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Acclaim for The New New Journalism
“Fascinating and revealing insights into how writers really write.”
—Tina Brown
“A must-read for any aspiring or experienced writer, The New New  Journalism gives nothing less than a recipe for better storytelling, fact or fiction. . . . Boynton offers a journalism education bar none. . . . To journalists, this book is crucial. To writing students, undoubtedly next year’s required reading. To avid readers of this genre, a light to illuminate the mystery of their best pleasure.”
—Lydia Reynolds, The Denver Post
“Like a building contractor interviewing carpenters for a job, Boynton assesses his subjects based on what sort of tools he finds in their toolboxes.” 
—Jack Shafer, The New York Times Book Review
“If there has ever been a better book of author interviews, it has escaped my attention. [Boynton’s] enormous labors show in the insightful introductions he writes about each of the nineteen authors, in the perceptiveness of his questions, in his determination to discover how the muckrakers of 100 years ago and the first wave of New Journalists forty years ago left their mark on these nineteen contemporaries, in the subtle ways he both instructs and entertains through the interviews he conducts.”
—Steve Weinberg, St. Petersburg Times
“A compelling guide to the craft.” —Bob Cohn, Wired 
“A gold mine of technique, approach and philosophy for journalists, writers and close readers alike.” 
—Publishers Weekly
“Boynton offers a valuable primer for how strong journalism and the attention to craft practiced by his featured writers have created a ‘literature of the everyday.’ The New New Journalism compels readers to seek alternatives to the current infotainment-soaked culture.”
—Belinda Acosta, The Austin Chronicle
“A great compilation of astute interviews with a group of reporters who are both masterful story tellers and brilliant writers.”
—Rita Radostitz, Etude
“A fascinating book that makes the reader want to go out and get every book the writers have written as well as those mentioned as sources of inspiration.” 
—Booklist (starred)
“Boynton’s method offers a rare and quite nice example of asking simple questions about the complex task of good reporting and writing. . . . [F]or any journalist, ‘new’ or otherwise, this book serves as a necessary reminder that what we do is both an art and a craft.”
—Christian Parenti, The Brooklyn Rail
“Reading the interviews was like eavesdropping on a literary dinner party held in honor of these accomplished non-fiction writers. Boynton, as host, certainly asked the right questions. And each ‘guest’ performed as expected—their answers were as fully-formed, interesting, and intriguing as their writing. They report. They decide. And we are grateful as readers.”
—Bill Katovsky, coauthor of Embedded: The Media at War in Iraq 
“An important contribution on contemporary writers for which I can think of no other similar book. . . . When the literary history is written on the post-new journalism, I think The New New Journalism will be central to that effort. I have no doubt that it will become a standard in the field.”
—John Harstock, author of A History of Literary Journalism:  The Emergence of a Modern Narrative Form

Preface
I had neither studied nor taught journalism when I came to NYU.  Instead, what I had to share with my students was a decade’s  worth of experience writing for The New Yorker, The Atlantic  Monthly, The New York Times Magazine, and other publications. But  I was always acutely aware that what I was teaching were simply my  methods—not the best and (I hope) not the worst, but methods that  were, for good or for ill, a reflection of me. Why should I assume  they would work for anyone else? And if—as I believe—the only  possessions a writer has are his talent and idiosyncrasies, was it even  wise to recommend my hodgepodge of journalistic practices to my  students?
I resolved my moral quandary by explaining, at the beginning of  each semester, that it isn’t so important for a writer to use one particular method rather than another (although some are inherently superior). What is crucial, I told them, is that every writer have a method   of some kind: routines to cling to when everything goes wrong, rules  to follow when you’re blocked or frustrated. After all, there are an  infinite number of ways to organize one’s writing life. I had mine  and knew other writers did, too. What were they? This book is my  answer to that question.
The book grew out of my classes, during which I would invite in a  journalist to discuss his work. What followed were conversations—  extended interviews, really—on the process of writing: developing  “beats,” coming up with ideas, interviewing, research, writing,  rewriting.
The results were often fascinating—both for my class and for  myself (and for our visitors, who all confessed they, too, had no idea  how their colleagues operated). Ren Weschler described playing  with children’s blocks to organize his thoughts. Ron Rosenbaum  explained why he (manually) typed and retyped each draft. Jane  Kramer told of the elaborate meals she cooks while writing, her ideas  simmering along with the ingredients.
In the conversations that follow, I’ve tried to re-create the spontaneity and excitement of those classroom encounters. Each is the  result of many hours of taped interviews, which I then transcribed  and edited before giving the transcript to the writer to improve. The  arc of each conversation is roughly the same, and follows a hypothetical work from conception to publication. The goal of this project  was to find a way of talking about writing—as opposed to the idea of  writing—that was at once demystifying and edifying; to make an  often baffling process become more tangible and, perhaps, more  manageable.
A bibliography of each journalist’s work follows each conversation. For more information about their work and a complete bibliography of each journalist’s articles, visit www.newnewjournalism.com.

Introduction
In Tom Wolfe’s now famous introduction to The New Journalism (1973), he argued that nonfiction—not the novel—had become “the most important literature being written in America today.”1 From Wolfe, who had toiled in the shadow of the novel for decades, this was a startling pronouncement. Even more startling was Wolfe’s declaration that not just nonfiction in general, but journalism in particular, had become “literature’s main event.” But as Wolfe celebrated the triumph of New Journalism, evidence of an even more formidable next stage in American literary evolution was already taking shape.
In the thirty years since Wolfe’s manifesto, a group of writers has been quietly securing a place at the very center of contemporary American literature for reportorially based, narrative-driven long-form nonfiction. These New New Journalists—Adrian LeBlanc, Michael Lewis, Lawrence Weschler, Eric Schlosser, Richard Preston, Alex Kotlowitz, Jon Krakauer, William Langewiesche, Lawrence Wright, William Finnegan, Ted Conover, Jonathan Harr, Susan Orlean, and others—represent the continued maturation of American literary journalism. They use the license to experiment with form earned by the New Journalists of the sixties to address the social and political concerns of nineteenth-century writers such as Lincoln Steffens, Jacob Riis, and Stephen Crane (an earlier generation of “New Journalists”), synthesizing the best of these two traditions. Rigorously reported, psychologically astute, sociologically sophisticated, and politically aware, the New New Journalism may well be the most popular and influential development in the history of American literary nonfiction. The New New Journalism explores the methods and techniques this new generation of journalists has developed, and looks backward to understand their dual heritage—their debts to their predecessors from both the 1890s and the1960s.
