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			To understand perfectly a new country, new situation, the new characters you confront on an assignment, is impossible. To understand more than half, so that your report will have significant correlation with what is happening, is hard. To transmit more than half of what you understand is a hard trick, too, far beyond the task of the so-called creative artist, who if he finds a character in his story awkward can simply change its characteristics.… It is possible, occasionally, to get something completely right—a scene, or a pattern of larceny, or a man’s mind. These are the reporter’s victories, as rare as pitcher’s home runs.



			—BCB memorandum to himself, for
 “How to Read a Newspaper,” a book he
 imagined but never wrote, November 14, 1990
 (quoting A. J. Liebling from The Press)

		

	
		
			When Alan Pakula, who was the director for All the President’s Men, was assembling the cast, he and the actors decided that they wanted Jason Robards to play Bradlee. He said they would pay him $50,000, a lot of money for Jason Robards at that time, and they gave him the script. And Robards was delighted. He went home and read it, and then he came back to meet with Pakula and the actors and said, “I can’t play this part. Have you read the script?” And they said, “Yes, we have, what’s wrong?” And he said, “Ben Bradlee, all he does in the script is run around and say ‘Where’s the fucking story?’ ” And they said to him, “What you’re going to have to do is figure out fifteen ways to play that so it’s different, so it’s elegant,” and that’s actually what he did.

			The genius of Bradlee will never be reduced to a sentence or a paragraph, but it is: he understood that that’s what the executive editor does. He runs around and finds different and elegant ways to say, “Where’s the fucking story?”



			—Bob Woodward, at the awards ceremony for
 the Illinois Prize for Lifetime Achievement
 in Journalism, October 24, 2008
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		I

		I first met Ben years ago, when I was working as a research assistant for Bob Woodward. One spring night Bob and his wife, Elsa, threw a book party for a friend of theirs and invited me to join them when I knocked off work.

		By the time I finished up, the party was in full swing. I walked out of my third-floor office, past the framed apology from Richard Nixon’s press secretary, Ron Ziegler, that Bob keeps at the top of the circular staircase, and then down two swirling flights to the ground floor. The living room, study, and kitchen of the house were jammed with journalists of all stripes and sizes. I had grown up in Washington and should probably have known who everybody was, but I didn’t. I was twenty-five years old and green in almost every way, a kid wandering through a grown-up dinner party.

		I took some wine off a tray and looked for a familiar face. After a while I spied Bob standing next to the island in the middle of the kitchen. He was talking with a group of people, one of whom, an older guy, had his hand on Bob’s shoulder. They were laughing.

		When I got closer, I realized that the older guy was Ben Bradlee. I may not have known who anybody else at the party was, but I knew who he was. I’d seen All the President’s Men, and, like most people who saw that movie, I came away with the impression that Ben was the living avatar of old-school journalistic integrity and rough-hewn charm. I’d also read his memoir during a slow day or two on the third floor, lingering over the pictures, marveling as much at the stories of women throwing themselves at him in the dimly lit arcades of Paris as at his descriptions of Watergate and the Pentagon Papers.

		Bob always spoke of Ben reverently, respectfully. On rare occasions, which I always enjoyed, he would pause while talking about something we were working on to say what Bradlee might have done in a similar situation. We’d usually end up laughing, because a strategically placed “fuck” was involved most of the time. I was excited to meet him.

		Bob turned, saw me lurking, and when the conversational waters parted he introduced me.

		“Hiya!” Ben boomed. He was wearing a blazer and a shirt with an open collar, and he had a drink in his hand. As we shook hands, my mind raced back through his memoir, through everything Bob had told me, desperate for some nugget of casual conversational gold that would show him I was worth getting to know. The right phrase would identify me as a young writer of promise, and before long I’d be cozied up to the table at one of Ben’s legendary dinner parties in Georgetown, sucking down cocktails and lapping my peers.

		That particular bubble burst on contact. Before I could even get “It’s a pleasure to meet you” out of my mouth, Ben had turned back to the conversation he’d been in before I pulled up. I stuck around for a few minutes, hoping that some fortuitous short circuit might route the conversation back to me, but it didn’t. I finished my wine and went home.

		It’s odd to me now, how well I remember it: my excitement, the flash of his greeting, the dreamlike feeling that a door had opened and closed before I even knew it was there. I had no idea then that I would ever come to know Ben. But, looking back on it, that first meeting—all five seconds of it—contained most of the basics. You remember him. He’s better-looking than you are. You want to please him. And if you hope to gain or keep his attention, you had better be quick on the draw. Otherwise, as he loves to say, the caravan moves on without you.

		I didn’t see Ben again until 2007, when Bob found himself shorthanded for a couple of months and asked if I could help him out. One day he poked his head into my office and told me that he and Elsa had been out for dinner the night before with Ben and his wife, the journalist Sally Quinn, and the topic of Ben doing another book had come up.

		“I told them they should hire you,” Bob said. “You should do it.”

		Ten days later, I pulled up in front of Ben and Sally’s exquisite home on N Street, in Georgetown, for an interview. The house and grounds take up almost an entire city block. As Evelyn, the maid, led me through the foyer and into the formal dining room, I tried to take in as much as I could without ogling. The phrase “Ben and Sally” has been synonymous with high Washington society and A-list parties for more than thirty years. The house, particularly the grand ground floor with its large foyer and cavernous living room, looked like a movie set.

		Ben emerged from a door off the den with the remains of that morning’s newspaper in his hand, and we all sat down at the table. Sally did most of the talking. Ben’s memoir, published in the fall of 1995, had been called A Good Life. As Sally imagined it, this book would be “Lessons from a Good Life,” filled with short and inspiring stories about Ben’s time at The Washington Post interspersed with some words of wisdom from the man himself. She had the entire book mapped out already, down to the cover art.

		“Ben’s a writer, so of course he wants to write his own book,” Sally said at one point, to be sure I knew what the rules were.1 Ben rolled his eyes.

		Two weeks later, I walked down to the Post building on 15th Street to meet with Ben at his office, on my own. On the phone, Sally had told me how thrilled Ben had been about our interview, how excited he was to get started, that he might huff and puff a little but that really he wanted everything exactly as she had described it to me. I didn’t believe her, but I wanted to, so I went.

