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For Skyler








TRICIA ROMANO: What’s the greatest era of the Village Voice?

JAMES HANNAHAM: Whichever one you were there for.








AUTHOR’S NOTE

Over the course of four years, I conducted more than two hundred interviews for this book. Most of what is included here is original testimony. Several people died during those years whom I was lucky to speak to before they passed—including Ed Fancher, who died just before this book went to press, Jonas Mekas, Tim McDarrah, Gloria McDarrah, Michael Feingold, and the great, dearly departed cultural critic Greg Tate. I am grateful for their contributions and offer my condolences to their families.

A few people, such as Stanley Crouch and Pete Hamill, died before I was able to speak to them. In instances where people were not alive or capable of speaking for themselves, I turned to surrogates (friends, family, and coworkers), their own writings (such as those of Nat Hentoff, Jerry Tallmer, John Wilcock, Norman Mailer, and Jack Newfield), and archival interviews from news stories or old television interviews (such as those with Ellen Willis, Karen Durbin, and Wayne Barrett). I was lucky to find that Dan Wolf and Mary Perot Nichols had given oral history interviews archived at Columbia University, and Stanley Crouch had sat down for many hours with the HistoryMakers. I have made judicious use of secondary materials as noted in the bibliography.

Quotes have been edited for clarity and length. In some cases, different interviews from the same subject may be combined. I have fact-checked names, dates, and places where possible and have tried to confirm how events took place from multiple sources. But in an oral history, a person’s story is the story.

There are some racial and sexual slurs that appear as they were spoken or written, which is an accurate reflection of the times. Much has changed in language since then and there are words that are used that are no longer acceptable, but I believe it’s important to remain true to how people spoke, given that this is an oral history.

While I strived to recognize the well-known stalwarts of the paper (Nat Hentoff, Jack Newfield, Wayne Barrett), I’ve tried to turn a brighter light onto some of the writers and subjects that don’t reflexively get mentioned whenever the Voice makes the news: women writers and editors like Vivian Gornick, Mary Perot Nichols, Jill Johnston, Karen Durbin, and Susan Brownmiller, as well as the dozens of groundbreaking Black writers who came through in the ’80s, like Greg Tate, Barry Michael Cooper, Carol Cooper, Stanley Crouch, Lisa Jones, Lisa Kennedy, and Nelson George. My own biases as a former music writer tend to tip the content toward the back of the book’s cultural coverage, particularly of music and nightlife. I recognize that some people will wish there would be more about theater or film, or more about news investigations, or more stories from recent years. Two other books about the Voice covered the Dan Wolf era in more depth, and more than forty years have passed since those volumes came out, leaving me with more ground to cover, so I had to make choices.

While good work has certainly been published at the Voice and impressive journalists employed there during the New Times, Barbey, and Calle years, I wanted to tell the story of how media overall has been hampered on several fronts: by the rise of the internet, by the loss of advertising revenue to sites like Craigslist, and by greedy, imperious, and/or incompetent and negligent management. These factors have shrunk the media landscape, whittling it down to the largest, most powerful publications, leaving a void, most largely felt in local and independent news.

This book has been a labor of love and a years-long, life-altering endeavor. I am truly grateful for everyone who participated.
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TIMELINE

OCTOBER 26, 1955

Started by Dan Wolf, Ed Fancher, and Norman Mailer, with two key editors and writers, Jerry Tallmer and John Wilcock. Wolf is the editor in chief. Fancher is the publisher. Mailer, in addition to being an investor, briefly writes a column.

1956

Jerry Tallmer launches the Obie Awards, celebrating Off-Broadway theater.

Jules Feiffer, the famed cartoonist, joins the paper.

1963

The Voice’s circulation rises to twenty-five thousand during the three-month-long Typographical Union strike.

1968

The Voice’s countercultural writer, Don McNeill, dies.

1969

The Voice captures the beginning of the gay rights movement at the Stonewall riots.

1970

Dan Wolf and Ed Fancher sell controlling interest to Taurus Communications’ Carter Burden, a city councilman, and Bartle Bull, who is vice president. Wolf and Fancher remain in their roles as editor in chief and publisher, respectively.

Ross Wetzsteon begins to take over many of the editor’s duties, with Wolf as an overseer.

1974

Carter Burden and Bartle Bull sell their shares to Clay Felker, the founder and editor of New York magazine, for $3.5 million. The Voice merges with Felker’s company, and Felker becomes editor in chief. Fancher and Wolf are fired.

1975

Tom Morgan is named editor in chief.

1976

Tom Morgan resigns and the paper hires its first female editor in chief, Marianne Partridge.

1977

The union is formed after the paper is sold to Rupert Murdoch for $30 million.

1978

Murdoch fires Marianne Partridge and hires David Schneiderman, an op-ed editor at the New York Times.

David Schneiderman takes over as editor.

1979

Wayne Barrett publishes the first investigation of Donald Trump.

The first gay pride issue of the paper is printed.

1981

Feature writer Teresa Carpenter wins a Pulitzer for Feature Writing.

The Voice Literary Supplement debuts.

1982

Spearheaded by Jeff Weinstein, the Voice union becomes the first in the nation to offer domestic partner benefits to all couples.

Lester Bangs, the infamous rock critic, dies.

1985

Rupert Murdoch sells the paper to Leonard Stern, a billionaire who initially made his fortune with Hartz Mountain, a pet supply business, for more than $55 million.

David Schneiderman becomes publisher and acts as editor, later hiring Robert Friedman as editor in chief.

1986

Jules Feiffer wins a Pulitzer for Editorial Cartooning.

Martin Gottlieb becomes the editor.