The New New Journalists bring a distinct set of cultural and social concerns to their work. Neither frustrated novelists nor wayward newspaper reporters, they tend to be magazine and book writers who have benefited enormously from both the legitimacy Wolfe’s legacy has brought to literary nonfiction, and from the concurrent displacement of the novel as the most prestigious form of literary expression. When experimenting with narrative and rhetorical techniques, they conceive of themselves as working wholly within the nonfiction genre, rather than parsing the philosophical line between fact and fiction, as Norman Mailer and Truman Capote did with their nonfiction novels, The Armies of the Night and In Cold Blood. And when this new group dabbles in fiction, it is without the anxiety about their place in the world of letters that afflicted the writers of Wolfe’s generation. “Whereas journalists once felt humbled by the novel, we now live in an age in which the novelist lives in a state of anxiety about nonfiction,” says Michael Lewis.
Society is a more complex phenomenon for the New New Journalists than it was for their immediate predecessors. They consider class and race, not status, the primary indices of social hierarchy. Ethnic and/or ideological subcultures (“terra incognita,” as Wolfe called them)2—once perceived as bizarre tribes one studied anthropologically—are today considered different in degree, not in kind, from the rest of American culture.
This movement’s achievements are more reportorial than literary, which is why this book consists of discussions of journalistic practice and method, as opposed to dialogues on the theory or state of the genre. The days in which nonfiction writers test the limits of language and form have largely passed. The New Journalism was a truly avant-garde movement that expanded journalism’s rhetorical and literary scope by placing the author at the center of the story, channeling a character’s thoughts, using nonstandard punctuation, and exploding traditional narrative forms. That freedom to experiment has had a tremendous influence on many of the New New Journalists. “Tom Wolfe and the other pioneers of New Journalism broke the ground that allowed me to write a book like Into the Wild, which isn’t a flamboyant piece of writing by any measure, but it does have some quirks that don’t seem quite so weird and quirky in the wake of the New Journalists,” says Jon Krakauer. “In that sense I’m indebted to Wolfe’s bold innovations.”
Contrary to the New Journalists, this new generation experiments more with the way one gets the story. To that end, they’ve developed innovative immersion strategies (Ted Conover worked as a prison guard for  Newjack and lived as a hobo for Rolling Nowhere) and extended the time they’ve spent reporting (Leon Dash followed the characters in Rosa Lee for five years; Adrian LeBlanc reported Random Family for nearly a decade; Jonathan Harr’s A Civil Action took nearly as long). While some are literary stylists of note (Richard Ben Cramer and Michael Lewis, for instance), their most significant innovations have involved experiments with reporting, rather than the language or forms they used to tell their stories.
It is ironic, then, that this reportorial movement is exploring the very territory Wolfe once ceded to the novel. “There are certain areas of life that journalism still cannot move into easily, particularly for reasons of invasion of privacy, and it is in this margin that the novel will be able to grow in the future,” he wrote.3What Wolfe didn’t anticipate was that a new generation of journalists would build upon (and ultimately surpass) his reporting methods, lengthening and deepening their involvement with characters to the point at which the public/ private divide essentially disappeared. Wolfe went inside his characters’ heads; the New New Journalists become part of their lives.
Despite Wolfe’s insistence that he is, first and foremost, a reporter, it is his baroque writing style and vivid imagination—the “fun house mirror,” in Wilfred Sheed’s words, he holds up to the world—that gives his work its power. We read Wolfe for the imaginative distortion he brings to reality, not the reality itself.4
Reporting, for Wolfe, means immersion reporting, the relentless accumulation of details that define an individual’s status. “Perfect journalism would deal constantly with one subject: Status,” he once told an interviewer. “And every article written would be devoted to discovering and defining some new status.”5How one dresses or where one lives takes on near-theological significance for him. His sensitivity to social status, combined with his fascination with the “new,” secured his role as the New Journalism’s chief trend-spotter. But Wolfe’s status-fixated reporting so values fashion over substance that it robs much of his journalism (and, similarly, many of the characters in his novels6 of complexity and depth. Wolfe’s writing is all about surface. Once described as possessing the “social conscience of an ant,”7Wolfe doesn’t have an activist bone in his body.8For Wolfe “it is style that matters, not politics; pleasure, not power; status, not class,” writes historian Alan Trachtenberg. “Wolfe’s revolution changes nothing, inverts nothing, in fact is after nothing but status.”9
Furthermore, Wolfe’s notion of status did not include explorations of race and class—distinctions rarely explored in any meaningful way by the New Journalism, but which are often at the center of the New New Journalists’work. Subcultures in general, and impoverished subcultures in particular, provide material for writers like Ted Conover, William Finnegan, Leon Dash, Adrian LeBlanc, Alex Kotlowitz, and Eric Schlosser. These writers view the disenfranchised not as exotic tribes, but as people whose problems are symptomatic of the dilemmas that vex America. There is an activist dimension in much of the New New Journalism, an element of muckraking (Schlosser) and social concern (Dash, Kotlowitz, and LeBlanc). “Wolfe is concerned with where people stand in society,” says Lawrence Wright. “I’m more engaged with the subterranean, sometimes deeply dangerous urges, and how these beliefs steer individuals and cultures into conflict.”
Finally, the New New Journalism is the literature of the everyday. If Wolfe’s outlandish scenarios and larger-than-life characters leap from the page, the New New Journalism goes in the opposite direction, drilling down into the bedrock of ordinary experience, exploring what Gay Talese calls “the fictional current that flows beneath the stream of reality.” In this regard, writers such as John McPhee and Talese—prose poets of the quotidian—are its key figures in the prior generation. In Talese’s quest to turn reporting on the ordinary into an art, we find an aspect of the New Journalism enterprise that Wolfe obscured in his manifesto. Both McPhee and Talese emphasize the importance of rigorous reporting on the events and characters of everyday life over turns of bravura in writing style. Reporting on the minutiae of the ordinary—often over a period of years—has become their signature method.
Talese draws the distinction between himself and Wolfe well. Unlike Wolfe, he prefers to write about failure. “It is a subject that intrigues me much more than success,” he says. “Tom is interested in the new, the latest, the most current . . . I’m more interested in what has held up for a long time and how it has done.”10And even when Talese does write about a subject as dramatic as the Mafia (as he did in Honor Thy Father), he shuns the story’s most sensationalist dimension in favor of exploring the social and psychological reality of criminal life. Ronald Weber contrasts Wolfe and Talese differently. “If Wolfe could be placed on the literary end of the new nonfiction spectrum, Talese belonged on the journalistic end. If Talese was a reporter reaching for the levels of art, Wolfe was an artist who also happened to be a reporter.”11
McPhee’s influence has been twofold. First, a generation of literary journalists has taken his “Literature of Fact” course at Princeton (including Eric Schlosser and Richard Preston). Second, McPhee’s influence on the New New Journalism can be seen in the catholic approach he takes toward subjects: anything—from geology and nuclear weapons to fishing and basketball—is fair game for the literary journalist, as long as it is prodigiously researched and painstakingly reported. As William L. Howarth writes, he has “stretched the artistic dimensions of reportage.” 12 The attraction of McPhee’s work is the spirit with which he produces it, in his quietly defiant personal style, as much as the subjects he writes about. The informal, declaratory, almost deliberately inelegant tone one hears among many of the New New Journalists comes straight from McPhee. His authorial presence is the exact opposite of Wolfe’s “hectoring narrator”;12 McPhee is rarely a character in his work, and if he does appear he is never in the foreground.