		Ben’s secretary, Carol, picked me up in the lobby and brought me up to Ben’s office on the seventh floor. He was tilted back in his chair, reading a newspaper behind a great oval desk. A set of overstuffed bookshelves lined the wall behind him. The far wall, looking out over 15th Street, was set with large windows that let in surprisingly little of the afternoon sun. Carol knocked gently on the open door, and when Ben looked up she led me in and introduced me.

		To say that he had no idea who I was, or what I was doing there, isn’t quite true. Carol and Sally had prepped him, so in the most minimal sense he knew. But, basically, he had no idea who I was or what I was doing there. I could tell by how he said hello to me. I took a seat, sweat cooling palpably in my armpits. Carol left the door open and went back out front.

		“What can I do for you?” he asked.

		I hadn’t been nervous at their house, but now that I was alone with Ben in his element my mouth had somehow become untethered from my brain. I recited the things Sally had told me to say: We can take it slow, I can do some preliminary work and see if it turns into anything, if there’s no book there then we won’t force it. I have a vague, uncomfortable memory of saying something about what an honor it would be to work with him.

		When I got done, he said simply, “I’ve already written one book. I’m not in any big rush to write another one.”

		I said I understood, which I did. I started to put my notebook away.

		But he wasn’t quite ready to kick me out yet. He asked me about my experience with Bob, and as I rattled on about it I hit on something funny and he laughed. The smile that the laugh brought with it completely transformed his face. It was like looking at a different person. His whole face sharpened, came alive. He leaned back in his chair.

		I remember his being immaculately turned out that day: black sweater, gray slacks, shoes that revealed themselves to be leather ankle-zip boots when he put his feet up on the desk, glasses just so, hair swept back in a hard part. He was the most attractive eighty-five-year-old man I’d ever seen. Bob once described Ben as “Kirk Douglas as a submarine commander,” and that’s exactly it. His voice sounds like it comes from the bottom of Boston Harbor.

		After a couple of minutes of back-and-forth, Ben mentioned that he had a bunch of boxes in storage someplace but had no idea what was in them.

		“Would you like to look at those?” he asked.

		It was an opening, a small one. Woodward had vouched for me, and now I had passed some sort of threshold. “I would love to look at those,” I said.

		“Carol knows where they are.” He waved his hand, and that was it. He went back to his newspaper, and I saw myself out.

		Ten days later, Carol called to tell me to come back down to the paper. The boxes were coming, and there were a lot of them.

		

		
			1 In ghostwriterland, that meant that only Ben’s name would be on the spine, and I would be expected to be tactfully vague about my own contributions.
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		They came in tranches of four, seven, and nine—brown legal boxes, numbered sequentially and marked “Bradlee.” Courteous custodial workers wheeled them out of the elevator and through the chiming glass doors that mark the entrance to the seventh-floor executive suite of the Washington Post building. I looked on with no small amount of apprehension as box after box dropped with a thunk, stuffed to the gills with the accreted professional life of one of the most famous newspaper editors in the world.

		The first box I opened was so thoroughly filled with onionskin copies of Ben’s correspondence that its sides were bowed. There were hundreds and hundreds of letters in this one box alone. I had to start somewhere, so I sat down at a desk in the temporary office the Post had given me and pulled one of the folders at random. The papers inside were so old and fine that I could see my fingers through them.

		I didn’t know what I was looking for, but after a few minutes I came across a letter to Kay Graham, then the Post’s owner and publisher, from a man named William H. Dodderidge:

		
			October 17, 1977

			Dear Mrs. Graham:

			Messrs. Eugene Meyer and Philip L. Graham must be turning over in their graves because of the way you are dragging down what used to be a wonderful newspaper.

			In my humble opinion, I think the persons really responsible for The Washington Post’s decline are Benjamin C. Bradlee and Philip L. Geyelin.1 I hope the day is not far off when you fire those two peckerwoods …

		

		Beneath it was Ben’s response:

		
			Dear Mr. Dodderidge:

			Your letter to Mrs. Graham reminded me of the story about W. C. Fields sitting with a drink in his hand in his garden one afternoon.

			His secretary interrupted him repeatedly to tell him that a strange man wanted to see him and refused to say what he wanted to see him about. Finally Fields told his secretary to give the man “an equivocal answer—tell him to go fuck himself.”

			Sincerely,

		

		This was going to be fun.

		Many of the letters were to and from people with ordinary complaints—“You forgot the box scores,” “I’m canceling my subscription,” “You’re clearly a Communist.” But some of them sang. Ben, to an undergraduate who wanted to go into journalism but wondered what to major in:

		
			I would major in something other than journalism. You could be taught how to structure a story pretty fast. You can’t be taught the really valuable things like judgment and ethics and priorities and compassion and sensitivity. You’ve got to experience those or read about people who have experienced that. Journalism wants you when you’re wise, not when you know how to structure a story.

		

		And then there was this, also from 1977, which distills an entire (foolish) debate into its essence:

		
			It is almost impossible to keep personal values out of a story. Don’t think of objectivity; think of fairness. You can be fair while expressing values. A fire is big or it’s small or it’s tall or it’s puny. You’re still fair.

		

		To one person who wrote in complaining about something he’d read in another publication, Ben wrote simply, “I can only conclude that you are an idiot.” To another, who blamed Ben for everything that was wrong with American journalism and threatened to spit in his face if he ever “had the displeasure” of meeting him, Ben wrote back, “The trouble with American journalism is readers like you. If you spit in my face, you would regret it.”

		The publisher of The Pueblo Chieftain, in Pueblo, Colorado, wrote to Ben in 1985, taking him to task for his recent appearance on a panel at a publishers association meeting. “How ironic it was to watch Ben Bradlee and Don Hewitt,2” the man wrote, “…  display their arrogance as they criticized a media credibility study which reveals that the public views the press as being arrogant.” After another paragraph of thinly veiled sanctimony, he signed the letter “Cordially and sincerely.”

		This is Ben’s response, in full:

		To the Publisher:

		
			Editors do run the risk of appearing arrogant if they choose to disagree with anybody who calls them arrogant.

			You sound like one of those publishers who aims to please his pals in the community and give them what they want.

			No one will call you arrogant that way. No one will call you newspaperman, either.

