


[image: 001]




[image: 001]




Table of Contents

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Introduction

 


THE HOWELL DOCTRINE

DEMOLITION MAN

SYNERGY CITY

NEW YORK’S TABLOID WARS

THE NEW YORK TIME S’S OUTWARD BOUND ADVENTURE

THE REPORTER WHO DISAPPEARED

FEE SPEECH

THE DON

GOTCHA: CANDIDATES VERSUS PRESS

INSIDE OUT

FOX NEWS: WE REPORT. WE DECIDE.

FAMILY BUSINESS

FORTRESS BUSH

 


Acknowledgements

INDEX




Praise for Backstory

“Ken Auletta is the James Bond of the media world, a man who combines the probing mind and easy charm of a top intelligence agent with the glamour that befits the holder of a high-profile job.... The result: stories that give readers an intimate feel for the drama within the institutions that set the national news agenda.”

—Diane Brady, Business Week

“Extra! Extra! Read all about it! From the hallowed halls of The New York Times to the demimonde of the tabloids, Ken Auletta gets the Backstory on the business of news.”—Fanfair, Vanity Fair

“Absolutely riveting ... By any account Ken Auletta is a model journalist, illuminating key questions with his own good writing, hard work, and humility.”

—Robert Messenger, The New York Sun

“Auletta, author and respected media critic ... offers cogent analyses of the internal and external pressures reshaping American journalism.”

—Vanessa Bush, Booklist (starred review)

“For a deeper understanding of how the big American media works, for a solid forecast of the clouds threatening the state of journalism, there’s nobody better than Auletta.”—Steve Bennett, San Antonio Express-News

“If you want to know what’s really happening in the rapidly changing worlds of newspaper and television journalism, this is the book to read.... Ken Auletta is the media critic for The New Yorker, and Backstory is a collection of his eye-opening pieces published in the magazine over the past decade.... What makes this collection so valuable is that Auletta takes a hard look at his profession and asks high-profile journalists the kind of tough questions they have asked of so many others.”

—Elizabeth Bennett, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Auletta has a deft way of describing journalists in their natural habitat.”

—John C. Ensslin, Rocky Mountain News

“Brilliant, breathtaking reporting ... gripping.”

—Jennifer Prittie, National Post (Toronto)

“Prescient.”—John Leonard, Har per’s Magazine

“Ken Auletta is one of the best reporters working today. ... Throughout Backstory ... Auletta brilliantly illuminates the machinations of print, TV, and the Internet.... Nobody was on this story before Auletta, and nobody covers it with more authority, insight and compelling detail.”

—Patrick Beach, Austin American-Statesman

“Telling.”—Russ Smith, The New York Press

“Auletta provides a valuable perspective on how the pressures of business have affected how we read and watch the news.”—Publishers Weekly

“Eye-opening for news consumers, and useful for journalists hoping to understand the changes sweeping the profession.”—Kirkus Reviews
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INTRODUCTION

I WAS FIRST INFECTED with the idea of becoming a journalist while studying political science in graduate school. The bylines I remember belonged to Murray Kempton, David Halberstam, Homer Bigart, Gay Talese, I. F. Stone, Lillian Ross, among others. Why not, I thought, extend school through my life and get paid to learn, travel, and meet people? Journalism also held some allure as a profession where independence was prized. Didn’t reporters brave Bull Connor’s dogs to report on the struggle for civil rights? Didn’t the New York Times face down President Kennedy when he wanted Halberstam yanked from Vietnam? Didn’t the Washington Post back two cub reporters over an incident known as Watergate? I saw how Lillian Ross—and then years later, Gay Talese, Norman Mailer, and Tom Wolfe—perfected something called the New Journalism, a way to marry narrative fiction techniques to nonfiction. This was a profession that could educate and entertain. It could inspire change. True, it conferred power without responsibility, and thus was a wonderful way to prolong  adolescence. But it was also a noble calling, a vital public service in a democracy where citizens rely on information to vote and to form and freely express opinions.

I’m still a sucker for the romance of journalism, but I’m also a realist. My adult lifetime graduate course has taught me that my métier’s virtues, like those of the Greek heroes, often become its vices. Its very successes—illuminating the civil rights revolution, helping open America’s eyes to Vietnam or Nixon’s depredations or financial mismanagement—induced excess. Reporters wanted to be famous, rich, influential. As a media writer, I’ve reported on a new generation of windbags, of callow people who think they become investigative reporters by adopting a belligerent pose without doing the hard digging, of bloviators so infatuated with their own voice they have forgotten how to listen, of news presidents who are slaves to ratings, and of editors terrified they may bore readers. As in any profession, some folks take shortcuts.

The shortcut I worry most about today falls under the rubric of “business pressures.” I worry about the owners of journalistic properties making business decisions that harm journalism. Recall the oft-told story of the wasp with a crippled wing that pleads with a frog to carry him across a pond. After promising not to sting him, the wasp finally induces the frog to lug him across. Arriving on the other shore, alas, the wasp stings him. As the frog is expiring he plaintively asks, “Why’d you sting me?”

“What can I tell you? I’m a wasp. It’s my nature.”

As a reporter, I’ve learned it’s the nature of corporate executives to extol the virtues of synergy, profit margins, the stock price, cost cutting, extending the brand, demographics, ratings, and getting on the team. Journalists rarely share these concerns, so we often denounce what we see as dumb corporate decisions that do violence to journalism. We would do better to recognize that this is the nature of the business culture and figure out how to translate our journalistic concerns into language corporate executives can understand. Since they write the checks, somehow journalists must persuade our corporate chiefs to broaden their too narrow definition of success.

This won’t be easy. The cultural divide between us is vast. The corporate buzzword synergy is rarely journalism’s friend. The business assumptions  that animate synergy—cost savings, “team culture,” “leverage” of size—are often a menace to journalism. Take, for example, the proposed merger of CNN and ABC News that surfaced in the latter half of 2002. The key argument for “consolidating” CNN with a network news division was that upward of $200 million in cost reductions could be realized. This “synergy” would sweeten the bottom line and maybe provide CNN with the use of more visible ABC stars, but it’s hard to see how it would improve news coverage. ABC would have access to CNN’s more extensive bureaus overseas, but ABC, except in national emergencies, has continued to shrink international news. Early in 2002, ABC tried to replace its luminous internationalist newscast—Ted Koppel’s Nightline—with David Letterman. The merging of CNN and ABC means that two competing newsrooms would be replaced by one.

Sometimes, the “independent” news division shows off its team spirit. In the spring of 2003, a news executive at CBS dispatched a proposal to the family of Pfc. Jessica Lynch, who had been captured and wounded in Iraq, offering her exposure on various news programs. But the news executive didn’t stop there. She noted that Viacom, the corporate parent, owned Paramount, which could make a movie of Lynch’s heroics, and Simon & Schuster, which could offer a book, and MTV, a popular cable network, which might make her a cohost of a video show, and Infinity Broadcasting, the second largest radio network. The news executive put in the proper qualifications about how she could not speak for the movie or book or any other division. Nevertheless, a CBS News executive was making a pitch for the Viacom team. Similar synergistic proposals were received from other big media companies, including the HarperCollins publishing division of News Corp.