Wolfe’s manifesto has long been considered the New Journalism’s bible; and, as with the Bible, it contains a creation story and a set of guiding principles. The principles are fairly straightforward. The New Journalism uses complete dialogue, rather than the snippets quoted in daily journalism; proceeds scene by scene, much as in a movie; incorporates varying points of view, rather than telling a story solely from the perspective of the narrator; and pays close attention to status details about the appearance and behavior of its characters. Rigorously reported, the New Journalism reads “like a story.”
Wolfe’s epiphany came in 1962 while reading Gay Talese’s “Joe Louis: The King as a Middle-aged Man,” in Esquire. Here was a magazine article with the tone and mood of a short story, a piece that combined the intimacy of fiction with extraordinary journalistic reporting. The scales fell from Wolfe’s eyes: the hierarchy had been overturned. Journalists might now “use any literary device, from the traditional dialogisms of the essay to stream-of-consciousness . . . to excite the reader both intellectually and emotionally.”13 Wolfe’s baptism famously occurred while writing about a hot rod car show for Esquire in 1963. Suffering from writer’s block, he summarized his reporting in a manic memo to his editor, who printed the text— “There Goes (Varoom! Varoom!) That Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby”—virtually unedited. “The sudden arrival of this new style of journalism, from out of nowhere, had caused a status panic in the literary community,” wrote Wolfe.14
No longer was the novel the form to which great writing aspired, “a nationwide tournament” between giants like Saul Bellow, Norman Mailer, John Updike, and Philip Roth. No longer would journalism function as little more than the place young men went to gather experience of the world, “a motel you checked into overnight on the road to the final triumph” of the novel.15 (As a Herald Tribune feature writer, traveling along this very road—which eventually led to The Bonfire of the Vanities and other novels—Wolfe knew what he was talking about.) From now on, Wolfe decreed, the novelist would fear the journalist.
The drama of Wolfe’s account—Status panic in the literary world! The novel dead! The New Journalism triumphant!—rests on two hidden (and contradictory) premises. First, because he insists that the New Journalism sprang forth “from out of nowhere,” Wolfe had to explain away the presence of writers whose work bore any similarity to it. Second, Wolfe, who is smart enough to know that nothing springs forth ex nihilo, needed to find the New Journalism a predecessor with a proper pedigree. Furthermore, it was essential that the New Journalism’s literary predecessor  not resemble anything as base as journalism; otherwise, Wolfe’s “new style” would be little more than the next logical stage of the genre. And where is the fun in that?
Wolfe’s solution was ingenious. What better literary precedent with which to upend the novel, he figured, than the novel itself? Thus he argued that the New Journalism (and its practitioners, such as Michael Herr, Truman Capote, Norman Mailer, Joan Didion, John Sack, and Gay Talese) was not a new stage in American journalism, but instead a revival of the European tradition of literary realism—a tradition unjustly ignored by a generation of callow, navel-gazing MFAs. “He declaims about the end-of-the-novel while he hitchhikes on the novel,” writes Michael J. Arlen.16 In one fell swoop, Wolfe simultaneously “dethroned” the novel, broke from American journalism, and claimed the mantle of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European novel. Literary realism—particularly the work of Fielding, Sterne, Smollett, Dickens, Zola, and Balzac— became his cri de guerre. 
With the New Journalism’s pedigree established, Wolfe gave grudging acknowledgment to the fact that writers such as A. J. Liebling, Joseph Mitchell, Truman Capote, John Hersey, and Lillian Ross had been experimenting with various New Journalism techniques (scenes, dialogue, perspective, and status details) for years. But having trashed The New Yorker, the magazine where these writers’ work appeared, in a two-part 1965 story in New York, the Herald Tribune’s Sunday supplement,17 Wolfe was in a difficult position. He couldn’t very well turn around and praise the magazine, so what was he to do? Without batting an eye, Wolfe simply wrote The New Yorker out of the tradition, lumping Hersey, Capote, Ross, and Liebling along with other “Not Half-Bad Candidates” for historical forerunners of the New Journalism.18
Critics griped, but largely accepted Wolfe’s account. Latching on to Wolfe’s notion of the journalistic novel, literary theorists set off on a wild postmodern goose-chase to divine the line between fact and fiction, producing a rash of scholarly studies—“fables of fact,” “the novel as history”—focusing on the same six writers (Wolfe, Mailer, Thompson, Herr, Capote, and Didion).
The skeptics, for the most part, focused on the question of whether the New Journalism was, in fact, new. Weren’t there all sorts of precedents, especially in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English literature? Wolfe anticipated most of his critics’ candidates— the coffeehouse reports of Addison and Steele, Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, Dickens’s Sketches by Boz, William C. Hazlitt’s “The Fight,” Twain’s  The Innocents Abroad, Lafcadio Hearn’s portraits of prostitutes and criminals for The Cincinnati Enquirer—pointing out the significant ways in which they differed from the New Journalism. And Wolfe’s rebuttal was convincing. Some of the techniques used by Dickens, Defoe, and others resembled New Journalism, but on closer inspection these writers had entirely different aims and methods. Addison and Steele were, essentially, essayists who occasionally used scenes and quotations to animate their work. Most of the other suggested candidates weren’t writing journalism (as in the case of Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, which is technically a work of fiction). Others were merely autobiographers who peppered their work with scenes and snatches of dialogue. Important writers in their own right, they simply hadn’t been playing Wolfe’s game.
In the end, Wolfe’s concern was less with the history of the genre than the future of his career. He was a salesman, and the New Journalism was his product. “If four-letter words, talk about drugs, appearances on television talk shows, continual references to a new genre, to nonfiction novels, to new journalism—and a suit with a vest—are necessary to sell the product, so be it,” wrote George Hough.19 Wolfe had declared war on the literary hierarchy that relegated him and his brethren to magazines and the feature sections of newspapers. Ultimately, Wolfe’s argument was less a manifesto for a movement than an advertisement for himself.
As is common in an age of planned obsolescence, the New Journalism didn’t remain new for long. “Whatever happened to the New Journalism?” wondered Thomas Powers in Commonweal, two years after Wolfe’s manifesto appeared.20 By the 1980s, the consensus was that the New Journalism was dead.