1988

Martin Gottlieb resigns, and Jonathan Z. Larsen becomes the editor.

1994

After Jonathan Z. Larsen resigns, Karen Durbin becomes the second female editor in the paper’s history.

1995

The Voice launches its website.

1996

Karen Durbin resigns.

Don Forst is hired as editor. After Dan Wolf, he is the longest-serving editor in the paper’s history.

The paper stops charging and goes free.

Craigslist launches.

2000

The paper wins its third Pulitzer (for International Reporting) for Mark Schoofs’s eight-part series about AIDS in Africa.

Leonard Stern sells the Voice and the six other weeklies he owns, including the LA Weekly, to a financial management group, Weiss, Peck and Greer, for $150 million. The company is renamed Village Voice Media.

2001

The World Trade Center is attacked on September 11.

2004

Jack Newfield dies.

Richard Goldstein is among five editorial staffers who are laid off. Goldstein later sues for sexual harassment and settles out of court.

2005

The New Times newspaper chain merges with Village Voice Media, making it the biggest alt-weekly company, with seventeen papers.

Editor Don Forst resigns.

2006

Doug Simmons is interim editor in chief for four months.

Ward Harkavy is appointed as interim editor from April till July, when it is announced that Erik Wemple is to take over. He quits before starting.

David Blum is hired as editor in September 2006.

Robert Christgau is among eight editorial and art staffers who are fired.

2007

David Blum is fired after a year.

Bill Jensen is brought in as acting editor in chief.

Tony Ortega, an editor from a New Times property, Broward-Palm Beach New Times, takes over.

2008

Nat Hentoff and Lynn Yaeger are laid off.

2010

Craigslist closes its adult-services section.

2011

Wayne Barrett is laid off. Tom Robbins resigns in solidarity.

2012

Mike Lacey and Jim Larkin sell Village Voice Media to New Times executives as Voice Media Group.

Tony Ortega leaves the paper, and Will Bourne takes over as editor.

2013

After being asked to lay off five staffers, Will Bourne and the deputy editor, Jessica Lustig, walk out. A few days later, three Voice veterans are let go: Michael Musto, Michael Feingold, and Robert Sietsema.

Pete Kotz temporarily takes over as editor in chief; later, Tom Finkel is hired as editor.

2014

Don Forst dies.

2015

Billionaire Peter Barbey buys the paper from Voice Media Group for an undisclosed sum.

2016

Will Bourne returns as editor in chief, but is fired after less than a year.

Joe Levy acts as interim editor in chief.

2017

Stephen Mooallem is hired as editor in chief.

Peter Barbey stops printing the paper and takes it online only, laying off half the staff.

2018

Stephen Mooallem leaves as editor in chief.

Peter Barbey closes all editorial operations of the Voice.

2020

Street Media’s Brian Calle buys the Voice. Calle had purchased the LA Weekly in 2017.

2021

The Village Voice relaunches in print and online with R.C. Baker as its editor in chief. Since its reemergence, it has printed in irregular intervals but publishes regularly online.







INTRODUCTION

MICHAEL TOMASKY: There were always people like me, sitting hundreds of miles away in a small town in West Virginia, who identified with the Village Voice and said, “Wow. What a cool thing this paper is, and wouldn’t it be amazing someday to be part of it?”

If you came to New York as a young journalist, and you just wanted a job, well, you could get a job at a TV station or the Daily News or something. But most of the people who worked at the Voice really wanted to work at the Voice. I can’t think of anybody who was there just because it was a paycheck.

DAN WOLF: The Village Voice was originally conceived as a living, breathing attempt to demolish the notion that one needs to be a professional to accomplish something in a field as purportedly technical as journalism. It was a philosophical position. We wanted to jam the gears of creeping automatism.

RICHARD GOLDSTEIN: Our philosophy was you do not hire an expert; you hire someone who is living through the phenomenon worth covering. When midnight movies came along, I hired Jim Hoberman, not because he was already a critic, but because he was an underground filmmaker. A lot of the people I hired were effectively amateurs as writers but had amazingly interesting sensibilities and were totally attuned to the subjects they wrote about. The person who covered hippies was Don McNeill. He was a homeless guy. He had a bed on the top floor of the office. He knew the scene; he lived what he wrote about. That’s the real ethos of the Village Voice. And that’s why there was conflict—you were actually living what your byline was about.

ANDY WARHOL: The Village Voice was a community newspaper then, with a distinct community to cover—a certain number of square blocks in Greenwich Village plus the entire liberal-thinking world, from flower boxes on MacDougal Street to pornography in Denmark. The combination of extremely local news with international news worked well for the Voice because the Village intellectuals were as interested in what was happening in the world as in what was going on around the corner, and the liberals all over the world were interested in the Village as if it were a second home.

JONAS MEKAS: The first ten years or fifteen years of the Village Voice, there was no attempt and no wish, no desire to be objective. It was personal journalism. The writing came from the world itself. From that came a new kind of writing.

ED FANCHER: We didn’t want to be seen as a left-wing newspaper particularly; we wanted to be seen as an independent newspaper. We published quite a few conservative articles. The idea of the Voice was independent journalism. And that idea is either lost or forgotten.

PAUL BERMAN: The Voice came out of a particular political tradition in New York, which was left-wing, anticommunist. The Socialist Party in New York was, in its mainstream, vehemently anticommunist, and not rivals, but enemies. And that’s Norman Mailer.

DAN WOLF: If you’re going to develop an ideology and cease to be an open paper, then you’re going to have to question the political credentials of everyone who writes for you. The Voice, from the very beginning, attracted talented people who found no place in the regular media. Even though the paper was based in Greenwich Village and fought many local and political battles, it quickly took on the character—in a very modest way—of a national newspaper.

