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“A compelling and important book . . . It’s been a long time since I have read anything as moving, and inspiring, as the passages about the relationship between Harrington and his father.” 
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Dedicated to the memory of Matt Harrington, my son and my friend.
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PUBLISHER'S NOTE

Walt Harrington: A writer’s writer with a strong moral compass, a compassion for others, and an abiding belief that all people are worth hearing, no matter how odd or foreign or even repulsive their views.


Perhaps it’s not the most conventional way to open a testimonial about one of the most impactful journalists in our modern wave of creative nonfiction, but looking back, my first meetings with Walt Harrington unfold in my memory as scenes befitting a romantic comedy, perhaps something a little bit antic, penned by the great Nora Ephron, another journalist (and novelist and screenwriter) who lived in Washington, D.C., and had a great gift for telling human stories.

 For me, writing has always been a matter of love, and finding ways to make it, and ways to ever improve. Though Harrington was not my first mentor, and not my last, he was by far my most influential.

My “meet cute” with Harrington was set in the Washington Post newsroom in the late fall of 1980. He was a hotshot writer from a smaller paper who’d come to interview for an open slot as an assistant city editor—as you might imagine, there was a steady stream of folks coming through the doors of the Post, looking to break into the bigs. As for me, I was entering my second year as a staff writer, promoted improbably from the ranks of the copy kids, which I suppose implied a little bit of hotshottery of my own. Ungracious as it may seem here, this little bit of self-congratulation becomes important to our story. Harrington was the master who taught me his craft; I was the sorcerer’s apprentice. In all such tales, the resulting relationship goes one of two ways: great closeness—or the opposite. Four decades later Harrington and I are as brothers, united over long years by our shared pursuit of our singular missions, our dedication to our chosen form of art, our commiserations. To one another, we are the kind of family you choose.

Our first contact was actually no more than a glance . . .  across a crowded room, sort of, though we were actually no more than three feet apart as Harrington was being shepherded to his next meet-and-greet. There was a strong and sudden connection. Dare I say we locked eyes? And then he was gone.

I don’t recall any swelling music but there it was.

Cut forward a few months. It is 1981, and Harrington is hired by the Post. In newspapers, there are many different kinds of journalists who contribute to the mix. Some specialize in “just the facts, ma’am.” They dig up city hall dirt and presidential corruption, and get to the bottom of local crime, politics, educational issues, and so forth. More recently there are other kinds who specialize in probing the internet or gathering data. In Walt’s case, he was hired to be what might be called, in today’s vernacular, a “writer whisperer,” tasked with handling the kinds of staffers who were most inclined toward storytelling. In those days they called these types of articles “feature stories.” I was assigned to Walt.

Any writer or editor knows the intensity of the relationship that can develop between these symbiotic partners. Whether it’s a “one-story stand” or a long-time collaboration, editing is intimate. An editor gets inside your work, your ideas, your precious prose, your expense account. He is the sun by which you rise and set.  The sun to which you make sacrifice. In time, some such teams learn to work beautifully together, like dance partners, like lovers, each spurring the other to greater performance, the two creating something that is more than the sum of its parts, which is pretty much the definition of Harrington’s brand of journalism. I heard him say it a zillion times: You can give a bunch of reporters the same story assignment, and all will tell it differently. But very few will elevate the story into art.

We have our first meet-and-greet on a couple of semi-comfortable chairs designed to be a conference area, complete with a coffee table, set in an open space between the Weekly section and the Sports section, right in front of the “morgue”—an in-house, analog version of Google, also known as the library.

Walt has a folder of my work in his hand. I am 25. I have no idea of his age. He is, well, a grown-up.

Harrington proceeds to ask me if I’ve ever heard of a writer named Tom Wolfe. Seems he wrote a book called The New Journalism.

And that’s when I realize I’ve spent the previous two years trying to reinvent the wheel. (And I guess nobody previously assigned to be my editor had recognized it either?)

My mind is blown


In a way, you could say Walt Harrington gave me the gift of my own potential.

Like the journalism professor and department head he would later become, for the next year-plus I remained assigned to the City desk, he tutored me in the ways of a particular discipline he would later come to call Intimate Journalism—the title of his most influential textbook on journalism. He lent me books from his personal library; guided my reporting excursions into everyday life; and edited me line by line, gifting to my stories along the way an occasional literary flourish, as good editors sometimes will, no charge, the kind of fixes about which a writer never complains. One such early story would end up in a journalism text by another professor. Later, several of my stories would be included in Harrington’s textbooks. That he thought of me as a suitable poster boy for his work, and collected me alongside more established writers, would greatly enhance my reputation. Of the hundreds of students and professionals he would teach, mentor, and lecture, I guess I was his first Frankenstein’s monster.