Wolfe’s self-serving history of the New Journalism makes it difficult to appreciate both the distinctively American quality of modern literary journalism and, looking forward, the continuity between nineteenth-century American literary journalism and the contemporary New New Journalists.21
Though Wolfe and his critics explored many aspects of literary journalism, no one asked why it had seemed to thrive almost exclusively in America during the second half of the twentieth century. Why, despite their highly developed novelistic and essayistic traditions, had neither Europe, Asia, nor South America embraced literary nonfiction? Even the birthplace of literary journalism, England—with the exception of Granta-affiliated writers like Bruce Chatwin, James Fenton, and Isabel Hilton—has produced few practitioners since Orwell.
The suggestion that there is something peculiarly American about the form is not new. “The tradition of reportorial journalism, which first attained literary quality more than a hundred years ago in Dana’s  Two Years Before the Mast, has become, since Mark Twain’s time, one of the principal shaping forces in our literature,” writes John A. Kouwenhoven in his 1948 study Made in America. Reportorial journalism, he argued, is a distinctively American phenomenon, and he cites John Hersey’s Hiroshima as an example of a work that gives “reportage a foundation of rigorously factual detail which is almost unknown elsewhere.”
More recently, others have argued that there is something fundamentally American about the genre, suggesting that it “is inextricably connected with the effort to express the force and magnitude and sheer overpowering energy of the American experience.”22 New Yorker writer Jane Kramer, who has spent half her career writing in and about Europe, agrees. “People have tried to imitate the genre and somehow can’t. It’s really only in America—and in a different way England—that this narrative experiment has developed,” she says.
One can trace this American exceptionalism to the second half of the nineteenth century, when a confluence of developments— demographic, economic, and cultural—provided conditions that encouraged nonfiction literature in general, and literary journalism in particular.
From the time of Benjamin Franklin, America has been an empirical, pragmatic culture—an impulse which came into its own in the mid-nineteenth century by way of the culture’s embrace of science and social reform. “Ours is an age of facts. It wants facts, not theories,” writes Jacob Riis in The Children of the Poor (1892). This hunger for factual information had its parallel in literature. “Scientists were gathering a torrent of facts, many of them strange and haunting to people’s imaginations. While science struggled to fit all of these facts into a fabric of knowledge, writers struggled to embody facts . . . into a fabric of imaginative literature,” writes journalist and literary historian Richard Preston.23
Among the most startling facts was the surge in America’s wealth, size, and population. Between 1860 and 1890, the country’s population and per capita wealth doubled, while its national wealth quadrupled. 24 Between 1870 and 1900, a nation of seventy-five million people absorbed twelve million immigrants. Traditional journalism was simply not vivid enough to render the extraordinary changes in American life. Some have argued that the literary (or narrative) strand of American journalism was a reaction against the constraints of purely fact-based accounts. Instead a more narrative, subjective form conveyed such overwhelming data in a comprehensible manner.25
Thus the hybrid of the fact-rich, narrative history became a popular American literary genre. “Faced with a new continent full of strange forms of life and potentially useful or threatening mysteries, Americans have always placed a premium on the accurate survey, the reliable report,” writes Preston. “There are many American classics in which facts become the girders of myth, from William Bradford’s History of the Plymouth Plantation to Leaves of Grass to Tom Wolfe’s The Right Stuff.”26
There are a number of reasons that nonfiction dominated the nineteenth-century book market. First, novels were considered frivolous and potentially immoral.27 Economics played a role, too. Publishers were more likely to offer an author an advance for a work of nonfiction than for a novel. Because no international copyright agreement existed between England and the U.S. until 1899, an American publisher was better off stealing British novels than paying for American ones. With the country’s borders expanding and its population growing, readers were eager to learn more about America’s new frontier. Sales for “true adventure” books were fairly predictable, and American nonfiction had a large, and reliable, international readership; America’s was the story the world wanted to hear.28
One manifestation of America’s thirst for nonfiction can be seen in the number of newspapers published, which quadrupled between 1870 and 1900. Much of this growth was the result of dramatic changes in the way the new newspapers conveyed information to their readers. Until the 1830s, the typical daily newspaper consisted of four pages, and was sold by subscription to a relatively small audience whose interests were business and politics.29
On September 3, 1833, The New York Sun began the transition from the partisan and mercantile press to the commercial Penny Press. Between the 1830s and the Civil War, the editors of the Penny Press discovered that news conveyed through “stories” drew a larger readership than the combination of editorial opinion and financial information that had theretofore dominated American newspapers. The Sun’s first issue sold out immediately, and contained numerous “human interest” stories (a form practically invented by the Penny Press) that drew an audience of readers “starved for information about other people like themselves, distressed souls from other lands or from upstate farms—people marooned in a rapidly growing city that was often inscrutable, uncaring, or unintelligible,” writes historian George H. Douglas.30 The Penny Press of the 1830s initiated the modern conception of news and reporting (the latter development coming to fruition during the Civil War). Newspapers turned their attention to stories with relevance to their readers’lives.31
The Sun, in its 1880s incarnation under Charles Dana, bridged the transition between the older press and the New Journalism that developed toward the end of the century. Dana’s contribution was to combine a focus on the everyday with a concern for vivid, well-written stories. For Dana, a newspaper story was itself an art form.32 That Dana’s staff included reporters like Jacob Riis, who wrote about the New York slums he had inhabited for seven years, lent the Sun’s journalism a muckraking edge.
It was no coincidence that when Joseph Pulitzer bought the New  York World in 1883, he tried to hire some of Dana’s best writers. The phrase “New Journalism” first appeared in an American context in the 1880s when it was used to describe the blend of sensationalism and crusading journalism—muckraking on behalf of immigrants and the poor—one found in the New York World and other papers. Pulitzer was not shy about his intentions, publishing his credo in his first issue of the new  World: “There is room in this great and growing city for a journal that is not only cheap but bright, not only bright but large, not only large but truly democratic—dedicated to the cause of the people rather than that of the purse-potentates—devoted more to the news of the New than the Old World—that will expose all fraud and sham, fight all public evils and abuses—that will serve and battle for the people with earnest sincerity.”33The New Journalism was a mass phenomenon, with Pulitzer’s New York World reaching 250,000 readers a day by 1887—making it the largest paper in the country. Pulitzer argued that thorough reporting was a crucial component to his journalism. As he told the staff of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch: “Never drop a thing until you have gone to the bottom of it. Continuity! Continuity! Continuity until the subject is really finished.”34
Although it was historically unrelated to Pulitzer’s New Journalism, the genre of writing that Lincoln Steffens called “literary journalism” shared many of its goals. As the city editor of the New York Commercial  Advertiser in the 1890s, Steffens made literary journalism—artfully told narrative stories about subjects of concern to the masses—into editorial policy, insisting that the basic goals of the artist and the journalist (subjectivity, honesty, empathy) were the same. “Our stated ideal for a murder story was that it should be so understood and told that the murderer would not be hanged, not by our readers,” he writes in his Autobiography. “We never achieved our ideal, but there it was; and it is scientifically and artistically the true ideal for an artist and for a newspaper: to get the news so completely and to report it so humanly that the reader will see himself in the other fellow’s place.”35
Steffens is best known for his work as a muckraker at McClure’s  magazine in the early years of the twentieth century. But throughout his career, his goal was to inspire his writers (and himself) to create “literature” about America’s most important institutions (business and politics)—raising writing above mere journalism by infusing it with the passion, style, and technique of great fiction.