			Cordially and sincerely,
 [image: ]

		

		He was willing to stick it to pretty much everybody, from his friends and colleagues to larger public figures. He began one letter to Jesse Jackson, “You are one mean dude,” and then proceeded to ream Jackson for his consistent attempts to influence the Post’s coverage of his agenda:

		
			I’m telling you, as your buddy, that it really is getting counterproductive. And it’s got nothing to do with race.…

			If you are writing your letter of July 26 to me to show to some other people, well and good. So be it. But if you are writing that letter to help your cause, the cause of the good people in this world, you are close to being counterproductive. Next time you’re in town, let’s talk about that. Let’s talk about what newspapers are for. One of the things they are not for is simply this: They are not to serve anyone’s special interest.…

			Your friend,

		

		When Barry Goldwater, another friend of Ben’s, took to the Senate floor to put up a stink about the Post’s publication of information about a signals intelligence satellite—information that was already in the public domain, it turned out—Ben wrote, “That’s me you’re recommending be tried for treason, friend, and I resent the hell out of it.”

		But there was humility, too. When he had to eat it, he ate it. In July of 1976, the Post ran a news story about Senator George McGovern’s decision to rent his home in Washington to the Syrian ambassador. To any neutral eye the story was slanted, full of implication about McGovern’s foreign policy views that had nothing to do with the rental arrangement. The Post’s editorial page disavowed the story, and so did Ben:

		
			Dear George:

			I think that our story about your house was bullshit, and I’m sorry it ever ran.

			Sincerely,

		

		Internally, he was as direct but more extreme. On a different story, during the eighties:

		
			Dear Tom:

			You fucked up big time.

			I can’t let yesterday’s incident pass. You violated some basic rules, despite the fact that all the radars were on as a result of the Cooke case.

			You took a quote out of context in a way that was guaranteed to get the quote denied by the FBI, and you were really daring me to cut it out.

			I could easily have backed you. I wanted to because I trusted you and I believed you; and had I done so, I would have been in the same goddamn shit sandwich that I find myself in now.

			You lost my trust, no matter how good that story was. And you lost the trust of some of your colleagues.

		

		He seemed particularly irked by people—reporters, editorial colleagues, job applicants—who thought more highly of themselves than they should:

		
			I have reviewed your clips, your letters, reports of your conversations, and I find you lacking. You lack courtesy, you lack flexibility, you lack any semblance of humility. You think you are better than you are, which is not sinful, but it is apparent …

			I don’t think you would be happy here, and I don’t think we would be happy with you here.

		

		But he didn’t always bring out the rapier. Sometimes he could be much more gentle about the comedown, as with a young man who had written (as so many did) to “Ben Bradley” looking for advice:

		
			Dear Mr. Patterson:

			The first advice I would give anyone looking for a job in the newspaper business is that you spell the name of the editor correctly.

			After you have learned that, I think I would advise you to decide what you want to do. You haven’t convinced me you are interested in journalism yet, sounds more like you want me to choose something for you. I can’t do that.

		

		As a rule, he wasn’t big on giving advice. People needed to figure things out for themselves. “Read a lot,” he told one aspirant. “Work harder than anyone you know, and you will find it if it’s there.”

		Sometimes there were tidbits you could use:

		
			Dear Sandie:

			I wish I had been told so many things when I was your age. But one special thing would have helped me enormously, and it is this: Any time spent convincing other people that you are or were important is wasted.

		

		And in more than a few places there was a surprising tenderness, given Ben’s reputation as a fire-breather:

		
			Dear Susan:

			That’s quite the nicest letter I ever got.

			I will miss you, no matter how unprofoundly we knew each other.

			Your letter gives me credit for all sorts of virtues I don’t have. You are an able and interesting person who seems to me at first glance to appreciate grace and lots of other things.

			We will all miss you, but your reasoning sounds convincing. If the personal reasons why it is best for you not to be in Washington are what they sound like, he is wrong.3

			Your friend,

		

		He also rarely missed a chance to crack a joke. One reader sent in a crossword puzzle that he had completed backwards, and Ben wrote him a one-line response: “!SNOITALUTARGNOC”. (Ben loves crosswords.) On a letter of complaint from George Allen, the reviled coach of the Washington Redskins, Ben simply wrote, “File under ‘Assholes.’ ”

		One of my earliest favorites was Ben’s response to former president Ronald Reagan during the nineties, when Reagan invited Ben to California for a conference called “What’s Wrong with American Politics?” Ben had written back, “Thank you so much for your invitation to attend your conference … I am really impressed that you think you can answer that question in two days.”

		

		
			1 Geyelin was the longtime editor of the Post’s editorial page. Meyer was Kay Graham’s dad, and Phil Graham was her husband; both men preceded her as publisher of the Post.

			2 Hewitt was the creator and executive producer of 60 Minutes.

			3 He was guessing—correctly, as it turned out—that she was leaving because of a breakup with an unnamed boyfriend.

		

	
		III
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		I came in every afternoon to read. I didn’t spend much time with the real Ben at first. Half the time, I had no idea whether he knew who I was. One early “meeting” ended when I asked him how much thought he had put into some of his letters, and he said, “The number of letters I wrote twice you could put in your ear.” Another ended when he started working on a crossword puzzle while I was in the middle of a sentence.

		He didn’t have much interest in the stuff I was digging up from the files, either. Whenever I found a letter that I thought was particularly incisive or relevant or funny I would bring it in to him in his office. He would hold it up, scan it for a couple of seconds, and then put it aside with the very clear intention of never looking at it again. I got used to it after a while.
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		One of the first things you notice about Ben, both the written and the in-person Ben, is his vocabulary, his vernacular, his penchant for one-liners and salty phrases. You don’t have to hang around too long before you’ll get a good, honest “fuck” out of him. It’s a functional component of his charm. I could hear him cursing from the next office over, and so could the rest of the seventh floor. People would poke their heads out of their offices just to hear what he might say next.

		Within days I found myself saying “fuck” or one of its equivalents in places where it didn’t belong, under the misguided notion that it would give me street cred with him. I watched other people do it, too. Swearing with Ben makes you feel like you’re part of his club, the club that doesn’t take anything too seriously. Apparently even Kay Graham started doing it, after a fashion. But Ben’s the master, and nobody will tell you differently. He can say the word “fuck” with Mandarin variation and tonal control.

		The film version of All the President’s Men is accurate in that regard. Jason Robards, who plays Ben, is constantly spewing curse words. “What kind of a crazy fucking story is this?” he says near the start. Then, later: “Fuck it! We’re sticking with the boys.” The movie had to be edited heavily in order to be shown on TV:1
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			Click here to view a plain text version.