A corporate preoccupation with cost synergies is, of course, not new. Mark Willes, when he became the CEO of Times Mirror in the first half of the 1990s, lashed the company’s newspapers, which included the Los Angeles Times, to lift profit margins from 8 percent to 16 percent. And Knight Ridder ordered its two Philadelphia papers to double profit margins. Gannett saw its stock soar partly because it enjoys double-digit profit margins. Editors at some Gannett, and other, newspapers have sometimes ordered reporters to skip press conferences and in-person interviews and instead sit  at their computer terminals and retrieve information, thus improving “productivity” by filing more stories. It is old news that newsmagazines boost sales by dressing up their covers with celebrities, and despite the boom following 9/11, international news continues to be downsized.

For many years, media companies have succeeded in generating profit margins of 50 percent at their TV stations, the principal reason media giants want government to relax rules on how many stations they may own. Owners skimp on costs, particularly the cost of local news, which is usually a station’s profit locomotive. So in succeeding in earning more than fifty cents on each dollar of revenue, they usually fail to produce worthy local newscasts. Similarly, distant group owners who now dominate local radio stations—like Clear Channel Communications—raise their margins by lowering local news costs, producing centralized, homogenized news that is pumped out to various stations.

As happened with network television, which became more preoccupied with ratings as it lost market share, so it goes with print journalism. Publishers ask why we need such expensive bureaus in D.C. and state capitals. Why so many seriously boring stories on government? Why tie up our best reporters and writers on long investigative reports on poverty or race or housing when they could monitor services our readers use—like mammograms—or write vivid features? Why, nervous executives ask, can’t we pepper the mix with more gossip, more marketing-driven and friendly news, more news readers or viewers can use, more features that will please our advertisers? Why, the question recurs with depressing frequency, do journalists have to be such scolds?

At the same time, as media companies get bigger, the role of the journalist within them is diminished. Inside a behemoth like Disney, Time Warner, Viacom, or Clear Channel, news rarely matches the profit margins of other divisions, such as cable or programming, and thus loses internal clout. And as media companies converge, a premium is placed on teamwork. Occasions for journalistic conflicts of interest thus proliferate. To a Disney or GE executive, synergy is achieved when ABC’s Good Morning America broadcasts from Disney World or when NBC’s Today show features stars from its entertainment division. To AOL Time Warner, synergy was achieved when Warner Books won the right to publish retiring GE chairman  and CEO Jack Welch’s memoir, promising to enlist the support of its various divisions to promote the book.

GE, which has huge business interests in China, leaned on its NBC Sports to apologize to China for Bob Costas’s perfectly reasonable mention of human rights abuses during the opening ceremonies of the 1996 Summer Olympics. “We wanted to make it clear that we didn’t intend to hurt their feelings,” said an apologetic NBC spokesman. Nor, presumably, did NBC want to get off the team and hurt the business interests of its corporate parent, General Electric. Rupert Murdoch, the CEO of News Corp., Sumner Redstone, the chairman of Viacom/CBS, and Gerald Levin, the former CEO of AOL Time Warner, each went out of his way to attack critics of the Chinese government, hoping to win entrée to the world’s largest market.

The cultural gap between the business and news divisions at media companies is as wide as the gap between scientists and government that C. P. Snow wrote about nearly a half century ago. Media corporations prize teamwork to create a “borderless” company that eliminates defensive interior barriers among divisions, strive to use leverage to boost sales, and push synergy. But journalists are meant to prize independence, not teamwork, and to value distance from advertisers or sources, not synergies with them. We journalists need borders—that is to say, a degree of independence—to do our jobs. We don’t aspire to a “borderless” company because we want the advertising department to stay the hell out of the newsroom. The “leverage” journalists seek is the kind that pries loose the story, not the kind that boosts the parent company’s other “products.”

It frustrates those on the business side that journalists often fail to recognize that they are part of a business. If the business fails to make money, how attract investors or justify squandering the pension moneys invested by widows or giant shareholders? The Times Mirror Company can be faulted for the way it killed a fine newspaper, but if New York Newsday really hemorrhaged more than $100 million and had no prospect of earning a profit, then Times Mirror eventually had no choice but to put it to rest. General Electric can be faulted for the way it treated NBC News when it took over that network in 1986, but not for seeking to learn why nearly half the stories assigned by the news desk never aired.

If journalists hope to bridge the cultural divide, they might start by understanding the value of earning a profit. More profits can mean hiring more reporters, or more time to report stories. They might also learn to advance business reasons to support journalistic claims. There are, for example, sound business reasons to zealously guard the credibility of journalism. USA Today has gained credibility—and awards—by relaxing strictures on story length and by offering more in-depth reports. In turn, these are touted in advertisements to build up its brand value. A TV reporter perceived as a gunslinger will lose both viewers and potential interviews. The Los Angeles Times’s credibility was tarnished by its secret advertising deal with Staples, making it harder to attract top editorial talent, at least for a while. Ditto the Wall Street Journal after Foster Winans or the New York Times after Jayson Blair. Sully the credibility and you damage the brand. These may not be easily quantifiable, but they are nevertheless real.

Journalists also have to confront the profit margin argument. They need show how a 20 percent profit margin (versus, say 15 percent) may mean cutting bone, not fat; how the higher target means the newsroom will not be able to launch the kind of investigative stories that win respect and awards, and that bureaus will be shuttered. Business executives like to quantify things, and so journalists will have to get specific: You want more coverage of Islam or Korea, or a series on immigration? You can’t have it and still achieve a 20 percent profit margin—unless you want us to eliminate our bureau in the state capital. Yes, I know shareholders want a 20 percent margin—but not if in the long run it means they own a diminished asset. The next time a media executive like Michael Eisner of Disney expresses pride in the work of ABC News and insists that costs can be curbed without harm to the journalistic mission, someone has to ask him: Do you really believe ABC can effectively cover the world—as it did in the fall of 2002—with only five overseas correspondents? When the networks buy footage from an overseas picture service, they usually tack on a voice-over and claim they are covering a hot spot, but a picture is no substitute for reporting. It does not provide the context or authority that media executives always insist sets network news apart. Usually only a reporter on the ground who speaks the local language and has mined various sources and is familiar with the nation’s  culture and traditions can provide such context. Similarly, the wire service dispatches relied on by many Tribune papers and other chains cannot set those newspapers apart.

The public is no mere spectator to this dialogue. If readers don’t trust journalists, if they cynically believe we’re all in the tank, or make things up, or push our own political agendas, politics will become even more shrill and uncivil with no trusted referee to sort out the facts. We would be perceived as partisans, the way too many European journalists are. If journalism was not about more than profits, we would not receive special protections under the First Amendment. We receive such sanction because in a democracy voters get much of their information from the press. While journalism is about concrete things like reporting facts, it’s really about fulfilling a public trust. That trust can’t be synergized or quantified, but you know it when you lose it.

Synergy and public trust are two of several themes explored in this collection of articles. With one exception, each was written for The New Yorker, and in one case—“Tabloid Wars”—I include a piece The New Yorker did not run. I have sometimes added material excised at the time for space reasons. The Howell Raines profile, for example, adds about five thousand words that were cut from the original piece, which ran at seventeen thousand words. After each piece I add a postscript, including an analysis of post-Jayson Blair controversies at the New York Times. The pieces start at the top of the profession with the New York Times, then plunge into the synergy abyss, go on to explore various news business strategies, trying to sketch where journalism was back once, where it has gone since then, and where it is going next. I have added two recent press pieces, a profile of the company that owns the Wall Street Journal, and “Fortress Bush,” an account of relations between the press and the Bush White House.