Steffens’s Commercial Advertiser was not the only publication open to narrative literary journalism, as a look at Stephen Crane’s wide-ranging publishing history shows.36Among his contemporaries, Crane was one of the best to put Steffens’s vision into practice as he balanced the demands of literature and journalism in a manner that honored both. Crane thought nothing of chronicling an incident several times in several different genres, as he did when writing up his experiences in a shipwreck in a newspaper article, a short story, and a magazine piece.37“What didn’t fit one genre was tailored to another,” writes George Hough.38
Crane’s career has often been used by Wolfe, and others, as evidence that journalism has always been merely the “warm-up” for the novel. But this simply isn’t true in Crane’s case. Crane’s novels preceded his journalism on a subject. He wrote Maggie: A Girl of the  Streets before he knew New York’s slums, and didn’t see a battlefield until two years after The Red Badge of Courage.39In this sense, it was fiction that was the warm-up for his extraordinary journalism, not the other way around.
Crane’s favorite journalistic form was the closely observed sketch of city life. These sketches—of the poor, of immigrants, of ordinary citizens—drew readers with the unsentimental, artful way he captured his characters and their pedestrian struggles. Experimenting with dialogue and perspective, Crane treated New York as a “mosaic of little worlds,” a microcosm divided according to class and ethnicity, which he rendered with photograph-like clarity. Crane writes not as a social commentator or a polemical, muckraking journalist in the style of Jacob Riis or Lincoln Steffens, but rather as a detailed observer. “He is not concerned with converting the reader to social sympathy (perhaps distrustful or weary of the condescension of such a stance), but with converting the sheer data into experience. He writes as a phenomenologist of the scene, intent on characterizing the consciousness of the place (which includes its separate points of view) by a rendering of felt detail,” writes Alan Trachtenberg.40
By the first decades of the twentieth century, the growing belief that newspapers should strive for objectivity left little room for literary journalism in their pages. Novelists were warned by Flaubert, Joyce, and others that writing journalism would harm their fiction, further diminishing journalism’s status in the literary world. The novel gradually took on what Hartsock calls a “cryptotheological aura,”41a sense of importance and transcendence that journalism could never match. “The ‘fall,’ then, of journalism—and by extension narrative literary journalism—from literary grace was largely the result of the invention of a high literature in the nineteenth century,” Hartsock argues.42And this, more or less, was the literary hierarchy when Wolfe started down the long road from journalism to the novel.
The writers who appear in this book do not constitute a coherent group in any social or institutional form. Some of them know each other, but most do not. They don’t live in any one city or part of the country. They write for different magazines—primarily The New Yorker, The Atlantic Monthly, The New York Times Magazine, and Rolling Stone —but most of them make their livings writing books. It is a far cry from the clubby group of writers Wolfe describes in the Herald Tribune city room (Charles Portis, Dick Schaap, Jimmy Breslin), or at Harold Hayes’s Esquire, or Clay Felker’s New York magazine.43
What they do share is a dedication to the craft of reporting, a conviction that by immersing themselves deeply into their subjects’ lives, often for prolonged periods of time, they can—much as Crane did before them—bridge the gap between their subjective perspective and the reality they are observing, that they can render reality in a way that is both accurate and aesthetically pleasing. In their devotion to close-to-the-skin reporting—a journalistic version of Keats’s “negative capability”—they are the children of McPhee and Talese.
What this new breed represents is less a school of thought, or ruledefined movement, than a shorthand way of describing the reportorial sensibility behind an increasingly significant body of work. The list of writers I have focused on is neither exclusive nor complete— there are a dozen others I would have liked to include had I the time and space. Yet I chose these nineteen writers because each strikes me as representing a particular dimension of the New New Journalism.
Kramer, Talese, and Trillin are in some ways the “elders” of the movement, writers who have spent their careers alternatively reporting on the extraordinary lives of ordinary people, and the ordinary lives of extraordinary people—Talese’s portraits of Frank Sinatra and Joe DiMaggio being the most famous example of the latter impulse.
In an era when the clash of convictions has led to terrorism and war, Lawrence Wright’s writings on belief show why it is important for journalists to suspend their secular biases and examine religious ideas on their own merits. Wright’s respect for the evangelical impulse, combined with his grounding in psychology and Arabic culture, makes him one of the most insightful of the New New Journalists.
A longtime reader of Stephen Crane, I was struck by the way that LeBlanc, Finnegan, Dash, Conover, and Kotlowitz resurrect Crane’s capacity for drawing the accurate, sympathetic portrait of the vicissitudes of city life (a sensibility which Kotlowitz calls “the journalism of empathy”). To Crane’s genius for subjectivity, they add an indefatigable reporting stamina, returning to their subjects again and again, over months, and even years. There exists a sympathetic resonance between Crane’s nonjudgmental renderings of his characters’ experience and the New New Journalists’ subtle pleas for justice on behalf of their vulnerable subjects.
Eric Schlosser’s muckraking exposés about the fast-food industry and the underground economy of drugs, pornography, and migrant labor is exactly the kind of meticulously reported work I could imagine Lincoln Steffens or Jacob Riis producing were they still alive. Schlosser’s background in drama and fiction only made the connection to Steffens’s brand of literary journalism more obvious. And the steady placement of Schlosser’s books on bestseller lists across the country is evidence both of his talent and of a public that is willing to be outraged by what he has discovered. Adrian LeBlanc, too, perceives herself as part of a tradition of journalists, like Riis, who have written about social justice. “It is a documentary tradition as well as a literary one,” she notes.