TOM ROBBINS: The Voice was like a free food fight between the people who work there. Fred McDarrah used to say in defense of the paper, “The Voice is many voices.” And it was true. In the old days, Alex Cockburn—this amazingly brilliant, iconoclastic, British-born political columnist—would write letters attacking [journalist] Jack Newfield. And [columnist] Nat Hentoff would write letters attacking everybody.

HARRY ALLEN: The paper was called the Voice, and that’s what it was. It was like a loud, open mouth.

HOWARD BLUM: It was a precursor to the internet. You could try to get your opinions in the Voice, no matter how weird or outlandish or interesting, and the Voice would print it.

RICHARD GOLDSTEIN: I don’t think the culture could sustain anything like the Voice today because there is this great impatience for reading anything you disagree with. The people who wrote for the Voice would never be at the same party together.

ROBERT NEWMAN: The Voice is a microcosm of the cosmic history of New York.

LAURIE STONE: Jack Newfield would do this column every year called the 10 Worst Landlords. It was great, real investigative work. The other front-of-the-book investigative reporters did important investigative journalism that was about political corruption, not celebrating commerce and corporate gentrification, but the opposite.

R.C. BAKER: It is unique, utterly unique. We’d have a great article about what a deadbeat criminal Roy Cohn is in, like, 1976. This is before he even knows Trump. And it turns out now we’re living in Roy Cohn’s world, because Trump basically took his playbook and ran with it. The Voice was reporting about it because the Voice knows where all the New York bodies are buried.

KIT RACHLIS: There are a number of contributions the alternative press made to the culture. One of them was to elevate, and particularly force, newspapers to recognize that writing about culture was an extraordinarily important thing. For the longest time, arts writing, in the hierarchy of newspapers, was below the women’s pages, which is to say it was at the bottom of the hierarchy. There was that old-fashioned view in newspapers for the longest time, which was, “Oh, anybody can be a film critic. It doesn’t matter if we give it to the alcoholic copy editor.” What the alternative press did was say loudly that culture was extraordinarily important to cover, write about, report on, think about, analyze.

ANN POWERS: The Voice style of criticism was the template for what everything is now—what has become the hot take and the deep dive on the web. The Voice was more about making those associative leaps, writing in a style that was informal but deep, and writing in the style that was personal but that was meant to make a mark, and wasn’t just memoir.

JIM FOURATT: The Voice always wanted to be on the front line of culture. Who are the innovators? Who are the creative people?

JOY PRESS: I was a club kid, but gradually, I would be reading these theater pieces and these music pieces, and it opened up whole worlds. The Voice just became the ultimate in my mind. It was this combination of amazing writing and intellect. It was a place where it felt like these people knew the things that you needed to know to get into the corners and the crevices of New York.

COLSON WHITEHEAD: The New York Times was so stuffy. I was like, “Eh, that’s The Man. I want to work for the Voice. It’s swaggy, it’s cool.” I’m so into pop culture. You had these really educated people who would write about film one week and then music the next, and Basquiat and comic books and TV. No one else took hip-hop as seriously as the Voice, whether it was Run-DMC or De La Soul or Public Enemy.

LAURIE STONE: The whole idea of countercultural journalism was invented by the Voice, really. Then it spawned a whole industry of counterculture-type periodicals. It was the anti-Times. It was the investigation of everything that you wouldn’t find on the regular grid, and it would clue you to where culture was going if it were not corporately produced and directed.

LENNY KAYE: When I was maybe fourteen, I had that moment where, you know, you read On the Road, and you read about Allen Ginsberg, and I was that kind of out-of-place animal in New Jersey. I always was attracted to that bohemian life. And the Village Voice was my window into it.








The Village Voice was started by three people in 1955:

novelist Norman Mailer,

journeyman editor Dan Wolf, and

psychologist Ed Fancher.

But like everything in Voice lore, even this is bitterly contested.…









1955–1970

“THE WRITING CAME FROM THE WORLD ITSELF”







CHAPTER 1

“WE WANTED A CERTAIN KIND OF NEWSPAPER”

ED FANCHER: Every time I went to a party in Greenwich Village somebody would say, “Why doesn’t the Village have a good newspaper? You’d see Ginsberg, Kerouac, and Baldwin, and I knew all of these people. That’s why we started the Voice. We said, “The Villager1 is a newspaper for little old ladies from Des Moines and doesn’t reflect the intellectual and artistic firmament of this community.”

DAN WOLF: When I first mentioned the Voice to Mailer, he was, “Yes, sure. I’ll go in for it.” I mentioned it first to Ed Fancher. It took him all of about twenty-four hours to say yes. He had a little money. I didn’t. Norman was obviously the best off because he had this huge success, The Naked and the Dead. And so, we divided it up. It was my idea, their agreement. Norman had a secondary role because his world was much larger than just this newspaper. He was writing books.

ED FANCHER: Dan Wolf and I—we were simpatico. We were both just out of the army in 1946. He and I were both in line to register on the GI Bill to go to the New School for Social Research. We became friends in the line, talking.

DAN WOLF: Most of us lived in cold-water flats. I lived in one on First Avenue and Second Street. You had to take showers at the public facilities because there wasn’t a tub in your room. The apartment cost thirty-two dollars, but we lived there thinking we did pretty well. That’s when the Village was the Village. It had these old families, mostly Irish and Italian and Polish, who lived over there.



[image: image]
The first cover of the Village Voice. Cover image © Village Voice/Street Media.