		

		It’s not just curse words, though. He uses all kinds of different colorful expressions when he wants to cut to the chase. In the middle of an interview with Woodward and Carl Bernstein in 1973, for the book version of All the President’s Men, Ben’s stepdaughter, Nancy Pittman, walked into the room:

		
			BW: We’re interviewing your father just for posterity.

			B: They’re writing a book and they’re zeroing in on some of my mistakes.

			BW: Do you get any feeling about what your reaction was when Nixon came out and said rather categorically in fact no one is involved—

			B: The only one that tightened my sphincter—

			BW: [To Nancy] Does he always talk like this around you?

		

		The letters are also dotted with vintage phrases, the kind that only Ben can get away with:

		
			Dear Frank:

			I’m late in answering your letter. It isn’t that I have all that goddamn much on my alleged mind, beyond imminent fatherhood, trying to thwart CBS’s plans to steal Woodward for half a million bucks or thereabouts, worrying about some new raspberry plants I just put in, and generally feeling up to my ass in midgets.

		

		A tough situation becomes, in Ben’s mouth, “a basket of crabs”; an unaccomplished rich person a “busted flush”; somebody who disrespects a Washington Post reporter should expect to “hang by his thumbs for a month” before ever seeing his side of a story in print. On a transcribed phone call with a lawyer who had threatened to sue the Post preemptively about a story that hadn’t yet run, Ben began by saying, “I’ve got to tell you that I think that letter has got more bullshit in it per square inch than any letter I’ve received in years. Honest to God.”

		Carol, Ben’s secretary, likes to tell the story about the time her son met with Ben because he’d had a problem in college and wanted some advice. After the meeting was over and her son was walking out, Ben clapped him on the back and said, for all of the seventh floor to hear, “Keep your pecker up.”

		That’s Ben.

		The story that can’t be topped is the one told at Ben’s retirement roast in the newsroom, in 1991, by reporter Tom Lippman:

		
			I had become a sort of freelance guru on style and grammar and usage for people around the newsroom. One day I had an almost hesitant, almost blushing visit from Debbie Regan, who many of you will remember … was Ben’s secretary at the time. Ben had been dictating a letter on that little tape recorder, I guess, which Debbie had to transcribe, and she came over to my desk looking extremely uncomfortable.

			She hemmed and hawed a little bit and she said, “Look, I have to ask you something.”

			I said, “Yeah, what is it, Debbie?”

			She said, “Is dickhead one word or two?”

		

		One night early on I rode out with him to the University of Maryland for a symposium in honor of Shirley Povich, the late and celebrated sportswriter for the Post. Ben loved Povich. He always says that when he first came to the Post, in 1948, Shirley Povich and the cartoonist Herblock were The Washington Post, the only true assets the paper had. Everybody on the panel was telling sports stories, and after a while Ben got bored. A couple of times he stuck both legs straight out in front of him and looked at his shoes, like a boy would. All the talk of blogs and the Internet wasn’t doing much for him.

		Then George Solomon, the former editor of the Post’s sports section, began to tell an anecdote about how Povich had helped integrate the press box at one sporting event or another. “Now this is a great story,” Solomon said, launching into it with gusto.

		He had barely gotten the words out of his mouth before Ben stirred on the other side of the stage. “We’ll tell you if it’s a great story, George,” he said.

		The crowd laughed, and so did the panelists. It did not require any great leap of the imagination to see a younger version of this man presiding as executive editor over a raucous story conference at the paper, cracking people up while also putting them in their place.

		“It’s good to know that at your age you still know how to take a cheap shot,” Solomon said, blushing, amused, entirely unoffended.

		At one point Michael Wilbon, the ESPN host who was then still a Post sports columnist, started talking about how much he had revered The Washington Post before he went to work there as an intern in 1979. He talked about how excited he had been to come to the paper that Ben Bradlee ran, how mythic Ben and the Post were in his own mind because of Watergate. He had watched All the President’s Men the night before his first day on the job, he said. He was almost misting up about it.2

		As Wilbon was wrapping up his spiel, the audience collectively caught sight of Ben in the next chair over. He was sawing on an improvised air violin and rolling his eyes for effect. The gesture was expertly timed and executed, playing to an audience Ben knew would be watching. He was poking fun at Wilbon for being sentimental but also showing that he didn’t take his own mystique too seriously. The crowd roared, even Wilbon laughed. He’d been had by his old boss, and he loved it.

		I’ve seen Ben whip that violin out on any number of people since then. He’s pretty ruthless. When Sally got up at his eighty-eighth birthday party and started talking about how Ben was her hero, he didn’t waste much time with it, either. When the spirit moves him, nobody is safe—not his wife or his friends, not other journalists or esteemed fellow panelists or anybody else. One step too far into sentimentality or self-importance and blam, there he is, taking the air out of the situation, showing you your pomposity (or preemptively leavening his own), demonstrating to everybody else that he’s on to you. The mocking is almost always gentle; everybody laughs, because Ben is unfailingly charming and it’s all in good fun. But the message is clear, consistent, unmistakably Ben down to its core: Cut the crap, keep it moving, save the self-serving details. Just get it out of your typewriter, kid.

		

		
			1 According to Gary Arnold, who reviewed the movie in the Post in April of 1976, Robards’s performance single-handedly “liberalized the ratings system, making the most famous sexual four-letter word of them all acceptable for the PG classification as long as it isn’t spoken in a sexual context.”

			2 Wilbon retired from the Post in December of 2010, and in his final column he talked about “the complete awe, even 30 years later, I still feel whenever I’m in the company of Ben Bradlee, even if it’s just seeing him in the elevator.”

		

	
		IV

		
			Dear Ben:

			On your 80th I want to say some of the things that seem never to get said. For reasons of maleness, and maybe time, I’ve rushed by too much that is important, the really, truly important. These things become too important to discuss. Let me try.

		

		The letter was dated August 26, 2001, typewritten on Bob’s personal stationery, with “AS SENT” jotted diagonally across the top left-hand corner in Bob’s trademark scrawl. He pulled it out of an expandable manila folder marked “BRADLEE” and pushed it across the table toward me.

		We were sitting at the back of Bob’s living room on Q Street, at the same round table where hundreds of government officials have said things that they eventually regret saying into Bob’s tape recorder. My own tape recorder was there now. It was still early on, before I knew Ben very well, and I had been making the rounds of the ten or fifteen people who knew him best in search of good stories. I had saved Bob for last.