Not only did he selflessly undertake my schooling, Harrington frequently took me home with him as well. I will never forget the delicious dinners cooked by his wife, Keran, at their cool apartment-with-a-loft space (which I would later inherit when their family began to grow), where I learned about jazz, arts and crafts furniture, and being a grown-up. With Keran’s indulgence, Harrington and I talked craft and salacious office gossip deep into the evenings. Beneath Harrington’s wisdom, enveloping it, permeating and informing it, is a wonderfully genuine humanness; if you tickle his funny bone, he’ll guffaw and slap his thigh. Likewise, at the heart of Intimate Journalism is Harrington’s strong moral compass, his compassion for others, and his abiding belief that all people are worth hearing, no matter how odd or foreign or even repulsive their views.

At the time we were working together daily, I was so engulfed by my own literary fire—fed as it was by the gasoline of Harrington’s teachings—that I didn’t realize how lucky I was to have this kind of attention. As it happened, I would much later learn, Harrington was only my editor because the Post didn’t have a slot for a writer. He wanted a foot in the door at the great paper, and the editing slot was open, so he took it when it was offered. Though I had no idea about his past University of Missouri journalism schooling, his two master’s degrees, or  his intensive study of the craft (about which you can read in his interview with Alex Belth), he poured his knowledge unselfishly into me. As others share the inner glow of their religion, we shared the inner glow of our craft, and the special way he, and then I, have always sought to practice it.

Less than two years after we began working hand in glove, I was moved from the City desk to the Virginia desk—both of which, along with the Maryland desk, were part of a Metro section helmed by Watergate’s Bob Woodward. I deployed my newfound skills as a roving correspondent in the far territories of our circulation, bringing back odd and wonderful little stories from an area that turned out to include my family’s ancestral home.

While that move was meant as a promotion, clearly the result of my accomplishments under Harrington, there is a version of things in my mind where we were broken up as a team (at least in some measure) because we were getting a little too subversive for the old school newspaper people who ran the Post. Under Walt’s command, as I started to deploy the techniques of Intimate Journalism he’d taught—scene, setting, dialog, character development, point of view, deep research, empathy, and the rest—I also came to learn that the conventional press was still, during the early eighties, a bit suspicious of this type of work.

In the minds of some, the artfulness of Intimate Journalism smacked of fabrication. Many veterans of the newsroom believed it was too good to be true, literally. And it turned out some of this worry was well-founded: Most infamous was the Janet Cooke incident at the Post, when a young reporter won the Pulitzer Prize and then shamefully had to return it when her story was revealed to be a fake. But Cooke didn’t really practice Intimate Journalism or follow the rules, which began and ended with the journalism piece, the facts. In her case and others, the problem rested with the moral choices of the reporter.

Once, called into a superior’s glass office to discuss my methods of employing dialogue in a story, Harrington jauntily invoked the spirit of Wolfe, who actually had spent two years as a Post reporter. “Tom Wolfe was doing this kind of stuff in the Post twenty years ago,” Harrington said gingerly.

“Tom Wolfe was fired from the Washington Post,” the editor replied.

Later, and for the first of many times, Walt ruefully quoted to me a favorite line from the jazz artist Louis Armstrong: “There’s some people, if they don’t know, you can’t tell ’em.”

I have lived by that philosophy ever since.


In 1983, after writing a number of outstanding stories for the Washington Post Magazine, (all freelance, on his own time, alongside his editing duties) Harrington became a full-time writer again. Feeling constrained, I left the paper in early 1984—an example, I guess, of the rashness of my youth compared with his maturity (and his growing family obligations). Either way, our friendship continued. In time, I’d be dumbstruck to learn that my mentor was only six years older than I.

For the next 14 years, as the Washington Post Magazine reinvented itself as a glossy insert, Harrington did scores of profiles of people both famous and obscure. He liked to say his goal was “to make ordinary people extraordinary and extraordinary people ordinary.” And so he did. A selection of the best stories in both categories—eight articles—are collected here in The Detective: And Other True Stories, Harrington’s eleventh book, sponsored by NeoText and brought to you by The Sager Group. I could not be more pleased.