The process of compiling and editing this collection happened to coincide with membership on President Lee C. Bollinger’s task force to explore the future of the Columbia School of Journalism. Over the course of six dinners, the thirtyplus members of the task force delved into what was wrong with contemporary journalism and what the country’s foremost journalism school might do to better train journalists.

As we went around a large rectangular dinner table at a club in New York City, task force members discussed the varied ills of modern journalism—business pressures to achieve ratings or circulation gains and how this often trivializes news and produces infotainment; the journalistic game of Gotcha! and how this spurs reporters to chase headlines without understanding what they’re after; the bimbo factor of dumb reporters (or dumb questions) without a clue what to ask or who pursue mindless stories without context; reporters who are full of attitude, not information, who think it is okay to be cynical, as opposed to skeptical, and who adopt a fake adversarial pose without having done the legwork; the conformity of pack journalism; the lack of time that leads to hurried stories.

An inescapable truism about journalism is that form dictates content. The form of journalism—gimme a headline, gimme a story in the next hour or two, and gimme it in 500 or 250 words—subverts the content. It’s easy for someone who is allowed 20,000 words and months to report a New Yorker story to say this, but it’s nevertheless true that most editors don’t allow reporters enough time or space to get a story’s facts and context right. One hopes that a journalism education would address these ills, would induce students, as historian Alan Brinkley said at one meeting, to aspire not to get a job but to be a great journalist.

Shaping a journalism curriculum, we all learned, is no simple feat. Questions came at us with machine-gun speed. Is journalism to be taught as a craft? Do you offer separate craft courses—how to write a lead or include the who, what, when, and where of a story? Or do you include the craft elements in each course? Is there a body of knowledge a journalist should possess? How much time should be devoted to mastering writing as opposed to mastering reporting? Should on-the-job training be emphasized or study? Should a journalist be trained as a specialist in a given field or as a generalist? Should it take one year or two to receive a degree? And if two, can students afford the steep tuition? How does one teach what task force member Mike Oreskes called a journalistic way of thinking—a mind-set that helps a reporter become what another member, Karen Elliott House, called a truth seeker, sorting truth from a welter of “facts”?

Each of these questions flows back to what I think of as the tree-trunk  question: How best to train a professional journalist? In turn, this core question assumes that while someone can be a fine journalist without a journalism degree, journalism is not a walk-on profession. It requires training, just as a split end and quarterback repeatedly practice pass routes or a violinist again and again rehearses a concerto. This is a vital assumption for it justifies the special role journalists play in a democracy. While we are not licensed as lawyers or doctors, and not as extensively trained, we are, in effect, accredited to sort out fact from fiction, to decide what is news and what is not, what is more and also less important, what the public needs to know to make decisions in a democracy. The myriad questions about what to include in a journalism school curriculum are all mere branches of this tree.

There is at least one other critical question a journalism school should ask, and it is one that President Bollinger and the task force member he boldly induced to become dean, Nicholas Lemann, asked of this task force: Do you design a journalism school curriculum to prepare journalists to function in the commercial world as it is or for the way you wish journalism to be? Do you train journalists to excel at the way the game is played today or do you train them to reform the way the game is played? I believe a journalism school should be a beacon, not a reflection, educating not just its students but their prospective employers.

The acorn of good journalism is humility. Humility is more essential than good writing or hard work—though these are obviously vital. Humility is required to use two of a journalist’s irreplaceable tools: the curiosity to ask questions and the ability to listen to the answers. Each requires modesty because each requires us to assume we don’t already know the answers. Asking and listening assume an ability to understand someone’s position, to empathize. Sources talk to journalists for many reasons—because they have something to say; because they are vain and believe in themselves; because they wish to protect themselves should we be talking to adversaries; because they honestly believe they have something to sell; because the publication, or the journalist, carries some weight. But sources also talk if they sense that a reporter genuinely seeks understanding (and not just a headline). Sensing this, they are more likely to open up and to help a journalist to better sort truth from fiction.

Criticism helps keep journalists—like politicians—humble, as we were all reminded in the spring of 2003 when the New York Times was convulsed by the Jayson Blair scandal. After the paper published a 7,200-word account of how reporter Blair had stolen the work of others and tricked his editors into printing lies, the staff of the Times went into an uproar. Management called a mass meeting at a nearby movie theater whose entrance was guarded by an army of competing reporters and cameras. To enter the theater, Times journalists had to pass a phalanx of preying reporters and flashing bulbs. Most shunned eye contact and pretended not to hear their names called; some shielded their faces, like mobsters entering a police station. For the first time in most of these reporters’ lives, they experienced what it must feel like to be on the other side of a story—to be embarrassed, to duck questions or worry about what they might say, about whether their quotes would get garbled, about how they might look. Should I talk? Did I say the right thing? Will my words get me in trouble? Is that snide bastard going to do me in?

Should he return to editing, Howell Raines—the departed executive editor of the Times—would probably be a more sensitive and empathetic editor after the awful experience he endured. His humbling experience became a universal experience. Those of us in journalism were reminded that when our foremost paper is sullied, so are we. Nor was what happened at the New York Times the usual “inside baseball story” editors deride when they say no one except other journalists are interested in what goes on in a newsroom. New York’s two tabloid newspapers, the News and the Post, each plastered the ouster of Raines and his deputy on their June sixth front pages. It was big news because every citizen is reliant on news and the “facts” journalists disseminate. No journalistic institution’s facts are more relied upon than those in the New York Times.

But the backstory behind these headlines is about the humility Raines and his publisher and most journalists—or anyone else infected by power—often lose. In their embarrassment, they learned what defeated candidates, disgraced politicians, indicted officials, or aging sports stars must: Nothing breeds humility like independent scrutiny, the “check and balance” of rigorous criticism or competition. The work that follows is meant to serve that end.
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A MAN WHO TAKES the subway wearing the white panama hat of a plantation owner is either blithely arrogant or irrepressibly self-confident, and in the nine months that Howell Raines has been the executive editor of the Times both qualities have been imputed to him. Raines is fifty-nine, and has worked for the Times for a quarter of a century; he has been praised and derided for the sometimes coruscating editorial page that he ran from January of 1993 until August 2001. But until last year his acquaintance with the newsroom was only passing, and to most of his Times colleagues he was an alien—as the metropolitan editor, Jonathan Landman, characterized him, a “Martian.”

Raines is built close to the ground (he is five feet eight), with short, stocky legs that churn rapidly—like those of “a Tasmanian devil,” one female reporter affectionately says. He has neatly brushed back, wavy black hair flecked with gray, a wardrobe of dapper sports jackets and pastel shirts, a courtly manner, an engaging wit, and he is fond of quoting the  former University of Alabama football coach Bear Bryant, or Yeats, or what he learned from his father, growing up in Birmingham, Alabama—sometimes all three, and sometimes trying the patience of his listeners.