One of the most successful genres in nineteenth-century American literary journalism was the travel adventure story: the young man who braves the elements and brings back news of his journey on the frontier was a perennial bestseller. Jon Krakauer’s and William Langewiesche’s work takes the genre in a different direction. Langewiesche’s exotic journey deep into the bowels of the post-9/11 World Trade Center (“the heap”) traces the extraordinary efforts to “unbuild” America’s foremost symbol of global capitalism. Krakauer’s trek into the wilds of Alaska traces the final days of a young adventurer, but whether writing about mountain climbing or Mormon fundamentalists, the terrain Krakauer explores is first and foremost psychological. The spectacular natural terrain is merely a bonus for the reader.
Although indebted to the experimentalism of Wolfe’s New Journalism, the New New Journalism should also be understood as a movement that rehabilitates important aspects of its nineteenth-century predecessors. This latest generation of writers is not all directly or consciously influenced by nineteenth-century New Journalists—some have been, but most have not. Rather, participating in the tradition of American literary journalism, the New New Journalists are (often unwittingly) dwelling on questions that the genre has been posing since the nineteenth century: How does a fast-growing society of immigrants construct a national identity? How does a country built by capitalism consider questions of economic justice? The questions that pressed themselves upon nineteenth-century writers are posing themselves with new vigor today, which is one reason for the resurgence of American literary nonfiction.
Oddly enough, there are also many respects in which our cultural worldview bears more resemblance to that of Steffens and Crane than to Wolfe’s. We are currently experiencing the fascination with “true stories”—news from the world—that is common during times of great unrest and turmoil. As in the nineteenth century, America is rethinking its place in the world, questioning whether it can absorb the huge number of immigrants who have flocked to its shores.44 Once again, America’s is the story the world wants to read about, although perhaps more out of spite than admiration. “Americans are lucky enough to be living in a place which, in relative historical terms, is breathtakingly important, not just militarily and politically, but also culturally,” says Michael Lewis. “The stories we tell about life in America have a universal appeal that stories from no other place have.” The subjects the New New Journalists write about— transnational immigration (Conover, Kramer), poverty (LeBlanc, Kotlowitz), race (Finnegan, Kotlowitz, Dash), the clash of faiths (Wright), big business (Lewis, Schlosser)—are the issues that the world cares about. The deep-rooted American desire for factual information has become exacerbated by our unease in the world, and it expresses itself in our thirst for drama “ripped from the headlines,” entertainment “based on a true story,” or in the myriad “reality television” programs. Contemporary America is little more than Crane’s “mosaic of little worlds, writ larger” a concatenation of subcultures bumping up against each other in previously unimaginable ways. The New New Journalists’ recognition of this gives their work currency.
Much as it was in the nineteenth century, nonfiction today is as prestigious—if not more so—than the novel. Ours is an age of nonfiction, “the de facto literature of our time,” the critic Seymour Krim once called it. This is as true commercially as it is culturally. There is nothing quaint or marginal about works of literary journalism like Jon Krakauer’s Into Thin Air, Michael Lewis’s Moneyball, Richard Preston’s The Hot Zone, Susan Orlean’s The Orchid Thief, Jonathan Harr’s A Civil Action, and Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation—all of which have been enormous bestsellers. The New New Journalism is big business on a scale never before seen by serious literary journalism.
With their muckraking and intensive reporting on social and cultural issues, the New New Journalists have revived the tradition of American literary journalism, raising it to a more popular and commercial level than either its nineteenth- or late-twentieth-century predecessors ever imagined. The debates over “journalism” and “literature”—between “subjective” and “objective” reporting—weigh less heavily on this generation, freeing them to combine the best of both genres. Having done so without manifestos or public debates, the New New Journalism has assumed a premier place in American literature.
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TED CONOVER
The first time Ted Conover was asked if he was a tramp he wasn’t sure how to respond. The son of a successful lawyer, Conover had been jumping on and off trains for months, riding the rails as research for his college anthropology thesis. He certainly looked the part; even his parents didn’t recognize him when he showed up on their doorstep. In fact, he had entered the life so completely that when another tramp tried to jump into his boxcar (a violation of hobo etiquette), Conover barely hesitated before stepping on the man’s hand, sending him flying off the moving train. “I guess I am,” he answered uneasily, all too aware of the vast expanse—economic, social, intellectual—separating him from his veteran-tramp interlocutor.
It is this expanse that Conover has spent the last two decades exploring, first in Rolling Nowhere (1984), the cult classic he wrote about his hobo travels, and then in his three subsequent books— Coyotes (1987), Whiteout (1991), and Newjack (2000)— about Mexican illegal aliens, Aspen celebrities, and prison guards. Together, they have cemented Conover’s reputation as one of the finest participatory journalists of his generation.
Those who have read only one or two of Conover’s works might cubbyhole him as the bard of gritty, rough-and-tumble subcultures. While not untrue, the description is incomplete. It obscures Conover’s real subject: the fine lines separating “us” from “them,” and the elaborate rituals and markers—“parts of town, railroad tracks and boulevards, places in the heart and mind,” he writes in Coyotes—that we have developed to bolster such distinctions.
In Conover’s hands, migrant workers, rootless hoboes, and prison guards become vivid, morally ambiguous characters, deserving of praise  and scorn, admiration and pity. Without sacrificing the commitment of the early-twentieth-century muckrakers, or the gusto of the nineteenth-century literary adventurers in whose footsteps he walks, Conover combines “a sociologist’s eye for detail with a novelist’s sense of drama and compassion,” as The New York Times’s Michiko Kakutani wrote of Coyotes.
Born in 1958 in Okinawa, Japan, where his father was stationed as a navy pilot, Conover was raised in an affluent Denver neighborhood. In high school, he was bused to a newly desegregated school (50 percent black, 40 percent white, and 10 percent Hispanic), and he credits the experience with inspiring his love of anthropology (a discipline he calls “philosophy as lived by real people”). “I learned that one’s own culture is not necessarily normative,” he says, “that there are many ways of looking at the world.”
In 1980, after three years of studying anthropology at Amherst, Conover wearied of the college’s elitism. Conover proposed to ride the rails for his senior thesis. He wanted to learn whether hoboes were great American rebels (“renegades, conscientious objectors to the nine-to-five work world”), infantrymen in the army of homeless who were then inundating cities across America, or both. The college said they couldn’t sanction an illegal activity, but Conover completed the fieldwork on his own time, hitting the road armed with little more than an emergency stash of traveler’s checks.
Conover returned to Amherst to write his senior thesis gaining approval for the project after the fact, when his professor saw the notes he’d taken on the trip. He also spun off an autobiographical article for a student magazine, which caught the attention of several television producers. His enthusiasm for the subject bolstered by the attention, Conover turned down the reporting job he had been offered at The Indianapolis Star and decided to write a book about his adventures.