One foundational lesson Harrington taught and practiced was that “journalism stories should not be a mere collection of facts. Instead, the stories should be about an idea the facts are used to illuminate.”

In this spirit, the title story in this book, “The Detective,” chronicles the moment-by-moment life of a Black homicide cop at a time when D.C. was the murder capital of the nation. But it is more than a gritty police ride along. It is also a story about the effect of the murder explosion in Washington on the psyche of the brave men and women on the front lines, and for all the rest of us watching at home on the TV news. Of note: many of Harrington’s stories were directed toward understanding the inequalities of race and economics, a portent of things to come.

Harrington’s profile of former U.S. poet laureate Rita Dove takes the reader through the looking glass of the exacting, protracted, ritualized, and intimate process of writing a single poem. But it is also a story about the ethereal act of creativity itself. The collaboration between these two master craftspeople makes for a beautiful story, a perfect marriage of subject with reporter, form with content, information with images and ideas.

In “The Mystery of Goodness,” Harrington profiles a Harvard-trained lawyer who has dedicated himself to a $24,000-a-year job working to win freedom for men and women facing the death penalty. An examination of law and order and the penal system, it is also, at its deepest, an examination of human goodness and the power of Christian witness on others.

“The Reverend Comes Home” is a story about what happens when a once-powerful pillar of the community, too ill to care for himself, is taken in by his daughters at the end of his life. It is something we all face as humans, our parents’ diminishment, followed by our own. What becomes important are not our accolades or community standing, but our family ties.

This amalgamation of fine detail and large ideas, Harrington says, “is at the heart of all fine journalism. We uncover the facts and find the deeper meanings. Otherwise, you are wasting your time and a reader’s time.”

Meanwhile, in his position at the Post magazine, Washington’s “newspaper of record,” which then published one million issues every Sunday, Harrington was thrown into the spotlight as he was tapped to profile a series of newsmakers and historical figures, including the Rev. Jesse Jackson, televangelist Jerry Falwell, Watergate reporter Carl Bernstein, and many others. Famous or obscure, Harrington’s process was always the same.

No less a historical figure was the paper’s executive editor, Ben Bradlee, who had guided the Post through its glory days of Watergate. Bradlee once told a gathering that Harrington’s profile of a sitting vice president, George H. W. Bush, was the best political profile he’d ever read. Not lost In my memory—or Harrington’s, I am sure—is the fact that high-up editors had resisted giving Harrington the coveted assignment in the first place, in lieu of one of the more established star political writers who gave the paper its reputation. Who was this feature writer to dare stride in and represent the Post?

After the Bush story, Bradlee made sure this milkman’s son from Will County, IL, was well recognized among the staff for his worth, and compensated more on a scale with the others of his ilk. As time passed, Harrington would be asked to teach an in-house writing workshop. Over four years, scores of the best reporters in the country chose to attend.

Most importantly—at least to those who ascribe to the notions embodied by Intimate Journalism—President Bush loved the article that landed on doorsteps that Sunday morning. Soon, the liberal Harrington and his African American wife found themselves invited to movies and functions at the White House. A relationship developed. We have included his piece about that, as well.

As a bonus we also include a different sort of Harrington piece, a personal essay about fathers and sons. For my money, this is the sort of Harrington work that perhaps shines the brightest, the memoirs and essays gathered from the waters of his own life.


Over the past four decades, as Harrington moved from editing to writing to university teaching (and administrating), and then on to retirement a few years ago—I followed in his footsteps. As the master craftsman passed his knowledge to me, so have I passed it to others, and they to others.

Blending Harrington’s methods with my own strengths, I was ever mindful of repping team Intimate Journalism, a brand that implied strenuous reporting, copious amounts of time spent, marathon transcribing sessions, and, above all, radical acceptance—an ability to see a world that is larger than you, a world that is complex and holds all kinds of competing ideas, with no true arbiter in apparent sight. Both Harrington and I have spent our lives walking miles and miles in the shoes of others. Along the way, we’ve tried, additionally, to place ourselves inside our subjects’ minds and hearts. I know we both feel better for it, the life lessons having outlived the stories.  And I’m pretty sure we both feel lucky to have each other to understand.