LUCIAN K. TRUSCOTT IV: Wolf and Mailer were roommates on First Avenue after the war, and Mailer wrote The Naked and the Dead in the apartment he shared with Dan Wolf. Wolf told me that as Mailer wrote it, Wolf read the pages of the novel. In ’55, Mailer dedicated The Deer Park to him. They were very close, and they talked all the time.

ED FANCHER: There were reasons why I was not friendly with Norman. I had broken up with my girlfriend, and Norman married her—the one he stabbed and almost killed. Adele.

NORMAN MAILER: Dan was the quarterback. We put the money in, the $5,000 on each side. That went very quickly.

ED FANCHER: Dan and I knew a lot of people who were writers and artists and theater people. So, we said, “OK, let’s try it.” We called up everybody we knew.

The first employee we got was Jerry Tallmer. We met him at a party. He said he was an unsuccessful freelance writer. He was also a veteran of World War II. Jerry was the only one of us who knew how to put out a newspaper. He had been the editor of the Dartmouth College daily newspaper. He knew the machinery of printing and distribution and so on. He was with us for the first five years.

JERRY TALLMER: The birthplace of the Village Voice, and its cradle for the next couple of years, was that little old floor-through one flight up at 22 Greenwich Avenue. There was a main space looking out on Greenwich Avenue and not much else; a tiny rear room containing a desk—Dan Wolf’s desk—and an ancient daybed; a bathroom of sorts; two or three desks up front; a couple of battered Royal typewriters, an ink-splattering mimeograph machine, a broom, a wastebasket, and—not an odor exactly but a newspaper mustiness, even though there’d never before been a newspaper on the premises. I knew at once, as I stepped through the door, that this was it for me.

Even before I got there, there was somebody ensconced at a desk by the windows. This was John Wilcock, a chirpy little twenty-eight-year-old British refugee from Fleet Street and its Daily Mail, who—quite separately from Ed Fancher, Dan Wolf, or Norman Mailer—had wanted to start a newspaper more reflective of the onrushing beatnik counterculture.

JOHN WILCOCK: I came to New York with over a decade’s experience in proper journalism. I loved New York from my first moment there, and by day two had moved into a Greenwich Village apartment for forty-six dollars a month. I could see the need for a new newspaper in the Village. Five days into my new life, I put up a handwritten card in a Sheridan Square bookshop, seeking anyone interested in such a publication. Two people who did meet with me were a pair of new friends named Ed Fancher and Dan Wolf.

Over the summer of 1955, we began on the first issue.

JERRY TALLMER: We had more than one meeting to decide on a name for the new newspaper. Norman later said the Village Voice was his name. I thought—still think—it was mine. The truth probably is that we both hit on it at the same time.

ED FANCHER: My former sergeant from war, Fred Fleck, had taken over a little trucking company, and he had gotten kicked out of Columbia University. So that was the lead story.2 We were just scrounging around to see what stories we could find.

There was a liquor store right across the street from the Village Voice, and they would cash any Village Voice postdated check. This is one of the ways that we survived.

DAN WOLF: Within a week or two weeks of the Voice starting, I got married. My wife was a social worker. So that meant that there was some income. We started off trying to give each other ten dollars a week. That didn’t last long. We were down to nothing. Nothing was coming in.

ED FANCHER: I wasn’t there every day. The psychology clinic I worked for agreed to give me work half-time so that I could spend half the time at the Village Voice trying to keep the damn paper going.

The people involved with the Voice were pacifists. We were against the Vietnam War. For a long time, people didn’t appreciate that the Village Voice was really a product of World War II. Mailer wrote a novel about it, Dan Wolf was in the army under General MacArthur, I was in Italy fighting the Germans in the 10th Mountain Division.

JOHN WILCOCK: Dan, Ed, Norman, and Jerry were all World War II vets. And I was not one. The proudest vet of the four, Jerry Tallmer, seemed to dislike me instantly. So much so that in ensuing decades he became a vocal eliminator of my name from the Voice’s history. Out of the entire group—Norman, me, Dan, Ed—I’m the only one with any journalism experience.

JIM FOURATT: John was a handsome, maybe five-foot-seven British guy. John wasn’t rich. He was a bon vivant.

ED FANCHER: John claims that he was one of the founders of the Voice. He certainly was there at the beginning, no question about it. He was not somebody who came before we first published. He came right afterward, like the first week. He wanted to write a column and we said, “Yes, go ahead.” He always thought he was one of the founders, and that’s OK. I don’t care. Doesn’t matter to me.

We felt we should make the world a better place. To have an open newspaper was a contribution. We started the Voice, and we had no experience in journalism, or in business, really. We just had an idea. We wanted a certain kind of newspaper. And we’re going to hold on for dear life and try to steer it along so it could survive.

We thought we were out of our minds. We simply were determined. We were gonna put a goddamn paper out, and we didn’t know how. It was a religious thing.

Footnotes

1 The Villager is a community newspaper focused on Greenwich Village and founded in 1933 by Walter and Isabel Bryan.

2 The leading story in the first issue was “Village Trucker Sues Columbia.”








CHAPTER 2

“WE WERE AMAZED WITH HOW MANY WRITERS WALKED INTO THE VOICE”

ED FANCHER: We got a lot of writers just walking in the door. We were amazed with how many writers—some of whom were quite well known, and many of whom were completely unknown—walked into the Voice. They simply walked in, sat down, and started talking.

JULES FEIFFER: The newspaper comic strip was a big deal in those years. Before I got into the army, I thought I would be a much more traditional comic strip artist in newspapers. But my reaction to the army changed the kind of cartooning I wanted to do. I moved more into a social, radical political direction. The army made an activist cartoonist out of me.