Rolling Nowhere was published in 1984. Washington Post staff writer Chip Brown noted the peculiarly American themes— expansion, restlessness, the myth of the West—that would mark much of Conover’s future work. “Freight trains possess grandeur. They cast an epic spell. With their long whistles and their magical names, they summarize something in us, for they have carried not just the steel and wheat of America, but the nation’s westward-ness and some measure of its spacious dream,” Brown wrote.
After graduating from Amherst summa cum laude, he won a spot as a Marshall Scholar at Cambridge University. It was not long before Conover was back on the road, expanding on the insight he had gained writing Rolling Nowhere: “Mexican farmworkers were the new American hoboes.” For Coyotes, Conover crossed the U.S.-Mexican border four times, traveling with migrant workers through California, Arizona, Idaho, and Florida. He picked lemons and oranges, and lived for a time in the village of Ahuacatlan, Querétaro, the hometown of a number of the illegal immigrants he met.
Again, some critics realized that Conover was writing about something more fundamental than the immigration debate. “What makes it really glow on every page is Mr. Conover’s realization that he is dealing neither with a crime nor a tragedy, but with another of those human adventures that make America a country that is constantly renewing itself,” wrote T. D. Allman in The New York Times Book Review.
Back in New York, Conover was rankled at a cocktail party when a friend introduced him as “Ted Conover, a writer who makes his living sleeping on the ground.” The accuracy of the remark disturbed him. “I was unsettled to feel so easily typecast at age thirty, and began to wonder whether my participant-observer method could be used to write about people who weren’t remote or poor.”
The result was his 1991 book, Whiteout: Lost in Aspen, in which Conover conducted what he described as “an ethnography of hedonism,” observing Aspen’s celebrity culture from his perches as a local cab driver and reporter at the Aspen Times. As with his previous books, Whiteout was a meditation on the author’s ambiguous relationship to the phenomenon he chronicled—the “great celebrity laboratory” that Aspen had become. Some critics were disappointed by Conover’s turn away from the dispossessed. Writing in the Los Angeles Times, Richard Eder felt that Conover’s considerable “talent overmatches his subject.” Others perceived a continuity. “His subject is Aspen, the glittering ski resort and celebrity enclave in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado. The underlying theme, however, is similar to that explored in his earlier books: the promise and betrayal of the American Dream,” wrote Kakutani.
In the early nineties, Conover asked the New York State Department of Correctional Services for permission to write an article for The New Yorker in which he would follow a guard through training. The U.S. prison population was at an all-time high, and he conceived of the story as being as much about economics as society. The Department is New York State’s second-largest employer, and ailing communities throughout the region routinely bid for new prisons in the hopes they will revive the local economy.
When his formal request was rejected, Conover applied for a job as a guard, carefully navigating the ethical and legal minefield of undercover reporting. He offered no false information on his application, but did omit mention of his three books, and he vowed to himself not to write anything about the experience until after he had quit. “When I was a guard, I wanted to be 100 percent a guard,” he says, living on a guard’s salary and eschewing writing assignments. Fortunately, journalists and guards do share one thing—both carrying around notebooks in which to jot down their observations. Every night, from March 1997 to January 1998, when he returned from Sing Sing, Conover would type up pages of single-spaced notes (nearly five hundred in all), elaborating on the day’s observations. It was part journalism and part therapy, as he tried to unburden himself of the awful things he’d witnessed—and taken part in—every day.
The project required complete secrecy, and Conover’s double life took a toll. He was wracked with terrible headaches and found he was often sullen around his family. He feared he was allowing the anarchy of Sing Sing to seep into his placid home life. Published in 2000, Newjack won the National Book Critics Circle Award and was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. Conover was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2003 and is at work on a book about roads. In February 2004, Conover received the kind of compliment life pays to art. Using Newjack as their guide, a group of Sing Sing inmates hatched an ingenious (though unsuccessful) escape plan in which they would pose as guards.
Do you think of yourself as a “New Journalist”?
It isn’t a phrase I use, although I wouldn’t object if someone called me that. Wolfe’s essay on the New Journalism was important to me because it articulated and validated many of the methods— saturation reporting, attention to detail, attention to status, etc.—I was already practicing. I feel lucky to have started my writing career at a time when writers like Wolfe were experimenting with the tools of the fiction writer.
So if not “New Journalism,” what do you call your genre of journalism?
I write nonfiction narratives. I like that phrase because it doesn’t have the pretensions of “literary journalism,” and it stresses the fact that storytelling is the backbone of my work.
What subjects are you drawn to?
I guess mainly those that seem socially significant and underreported, particularly if they allow me to participate in the story in some meaningful way. I might discover a situation or group—sometimes a marginal or strange subculture—which I find fascinating. By participating in that world, I try to offer the reader a level of insight and detail he would not otherwise have. I prefer smaller, overlooked stories. I’d rather not be competing with the presidential press corps. I like to take my time and to be a bit contrarian.
Why subcultures?
In college I studied anthropology, which dovetails with journalism in fascinating and productive ways. If you’re a journalist who has the luxury of time and a willingness to get your hands a little dirty, you will be able to get stories that nobody else gets.
An example is the story I told in Newjack. Here is an important subject, a worsening problem—incarceration, the boom in building new prisons—whose significance, I felt, was underappreciated by society at large. I found an unexplored angle from which to approach: guards are a stigmatized, insular subculture which have, for all their notoriety, rarely been written about. And guarding—working as a correctional officer—turned out to be something I could do.
So why not just interview prison guards?
Because I would only get part of the story. The interview will only take you so far, especially when you are talking to people who are uncomfortable with the press or who have things to hide. You can get further by conducting many interviews, over time, in different places. That was my original plan when I got the assignment from The New Yorker: I would follow a family of corrections officers at work and at home. But the New York State Department of Correctional Services turned down my requests for access to the prisons. And I thought, “Until you’ve seen somebody doing this kind of work, you probably won’t know a thing about it.”
I suppose what I’m getting at is like the distinction between  tourist and a traveler. The tourist experience is superficial and glancing. The traveler develops a deeper connection with her surroundings. She is more invested in them—the traveler stays longer, makes her own plans, chooses her own destination, and usually travels alone: solo travel and solo participation, although the most difficult emotionally, seem the most likely to produce a good story.
Do many of your stories begin as an opportunity for role-playing, whether you are writing about hoboes, illegal immigrants, or prison guards? 
I guess there’s some role-playing involved. I’m fascinated by the idea of wearing different hats, of how one’s outlook changes depending on one’s position in the world, by the whole question of identity. For my first book, Rolling Nowhere—which started as a college thesis —I lived for four months as a hobo, with hoboes. The prospect was total wish fulfillment for me—several freight lines run through my hometown of Denver, and I grew up with a bit of an image of the hobo as a cultural hero, the kind of romantic figure you find in Kerouac. Riding the rails seemed, on the one hand, a great adventure.