Each Harrington story is a precious gem. Like a valuable piece of woodwork or a beautiful song, they stand alone as totems of thought and ideas, artful and full of insight. Even through the decades, they still feel fresh. The meanings hold. By chronicling the ordinary lives of the famous and obscure with a hard-eyed compassion, he reveals not only the true natures of his subjects, but also the values they hold within the cultures they inhabit. In this way, his stories are as much about his readers as his subjects, a clue to understanding the conditions of others, something that could well serve our divided world of today.

And so, with this modest collection, we take great pleasure in sharing some of what this writer’s writer has wrought. It stands as its own testament.

—Mike Sager

Editor and Publisher

The Sager Group






INTRODUCTION

“The artfulness required to do intimate journalism is not mostly a God-given skill, but craft. It’s crucial to think that way. Otherwise, we make the mistake of assuming that some people just have the knack. Some people do have the knack, but much of artful journalism, whether or not it is about ordinary people, is simply hard work.”

— Walt Harrington in Artful Journalism

As was the case in so many areas of American life during the 1960s and 1970s, there was a revolution stirring in journalism: it would become known as the New Journalism, a genre that sought to intermarry stellar reportage—accuracy, fairness, and balance—with the literary elements of the novel—scene, setting, dialogue, physical description, and a narrative framework. Upstart magazines like Rolling Stone and New York, as well as alternative weeklies like the Village Voice and the Boston Phoenix, were most closely associated with this new style, but in the meantime, and perhaps a little more slowly, New Journalism forged a quiet but equally evocative path into the pages of mainstream newspapers as well. 

 As a newspaper reporter, and later, during the late 1980s and into the 1990s, as a staff writer for the Washington Post Magazine, Walt Harrington found his lane and flourished, creating his own brand of New Journalism, which would later be codified in a popular textbook. Authored by Harrington and published in 1997, Intimate Journalism was assigned for more than 20 years to thousands of undergraduate and graduate journalism students. Generations of longform writers working today have spent time studying the advice and techniques of this master craftsman. 

 During the early years of New Journalism, reporters and editors at newspapers questioned the form; they assumed that stories so well written and deeply insightful must have employed embellished truths and fictive storylines. Indeed, along the way, some newspaper and magazine writers betrayed that line of trust, none more infamous, perhaps, than Harrington’s one-time Post colleague Janet Cooke, who was forced to return her Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing after it was revealed that her story, about an eight-year-old heroin addict, had been fabricated. 

 Even so, the Post had been the first daily newspaper to turn its traditional “women’s pages” into a Style section that would eventually feature some of the best newspaper writing of the times. By trusting its writers to express their creative voices in all sections of the paper, the Post created a hothouse for great storytelling that became a template for newspapers around the world. 

 Partly by dint of his modest character and middle-class, Midwestern upbringing—and partly due to the constraints of working for a glossy magazine housed under the flag of a newspaper so recently burned—Harrington developed a strain of New Journalism that diverged from the muscular egotism of early practitioners like Jimmy Breslin, Norman Mailer, and Tom Wolfe. Instead, Harrington—who received master’s degrees in sociology and journalism from the University of Missouri—saw journalism through the humanistic lens of a sociologist. 

 Though some of his best-known work includes profiles of the famous (civil rights leader Jesse Jackson, poet laureate Rita Dove, Satanist Anton LaVey, religious right kingpin Jerry Falwell, civil rights pioneer Rosa Parks, and a then-sitting vice president George H. W. Bush, who would later invite the distinctly liberal reporter and his African American wife to the White House for a state dinner and movie night), the kinds of subjects who fascinated Harrington most were people (often Black) overlooked or undervalued by society and its cultural elite: a detective, a minister, an attorney who spends his life trying to save convicted criminals from the death sentences they face. As Harrington has written, “Unlike some stylishly interpretive journalism that aims to impose the author’s ‘attitude’ on the subject, my goal . . . is to be essentially self-effacing, to let interpretations arise from within the subjects themselves.”

 Harrington, the son of a milkman, was studying for his master’s in sociology at the University of Missouri, on the way to a doctorate, when the Watergate scandal—which began when several burglars connected to then-President Richard M. Nixon’s re-election campaign were arrested in the office of the Democratic National Committee, located in the Watergate complex of buildings in Washington, D.C.—caught his imagination. “I mis-spent a summer watching the hearings in The Heidelberg Pub near campus since I had no TV,” Harrington recalls.