I wrote my first cartoon—a social, political cartoon about a boy named Munro who was four years old and got drafted by mistake and tried to convince the military that he was only four. I did all of these pieces, which I was crazy about, and took them down to publishers. And all of them thought they were very promising, very exciting, but they didn’t know how to market them. Essentially, the message I got was, “If you were only famous, we could publish this.” So, I had to go out and get famous to be published. It occurred to me—I had only seen the Voice one or two times—that if I could get into the pages of this newspaper, I’d be famous, and they’d publish me.

ED FANCHER: Jules Feiffer walked in one day with a pile of cartoons under his arm, and he said, “I’ve been to every publisher in New York, and nobody wants what I have. If you want them, you can have them for nothing. As long as you agree to publish one every week.” We loved them. “We said, ‘Of course! They’re great!’”

JULES FEIFFER: They all went crazy over it. I’d never gotten this kind of reaction. I joined the paper on its first anniversary, in October of 1956. I wasn’t impressed. I couldn’t tell the difference between it and The Villager. The Voice hadn’t found its identity yet. Mailer had a column. However irritating he could be, he could be explosively interesting and put his finger on the pulse of the time in a way that nobody else did.

MICHAEL SMITH: I moved to New York in August 1956. I had dropped out of Yale. I had directed a couple of plays; I came to New York to be a director. I was already a writer in my own mind, but not really writing. I had a job at the London Evening Standard in Rockefeller Center as an office boy. And then a friend of my girlfriend’s took me to meet Dan and Ed at the Voice in late 1957.

They started me off by having me write a car column. I never even had a sports car. I started writing this column called HubCaps.

Jerry Tallmer was a hard-boiled newspaperman. He was dry and straight to the point. He was a perfectionist. We were trying to put out an error-free paper. He had real standards of editing, copyediting, and accuracy. Dan worked with a lot of the writers directly, but Jerry really did all the back of the paper, the arts.

JULES FEIFFER: Jerry created the sensibility behind the paper; he had a free-ranging imagination, both literary and theatrical. He became its first theater critic and was one of the few people in New York—along with Kenneth Tynan, who had just come to the New Yorker, and Robert Brustein at the New Republic—who paid attention to Off-Broadway, and to what became known as the emerging Off-Broadway scene, which was in those years totally ignored by the New York Times and the Herald Tribune. He was a very open, curious guy. There wouldn’t have been a paper without him. He put it all together because he was the only one with any professional experience.

JONAS MEKAS: He was the first person I met at the Village Voice in ’58. I said, “How come you don’t have a column on cinema?” He said, “OK, do you want to do it?”

MARY PEROT NICHOLS: I started to work at the Voice at the end of ’58. My first article was about a state convention in Syracuse, where Carmine DeSapio took the nomination for the Senate away from Thomas K. Finletter.1

JULES FEIFFER: I started doing a weekly strip, which I called Sick, Sick, Sick, which was my way of introducing my outlook to the reader.

That was the beginning of my character Bernard and all of the relationship stuff that I later did. I started doing cartoons on what really happened in the conversations that I lived through. What led up to the sex or the failed sex, what they expected of each other, how they disappointed or let down each other. And this became basically a byword of what I was doing: over and over and over I discovered that my cartoon was not about pictures; it was about language and the misuse of language and how on every level, in relationships—between parents and children, between husbands and wives, between men and women, between the government and ourselves, between our politicians—language didn’t mean what we said. That we spoke in code. What I was doing as a form of humor was a kind of outing of the code.

NAT HENTOFF: In 1958, Jerry Tallmer came to me one day and said, “The editor would like you to do a column.” Most of the editors in town saw me only as a jazz person. So, I said, “I’ll do it, but I don’t have to write about jazz if I don’t want to.” They agreed to that. There was no money. I found out that having a byline can quickly make you an authority, at least to people who are not very intelligent about authorities. So, I began to write about education, civil rights, civil liberties.

TIM MCDARRAH: My parents came back from Europe. They had been on a four- or five- or six-month trip. When they came back to New York, they had spent every penny they had; they didn’t have a pot to piss in. Neither one of them had a job. My mother was pregnant. They were living in what now is SoHo; it was a shit-hole neighborhood. So at that point, Fred reached out to the Voice and said, “I’m back, can I take some pictures? Can I sell some ads?” Because they had no money.

GLORIA MCDARRAH: He did have a camera, he had a Rollei.

When Fred got out of the army, he lived in a railroad flat with different families on West 66th Street. And one of the families was Dan Wolf and his mother.

After the Voice started, Fred would occasionally be taking pictures of artists for his own entertainment. The picture of Bill Gambini was the first picture that Fred ever gave the Voice. Whether he got the full five dollars or not, he immediately saw this as a way to make some money.

JILL JOHNSTON: Around 1957, with no prior experience as a writer, having obtained a master’s degree in dance and attended the famed Connecticut College summer school, and having then haunted the dance studios in New York City for several years and performed minimally on stage, I was seized with the inspiration to write dance criticism. Whatever my ambition’s merit, it functioned as bravado in overcoming my humble beginnings as a dancer.

I was twentysomething just when a great sea change in the American modern dance tradition was underway. Summoned in 1959 by the upstart revolutionist paper the Village Voice, then only four years old, to write about dance, I had a forum obviously set up for covering or perpetrating all manner of outrage. The opportunity of learning to write on the job was not lost on me.