Raines’s eyes are nearly black; in photographs, even when he’s half smiling, they convey an unsmiling intensity. That intensity has excited and occasionally alarmed the inhabitants of the world’s most powerful newsroom, who often ask if this son of hill-country Alabamans is comfortable leading a newspaper staffed by Ivy Leaguers. They see that he enjoys power and is unafraid to use it, but wonder why he is often hostile to others who hold it. What is clear, a little more than a year since it was announced that he would succeed Joseph Lelyveld in the top job, is that Howell Raines is quickening the pulse of the Times.

Raines has been waiting for this chance for years. His friend R. W. (Johnny) Apple, Jr., the paper’s political sage, recalled a trip they took to South Africa in 1995, when Raines talked about one day becoming executive editor. “‘I’m not at all sure I’ll get it. But I’ll be ready if I get it. I’m going to prepare myself,’” Apple remembers Raines saying. In early 2001, Lelyveld told Arthur O. Sulzberger, Jr., the Times’s chairman and publisher, that he planned to retire as executive editor; and when Sulzberger decided that his choice was between Raines and Bill Keller, the managing editor, Raines had indeed prepared. “I knew that I wanted to raise the competitive metabolism of the paper,” Raines said to me during a series of interviews this winter and spring. When Sulzberger asked him what he might do as executive editor, he told the publisher that he “wanted to enliven the front page with more exclusive breaking news—original stories.” He knew that, unlike almost every other newspaper in America, the Times’s daily circulation was growing—by April of 2001 it had reached 1.15 million—but that this growth came from the national edition, introduced in 1980, which now accounted for nearly half of the paper’s readers.

To continue its expansion, Raines argued, the Times had to become “a must-read” for new customers, and he described the paper in somewhat military terms: Just as the “Powell doctrine,” promulgated by General Colin Powell, declared that American troops should be sent into battle only if they had enough force to overpower the enemy, so Raines proposed covering big stories with the overwhelming force of the newspaper—some  twelve hundred editorial employees who work in newsrooms on the third and fourth floors of the Times Building, on West Forty-third Street, and in offices scattered throughout the building, as well as in twenty-eight foreign and ten domestic bureaus. He believed the Times was competing for eyeballs with every newspaper and magazine. In particular, he saw the Journal taking aim at the Times, and he rejected the “dangerous mind-set at the Times that we can’t compete with the Wall Street Journal on business news. My view is that I want to be General Giap to their Westmoreland.” He would move faster, work harder, catch rivals by surprise.

The newsroom was introduced to its editor-to-be on May 21, 2001. For Raines, the victory was total. He did not have to contend with his rival, Keller, because Keller was given a biweekly column, alternating Saturdays with Frank Rich, and became a senior writer for the Times Magazine. With Sulzberger’s prior approval, Raines picked a somewhat reserved deputy managing editor, Gerald Boyd, to be his managing editor; they had worked together in the Washington bureau in the mideighties. A decade later, Boyd had been in the running for the managing editor’s job, but was rejected by Lelyveld; Boyd, in turn, described Lelyveld and Keller as not “inclusive,” a word with deep meaning for a fifty-one-year-old black man. Unlike Keller, Boyd was invited to join the regular Wednesday lunch that serves as the paper’s steering committee, along with Sulzberger; Raines; Gail Collins, whom Raines had hired, and who succeeded him as the editorial-page editor; and the Times’s president, Janet L. Robinson.

Raines spent the summer getting to know the newsroom. Earlier in his Times career, he had been based in Atlanta, Washington, and London; now he spent evenings visiting various desks, and took an assortment of editors to coffee, lunch, and dinner, all in preparation for taking over, after Labor Day. He met with the sports editor, Neil Amdur, and said that he wanted more college sports, particularly football and basketball. He met with Margaret O’Connor, the picture editor, and Mike Smith, her deputy, and heard that Times photographers felt like “second-class citizens” because they weren’t sent out often enough on breaking stories; their best photographs were often unused. The photo department, Raines learned, had put these unused photographs up on a wall, under  the words “The Ones That Got Away.” Raines assured O’Connor and Smith that things would be different. He and Boyd flew to Atlanta in August for a dinner with southern bureau chiefs and told them they should be on the road more, capturing “the pulse” of America.

Sometimes, Raines revealed his tough side. That spring Lelyveld had made several appointments, including Berlin bureau chief Roger Cohen as deputy foreign editor, to start in September. Lelyveld thought he still had a paper to run; Raines worried that he barely knew Cohen and that Lelyveld was saddling him with people he might not have chosen. In August, the soon-to-be executive editor summoned Cohen back from Berlin. Cohen wrote Raines that he would land at 4:00 P.M. at JFK on a Monday, and suggested they meet the next day. Raines insisted that they dine the night Cohen arrived. “There were no references at dinner that it was the day I arrived and maybe I was jet lagged,” recalls Cohen with a laugh. “He doesn’t like wimping. This was clearly someone who doesn’t want to waste time. I had been in the country two hours!”

Raines promised to manage the newsroom in the collegial way that he’d run the editorial board, which has fourteen members. But he can also be autocratic—some say bullying. In a sharp and, to those inside the paper, controversial departure from the Lelyveld era, Raines said that he wanted what is known as the masthead to be more engaged in shaping stories and coordinating news coverage. (The masthead consists of the managing editor, his deputy, and the seven assistant managing editors whose names appear under the executive editor’s on the Times editorial page. The department editors, whose names do not appear, actually run the various sections of the paper.) “Howell has thought about this job a long time, and he loves it,” said John Huey, the editorial director of Time, Inc., who worked with Raines on the Atlanta Constitution in the early seventies. “Some people who held that job wore it like a hair shirt.” (Huey mentioned Lelyveld and his predecessor, Max Frankel.) “Howell Raines expected to have fun.” His energy was obvious, and the newsroom was probably more excited than anxious in the months before he took over. There was little indication of just how fast Raines intended to move.




A WEEK IN SEPTEMBER
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The Raines era began on September 5, 2001. When Raines arrived at his office, in the northeast corner of the newsroom, his favorite image was already on the wall behind his desk. Taken by a Times photographer, George Tames, it is a sequence containing seven black-and-white photographs of Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Baines Johnson cajoling Senator Theodore F. Green, of Rhode Island; in each succeeding frame, LBJ shrinks his colleague’s space until Green is bent backward over his desk and LBJ is hovering just inches from his face. Implicitly, these photographs suggest how Raines intends to bend the Times to his will. And those who might miss this signal are provided another, for he placed on the edge of the small round desk where visitors sit across from him a copy of the novel Stay Hungry, by his college classmate Charles Gaines, as a reminder of his desire for a hungry newsroom.

“I just like the tribal culture of a newsroom,” Raines told me one day as we sat in a small sitting room behind his office. “I’m—in some sense—home. The populist side of me is very much about my identification with the culture of a newsroom.” He explained what he meant by citing Bear Bryant. “Coach Bryant had a lot of flaws—he was late to support integration,” Raines said. “But he was a very influential figure for any student of leadership.... When Coach Bryant walked onto a football field, everybody in that stadium knew that football would be played here today.”

September fifth, a Wednesday, was a relatively slow news day; the front page had stories about the New York mayoral primary, about administration officials defending Bush’s budget, about immigration policy. But the new editor’s presence could be felt. The Washington bureau chief, Jill Abramson, remembers that Raines called her and said, “I want something with pop for the Sunday paper.” To assure more “pop,” he initiated, that first day, a 10:30 A.M. meeting of the masthead, to supplement a  noon meeting, originated by Lelyveld, of the department and masthead editors, and a 4:30 P.M. page-one meeting. The morning session, Raines said, was meant “as a teaching device for me” and as a way to “include the masthead” in shaping the paper.