 Inspired by the heroic doings of Watergate reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, Harrington (like so many others of his generation) became fascinated by the heroic potential of journalism to do good for society. He read Tom Wolfe’s The New Journalism when it came out in 1973, followed by David Halberstam’s The Best and the Brightest and John McPhee’s The Pine Barrens and Levels of the Game. He also started reading magazines like Rolling Stone, The New Yorker and Esquire, long known for carrying the torch of literary journalism. “It wasn’t long before I decided journalism looked far more fun and interesting than academic sociology,” Harrington muses.

 While finishing his sociology master’s degree in 1974, Harrington started taking classes in journalism at Mizzou’s lauded J school, and he received his master’s in journalism in 1975. Soon he became the editor of the Illinois Observer; his stories there were good enough to land him a job as a novice investigative reporter at the Guide, a weekly investigative newspaper in Harrisburg, PA. An award from the Pittsburgh Press Club, for best profile of the year, led to his next job at the Morning Call, a daily newspaper in Allentown, PA. From there, his stellar writing and more awards—from the Pennsylvania Press Club for investigative reporting and the Lowell Mellett Award for Media Criticism—brought him to the attention of the Washington Post. 

 Harrington began at the Post as the features editor on the city desk of the Metro section, which was headed at the time by Watergate’s Bob Woodward. Later Harrington returned to reporting, and for fifteen years delivered immaculate and probing longform magazine feature stories for the Post’s Sunday magazine (including a profile of Woodward’s former Watergate partner Carl Bernstein). 

 In 1996, Harrington traded his deep experience in the trenches (combined with his master’s degrees) for a tenured position teaching journalism at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, in time serving as head of the Department of Journalism and as an associate chancellor of the university. 

 Meanwhile, Harrington went on to write books. His first, American Profiles: Somebodies and Nobodies Who Matter (1992), is a collection of his Post Magazine stories. Crossings: A White Man’s Journey Into Black America (1993), which grew from a Post Magazine story about his biracial family, is a stunning work of reportage and memoir that foretold America’s coming period of racial reckoning. At the Heart of It: Ordinary People, Extraordinary Lives (1996) would follow, featuring longform snapshots of everyday American lives, profiles of people like T. Deane Guy, a stock car racer; Jackie Jordan, a social worker in family services; and Sheri D’Amato, a girls’ soccer coach, which are intended to be mirrors held up to the lives of readers. 

 Next came Intimate Journalism: The Art and Craft of Reporting Everyday Life (1997). The landmark textbook emerged from a series of writing classes he was asked by Post editors to present to staffers. Over four years, more than 100 reporters, all of them good enough to have been hired by one of the greatest newspapers in the world, took Harrington’s classes in a voluntary quest to become better writers. 

 In 2002 Harrington wrote The Everlasting Stream: A True Story of Rabbits, Guns, Friendship, and Family. Published by the esteemed Atlantic Monthly Press, the deal was conducted personally with Harrington by the owner/publisher Morgan Entrekin, who continues to be a bold-face name in the industry. With The Everlasting Stream, Harrington enjoyed his widest mainstream success, a beautifully written and precisely reported memoir centered around rabbit hunting in the south-central Kentucky countryside with his Black father-in-law and his pals, and later also with his son, bringing three generations together in this ancient rite. (In the style of his icon McPhee, Harrington used a thermometer to record on various occasions the temperature of the stream in question; he also rigged himself up with a voice-activated recording device so he could make notes of impressions, wind direction, and other details while in the field with shotgun and camos.) In time the book was made into an elegiac Emmy Award-winning PBS documentary, for which Harrington was the screenwriter. 

 The success of Intimate Journalism, particularly the eloquence and passion of his take on the form, led Harrington-the-professor increasingly into writing about writing, and being invited to speak about “how narrative journalism gets done,” as the ever-folksy Harrington likes to say. 

 The Beholder’s Eye (2005) focused on the techniques for writing first-person stories. Next Wave (2012) sought to accent the continuing popularity of fine magazine writing at a time when death knells were sounding in the industry. Featured were a cast of up-and-coming writers, including Wright Thompson and Seth Wickersham, who have since become well known through their work at ESPN and on cable television. In 2013’s Slices of Life, Harrington curates the artful journalism stories authored by students in his literary feature writing class. 

 Even while teaching, Harrington continued to have his hand in doing journalism, including a series of beautifully etched portraits of men and women who work with their hands for This Old House magazine. In 2014 those stories were collected as Acts of Creation. His most recent book, Artful Journalism (2015), is the work of a master craftsman at the height of his powers and knowledge, a collection of deeply insightful and evocative essays that have inspired and informed several generations of writers who aspire to do journalism. 

