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INTRODUCTION: MARGUERITE DEL GIUDICE

In longer pieces, figuring out the architecture is always a puzzle—how to tell a story in a way that’s understandable and easily followed, with depth and insight, and so compelling that the reader forgets they’re reading it. Reporting these types of stories is a nightmare because you never know exactly what you’re going to need, and so you have to record for future possible use every single thing you see, hear, read, or sense. You’re using facts to create what somebody once called “a fictive dream.”

The superstars of narrative literary journalism tend to be stylists and specialists—it’s not hard to notice the byline after you’ve read a piece by Joan Didion, Ron Rosenbaum, or Jeanne Marie Laskas. But we’re here to praise the generalist, that rare, invaluable species that flourished in newspapers and magazines through the 1980s and ‘90s. A generalist is a writer without a signature style or beat, but one who tries just about everything. They don’t want to be tied down, and it’s this mix of restlessness, curiosity, and searching that helped guide Marguerite Del Giudice, a premier generalist, through a versatile and productive fifteen-year career as a staff writer for the Boston Globe and the Philadelphia Inquirer. Nothing about Del Giudice’s prose calls attention to itself. Though she has an eye for cinematic detail, her writing style is all about story and character. As a feature writer, Del Giudice investigated a UFO encounter over Alaska, filed dispatches from Central America, spent a year chronicling the lives of a typical American family, had drinks with mafia hitmen in Atlantic City, ate breakfast with Senator Ted Kennedy, and danced with Guy Lombardo.

 Subsequently, she wrote cover stories for the New York Times Magazine and National Geographic that sent her around the world. Throughout her work, varied as it is, Del Giudice is steadfast in her devotion to her subjects—especially the people she writes about. There is a sense of respect and dignity she grants the people she writes about—even when she’s being circumspect—and it’s this space that makes them more than just fodder for the morning news. In a quiet but forceful manner, Del Giudice’s stories are interested in the gray, complicated areas of life. In “A Death in Vermont,” written on deadline in a very brief period of time, Del Giudice fleshes out what could be a rote story about a small-town murder into something evocative, conscientious, and understated. It’s a gift—telling the story without becoming part of the story—and one that is often overlooked. Del Giudice has this gift and wears it lightly, the consummate pro, and a natural-born generalist.

 —Alex Belth

Alex Belth: Did you grow up wanting to be a writer?

Marguerite Del Giudice: No. I think of myself as an accidental journalist. I was born with some skills that are a natural for a reporter. I could always write, but I didn’t really know what I was doing. And I was very curious by nature. If something didn’t add up I would keep asking questions until I got an answer or realized the person either didn’t know or they weren’t going to tell me. People always talked to me too for some reason.

 I didn’t go to college to study journalism. It was a miracle that I went to college at all. I grew up in Madison, New Jersey, as a second-generation Italian girl from a somewhat insular family with old-world values. Fifty years ago, college was not automatic in the Italian culture, especially for girls. Madison is an upscale bedroom community for New York City, but I lived my early years in the Little Italy section of town. Growing up, I remember my father pounding the kitchen table, saying he’d mortgage his house to make sure his son, my older brother, got an education. The day I told him I was going to Northeastern University, he pounded the table and said, “I forbid you to go!” I went anyway. We made up, life went on, and I made my way out of the fold. He was just trying to be protective. He couldn’t wrap his head around the idea that the baby of the family, his little girl, was going off alone to Boston. It may as well have been Calcutta!

AB: What made you break out of that mold?


MDG: Well, I guess I’m independent by nature, I think I was my own person from an early age. But the pivotal actual event would have to be Joe Potts, who was my English teacher senior year in high school. I was in the business course, because that was a common path for bright Italian girls at the time. They’d become executive secretaries for Allied Chemical or Chubb & Son, which had their New York headquarters near Madison, and they’d go there and more or less run departments without having the titles or the money. Madison High was like a secretarial feeder school for them. That’s where I was headed, taking typing and Gregg shorthand, both of which happen to be skills that ended up serving me well as a reporter because I could type and take notes like the wind.