On Monday, September tenth, Raines announced that Andrew Rosenthal, the foreign editor, was being promoted to assistant managing editor, and would serve as Gerald Boyd’s principal news deputy, and that Roger Cohen would become acting foreign editor. With less fanfare, he made his first reporter assignment, switching media reporter Alex Kuczynski to the style section, where she would write the sort of pop-feature pieces that would appeal to the Times’s national audience. “It was no accident that the first transfer I made when I got down here was to move Alex Kuczynski from media to style,” Raines said. “I did that to set a standard.”

On the morning of September eleventh, Raines rose at around seven o’clock and prepared a pot of tea for Krystyna Stachowiak, thirty-eight, an attractive, self-possessed Polish-born public relations executive who shares a Greenwich Village town house with him. Then he read the Times and sent e-mail. He wasn’t yet dressed when he heard that a plane had crashed into the World Trade Center. Arthur Sulzberger, Jr., called immediately. Minutes later, Raines grabbed his hat—since having a cancerous lesion removed from his nose he always wears a hat—and was on Seventh Avenue, gaping at the smoldering North Tower to his left, and to his right, at the staff of St. Vincent’s Hospital, in their green scrubs, mobilized for victims that never came. Uptown, Gerald Boyd was in a barber’s chair at 104th Street and Amsterdam Avenue when a passerby poked his head in the door with the news. “I leaped out of the chair,” Boyd recalls, and he hurried to the subway, which had already suspended service, before hailing a gypsy cab and getting to the office at 9:10 A.M., about forty minutes before Raines arrived.

Roger Cohen had just dropped off his son at school in Park Slope when he heard an explosion and looked up and saw orange flames billowing from the Trade Center and the sky raining paper. He raced to catch the No. 2 train, which ran under the World Trade Center site. “That train must have been the last one to run,” he said. Other members of the  masthead never made it to the office that day. Andrew Rosenthal couldn’t get across the Hudson from New Jersey; the ferry that Al Siegal, an assistant managing editor, was taking from Hoboken was turned back by the Coast Guard.

A few blocks from Boyd’s barbershop, Jonathan Landman, the metropolitan editor, was at a gym on 106th Street when he looked out the window and saw his wife running toward the building. She told him of the attacks. He hurried home and started calling some of his hundred-odd reporters, directing traffic to Ground Zero. The police reporter Christopher John (C. J.) Chivers was already downtown. It was primary day in the city’s mayoral election, and he had been assigned to the Board of Elections headquarters. He was wearing his best suit. When his beeper went off, he ran half a mile to Ground Zero, approaching Liberty Street just as the second plane hit the South Tower. As desks and concrete and steel beams plunged to the street, he dived into the entrance of a liquor store near Trinity Church, and soon began interviewing people huddled nearby.

Chivers tried calling the metropolitan desk, but his cell phone didn’t work. To escape falling debris, he moved under the Liberty Street Bridge to another building, stepping in dust “that was like fine powdered snow.” He had reached a building that housed a day-care center, where children were fretting over the whereabouts of their parents, when he heard a “high-pitched, twisting, grinding, metallic screeching” that “sounded like an enormous train collision” and felt like an earthquake. The South Tower had collapsed. His cell phone still didn’t work, so he found a telephone and called Landman, who told him, “I don’t really know what to tell you to do, but you have good judgment, so follow it.” Chivers spent the next twenty-four hours at Ground Zero, feeding information to Times reporters in the newsroom.

Gerald Boyd was in the newsroom. “The dimensions kept growing,” he recalled. “We heard Congress had closed and the airlines were shut down. We discussed what would happen if the New York Times were attacked. Could we put out a paper?” John Geddes, the deputy managing editor, who was at his desk when the first plane crashed into the Trade Center, said, “This was a story we had been training all our lives for.”

Raines likened his role to that of Ulysses S. Grant: Before attacking the biggest story of his career, he would concentrate his forces. Never once, Raines says, did he think to call the publisher, Sulzberger, or the president, Janet Robinson, about the extra costs of covering this story or about his instinctive decision to banish advertising from the main A section of that day’s newspaper. “I don’t think any editor in the world could do what I did that day,” Raines would recall, “which was just walk into the newsroom and go to work without any question in my mind that the publisher would throw out a half million dollars in ads to bring our kind of journalism to this massive and traumatic story.” All day, Raines and Boyd moved back and forth from their neighboring offices, sometimes ministering to distraught staff members. Sometimes they comforted themselves. They were not, of course, mere witnesses. Their city and their families and friends were jeopardized. “The toughest thing for me was in a personal sense,” Boyd said. “I had dropped my son at school and couldn’t reach my wife and son until 5:00 P.M.” Late in the afternoon, Krystyna Stachowiak left her midtown office and made her way to the Times, where she greeted Raines with a hug.

For its September twelfth edition, the Times deployed some three hundred reporters, thirty staff photographers, and two dozen freelance photographers. Eighty-two thousand five hundred words were devoted to the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon; there were seventy-four bylines accompanying sixty-seven stories, filling thirty-three pages of a ninety-six-page paper. Nearly 1.7 million copies were printed, almost half a million more than normal. At the top of the front page, which is now framed on Raines’s wall, was a headline—U.S. ATTACKED—set in ninety-six-point type, a size used only twice before: to announce Neil Armstrong’s walk on the moon, in 1969, and the resignation of President Nixon, in 1974. In the center of the page was a two-column tree trunk of four color photographs, showing the Twin Towers ablaze and the destruction at Ground Zero. Symmetrically branching down either side of page one were four stories, not the usual seven. In a September twelfth e-mail to the newsroom, Raines wrote, “Thank you one and all for a magnificent effort in putting out, in the midst of a heartbreaking day, a paper  of which we can be proud for years to come.... In a different context of violence, Yeats wrote that ‘a terrible beauty is born.’”

Long before September eleventh, Raines had given much thought to ways of conveying a sense of command. He says that he learned the importance of this from his father, who never finished high school but built a store-fixture business in Birmingham that eventually made him a millionaire. He often told colleagues the story of one summer after he graduated from Birmingham-Southern College and had gone to work for his father, who warned him that sooner or later an employee would challenge him, and told him that, when he did, “you’ve got to win that fight.” Now, in September of 2001, Raines wanted to challenge his editors, to get into the fray before assignments were made.

Raines became what Assistant Managing Editor Michael Oreskes referred to as “the reader-in-chief,” meeting constantly with the assistant managing editors. To better penetrate the Pentagon and the national security agencies, he brought the defense-and-intelligence expert Michael Gordon back from London. He asked Patrick Tyler, a trusted friend, to return from Moscow, where he was bureau chief, to write “lead-alls”—stories meant to bring together the different strands of a news event, like the stories that Johnny Apple had written during the Gulf War. Each move stirred hurt feelings and aroused some opposition. So, too, did Raines’s insistence on working directly through the masthead editors rather than through the department editors, as Lelyveld had done. Raines wanted his assistant managing editors to demand more of the department heads. “How come something we discussed at the page-one meeting didn’t get in the paper today?” he would ask, according to Soma Golden Behr, an assistant managing editor. He started asking for stories that offered “all known thought” on a subject—what was known about Osama bin Laden’s finances, or about anthrax. “Hunt big game, not rabbits,” he would say. He was impatient with complaint, and in truth there was little time for it. One complaint he would not abide was that he didn’t respect borders between departments—that he shouldn’t parachute in his “star” writers to cover stories.