		We were talking about the first time he met Ben, and though he recited a version of it to me in person the letter catches it in a more complete way:

		
			I’ll begin with memory—my first of you. It was the first Friday in September 1971. I was waiting outside your office in the old Post. This was the last interview before being hired: Bradlee meets all the new hires; he almost never says no, but he might or he could. The rule was watch your ass, be careful and don’t get into stray talk. Bradlee’s got a short attention span. (At about this very same hour on this same day, unknown to both of us at the time, two guys named E. Howard Hunt and G. Gordon Liddy were boarding a plane at Dulles to Los Angeles so they could burglarize the office of the psychiatrist to Daniel Ellsberg.)

			Could it be that you did not have a window in your old office? In any case that is what I remember. Maybe some renovations were underway? So the office seemed smaller than it should have been. You were already known as this energy force at the paper, and why should this force have such a small, cramped office, I wondered. For about two seconds. Then you turned on the lights—your face, eyes, the undivided focus—not exactly the short attention span of legend. The truth is that your strength is your attention span, when something is worth paying attention to. You were not particularly interested in what I had done at the Montgomery County whatever-it-was newspaper. You honed in on one thing. My time in the Navy, five years, not hard war years but a long time. You had been in the Navy, you said, as if it were the brotherhood.…

			Everything after the Navy was easy, we agreed. After the Navy there could be running room. But somebody had to give you a job—a profession in which to run.

			So that’s what you gave me first—running room. It was a magnificent gift. I felt it every day, and it came directly from you. There was this huge sense that we were your boys, or girls or people—the entire newsroom—turned loose. Running room was a matter of pride and obligation. We didn’t understand fully what it was, but we recognized daylight and went for it because that is where you were pointing. Daylight: news, the unexpected and surprising, and the daily folly and occasional generosity of mankind, that endless buffet.

		

		Bob doesn’t normally write like that. He tends toward the straightforward, the objective, the simple. When I worked for him, he would sometimes encourage me to “swing from the high vines,” to take a chance, to go for it in terms of language or synoptic complexity, but he was always hesitant to do the same. It could be hard to tell how Bob really felt about anything, what it meant to him.

		Evidently the occasion of Ben’s eightieth had brought him out. The letter continued, going even deeper:

		
			And when I screwed up in some well publicized and some less well publicized ways, what did you do? Never a harsh, judgmental word. Not one. Only human understanding and that wonderful motion with your arms in the air, shoulders in a shrug, and the tilted head and the momentary grimace that said, well, that’s over, let’s move on. No doubt there were times when you were angry or disappointed. Other than Elsa you are the only person who always stood by me in good or bad times.

		

		Bob wondered what might have happened if Nixon had stayed in office, had the Watergate scandal never occurred. What would have come of the FBI, the CIA, “the habits and practices of concealment,” the war in Vietnam? “Watergate upended a lot of things,” Bob wrote. “You made it possible with goading and love and all of yourself, never a partial effort.”

		A few paragraphs later, the letter drew to a close. “The brotherhood lives,” Bob wrote. “I feel connected to you like a son.”

		
			The way you and Sally have extended your family to ours in recent years is a cornerstone of our life. I’m feeling older. If the running room is a little less, and the rear end doesn’t move as fast, the old fires of deep appreciation, deeper admiration and the deepest love still burn for you.

			Sincerely,
 [signed] BW

		

		Later in our interview, he pulled another letter out of the file, this one from Ben to him. It was dated March 27, 1982, typewritten on Ben’s office stationery, with “CONFIDENTIAL” written in Ben’s blue pen at the top. That year, CBS had attempted to hire Bob away from the Post, and Ben made a memorable pitch for Bob to stay:

		
			Dear Bob:

			A light will go out in this place, if or when you leave. A light that never flickered, and generally burned strong and clean. That’s for openers. You are quite simply the best investigative reporter I’ve ever met, or imagined. A team of investigative reporters [led] by you can reach levels of impact and importance that can hardly be conceived. (And without you, that team will probably disband.)

			I’m not going to belittle television, or demean this latest offer now in front of you.

			Instead, I’m going to outline what the POST will do for you now, and what the POST will do for you over the next 18 months … sure that you will do what’s best in the long run.

		

		Ben laid out a series of proposals—more money, more editorial responsibility (including weekend duty running the paper), management of Bob’s own “SWAT” team of investigative reporters. I had never understood when I worked for Bob that he had once dreamed of replacing Ben as the executive editor of the Post. I knew Bob as somebody who reported and wrote and wanted only to do those two things. From the tone and substance of Ben’s proposals in the letter, it’s clear that in 1982 there was still a chance that Bob might succeed him, even though the Janet Cooke scandal had effectively put Bob out of the running.

		The outlined proposal, Ben wrote, “should leave the POST in the best possible position to know you, and you in the best possible position to know us.” That’s the final sentence of the letter. Then, where Ben would normally have written “Sincerely,” he had written something different:

		
			yours in truth,
 [image: ]
		

		I had read hundreds of Ben’s letters by then, but I had never seen that particular signoff before. It was a powerful way to close, so simple and pure and yet so loaded at the same time.

		Bob showed me his response, composed four days later, on March 31, 1982, with “Personal” typed at the top of the printout. “Something will go out in me should I leave,” he wrote, picking up on the opening metaphor of Ben’s letter to him. “I don’t want to.” He would stay.

		There were other letters, too, containing far more information than I was equipped at that point to understand. In the mid-eighties, when Bob was upset that some of his reporting on Libya and on Soviet secrets wasn’t making it into the paper, he wrote to Ben that he was again thinking of leaving:

		
			Dear Ben:

			Something is dying at the Post, and I don’t know what to do about it. Events, attitudes, decisions etc. have been nagging at me for months. You know that. I know that. And I know the displeasure you feel with my approach.

			I say this with great sadness. Like you, I’ve been through two divorces. I know that what was once good and wonderful can turn very sour; the wise know when to depart. If that’s what you want or what seems best, I’m gone.…

			I wish there was not the evidence to support this. I hate to be a pain in the ass, your ass. I wish I did not have to say this to you, my friend and boss, a man I love.…

			Four years ago almost to the day—it was March 27, 1982—you wrote me a letter that began, “A light will go out in this place, if or when you leave.…”

			You tell me how to best handle this. I’d rather be part of the ongoing solution to making a better paper, and not part of the problems you have.