 One day Mr. Potts called me in after school. He was kind of a scary teacher and I had always thought he didn’t like me because of how he’d tear my essays apart on the overhead projector. He was grading papers at his desk and never looked up. “I understand you’re not going to college,” he said. “All of your friends are going to college, and you’re sharper than all of your friends, so why aren’t you going to college?” I hadn’t even thought about college. I was a bored B-minus student, more interested in sports and student leadership than academics. School was numbing, I never studied. No one had ever spoken to me like Mr. Potts, no one had suggested a future for me beyond Madison. I was tongue-tied. I remember him at the end, peering up at me over the rims of his glasses. “And don’t tell anyone we had this conversation because I will deny it.” The next day I walked into the Guidance Department and switched from Business to College Prep.


AB: Was he the one who suggested journalism?


MDG: I actually went to college wanting to be a doctor, then I immediately flunked biology. I was figuring out what to do when a girl walked into my dorm room and said, “Hi, I’m Jan. I’m a journalism major,” and something in me lit up. I hadn’t ever thought of journalism, I didn’t read newspapers. The only ones in our house were the Madison Eagle and the Newark Star-Ledger, neither of which interested me. Years later, after my father died, I remember my mother cancelling her subscriptions. “It’s all the same story over and over. They just change the names.”


AB: What made you choose Northeastern?


MDG: I can’t say it was much of a conscious decision. It was a place I could get into. Northeastern also had a cooperative work program, where you’d alternate semesters of school with semesters working at jobs in your field. The program took five years and allowed me to get a degree, and get first-hand experience, and also work my way through school.

 My first co-op job was as a dictationist at United Press International in Washington. This was 1972. I was twenty. Reporters would call in from their beats—the White House, the State Department—and dictate their stories to the dictationists. I also took over the switchboard when the regular was at lunch, one of those panels you’d plug electrical cords into to connect people who called the bureau. On my days off, I’d tag along with reporters on their beats, and on weekends they’d let me work the desk and do some reporting.

 The first story I covered was the panda arrival at Andrews Air Force Base—the gift pandas China sent to Richard Nixon. Hsing-Hsing and Ling-Ling. I think I got that assignment because nobody else wanted to be at Andrew’s Air Force Base at five o’clock in the morning. It was my first bylined story, and it ran on the A-wire. The editor rolled it into my manual typewriter so that when I went into the office there it was. I still have it somewhere.

 My next co-op job was as a Northeastern intern for The Boston Globe. They paid you first year scale and I was a general assignment reporter. For the next three years, I alternated semesters working full-time at the Globe and going to school full-time, but even when I was going to school full-time I worked three shifts a week at the paper. So from the time I was twenty I was working.

 I remember one time being dispatched to some dance hall in Dedham where Guy Lombardo was appearing with his famous swing band. It was near the end of his career. So I’m standing around, people are dancing, a mirrored disco ball is twirling on the ceiling. I didn’t know what I was going to write. So I introduced myself to Guy Lombardo. “Mr. Lombardo, I’m a reporter, but I don’t have a story. But if you dance with me, I’ll have a story.” He had the band play “Little Coquette,” and we started dancing, but then it was like he wasn’t really dancing. “Mr. Lombardo,” I said, “you can’t dance!” He said, “That’s the secret to our music. You don’t have to know how to dance. You just shift back and forth.” Which when you think about it is some kind of mantra for living life. The paper ran a picture of us dancing on Page 3. He died a few years later, and it may have been his last interview. The picture of us is in a frame on my bookshelf.


AB: What was the atmosphere of the newsroom like at that time?


MDG: When I got into the business, journalism was more of a trade than a profession. I straddled the time it was making that transition. A lot of the men I worked with
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