Criticism that he favored stars had attached itself to Raines when he  ran the Washington bureau, and it was a criticism, Sulzberger told those he confided in, that would have blocked Raines’s promotion if Sulzberger had not been convinced that he had changed. Raines, however, believes that an editor’s first obligation is to the readers; he wanted to use distinctive writers, such as Rick Bragg, in Pakistan. Bragg, a roving national correspondent with a taste for elegiac, sometimes purple prose, had scant overseas experience and was, in the words of John Geddes, “not an easy writer to handle” but “one of our best tellers of stories.” Raines asked Bragg to come off a tour for a new book, which had just appeared on the Times best-seller list; Raines says that Bragg, who is a friend, volunteered. Raines went to the foreign desk and told Roger Cohen to send Bragg overseas, which Cohen did reluctantly.

“He wanted to own all parts of this story,” Abramson, the Washington bureau chief, said of Raines. He wanted the Times to be first. “Target selection is key,” Raines said. “And then you have to concentrate your resources at the point of attack. Geddes has another term for my style, which is ‘flood the zone.’ I’ve been in journalistic contests where I was up against real formidable opposition”—with the Washington Post, when he worked in the Washington bureau. “If I’m in a gunfight, I don’t want to die with any bullets in my pistol. I want to shoot every one.”

He also wanted the Times to be accessible, but there was too much information about the September eleventh attacks, in too many different sections, interrupted by too many ads; and there were too many stories containing unrelated but vital news. At one masthead meeting, Raines turned to Al Siegal, a production expert, and asked, “Can we make a section?” Siegal said they could, and Sulzberger quickly agreed to spend the extra money. “A Nation Challenged” appeared on September eighteenth, giving the story its own section.

The 10:30 A.M. masthead meeting became the executive editor’s management tool. “We were inventing not just procedures but a philosophy of how to put out this newspaper,” said Siegal, whose responsibilities include drawing up the front page. Raines, he went on, wanted to give masthead editors and himself a new kind of role. “We were essentially elbowing our way into the process.” It was not unusual, certainly, for an editor to take command, as A. M. (Abe) Rosenthal did with the Pentagon  Papers, or as Lelyveld did during President Clinton’s impeachment. (Michael Oreskes, who was Washington bureau chief under Lelyveld, says that he heard from Lelyveld “four times a day.”) But, if Lelyveld tended to take over the editing of individual stories, Raines was relying on his masthead to manage—some said micromanage—the entire paper.

One of the talents to emerge from the coverage of September eleventh was C. J. Chivers. Reared in Binghamton, New York, Chivers enrolled in an ROTC program at nearby Cornell. After graduating, he was commissioned a second lieutenant in the Marine Corps; he stayed in nearly seven years, served in the Gulf War, and left as a captain. “I wanted to be a writer, but I had no money,” he said. “Journalism was the only writing job with a union card.” Chivers is a wiry man with broad shoulders, black hair only slightly longer than a marine brush cut, a cleft chin, and beguiling modesty. “Praise is kryptonite,” he said, attempting to steer me to interview another reporter. After the Marine Corps, he enrolled at the Columbia School of Journalism; later he got a job with the Providence Journal, where he wrote a nine-thousand-word series on the imperiled fishing industries of Nova Scotia and Newfoundland, for which he won the 1996 Livingston Award for International Reporting, given to journalists under the age of thirty-five. (Raines and I are two of eight national Livingston judges.) Raines, an avid fisherman, was particularly enthusiastic about Chivers’s entry, and in 1999 he helped to engineer his hiring by the Times. “I had in mind that if I ever came down here he’d be a great guy to cover a war,” Raines recalled.

Chivers, who is thirty-seven, had been assigned to the so-called police shack, at police headquarters, downtown; his breakout assignment was as a Ground Zero correspondent, where his marine background proved invaluable. When he came uptown twenty-four hours after the towers collapsed, his feet were bleeding. He went to the office to brief his editors, then to his apartment, on the Upper West Side, where he threw out his suit and shoes, showered, and slept. That night, he went back downtown, wearing work boots, jeans, and a marine T-shirt. He stationed himself next to a Verizon truck just outside the security zone; he bought several cups of coffee and, looking like a marine volunteer, got past security and through to Ground Zero. Once there, he lay down beside sleeping police  officers and firefighters, “so when I woke up I was one of them.” He became what he calls “the garbageman” at the site, setting up and emptying trash receptacles. “No one asked if I was a reporter,” he said. “I took discreet notes on scraps of paper.” After several days, the metro editor, Landman, called him and asked if he wanted to come out. No, he said; security had tightened and he’d never get back in. When the National Guard started checking IDs, a sergeant, who like Chivers had attended ranger school, helped sneak him past security.

Chivers stayed at Ground Zero for twelve days, writing a page-one diary of this emerging “village”:The inhabitants of ground zero ate together in abandoned restaurants and beside piles of putrid garbage, they fell asleep together wherever they could, they sobbed and prayed together, and, as they became familiar with Lower Manhattan’s emerging new landscape, they shared directions to working phones and bathrooms that were not splattered with vomit.... Now and then a body, or some part of a body, would emerge, and the firefighters would bag it and begin the long march to the morgue tent.





In October, Chivers was assigned to cover the war, first from Uzbekistan, before slipping into Afghanistan in November. Although he had never been a war correspondent, he did not feel at any disadvantage. “It’s just journalism,” he said. “You go around asking people what happened.... It’s no different over there than here. Same stuff. Slightly worse living conditions. And lighter editing.”

The Times, to be sure, was not alone in its brilliant 9/11 coverage. The Washington Post won a Pulitzer Prize for national reporting. The Wall Street Journal, whose headquarters were wrecked by the collapse of the Twin Towers and whose managing editor, Paul E. Steiger, was briefly missing, published a newspaper the next day; it won a Pulitzer for breaking-news reporting. The Daily News, a Pulitzer finalist, produced vivid accounts from Ground Zero, and the Los Angeles Times excelled in war coverage. But among America’s newspapers, none matched the reach of the Times.

Reporters like Chivers, Barry Bearak, Dexter Filkins, John F. Burns,  David Rhode, and Amy Waldman, from the war region; Judith Miller, William J. Broad, and Stephen Engelberg, on bioterrorism; and Landman and some of his reporters—including Jim Dwyer and the metro columnist Clyde Haberman, who wrote an elegant daily summary of the news, from Ground Zero to Kabul—are just a few of the reasons that the Times was celebrated for its coverage of September eleventh and afterward.