			As you signed that 1982 letter—

			Yours in truth,

		

		There was no response from Ben to this one. When I asked Bob what Ben had done about it, he said, “There was a story I was working on, and it got in the paper the next day.”

		“Maybe that’s one of the lessons,” Bob said. “Simple solutions. Somebody sends you a long, whiny, complaining letter, simple solutions. ‘Okay. Give me a story I can publish.’ And we did.”

		But wasn’t there more to it than that? The language of these letters—the references to divorce, to departure, to love and truth—suggested currents that ran deeper than newspaper stories. Later I would mention these exchanges to the reporter Pat Tyler, who for a time was closer than most to Bob and to Ben. I said that I had been surprised to see such an outpouring of emotion—almost like love letters—between two guys who don’t talk about their feelings all that much.

		“They’re both prisoners of very strong emotions,” Tyler told me. “But when they were still having their suits cut for dorsal fins, they didn’t show them. They suppressed them very strongly.”

		“At what point did you become friends?” I asked Bob as the interview was dying down. “When did you make that transition?”

		“Well, you know,” Bob started, “I think you’ve probably got other people …” He trailed off, then tried again. “Ben and I are close and we have this history,” he said. “But he’s not going to call me up and say, ‘Hey, come on down and have a beer.’ I think he does that with Lehrer and Wooten and Shelby some,” he said, referring to three of Ben’s friends.1 Then, a bit uncertainly, “Doesn’t he?”

		“I don’t really know,” I said.

		Bob paused, thought for a moment. “I mean, you know, it’s ultimately like another father,” he said. “Like with your father, you feel that you never close the deal.”

		Bob’s father had recently passed away. I had never heard him talk much about him.

		“In the sense of getting everything out on the table,” Bob said.

		“I’m not sure that anybody feels that they know him that well,” I said.

		It’s true. I’ve never met anybody who claims to have closed the deal with Ben, except maybe for Sally. There is always a tinge of mystery and distance. As one former reporter and close friend told me, “Ben always kept some of Ben to himself.” Earlier Bob had said that with Ben there was always “a sense that he’s got a lot held in reserve.” If these people hadn’t closed the deal, I couldn’t imagine that I ever would.

		After we finished up, I went out in the garden at the back of the house to talk to Elsa. It was a sunny and slow Friday afternoon, with cicadas humming in the trees. Elsa agreed that it was hard to feel that you’d touched the bottom with Ben. “In a funny way, he’s actually quite distant,” she said, “for all of the bonhomie.”

		About an hour into our session, Bob brought out a bottle of white wine, and the three of us gossiped for a while. I mentioned that I’d uncovered some information in Ben’s files that I didn’t know quite how to handle, old letters that were torn up—saved, but clearly not sent and (perhaps) never meant to be seen.

		Bob’s ears perked up, as they always do when secrets get mentioned. He flashed a knowing smile and reached for the wine bottle.

		“All biographers are concealers,” he said.

		At that point I was still writing a book with Ben, not about him, but maybe Bob already knew intuitively that that was going to change. I had the first flicker of the realization that writing about your mentor’s mentor is a trickier proposition than it seems. The challenge hung in the air for a second or two, and then we clinked glasses and moved on to other things.

		

		
			1 Jim Lehrer, of PBS; Jim Wooten, of ABC News; and Shelby Coffey, a former Post editor.

		

	
		V
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			Porto Bello, 2008

		

		“So you want to write the book on me, huh?” Ben growled when he came onto the line. He was kidding around, but I almost never spoke to him on the telephone, so I wasn’t quite sure how to handle it. I was a little scared.

		It was now July of 2008, nearly eight months after Ben had decided that he didn’t want to write another book. After some quick jujitsu from Sally, I had spent the intervening months helping their son, Quinn, with his memoir, but Ben’s archives had never been far from my mind. Now I was making my big pitch.

		“Not necessarily the book,” I said nervously. “But a book.” Too cutesy. I kicked myself for not just walking down to his office to talk to him in person.

		He listened as I rambled on about how fascinating his archives were, and then he stopped me. He would be happy to cooperate, he said. Happy to. He just hoped it would be interesting. I told him that was the easy part, and we laughed. In exchange for his time and cooperation, he asked for nothing. As we were hanging up, he said simply, “It’s your ass now, pal.”

		Over the course of the next three years, Ben opened his entire life to me, from his archives at The Washington Post to his friends, his colleagues, and his dinner table. We’ve shared birthdays and howled in pained unison at the television screen during Redskins games. We have conducted dozens of formal interviews in Ben’s office and untold hundreds of casual ones over the dinner dishes, or in lounge chairs by the pool. My wife is in love with him. We’re friends.

		This is not to say that we bared our souls to each other. He didn’t divulge all of his private thoughts about mortality and the meaning of human life, in part because I’m not sure that he has them. He just answered my questions. “I’m not hiding anything,” he said to me one winter day in his living room. He sat back on the couch, and for a moment I thought he was going to tell me some big secret. Then he said, “I might have bopped a couple of dames that I shouldn’t have, but I think I’ve been pretty honest about that.”

		What you see with Ben is what you get. The color is great but the substance is settled. Sometimes after an interview with him I would come away thinking I’d hit the jackpot and then find that he’d said the exact same thing, almost word for word, in his memoir or in a different interview. For a long time now, much longer than I’ve known him, he’s had his story and he sticks to it.

		But the files themselves were a different story, and in some instances a new one. In early 2009, a stroke of luck effectively doubled the amount of information that I had to draw from. Ev Small, Kay Graham’s longtime researcher and friend, happened to be out at the Post’s storage facility to pull together some of Kay’s old papers for the Library of Congress. While she was there, she noticed a bunch of boxes with “Bradlee” written on them. Carol had requisitioned everything for us a year before, but evidently these boxes had been missed in that first cull. Ev knew what I was doing and was kind enough to seek me out and tell me about them. Within a week or two, nearly twenty additional boxes had landed at my office door.

		They were a gold mine: the Watergate files, a set of interviews that Ben did for his memoir in the early nineties, the complete files on Janet Cooke, verbatim transcripts of editorial meetings from the early seventies. There was new, never before published information about Deep Throat, about the Pentagon Papers, whole histories of events that never made the memoirs. One particularly happy day I came across three private interviews that Ben had done with Kay Graham for her Pulitzer-winning memoir, Personal History, each about fifty single-spaced pages in length. They traced Ben’s entire career at the Post, and the back-and-forth between the two of them was priceless:

		
			K: Well, to ask Bradlee at that point what he wanted was very dangerous. And he said, famous quote, “Now that you ask I’d give my left one to be managing editor of The Post.”