But I knew it was something else, too. This was 1980, when the word “homeless” was just entering our vocabulary because of the large number of street people appearing in cities. I wondered to myself, Were the transients on freight trains homeless people? Or were they—as  they insisted—something else entirely? Were they a social problem, or—the more romantic option—conscientious objectors to the nine-to-five world? I liked the dialectic. So the project was two things, as I guess all my books have been: an intellectual inquiry, and an adventure.
Why did you study anthropology in college?
I’d always been interested in philosophy, and anthropology seemed like philosophy as lived by real people. It was the study of how different groups of people view their experience of the world. Anthropology combines the abstractions of philosophy with the concreteness of lived experience.
What about the notion of multiple views and experiences of the world interested you?
I think it started a long time ago. One big piece comes from high school in Denver, where I was bused by court order from a predominately white school to a predominately black school. I was a racial minority for the first time in my life and it taught me a lot. The world looks different when your own group is not in charge. Also, there was a core of progressive teachers who were determined to defy the larger community’s expectations that there would be a riot and that the experiment in integration would fail. The students embraced the possibility that it could be a new kind of school, one without the archetypes of jocks, freaks, and nerds. It was a place where you could be something new: a white person cheering the basketball team, or a black person cheering the soccer team. I found it profoundly liberating.
How do you connect those lessons to the kind of journalism you practice?
One result was that it made me want to avoid the kind of journalism that relies heavily on “credentialed” sources. I sometimes think of what I do as a kind of a guerrilla action. I try to find people and groups who have not been heard from. I depend on the newness of this information to keep my audience interested in my writing.
Is this why you’ve done so little celebrity journalism?
Well, it’s one reason. Another is that there are lots of people who are more interesting than movie stars, and if I can contrive a way to spend my time with them, I’d rather do that.
That said, I do sometimes read celebrity profiles, and I’m thrilled by those rare journalists who manage to get past the mask that an actor wears. A couple of years ago I read a terrific profile of Leonardo DiCaprio in which the journalist convinced DiCaprio to allow him to go grocery shopping with him. We got to see Leo picking out his mesclun and tomatoes and Stim-U-Dents. The journalist was watching him make real choices, and it seemed fairly unmediated by the PR machine.
Whiteout is about the celebrity culture of Aspen. If you disdain celebrity journalism, why write a book about it?
“Disdain” is too strong a word. The genesis of Whiteout is basically this: In the late eighties, when I still lived in Colorado, I was at a New York cocktail party. David Remnick [now editor of The New  Yorker] was there and introduced me to another guest as “Ted Conover, a guy who makes a living by sleeping on the ground.” I was unsettled to feel so easily typecast at age thirty, and began to wonder whether my participant-observer method could be used to write about people who weren’t remote or poor.
What was the answer?
Well, Whiteout is the answer—I wanted to watch the effects of wealth and celebrity on a small place like Aspen, a town I had known since I was a kid. And, yes, I think it worked. But the bigger question is whether it was as interesting as participant-observer journalism about less-familiar kinds of people. I’m not so sure about the answer to that question. I’m a little embarrassed by parts of Whiteout today. After all, what is more dated at the start of the twenty-first century than stories about Ivana Trump, Don Johnson, or Sheena Easton?
By contrast, Rolling Nowhere has maintained its interest because its subject has kind of disappeared. There are no more hoboes riding freight trains today. It is a lost part of the culture, a part of the country’s history that people are intrigued by.
How do you develop specific stories from your interests and passions?
It’s not always easy. I might look for people involved in a conflict, or a quest, some problem that does (or doesn’t) get resolved. Some stories come with a built-in thread. For example, I reported a story for The New York Times Magazine about AIDS orphans by focusing on a single mom with AIDS. [“The Hand-Off,” The New York Times  Magazine, May 8, 1994.] She had a daughter but no other close relatives, and was looking for someone to adopt the daughter before she died. Can you imagine anything harder than that, seeking a replacement for yourself as a parent? Simply following her on this quest, and over all the bumps in the road, was the story’s “thread.”
What basic elements do you require for a good story?
The same as those required for good fiction: character, conflict, change through time. And, if you’re really blessed, you get resolution. But life doesn’t usually work out that way.
As you look for stories, do any parts of the world interest you  more than others?
I’m partial to Latin culture. I speak Spanish and feel an affinity with Spanish-speaking people. But I’d go anywhere; the stranger the better.
What is the strangest place you’ve gone?
Well, I almost got to the moon. I was a semifinalist in the “journalist-in-space” project in the late 1980s, before the Challenger disaster led them to cancel the program. I think my approach would have worked well there. It was down to me and maybe twenty other people, including Tom Brokaw and Walter Cronkite.
How do you report a story somewhere you don’t speak the language? 
The closest I’ve come was when I did a story about truck drivers who travel along the so-called “AIDS highway” in Africa, for  The New Yorker. When I got the assignment I asked whether the magazine would pay for some language instruction in KiSwahili, the African trade language. They said yes, and I took twice-weekly lessons from a Tanzanian diplomat, because no language school in New York taught it. It didn’t make me fluent, but at least I would know the general subject area of a conversation the guys I was with were saying. And what I couldn’t get from that language, someone could usually explain to me in English.
How do you decide which project to start when you’ve finished your last one?
When I finish a book, I sometimes seem unable to start anything big for months or years—much to the frustration of my agent and editor. I have to clear out the massive piles of books, folders, notes, and articles I’ve accumulated before I can make mental room for whatever is next.
Do you keep files of possible story ideas?
Yes, I have many files. I look through them when I’m starting to think about my next project. I recently came across a drawer I hadn’t seen for years. It was filled with dead ends, with ideas that never went anywhere. I couldn’t bring myself to throw them out because my ideas are my stock-in-trade. These files were dear to me, even if they had failed. They were like the kid who didn’t do so well in school. Do his parents just chuck him out? Of course not!
What were some of your bad ideas?
Well, in the early 1990s, when everyone was getting online, I thought of doing a travel book about the Internet. My cyber-travel itself would structure the narrative. At the time it sounded good, but eventually I concluded it was more interesting as a sentence than a book.
How do you determine how much time to devote to a project?
For Newjack, I wanted to complete at

OPS/images/Boyn_9780307429049_epub_001_r1.jpg
The New New Journalism

Conversations with Amer
Best Non

on Thei

Robert

&

VINTAGE BOOKS






OPS/images/Boyn_9780307429049_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
I N T A G E

eBooks

"

THE NEW NEW JOURNALISM

CONVERSATIONS WITH AMERICA’'S BEST
NONFICTION WRITERS ON THEIR CRAFT

ROBERT BOYNTON