 The Detective: And Other True Stories features the highlights of Harrington’s long and storied career, with looks at a Washington, D.C., homicide detective during the height of the homicide epidemic of the 1990s; the deeply considered art and craft of U.S. Poet Laureate Rita Dove as she works her way through writing one poem; a Harvard Law School grad who eschews a big-bucks job to make $24,000 a year trying to save convicted felons from death sentences; the trials and joys of a pair of sisters as they do their best to care for their aged, once-powerful father; an insider’s look at the extraordinary life of civil rights pioneer Rosa Parks; a deeply reported profile of the 41st president of the U.S., George Herbert Walker Bush, followed by an account of the unlikely friendship Harrington developed with the 43rd president, George W. Bush, also known as Dubya. Finally, Harrington turns his thoughts inward with an essay about his own father and son, and the bridge between the generations.

 —Alex Belth 





Alex Belth: When did you first get interested in writing?


Walt Harrington: My older sister had been the editor of a high school newspaper. I was kind of a knucklehead and wasn’t involved in too much stuff other than having a good time. The adviser to the high school newspaper called me in at the beginning of my senior year and said, “Your sister was the best editor we ever had here at this newspaper. And I want you to be the editor.” And I said, “Well, I don’t know how to be an editor.” She said, “Your sister was really good at it. I’m sure you’ll be good at it.” Half the staff quit because I hadn’t even worked on the paper. I edited the newspaper my senior year and had a wonderful time. Our investigation into glue-sniffing on campus and our investigation of the failure of the hall monitor system—we gave somebody a fake pass and they wandered around the halls all day long with a fake pass and nobody stopped them. I was always in the principal’s office being yelled at for doing something in the newspaper.


AB: Did you know you wanted to go to school and study journalism?


WH: Not at first, no. I was going to work in a factory if I didn’t go to college, so I took college—Blackburn College—seriously. I was going to be a lawyer because I came from a blue-collar family. My father’s best friend was a lawyer and he always said, “You’re smart enough to be a lawyer.” So: I’ll be a lawyer, even though I had no idea what that meant. But in college I fell under the wing of a sociology instructor. He was finishing his PhD at the University of Missouri and suggested I apply to grad school there. So I did. 

 I arrived in 1972 and was doing sociology for the first year. Then Watergate started to happen. Got my attention. Woodward and Bernstein, everything exciting was journalism at the time. And I thought, I’m going to go into journalism. And somewhere after my arrival, I realized the University of Missouri has one of the best journalism schools in the world. I applied for the master’s program and got in. I finished my master’s in sociology and then did an extra year to get a master’s in journalism. In the journalism program I fell under the sway of another mentor, Ed Lambeth, who ran the Washington reporting program. In my last semester, in 1975, I went to the Washington reporting program in D.C. that was part of Mizzou. The whole program was breaking news, and I had no interest in breaking news. Everybody said you have to go work for the AP. You have to go work for the UPI. But again I had no interest in breaking news whatsoever. 


AB: What journalism were you reading at the time?


WH: I had started to read Esquire and Rolling Stone, of course. Jimmy Breslin, Hunter Thompson, Gay Talese, Tom Wolfe. Later, Joan Didion. Also David Halberstam, especially his book The Best and the Brightest. And Robert Caro’s book on Robert Moses, The Power Broker, and Final Days by Woodward and Bernstein. Reading these books I realized that journalism could be more than bureaucratic political coverage; it could actually be unraveling the human dimensions of power politics and policy. 


AB: How did you begin your professional career?


WH: I had an old friend from undergraduate days who had taken a job as a researcher at this failing little political magazine in Springfield, Illinois. They couldn’t get anybody to be editor of the magazine because it was only paying $165 a week. It was terrible. It was basically a kind of an advertiser rag for state legislators. He told me that if I came and would be the editor that I could do whatever I wanted. And so against everybody’s advice, I did. But then I got a couple of traditional newspaper jobs—first in Harrisburg and then in Allentown—where I had a newspaper apprenticeship, covering everything. 


AB: Was the goal to write magazine features?


WH: Well, I remember when I left the Harrisburg paper and went to Allentown. I was driving in the rain, two years out of graduate school, and I was going to be a Sunday reporter, which meant that I could do what would have
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