			B: If it became available.

			K: I don’t think you said that, Ben.

		

		People and relationships I’d read so much about came alive, and not just people from the Post. I knew, for example, that Ben and John Kennedy were friends; it’s been written about ad nauseam by Ben and by everybody who writes about Ben. But one morning in January of 2009, at the back of Ben’s Kennedy files, I found an invitation to a birthday party—a generic card, with furry animals aligned along the side and blanks for the handwritten time and place down the center. It looked modern, enough that at first I figured it had been filed in the wrong place. Then I looked more closely, and I noticed that the party was for John Kennedy, Jr., at the White House, to be held November 26, 1963. In a flash I realized that it was an invitation to a party that never happened, planned as it was for four days after Kennedy’s death. I had to stop working and just sit with it for a while. Ben wrote a book about Kennedy, and has answered countless questions about him in countless interviews since 1963. Somehow the card did more to convey their closeness, and what was lost, than anything Ben has ever said or written.

		One morning in the spring of 2010, we were making breakfast in the kitchen at Porto Bello, Ben and Sally’s weekend place in southern Maryland.1 Ben loves a country breakfast, fried eggs and bacon and sausage, the whole works. As he was firing up the skillet, he mentioned that Post columnist David Ignatius had spent the night there before I arrived. I asked him if he remembered an occasion, years before, when with Ignatius’s encouragement he had ordered ever more expensive bottles of wine, ultimately nearly $1,000 worth, at a Post editors conference in Puerto Rico. Ben said that he did, and then chuckled.

		“How do you know about that?” he asked.

		“He told me about it,” I said, “and I have the letter you wrote, telling the Post Company to charge the dinner to you, not to the company.”

		He turned around. “Jesus,” he said. “You know all of my secrets.”

		That wasn’t much of a secret, but sometimes I wondered whether he really understood how deeply I was digging around in his past. He often seemed surprised by how much I knew. But other than that brief moment at the kitchen stove, he never expressed any concern when I quoted random documents in conversation or handed him inflammatory letters that he never sent. Once I showed him a tough unsent memo to his former number two, Howard Simons. Their relationship had started off well but deteriorated after Watergate, when Ben’s star rose and Simons felt he never received the credit he deserved for his own contributions to the story. “There is a certain amount of shit that I am going to put up with,” Ben had written, “and there is a definite amount of shit I am not going to put up with.”

		“It’s interesting that you didn’t send it,” I said. I was fishing for some reaction from him, to see if he wanted to qualify it at all.

		I should have known better. All he did was laugh as he looked the memo over and say, “Makes a pretty good case, though, doesn’t it?” Then he pushed it back across the desk toward me.

		There was only one time that he ever tried to steer me off something. I walked into his office with a faded copy of a play called “How, Please?” and plunked it down on his desk with a grin.

		“Remember this?”

		He looked at the title page and realized what it was: a play that he had written with a colleague at Newsweek during the late fifties, before his meteor ride with Kennedy began. He flipped through it, then looked back over at me.

		“Don’t kill me with this,” he said, half imploring, half kidding. I promised him I wouldn’t. That was the only time in three years that he ever, even jokingly, tried to stay my hand.

		One of Ben’s most basic traits as an editor was that, if he trusted you, he set you free and then backed you when it counted. At the Post he lived by that sword and nearly died by it, too. As much as I might have wished it, I never knew him at the peak of his powers, striding through the newsroom, dragging on a cigarette and scaring the shit out of the young reporters (and some of the old ones). That guy was gone by the time I showed up. The self-described “barracuda” for the news had been replaced by a kinder, gentler, more forgetful version. I could feel the old Ben, and see him in the eyes of the people who loved him, but outside of brief bursts I had to rely mostly on the archives to encounter him for myself.

		As it happened, though, I did get to know the man who sets you free if he trusts you. At dinner with our families one night in March of 2010, he stopped in the middle of the conversation and raised his glass. “I hope we’re as good friends when you finish your book as we are now,” he said to me, across the table. “But I don’t give a fuck what you write about me.”

		Access comes with pratfalls and trapdoors, but it also represents an uncommon opportunity, to look so closely at an uncommon life. I took it, because it was worth it. This is what I found.

		

		
			1 By “weekend place,” I mean magazine-quality restored historic manor house on a 200-acre former tobacco farm with several outbuildings and the requisite Bradlee-Quinn swimming pool and tennis court.

		

	
		
			IMPACT
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			On April 15, 1969, a man named George Vaillant met Ben at a coffee shop across from the Post building for breakfast. They had never met before. Vaillant was a young psychiatrist working for the Harvard Study of Adult Development, known colloquially as the Grant Study after one of its founding funders. He had come to interview Ben.

			The Grant Study is still ongoing today, tracking the lives (and deaths) of 268 Harvard students from the classes of 1939 to 1944. Ben and the others in his cohort were selected because they looked like winners, no small feat in the narrow slice that was any Harvard class in those days. The founders of the study had set out to determine the factors that led to “intelligent living” and successful aging, and its researchers sought bright, well-adapted young men to track over the course of a lifetime. Ben was an obvious choice, from a good Brahmin family, the fifty-first Bradlee to go to Harvard, quick and good-looking and already, per a Grant Study intake form from his sophomore year, apparently quite self-assured:

			
				HAS THE STUDENT:

				ANY FEELING OF INFERIORITY ABOUT HIMSELF IN ANY WAY? No.

				ANY WORRIES ABOUT HIMSELF? No.

				ANY WORRIES ABOUT HIS FAMILY? No.

				ANY WORRIES ABOUT HIS WORK? No.

			

			The subjects endured rigorous physical examinations and psychological evaluations while they were at Harvard. After college, they filled out questionnaires roughly every two years and sometimes met with researchers from the study for face-to-face interviews. Ben’s 1969 interview with Vaillant, who would later become the director of the study, was his first such interview in twenty years.