JULES FEIFFER: Dan Wolf was the benign philosopher behind it all. Wolf was quiet, reflective, charming, sweet—he was short and curious about everything that I was doing and would ask questions and let me talk and sat behind his desk as a therapist as I would shoot my mouth off. I was in my late twenties and had the maturity of a nineteen-year-old—if that.

JERRY TALLMER: I liked Dan Wolf the moment I laid eyes on him. He looked like me, slim, dark, average height. And he thought like me, full of political skepticism, not to say sarcasm.

GLORIA MCDARRAH: Ed talked. Dan, in comparison, he spoke softly, and pretty soon you’d be telling him your life story.

ED FANCHER: Dan rarely used a red pencil on copy. Instead, he would sit down with the writer and say, “Well now, why didn’t you say this? And did you think about that?” And he would talk it through. He was very good with young writers, beginning writers. He said he wouldn’t hire anybody from journalism school. He wanted writers from English departments. He said journalism school spoils most of them.

MARY PEROT NICHOLS: I was a reporter and a civic activist. The Voice was not a conventional paper. They expected you to be involved.

NAT HENTOFF: At the beginning, there was no party line in the paper. Staffers criticized each other in print, and readers had—in addition to the fractious letters page—the Press of Freedom space in which to express their dissonant obsessions. The paper resonated with so many different views that once, when I was lecturing to the Nieman Fellows at Harvard, a professor of government sitting in told me how exasperated he was with the Voice. “I never know what the Village Voice—as the Village Voice—believes. I never know what it stands for.” “That’s the point,” I said. “You can read all kinds of views in the Voice, and then make up your own mind. We don’t tell you what to think.”

Footnote

1 Carmine DeSapio was the longtime notorious boss of Tammany Hall, the Manhattan Democratic Party machine. He was later convicted of petty bribery and went to prison.








CHAPTER 3

QUICKLY: A COLUMN FOR SLOW READERS

NORMAN MAILER: The spring and summer of 1955, Fancher and Wolf were alone in the labor of educating themselves to the thousand and more details which go into starting a weekly newspaper. Busy at first with the work of finishing The Deer Park, later dredged by the effort, I did not much more than contribute a few bits of amateur advice and the name: the Village Voice. When a first issue of the paper appeared in late September, I was able to read it with the detachment of someone who had paid a nickel at a newsstand. Two weeks later my novel came out.

The paper was losing a thousand dollars a week. I could give myself the excuse that I was needed. I began to work on the Voice, playing at one job and then another, too charged with impatience to plug at chores, too doubtful in stamina to see the end of a project through from its beginning.

I started writing my column. That drove Dan insane; he felt it was much too fast, much too ugly. I never found a tone for my column, and so I was not able to learn how much or how little was possible.

We were losing half the readers he wanted, but we were gaining the readers I wanted, and so forth.

NORMAN MAILER, QUICKLY, A COLUMN FOR SLOW READERS, VILLAGE VOICE, JANUARY 3, 1956


At any rate, dear reader, we begin a collaboration, which may go on for three weeks, three months, or, Lord forbid, for three-and-thirty years. I have only one prayer—that I weary of you before you tire of me. And therefore, so soon as I learn to write columnese in a quarter of an hour instead of the unprofitable fifty-two minutes this has taken, we will all know better if our trifling business is going to continue.
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Village Voice cofounder and editor Daniel Wolf (1915–1996) (right) sits with author Norman Mailer (1923–2007) in the Voice’s offices in Sheridan Square, New York, April 14, 1964. Photograph © Fred W. McDarrah/MUUS Collection.



ED FANCHER: He was going through a very bad state in those days. He had just published his third book, which was The Deer Park, and had gotten bad reviews. And then he had a play based upon it, and that got bad reviews.

JOHN WILCOCK: My cynical observation was that famous authors who were paid by the word had a tendency to be a bit windy. The column was basically an apologia for its own existence. This pretentious and condescending rubbish was not being sympathetically received by Voice readers, some resorting in response to parody, but most accusing the star columnist of pomposity, verbosity, half-baked opinions, being patronizing, and suffering from “illusions of grandeur.”

Understandably, however, the publicity brought welcome attention to the paper, and this was magnified when Mailer chose to devote a half-page ad reprinting all the crappy reviews that had appeared deriding his third novel, The Deer Park.

JERRY TALLMER: He wrote the columns—an exploration of hipness intermingled with sneering put-downs of Village intelligentsia—by hand, with pen or pencil, in a sort of looping grade-school script, and brought or sent them in, always too late, much beyond deadline, and always, always far exceeding the allotted space. Our















Praise for 
THE FREAKS CAME OUT TO WRITE

Finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award for Nonfiction

Finalist for the Gotham Book Prize

Named a Best Book of the Year by The New Yorker * New York Magazine * Literary Hub * Chicago Public Library


Magazine * Literary Hub * Chicago Public Library “A well-made disco ball of a book—it’s big, discursive, ardent, intellectual and flecked with gossip. The Freaks Came Out to Write may be the best history of a journalistic enterprise I’ve ever read.”

—Dwight Garner, New York Times




“The Voice was the living center of the marginal, the weird, the rebellious. In the space and time of reading this wild ride of a book, I returned to that creative, crazy margin, and I think many other readers will, too.”

—Maureen Corrigan, NPR’s Fresh Air




“Reads like a night at a gossipy media party. Author Tricia Romano, a former Voice nightlife reporter, is the ideal guide through the gathering.”

—Washington Post





“A work so addictive that you wish more authors would tackle the form.”

—Ed Park, Harper’s Magazine





“A vital, comprehensive piece of media scholarship…. It’s also fun as hell to read.”

—Los Angeles Review of Books





“An animated tour of a shifting cultural landscape from critics who themselves shifted the landscape.”

