSBOYS GO ON STRIKE
They Want the Old Price  

of Two Evening Newspapers Restored

“All about de newsboys’ strike!” was the cry that greeted pedestrians along 
Park Row yesterday as the small vendors pushed toward them bunches of 
afternoon sheets. “We sell ’em all ’cept World ’n Journal,” they shouted.

The strike of the newsboys was due to the fact that The Evening World 
and Evening Journal would not reduce their price from 60 to 50 cents per 
hundred. The price was raised to 60 cents at the outbreak of the war when 
papers were in great demand, and the newsboys thought it time it was low-
ered. Word was circulated Wednesday night that there was to be a general 
strike the next morning, and before noon the fun had begun in earnest. Cries 
of “Scab! scab!” followed the few who dared to handle the forbidden papers, 
and before long few of them were to be found on the streets. Several affrays 
of minor importance resulted from the affair.

In the Wall Street district, the strike was voted a nuisance by many 
because of the noisy demonstrations for which the most important busi-
ness points were selected. During the morning many boys attempted to sell 
Evening Worlds and Journals all over the financial quarter, and a dozen scrim-
mages at one moment were features of Wall, Broad and lower Nassau Streets. 
The strikers won in every instance, and many of the papers at which the 
strike was aimed were torn up and littered the pavement.

The police appeared to have been called away to trolley strike duty as 
there was little interference with the boys except at the places where the wag-
ons made deliveries. Here the crowds of striking boys were scattered. They 
claimed that only a few papers were sold. It was, however, possible to obtain 
copies of the boycotted newspapers in many places, but the vendors of them 
were as a rule stalwart youths able to cope with any mob of small boys.

At the Custom House the boys were encouraged to further endeavor to 
secure financial recognition of the cause by a looker-on throwing among 
them a handful of small change to be scrambled for. The zeal of the young-
sters to secure the money was so riotous that pennies, nickels, dimes and 
even quarters were showered on the demonstrators from sidewalks and 
windows. In this way the strikers pocketed a gain far ahead of their average 
daily earnings.

H.H. Kuehn, a striking newsboy, 15 years old, was arrested last night for 
tearing up some newspapers belonging to another boy at Thirty-fourth Street 
and Sixth Avenue. At the West Thirtieth Street Station House he refused to 
give his address. Before the Gerry Society agent arrived a number of the pris-
oner’s comrades went to the station house with large quantities of fruit and 
candy for him. When Kuehn was taken to the Gerry society headquarters a 
large number of the boys followed him.

When the Jersey City newsboys were notified that their brethren in this 
city had struck they held a meeting at the ferry, at the foot of Exchange Place, 
and decided not to sell Journals and Worlds. The wholesale dealers tried to 
persuade them to abandon their resolution, but the boys were steadfast. 
Those who wanted Journals and Worlds could find them at some of the news-
stands, but no boy had them for sale. n

Activity NEWSIES
ANSWERS
1. A person who sold newspapers. Properly known 

as a newsboy.
2. $1/weekday; $2.50/weekend (New York Times)
3. A newsboy who sold papers during the “strike”; 

in general, a derogatory term for a strikebreaker.
4. Yellow journalism is a pejorative reference to jour-

nalism that features sensational or other unethi-
cal or unprofessional practices by the media. 
The term originated during the circulation battles 
between Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World and 
William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal from 
1895 to about 1898. Both papers were accused 
by critics of sensationalizing the news to drive up 
circulation although the newspapers did serious 
reporting as well. The New York press coined 
the term “Yellow Journalism” in early 1897 to 
describe the papers of Pulitzer and Hearst. The 
term may also have referred to the publication 
of  “The Yellow Kid” cartoon, which was literally 
colored yellow. 

5. Tammany Hall was the Democratic Party political 
machine that played a major role in New York City 
politics from the 1790s to the 1960s. It controlled 
party nominations and patronage in Manhattan.

6. Theodore Roosevelt was governor of New York 
and became president in 1901 after the assas-
sination of William McKinley.

7. In reality, the newsies succeeded only in getting 
the publishers to refund the price of all unsold 
papers, not to reduce the price to the pre-war 50 
cents per 100 papers. In the Disney musical, the 
newsies “won.”

8. According to the First Book of Samuel in the 
Old Testament, the story describes the victory of 
young Hebrew David, who unexpectedly killed 
the Philistine Goliath. The story names have 
become a cliché anytime one person or team has 
an unexpected victory over a larger opponent.

9. Newsstand sales do not account for a large per-
centage of newspaper sales. Also, home circula-
tion is decreasing at most papers. More readers 
are getting their news online.

RESEARCH 
Richard Felton Outcault, a comic strip scriptwriter, 
sketcher and painter, created the series “The Yellow 
Kid.” He is considered the inventor of the modern 
comic strip. Outcault began his career as Thomas 
Edison’s technical illustrator but soon joined Joseph 
Pulitzer’s New York World. Pulitzer used Outcault’s 
comics in an experimental color supplement, which 
used a single-panel color cartoon on the front page 
called Hogan’s Alley and depicted an event in a 
fictional slum. A character in the panel, The Yellow 
Kid, gave rise to the phrase “yellow journalism.” The 
color yellow was picked because it was difficult to 
print at the time. In October 1896, Outcault defected 
to William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal.