			Ben was forty-seven years old. He had been the executive editor of the Post for a little less than a year. The Pentagon Papers and Watergate lay just ahead, unseen over the horizon; Ben’s friendship with Kennedy,1 and the access and prestige that he had derived from that relationship, still largely defined his public reputation. He had been a naval officer on a destroyer during World War II, a reporter for multiple newspapers, a press attaché in the American embassy in Paris, and a foreign correspondent, Washington correspondent, and Washington bureau chief for Newsweek magazine. Now, in 1969, he had just started in on the job that would change his life forever, and he knew it:

			
				He said that the three years he had spent as managing editor were the hardest three years he had ever spent. He had not known anything about daily journalism and had showed up at the office at eight, worked until eight in the evening, and then often after supper came down to the office and worked until one in the morning. He continued doing this six days a week for two years. He said at Newsweek, where he’d been bureau chief, he’d been able to do it with “my left hand.” Joining the Post was “a watershed” in his life.

				… [B]eing the editor of the Post interrupted his life but was the greatest job in the world—“there’s nothing I’d rather do.” He then said that he was an over-achiever, that he’d always operated at 100%, that he possessed no unused talent.

			

			Vaillant took the interview along a pretty standard trajectory: work history, family history, medical status, psychological status. In addition to talking about how much he loved his job, Ben dug into some complicated feelings about his family—his love for his father despite his father’s problems with drink, his conflicted relationship with his mother, his first and second wives. He spoke with such frankness that he seemed even to be surprising himself. “I’m letting it pour out,” he remarked to Vaillant at one point, after stating that of the three Bradlee kids he had been the closest to his father. “That’s what I’m supposed to do, isn’t it?”

			It was. But the most revealing part of Vaillant’s report isn’t his summary of what Ben told him. What’s most revealing is the effect that spending time with Ben had on Vaillant himself.

			At first, Vaillant records what Ben says without adding much commentary of his own. Gradually, though, as the report progresses, Vaillant begins to include some of his own observations. He notes parenthetically that Ben speaks in a “charming and urbane way,” then later that Ben is “dressed in a dapper fashion.” When the conversation veers into the relationship with Kennedy, Ben gives Vaillant a copy of “That Special Grace,” the prose poem he filed for Newsweek the day after Kennedy was killed. “I had the feeling not of an artist pushing his wares,” Vaillant writes, “but of someone giving me a profound gift.”

			In the final section of the report, entitled “Description of the Man,” Vaillant tries to summon a more clinical assessment of how being around Ben has made him feel:

			
				[I]n walking over to the office there was a contagious quality about him that made me feel bigger than life just to be with him. It stemmed partly from his being completely generous with his own feelings, combined with a social gracefulness that must have been largely habit.…[H]is facial expression conveyed both tenderness and seriousness while making me laugh. He said many things that were funny, but never at his own expense and never to lead me off the track from something that was emotionally relevant to him.…

				He also possessed a contagious enthusiasm and constantly saw the positive aspects, not because he defended against them but because there were many things that he really enjoyed. I could easily understand why a President would have picked him as his closest companion during the Presidency.

			

			The final paragraph takes it yet one step further:

			
				This was a man with a great capacity to focus his attention. He was a man who cared about things only as they related to people. Thus he gave up golf when he stopped playing it with Jack Kennedy. What he admired most about the latter was Kennedy’s ability to love and his gracefulness. I left the interview feeling that I had greater capacity as a human being just from having known him.

			

			That’s the end of the eighteen-page typewritten report. Even Vaillant seems a bit stumped by the intensity of his own feelings; written in, by hand, is a concluding question, appended perhaps after he has read the report through and his inner clinician has had a chance to right himself. “An illusion, yes,” he writes in a neat print, “but what in a personality creates that illusion in others?”

			Reading through the final bewildered sentences of Vaillant’s report is like watching a laboratory experiment in the real-time effects of charm and charisma, with a trained psychiatrist as the subject. It’s hard to talk seriously about somebody being “bigger than life” without sounding like a fool, like a rube with stars in your eyes. In fairness to Vaillant, it’s easy to imagine why he might want to pencil in a qualifying sentence about illusions before handing the typewritten report to his superiors.

			But if I have learned anything about Ben over the time I’ve spent with him, it’s that “illusion” is the wrong word. What happened to Vaillant was a real, observable phenomenon, part of Ben’s primary functioning as a newspaper editor and as a person. Anybody who has spent much time with him will tell you that, even the people who don’t particularly like him. This

			
			

			
				
			

		

	
		
			For my grandparents

		

	OEBPS/images/Himm_9780679603641_epub_L02_r1.jpg









OEBPS/images/Himm_9780679603641_epub_005_r1.jpg
/T





OEBPS/images/Himm_9780679603641_epub_004_r1.jpg
Bob-
o o couausly nck
fo b seen. by too
s i
T b You soon.
Bor-
ot

Arr Pron Mo B brnems

fs dAed B T / BT B
oM i o

) 17 foxt o Hottoun

excace to Hoffaan)

Mol g

‘0
a0
45
5
4
550
56
56
360
s

- "bullehie"  (Redfordcalking go Holbrook)

- goddamn"  Glosasn’Apout. ew York Times story)

(hotsman’Co Beacey)

sty che el gosd

esus” (ot

"en o

Radford)

- "esus”  (3a3

o statt) P

- "...their a CPagez stast mescing)
- "...frigging audic office” /xw da 2% staft o
- "Goddamn...vho the hell..." (Rabardidat scaff me

ur as: QRoberdsy’

s (ovazss’o man o ofeice)





OEBPS/images/Himm_9780679603641_epub_003_r1.jpg
Benjamin C. Bradlee

c/o Simon and Schuster, Publishers
Rockefeller Center

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, N. Y. 10020

Dear Mr. Bradlee,

Your new book, "A Good Life' is fascinating, informative and most interesting,
with one important exception.

The crude, coarse, frequent degrading language - example: ''shit sandwich, holy
shit, shit hit the fan, fuck' used over and over to emphasize your opinion of a
person, a situation - did nothing to enhance the expected maturity of a man of
your age and experience.
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A Personal Portrait of Ben Bradlee

JEFF HIMMELMAN

RANDOM HOUSE
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Januvary 3, 1978

Dear Mr., Holton:

Bven though you are still young, very young,
let me give you some advice.

When you write the editor of a newspaper for
a job, other things being equal, you stand a better shot
if you spell his name right,

Sincerely,
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Yours 1in Truth

A Personal Portrait of
BEN BRADLEE, Legendary Editor
of THE WASHINGTON POST

“The absolute best nonfiction
book of the year . . . a work
of journalistic art . . .
history straight and true.”
— Chicago Tribune
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