—Boston Globe




“What The Freaks Came Out to Write really captures is the serious collegiality of a newspaper, the alchemy that happens when a group of people attempt to record the world, together.”

—Financial Times




“A rueful elegy for rawer, cheaper, better days.”

—The Guardian




“A lively history of the pioneering alt-weekly.”

—New York Post




“A triumph of contemporary journalism.”

—Village Voice



“A delicious oral history … sounds uncannily like the paper itself as it was experienced throughout its glory years and the years after.”

—London Review of Books



“Romano debuts with a phenomenal oral history.… Brimming with riveting anecdotes and capturing its subject’s rollicking spirit, this is a remarkable portrait of the ‘nation’s first alternative newspaper.’”

—Publishers Weekly



“Romano makes a zesty book debut with a polyphonic oral history of the iconic Village Voice.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“An absorbing firsthand history … Readers get a real flavor of the exciting and troubling times throughout the Village Voice’s run and the opportunity to draw their own conclusions about its rise.”

—Library Journal




“Some writers give voice to the voiceless. Romano gives voice to the Voice. For more than six decades, the Village Voice not only had its finger on the pulse of New York but quickened that pulse with its cultural criticism, investigative reporting, columns, cartoons, and more. I love this book!”

—Questlove



“A brilliant oral history that chronicles not only the Village Voice, the most important alt-weekly of our time, but also the history of New York City during the latter half of the twentieth century. One of the best narrative oral histories I have ever read—seamlessly edited, with anarchy on almost every page.”

—Gillian McCain, coauthor of Please Kill Me



“An uncensored look at the freewheeling, kaleidoscopic lives of the people who wrote for the Voice. This book is essential reading for anyone who cares about politics, culture, history, or democracy. Romano makes me wish I was twenty again, reading the Voice while trying to score a futon.”

—Gary Shteyngart, author of Our Country Friends



“Freaks reads like a garrulous night at the bar with the most brilliant, quarrelsome, passionate, and funny writers and editors of the Golden Age of insurgent media. The gossip! The fistfights! The passion! The fury! These collective voices and tales remind us not only of what writers once did, but what they can and should do RIGHT NOW. Hallelujah.”

—Joe Hagan, author of Sticky Fingers



“The Village Voice gave me my start as a writer. Romano’s colorful oral history, The Freaks Came Out to Write, serves as both a personal reminder of what and who made the Voice so unique and a broader history of the coolest newspaper that ever was.”

—Sloane Crosley, author of Grief Is for People



“The Voice was the greatest paper ever, and Romano captures the wild energy of what it was like to be a writer there.”

—Touré, author of I Would Die 4 You and host of Touré Show
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THE ‘VOICE’
NUMBER 1

With this isse, The Village
Voico, 1 mew weekly newspaper,
makes its first appearance on the
newsstinds of New York. The
Voice is e fist vegular news-
‘paper to be launched in the Village
since e establishment of the
Villoger in 1933. Tt will cost 5
cents a copy and it will bo dis-
wibuted on Wednesday momings.
The paper will serve not_merely
the Village propee but also the
Cooper:Stuyvesant,  Gramerey
Park, Lower Eist Side, and
Ohelsoa arcas, Its cditors ‘expect
it to have 2 wide circulation
in uptown New York and
elsewhere, since js in part
intended to provide thoroughgoing
coverage of the special entertain-
ment and other leatures of this
unigue neighborhood. They fore-
see & net.paid cireulation foe-the
Voice of ‘at least 10,000,

Publisher Edwin Pnnc’\er. 31,
% a practicing pychologist with
twa degrees fron the New School,
Mis yiried carcer has Sncluded
sesearch work for the Comell
Medical Callege and the Tustitute
of World Affsirs; o spell ag a
teacher of peveliology at New
Tochelle High Schook; and a
period of enrollment at the Uni-

col. 1

Cantin

NJ Youth, Ninth
To Rob Store, Is
Also Unluckiest

Eight times in the past eight
yours some kid afier easy moncy
has made a target of John Tintor's
Jiquor Store on West 12th Street.
The eighth-but first sobber this
year—walked into the store Sat-
urday night and achieved the
dubious - distinction of being the
$rst one to get caught.

A radio car from one of the
Manhattan happened to be
cruising in the area at the time
that Thomas DeFabiis made his
getavay, with the cash drawer
containing $35 in a sedan_ car
bearing New Jersey license plates.
A call from the Mirror car’s driver,
Bob Wendlinger, brought sci
forcements in the shape of three
police cars and Voice reporter
Howard Fertig.

Unaware that e was followed,

s, 18, of Jerscy
10 a downtown Broadway address
and was nabbed by police’ and
taken to the Charles Street station.

Later white-haired John Tintor,
65, told the Voice: “These young
yunks come in all the time; this i
the eighth since I took over this
store in 1947, They always come
around 930 at night and usually
they have got av

sting gifts
Lewis & Lews, 19 E. 9th St—Adv.

c|by the Tepublican State C

Roger Sprung, 25, runs a TV
repair_shop in Lake Mobe;
New York, but every week end
dus the summec hie ¢
the Village to play and sing folk
music:in’ Washinglon Squurc. He
one of more than 100 musi
both amateur and  profes
who could have been found in
the Square almost any warm S
day afternoon up to' this_month.
ext Sunday, and for probably a
fow subsequent weckends, there'll
Il be_occasional gu
in the Square, but they’
ing o brush with the law becanse
previously they had a permit, now
cxpired and not renewable until
next spring.
A cowple of Swndays ago, 1
andored over to the fountain

No District ‘Hopeless,
Republican State Head
Tells Local GOP

President Dwight Eisenhower's
statement—there is no such thing
a5 “a hopeless district”was quoted

irman
o villige

at a GOP meet;
Tast. Thursd

“The average pary worker
wants 1o change the world in a
day, and it can't bo dane,’
Judson Morehouse: told bis au-
dience at the First Asembly
Distriet Republican Club at 40
West 10th Street.

