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INTRODUCTION

“Part of Brown’s quiet brilliance, whether it is a travelogue or true crime reportage, is taking us places we would not otherwise go and making us feel like we are there. He’s the opposite of flashy and yet nothing is careless or out of place. He is a deliberate craftsman who is never happy unless the last line of a paragraph, section, of a story lifts the story into the air. “There always ought to be a feeling of being elevated, even exalted, by the last line” he says. “It also has to close the shop too—it has to pull down the steel shutter with an emphatic sense of finality that nothing more need be said.” 

When Woodward and Bernstein broke the Watergate story and turned journalists into rock stars, Chip Brown was a student in the second class of Hampshire College, a new experimental college founded in 1970 by Smith, Amherst, Holyoke and the University of Massachusetts. Among the teachers Brown studied under was David Roberts, the noted outdoor author and climber who established Hampshire’s influential Outdoors Program just as rock-climbing, mountaineering and wilderness exploration were becoming popular. With a group of Hampshire students, Brown spent 36 days in the Arrigetch Mountains of the Brooks Range north of the Arctic Circle in Alaska. An account of the trip became part of Brown’s senior thesis on nature writing as well as his first published article, a 20,000 word epic in Mountain Gazette for which he was paid a robust $175.

 In 1978, Brown started his newspaper career at the weekly Homer News, the only paper in a small Alaska town of 2,500 people at the end of the North American road system, 250 miles south of Anchorage. In the fall of 1979 he left this Northern Exposure-like life in Alaska for big city journalism at the Washington Post. As a staff writer on the Metro section, Brown covered cops and schools in Maryland under the guidance of the distinguished editor and author David Maraniss, who stressed the importance of seeing the humanity of people even amidst their corruption. As a general assignment reporter, Brown covered stories all over Maryland and also wrote for the Post’s Magazine and Style sections. In 1984 he spent a year on the paper’s Investigations Desk writing a lengthy four-part series about the collapse of the nuclear power industry in Washington State. 

 In 1985, Brown moved to New York, worked briefly for the Post’s Style section and then started a 30-year-career freelancing for magazines. In 1989 he won the National Magazine Award for feature writing for an Esquire story about the life of a half-white half-black San Quentin prisoner who survived the escape attempt that killed the black revolutionary activist and author George Jackson. At Esquire, Brown showed his range, delivering memorable profiles of playwright August Wilson, New-Age author Deepak Chopra and countercultural paragon Ken Kesey. He wrote on subjects ranging from opera, ballet and oil development and the parents of murdered children to dogs, antiques, golf, basketball, sleep disorders and Scarlett Johansen for over 40 national magazines including Harper’s, GQ, The New Yorker, Vanity Fair. He has had longtime contributing writer or editor stints at Outside, Men’s Journal, National Geographic and The New York Times Magazine. 

 Part of Brown’s quiet brilliance, whether it is a travelogue or true crime reportage, is taking us places we would not otherwise go and feeling like we are there. He’s the opposite of flashy and yet nothing is careless or out of place. He is a deliberate craftsman who is never happy unless the last line of a paragraph, section, of a story lifts the story into the air. “There always ought to be a feeling of being elevated, even exalted, by the last line” he says. “The last line of any magazine story also has to close the shop too—it has to pull down the steel shutter with an emphatic sense of finality that nothing more need be said.”  

 Speaking so eloquently about writing, though, it’s hard not to want to know more about how Brown works and he was good enough to oblige.

—Alex Belth

Alex Belth: How did the story come about? Was it assigned or did you pitch it?

 Chip Brown: The story was assigned early in January 1993, about 10 weeks after an American sailor, Allen Schindler, was beaten to death by a shipmate in Japan. Esquire editors in those days were very proud of their ability to generate interesting story ideas — in fact, generating ideas was considered a territorial imperative of the job. On hearing a writer’s pitch 30 years ago, the first instinct of most editors was to look askance, poke holes, maybe even shoot it down completely. Editors were disposed not to buy a pitch and to hunt for conceptual weak spots like used car shoppers kicking rocker panels to flush out rust.