Perhaps the most talked-about stories were the short, unsigned biographies of the dead that appeared each day under the rubric “Portraits of Grief.” The idea had originated in part with the metro reporter Janny Scott, who was frustrated with an assignment to write about victims when no one would concede that there were any. Scott, who is forty-six, has a rare talent for making other people want to confide in her. She kept expecting to receive a list of victims, but it never came. Her September thirteenth story, co-written with Jane Gross, was about the flyers being handed out on street corners with pictures of the missing. The next morning, Scott headed to the metro section, where she spoke briefly with Landman and two of his deputies, Christine Kay and Susan Edgerley. Scott thought that the families she had interviewed would love to talk about their missing relatives as if they were alive, and she wanted to tell the stories in the voice of the person who told them; Kay suggested that each story focus on a single anecdote.

“Among the Missing” first appeared on September fifteenth—the next day, the title was changed to “Portraits of Grief”—and eventually 110 reporters contributed to 2,100 profiles, none of which carried a byline. “People pull me aside now on the street,” Scott said, and tell her how “it really helped them and made them understand things they didn’t understand before, made them experience this and recover from it almost, or begin to recover from it, in a way.”

The Times, wrote William Powers, the media critic for the National Journal, “is a magnificent paper,” but also “a somewhat cold paper, a lofty institution crippled by its loftiness.... It’s never been terribly comfortable with real people, or the emotional content of everyday human lives. When I’ve put the paper down in recent years after a bracing morning read, I’ve often mused: If only it had a heart. And now it does.” He went on to talk about “Portraits of Grief” and how because of it “You could almost feel  the paper awakening from its icy trance, realizing that a great obit doesn’t require a ‘great’ life. It requires a belief that all lives are great.”




THE AGENDA

[image: 003]

The imperatives of September eleventh slowed Raines’s agenda but also speeded some changes. Among early casualties were some of his predecessor’s appointees. Raines worried that Lelyveld had saddled him with people whom he might not have chosen, such as Nicholas Kristof, the associate managing editor responsible for the Sunday newspaper, the most read paper of the week and the one Raines calls “the key to our national edition.” Raines admired Kristof’s work as an overseas correspondent (he and his wife, Sheryl WuDunn, shared a Pulitzer Prize in 1990 for their coverage of China) and his profiles of Bush during the 2000 presidential campaign. But Raines and Kristof didn’t see things the same way because, Raines felt, their metabolic rates did not match. “What was happening was that weekend stories were ordered up early in the week,” says managing editor Boyd. Raines wanted more timely news.

Matters came to a head at a late-October page-one meeting over a story from Pakistan about a deformed woman whom worshipers treated as if she possessed healing powers. Kristof was dubious; he said the piece, by Rick Bragg, was gripping, but he thought that it lacked significance, and he pushed another story for the front page.

“Are you telling me it’s too good a story?” Raines asked, his eyes menacing Kristof. “What’s wrong with putting on page one a story everyone will talk about?”

The Bragg story ran on the front page that Sunday. A few weeks later, with a nudge from Raines, the publisher gave Kristof a one-year assignment as a twice-weekly international columnist. (In an e-mail, Kristof declined to comment on “internal exchanges.”) Raines also reversed Lelyveld’s appointment, last summer, of the Los Angeles bureau chief, Todd Purdum, to replace, in due course, Adam Clymer as chief Washington  correspondent. Purdum had been one of the newspaper’s White House correspondents during the Clinton administration, but Raines thought that he lacked the foreign policy and national security experience required for the new job. He made Purdum the State Department correspondent.

Raines pressed Glenn Kramon, the business editor, to cut down on “soft features” and get more news on the front of the business section. Kramon had been business editor since 1997, and had some sixty reporters at his disposal, the second-largest pool of reporters, after metro. At meetings, Kramon recalled, Raines would badger him to move more quickly, not to wait until they nailed down every last detail of a story, a delay that could give competitors a chance to beat the Times. “It’s like taking your best shot after the buzzer,” Raines said. He was at first so exasperated by Kramon that he thought of replacing him. “He pushed us hard,” Kramon said. Raines wanted more news not just from Wall Street but from Hollywood, the fashion world, and the media.

Sometimes Raines imposed his own views on a story. In December, when Gerald Levin announced that he would step down as CEO of AOL Time Warner and that his protégé, Richard Parsons, would replace him, editors were puzzled by the meaning of the move. Suddenly, from one end of the long conference table, Raines asked, “It’s obvious, isn’t it?”

The others weren’t so sure that it was.

“The old company won,” Raines said. “That’s the story!” The former political reporter, who is proud of being able to anticipate stories, was convinced that Levin and the Time Warner side of the company had won a battle with the AOL side. This editor-driven account appeared the next day, and it upset several business reporters who thought the analysis was simplistic—and wrong.1 Perhaps emboldened by the nearly flawless news decisions that he had made since September eleventh, Raines could now halt a conversation by exclaiming, “Isn’t this what’s really going on?” One senior editor worried that Raines was too opinionated—not in an ideological sense but as an editorial-page editor must be, and in a narrow,   perhaps cynical view of those in power—and that this certitude was going unchallenged.

The 10:30 A.M. masthead meeting became a source of newsroom unhappiness. Soon after the editors walked down what one reporter called “the DMZ staircase” (it separates most of the third-floor newsroom from the area where many of the masthead editors have offices and where the foreign- and national-desk staffs sit in rows), orders would be issued. Katy Roberts, the national editor, recalls getting instructions from Boyd or Rosenthal: “‘OK, these are the five stories we want to get done.’” She was not happy with this system, which the newsroom characterized as “top-down management.” Roberts said, “Joe Lelyveld always used to say that the best ideas come from reporters. I grew up with that at the paper.... And I always believed that was true.” She had once worked for Raines on the op-ed page, and they were friendly. But now she complained loudly, sometimes tearfully, about having to undo assignments she had already made.

These complaints did not deter Raines, who knew that laments about intrusive editors were nothing new. In a 1971 memoir, My Life and the Times, the former executive editor Turner Catledge describes one of his innovations, the daily 4:30 P.M. meeting, which many editors opposed: “I think some of the editors felt that these daily meetings were a threat to their long-standing autonomy (I certainly regarded them as such).”

In October 2001, the New York Observer reported “tensions” between the masthead and the Washington bureau—another seasonal phenomenon at the Times. (Tension between Washington and New York was at the center of Gay Talese’s majestic 1969 book on the Times, The Kingdom and the Power.) In this latest round, Jill Abramson was initially anxious because Michael Gordon and Patrick Tyler were brought in by Raines to enhance her bureau, and because the masthead now included three former Washington bureau chiefs—Raines, Craig R. Whitney, and Oreskes—and a former deputy, Rosenthal. It was well-known that Tyler had been a fishing buddy of Raines’s going back to the seventies, when they worked together at the St. Petersburg Times, and that Raines had hired him away from the Washington Post, in 1990; and many suspected that Raines wanted to install him as bureau chief. Raines says that his hope was to persuade  Abramson eventually “to move to New York as part of the masthead or as a department head.” But Abramson had become bureau chief only the previous January, and her son was still in high school. Abramson is a friend of the columnist Maureen Dowd, who had been as close to Raines as any reporter on the paper is; a portrait that Raines once drew of Monica Lewinsky is on her office wall. Dowd laced into Raines for demeaning Abramson.

Raines went out of his way to praise Abramson, and to say that he saw her in a larger role at the paper, and she and Dowd were somewhat mollified. “She’s very good at something Howell loves—she is tough,” the editorial-page writer Steven Weisman, a Raines friend who has an office in the Washington bureau, said of Abramson. “Hemingway is one of Howell’s favorite writers,” Weisman went on. “There are Hemingway people and there are Fitzgerald people. Howell is a Hemingway person.” So, in this view, is Abramson.