The spesker, elected
post of State chainman
conf d with
cently in Denve

g

the

Music-Makers Quit the Square
(But Only for -the Wintertime)

By John Wileock

Val. 1, No. T * Greenwich Village, New York © October 26, 1955

—sorce"wi

wound which inost of the Square’s

ctivity has alwayseentered, to
{meet Roger and some of
friends. One of th

teld me that he oc

ed the guitar but

bimsclf sufficiently up to standard
to join in when a really graovy
session was under
“Roger’s one of the top men in
this growp,” he said. “He plays
fiddle, uitar, banjo, mandolin, and
sings as well. He's been playing
for several years and has made
some records, 1 believe. There's
ot of folk music about, you know,
but it varies a great deal. Some of
the bestselling stufl is just purcly
commercial—the kind of this
maybe Gene Aulry would sing—
it sounds nice but when I hear it
Tnever believe that the song wi
lers
| writing. Now

“Tm Sad and Tm Lone
the writer. of that_one

When
s My
Continued on page 3 cal. 1

THE TIGER'S TIMBERS

The. earliest traces of Duteh
colonization in  America mhers
I in the Village from Adrian
&S ship Tiger—have  been
placed on display at the Muscum
of the ity of New York. The
timbers, dutisg back to 1613, were
discovered during excavations be-
neath the comer of Dey and
Creenwich Streets, for the IRT,
back in 1913,

1€ you dowt kiow furs—know,
Lewie & Lewis, 19 E. Oth St.— Adv.

SUES COL
Seeks $50,000

| A 8B.year-old Villige trucker,
Lespelled” from the  New  York
Schoal of Social Work of Colum-
bia University in March, claims
that bis cxpulsion was
and s suing the Unives
§50,000. Papers in the suit were
served Monday.

rederick Fleck of Chiistopher
Stieet was expelled from the school
on March 23rd of this year—the day
after a signed editorial critical of
te school's’ training methods ap-
peared in 4 student. publication of
\which Tie was editor. Fleck elaims
—and the school's spokesmen deny.
—that he was expelled becavse of
his cditorial criticism.

The editorial in the March issue
of the studont publication, - T
Process, criticized the school for
teaching techniques applicable to!
only one type of community de-
spite $he fact that it sol

of the world, .

“Tho day the editorial appear
€d” Fleck told the Voioe yester-
|day, “I was called to-the office of
| Associate Dean Nathan Coh ind

for the year's work, no matter
what I did for the remainder of the
ter. Theee days later,
xeply to my telegram asking a
|fuller diseussion of the _matter,
Dean Cohen told me that  the
committee’s decision was final and
I was being asked to leave the
school.
“Because of this 1 am’ clearly
prohibited from advaricing in -my
chosen profession. Under  such
cireumstances no other — school
vould accept my registr
¢ been expelled from X
If 1 retumed to socia
swould be kept forever at th
level as when 1 left Arizo
(Before being awarded a Fellow-
ship from the School to study

+

‘Doodling’ in Subway
Wins Artist Prize
An oil painting of part of &
subway station wall-complete with
hearts and arrows, swear-wards,
and signs saying “Joe was here”
oo of the first prizewinners
a new show which opened Mon.
at the Village Art Center.
The pietuce, by Heb Young,
is of the 86th streot station—two
blocks from his home.
Young and two other winners,
Jeuw Tiyon and Sally Michell
have only recently joined the
Center and this is their first sho
Remaining prizewinner Margaret
Layton, hias won prizes in at least
five shows al the Center.
Cureent show is the 13th an-
nual ol exhibition and  runs
through November 11.

da

{told that T would not get credit |

§[hadut completed about 1

VILLAGE TRUCKER

UMBIA

there, Fleck had been working as
|a social worker among the Apache
| Indians in Aricona. That State’s
Public W

el him a yew's leave and
| monthly  stipend to attend.
Jsehiool)

Since lis expulsion lie Tias work-
ed as a shop comsellor at a sum-
mer camp and as a trucker in the
Village. Tn 1953 ke received &
master’s degree in psychology from
the New Scliool, West 12th Sueet.
< The school from which Fleck
alleges he was improperly expelled
had a different vesion of the Slory.
Associate Dean Cohen tald the
Voi leck’s story is 100 per
cent wrong. He was. beorc the
committee on students almost from
the time he came in; we Dave
Tasger file on him than on any
student,

b March we agreed 1o let
im Enish out the course bi
indicated there was very

Jittle

s Stecum

e or
1o be
he

four courses and didn't s

might. There are many studer
dropped from this school: he is
certainly not a single

| " “As for the article h —his
leaving the school was nothing fo
|do with that. ‘The publication is
| still running and still eriticizing the
|school from time to i

Manuseript by Phil
(aged 4) goes on show

Four-yearold Philip, one of
the children attending the
Creenwich House day school,
has a manuseript-his first—on
ay this week at the East
Side Savings Bank, 422 Sisth
Avenue,

It is a short picce entitled
simply “A joke by Philip,” and
it reads: “Ahorse can't say yes
or say no-but a donkey can.”

| Furriers over half a century
Lewis & Lowis, 19 E. 9th St~ Adv.

. He ©
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—DWIGHT GARNER,
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