AB: General interest magazines like Esquire would often do long features on some kind of media sensation, kind of a view from 10,000 feet appreciation of a trial or a scandal. Was that the case here?

 CB: No, they wanted me to come down from the rarefied air of 10,000 feet and glean details at sea level. It was a story with so many facets — a complex set of events and characters that ended in a murder in the military that helped precipitate a social movement. It was the kind of story that cried out for a long and granular narrative of the sort that magazines were designed for, or used to be, before the internet fractured attention spans.

AB: The structure of the story feels orchestral. Each section feels like it has a beginning, middle and end. How did you come to structure the story the way you did?

 CB: I always make a rough outline for any story — usually just a one-line description of a section heading. The outline is sort of like a string of poles marking the gates on a slalom course. I have to get to that gate, and then that gate. Once I blocked out the sections, I wrote them in the order of the outline. I didn’t write the end until the end. Part of the outlining process for me entails thinking about what information could or should or might be conveyed as a scene and what could or should or might be conveyed as a summary. Every magazine piece is a carefully paced mix of scene and summary. Too much scene and the writer as a shaper of the narrative disappears into unedited cinema verite. Too much summary and the thing risks becoming tediously static, more tell than show. Thank you for noticing what I deliberately tried to put across, which was a series of 11 chapters each with the arc of a story inside the larger story. As is also the case with a good paragraph, a good section of a long story should jump to a vivid start, develop crisply and then button itself up in a way that makes the reader lean forward for what’s next.

 The structure of this story I can trace to something I once read by Iris Murdoch. Don’t remember exactly where but it was a revelation to me: she said you can tell a reader what’s going to happen over and over again without destroying the suspense of a story because what the reader cares about is how things happen.

 I was starting the reporting of “The Accidental Martyr” nearly three months after Allen Schindler died. There was no doubt about what happened. What there was doubt about — doubt and thus suspense and tension that creates a narrative current — was how it happened. We know from the outset that poor Allen is going to be beaten to death by one of his shipmates who killed him because he was gay, but we don’t know how either of the two painfully young men converged in that awful encounter in a bathroom in Japan. And knowing that what the reader wants to know is how it happened provided the structure the story. I knew I wanted the story to end with Allen Schindler alone, unconscious, dying, and tragically unaware of his impending life as a martyr — and so that meant the logical narrative place to start was the moment right after that: giving readers the what with the expectation of the how. The structure would allow me to flash forward and backward in time because it was essentially making a giant circle, a clockwise course starting at one minute after midnight and coming around to the denouement at midnight itself.

AB: I know you have a newspaper background. What is your attitude toward objectivity? Do you feel as a writer that it is imperative for you to take a moral position, even if it is subtly expressed, in a story such like this?

 CB: I think the conventional definition of journalistic objectivity is misleading and perhaps even delusional. Thought and emotion are embedded in human perception. Call them whatever you want, predispositions or biases, the point is we harbor unconscious attitudes. We are innately, wonderfully, fatally subjective creatures. To pretend otherwise is absurd. It would be like pretending not to have an immune system distinguishing your body’s cells from intruders. We discriminate hundreds of times an hour about faces, clothes, haircuts, vocal patterns, soft drinks, politics, morality, love interests and behavior. I don’t believe in objectivity, especially the kind espoused by a former Washington Post top editor who refused to vote lest he compromise his objectivity, or as I think was actually the case, compromise people’s perception of it. I prefer and aspire to the idea of “fairness.” Of being fair. Of trying to honor all the points of view not because I will endorse anything or anyone but because I want people to feel they have not been distorted by my depictions of them. I want them to believe I have made a sincere effort to understand and represent their position, daft as it may be.

 More pertinently for this story, I tried to put the emphasis on understanding the motives of the villains. It’s easy to demonize Terry Helvey as a mindlessly prejudiced gay-basher but delving into his background makes it harder to condemn him. Most of the vile things he did can be traced to a truly horrific childhood, proving once again that line from a famous Philip Larkin poem: “man hands misery onto
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