Raines believed that, with Johnny Apple, who is sixty-seven, about to become an associate editor, the paper needed other authoritative voices in Washington; he was sure that Patrick Tyler, at fifty, was his man. Tyler had headed bureaus in Cairo, for the Washington Post, and in Moscow and Beijing, for the Times; covered the Pentagon and national security and defense for the Post; spent a year and a half as a visiting fellow at Stanford; written two books; and briefly hosted a show about Congress for PBS. Other people had serious doubts. “Tyler is an extremely talented guy,” someone who has worked closely with him says. “He has a motor and you can hear it purr. He’s got raw energy. But is he wise enough?” Times reporters pointed out that Tyler had little experience covering the White House, or campaigns, or much politics at all, and whispered that their editor was guilty of cronyism.

In the end, Abramson accepted Tyler’s move to Washington, but she did complain that Raines would bypass her and call Tyler about a lead-all. Her greatest frustration came when she and her editors were on the speakerphone to New York, outlining stories they were planning. “It was humiliating,” someone who watched this unfold said. “It wasn’t ‘Jill, what do you have in the Washington report?’ It was ‘Jill, this is what we think should be in the Washington report.’” Abramson did not dispute the  substance of most of the ideas from New York editors; her quarrel was with the “dictatorial style.” A Washington friend of Raines’s said, “Howell and his people are making the mistake everyone makes. They have this new toy and they are arrogant.” The Washington bureau started referring to the masthead as the Taliban, and to Raines as Mullah Omar.

In mid-October, Gerald Boyd flew to Washington for what was to be a relaxed brown-bag lunch in the bureau’s conference room. Boyd is a formal man, and an imposing figure, balding, and built like a linebacker. He is meticulously organized. He chews gum, but so slowly that his mustache hardly moves. “The most important thing I do is serve as an adviser to Howell,” Boyd said in describing his job. “And by adviser I mean someone who tells him the bad and the good news.” That day, Boyd said, his mission was to be a “troubleshooter,” to “reassure them how valuable they were.”

The lunch was a debacle. The staff wanted to know why the best stories were assigned to reporters whom Raines had worked closely with when he ran the bureau, like Tyler. They felt insulted, particularly when Boyd said that the New York editors weren’t playing favorites; they were picking the best people. Or when he said that they wanted more Johnny Apple analysis stories, because “no one does it better than Johnny.” Eyes darted to Adam Clymer, then sixty-four, who was sitting directly across from Boyd. Although Clymer had the title Washington correspondent, he had not been given a major assignment since September eleventh. In trying to describe the 10:30 A.M. masthead meeting, Boyd kept saying, according to several participants, “We decide.”

Boyd was shaken. “The issue of the heavy-handedness was a lot more personal than I certainly realized,” he told me. “I didn’t defuse it. I probably added to it, which wasn’t good.” After lunch, Abramson and Boyd walked across the street and sat on a park bench facing the White House. She told Boyd that she felt “disrespected” and said that if there wasn’t a change, she would quit. Perhaps it was her invocation of “disrespect” that broke the ice, for the conversation soon became human, that of a black man and a woman connecting on the common ground of what condescension feels like. “That was an important lesson for us,” Boyd said. “It was a stylistic issue of how we were operating.”

The next day, Raines apologized, told Abramson that she was “a star,” and promised to abandon the speakerphone dictates. “I learned several things in that,” Raines told me. “I was genuinely taken aback to learn that she was uncomfortable in those speakerphone meetings.” And he was reminded that the message he intended to send was not always the message received. The next time they were on the speakerphone, Abramson said she wanted to speak first. The first time the masthead interrupted, she declared, “I’m not finished.” When she did finish, Raines and the masthead broke into applause.

By the end of 2001, relations between Washington and New York had become less strained. But Raines remained what Soma Golden Behr admiringly calls “a guy in a hurry. I see a pretty determined guy who sees he has a limited lifetime at the top of this paper. He’s not wasting a minute.” To other Times employees, Behr’s “guy in a hurry” was someone who had become a little too eager to show who was in charge.




THE ALABAMAN
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Howell Raines’s ancestors were farmers who owned neither plantations nor slaves. Many joined the Union Army, and called themselves Lincoln Republicans. They became Roosevelt Democrats during the New Deal. “Herbert Hoover had brought the hillbillies hunger and a firm economic policy,” Raines wrote in his book Fly Fishing Through the Midlife Crisis, in 1993. “Franklin D. Roosevelt had brought electric lights and the best crappie fishing in the world.”

“That outsider mentality influenced me,” Raines told me. His father, W. S. (Wattie) Raines, dropped out of school when he was fourteen and went to work in a horse-collar factory, and later as a cabinetmaker for the A&P. Wattie Raines was a handsome man with a storyteller’s gift. He met Bertha Walker at church when they were teenagers. Her father was a farmer, a postmaster, and a justice of the peace, and after high school she attended a state teachers’ college and taught first grade for a year. They  were married in 1929, when they were twenty-two. “She was a country girl who had a sense of style,” Raines said. In 1931, their first child, Mary Jo, was born, and two years later their first son, Jerry. The family moved to Birmingham, where, in 1937, Wattie Raines and two of his brothers opened a lumber-and-woodworking business, Raines Brothers.

By the time Howell was born, in 1943, the store-fixture business was thriving. The family did not live on the side of town with the mansions and country clubs; his father built a three-bedroom bungalow on a fifty-foot lot not far from the steel mills. Eventually, they













Both books got good reviews when they were published, in 1977. Of My Soul Is Rested, the oral history, Anthony Lewis wrote, in the Times Book Review, “No book for a long time has left me so moved or so happy.” If this book captured Raines’s hopeful, idealistic side, the novel captured his darker side. Whiskey Man, as the novel was retitled, is a bleak story about an idealistic young man, Brant Laster, who returns from college to his beloved father and a tiny hill town that he invests with bright hopes and gauzy memories, only to encounter the Snopes-like prejudice of hypocritical preachers and spineless politicians. Its citizens, including his father, live a life of “doubleness,” their faces masked by “eyes as flat and unfathomable as poker chips.” Late in the novel, Raines’s narrator says:









CHOOSING JOURNALISM























If there is a common theme in Raines’s commentaries—and his politics—it is a detestation of hypocrisy and lying, even in matters of lesser moment, such as a 1998 commentary, signed by Raines, in which he attacked the Boston Globe columnist Mike Barnicle for plagiarism, and then the Globe (which is owned by the Times) for not firing Barnicle at once.  The commentary Raines is proudest of was an unsigned piece in 1995 on former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and his book In Retrospect, in which he confessed to maintaining silence about his deep misgivings while sending Americans to die in the Vietnam War. Raines wrote:









THE COMPETITION
























COURSE CORRECTIONS























On Friday, February fifteenth, nearly three dozen editors crowded into the conference room. They all knew that Raines was keenly interested in the Winter Olympics. Before this year’s skating scandal, he had demanded that the sports department produce a story about the subjectivity of the judges, and the February tenth story had run on page one. Rick Bragg’s prescient piece began this way:
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