


CHAPTER ONE

Pain: The Penalty for Poverty


There is no birth of consciousness without pain.

—CARL JUNG




ROXBURY, 1948

One of the first important lessons I learned in childhood came when I was eight years old in 1948. I was sitting in a chair at my dentist’s office on Blue Hill Avenue in the Dorchester section of Boston, near my home in Roxbury. I wriggled in that 1940s chair and looked up at the light poised ominously above me, then at the Old Brown Jug tavern across the street in the Black-Jewish ghetto of Boston. I had a cavity, and my parents had taken me to a second-floor dentist’s office. I was terrified.

The American Dental Association’s website says that “The administration of sedation and general anesthesia has been an integral part of dental practice since the 1840s,” but not that day—not in Dorchester. That dentist wanted $1 for Novocaine, and my mother didn’t have a dollar, so I got the drill without blandishment and never forgot it. Decades later, with remarkable chair-side manner, one of my dentists in San Francisco told me that the dentistry without anesthetic had made me “a dental cripple.” I don’t know about that, but it did help make me a liberal who believed people shouldn’t be tortured because they didn’t have a dollar.

It was that dental treatment that also led me to, and through, investigative reporting in Washington.







CHAPTER TWO

Kids’ Stuff


I cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the need for a father’s protection.

—SIGMUND FREUD




Anyone who hasn’t experienced the ecstasy of betrayal knows nothing about ecstasy at all.

—JEAN GENET




ROXBURY, 1948

The reporter in me who began to ask those questions of the rich and powerful was born in a shabby red-brick apartment building in the middle of Roxbury. In that apartment, the intercom on the wall looked like an old-fashioned telephone, except it didn’t have a crank, and it had a marvelous crackle-black finish. The earpiece hung on a hook on the box, connected by a piece of fabric-coated wire. There was a beguiling silver button that sat in the middle of the box. This was the call button that rang the bell on the other one of the pair of 1940s walkie-talkies.

When I was seven, my parents relented and gave me this splendid device that I so yearned for. Dad hung one crackle box in the reception hall of our ghetto apartment and the other in my bedroom. When it was time to test out the boxes, a pal of mine was at our place, and Dad said he’d go into the bedroom and take my pal with him. I thought that sounded fine, but I insisted he not let my friend take the first call.

“I’ll call you, Dad,” I said, and off they trooped to the bedroom.

I yelled, “Ready?”


“Ready,” Dad yelled back.

I reached up and pushed the wondrous silver button and heard the other box ringing through the bedroom door. Then I managed, on tiptoes, to reach up even higher and took down the round black earpiece.

“Hello,” I yelled into the microphone—just little holes in the black spackle of the box.

“Hello,” came the response, but it was not my dad. It was my former pal.

I threw a tantrum over this betrayal, but father quelled it, first with shouts, then laughter. He thought my upset was funny, but that deception stayed with me, a life-long memory like the scar I had on my forehead from a rock someone had thrown at me one morning in a routine Roxbury fight.

My father was a letter carrier, a job that required little of his agile mind and left him free for a succession of hobbies, from woodworking to amateur radio. My mother was a housewife until her forties. Then she became a secretary in a government office. Our apartment house was three floors high, in the middle of the Black and Jewish ghetto. Everyone who lived in our building was white except for the nearly blind janitor, Percy, who left us without heat and hot water when rum proved more enticing than shoveling coal into the furnace. No coal shoveled, no heat in cast iron radiators.

To economize, my parents nailed metal taps to the leather heels of my shoes, and with the cathedral radio playing big-band music in the living room, I could—like a spinning Sufi dervish—tap dance wildly on the blue linoleum. Maybe they imagined I’d become a star one day, but thousands are grateful I gave up tap dancing early on. My late wife, Cathy, though, was a huge fan of Fred Astaire, and she might have liked to see me dance—though I don’t believe Astaire ever did it on linoleum.

My father’s parents emigrated from Europe in the 1880s—she from Vienna, and he from what I think was Vilna Gubernia. When just three years old, they had both fought for a crust of bread on the ship en route to Boston Harbor, or so they told me. They never explained how my grandfather’s name became Joseph Smith. They learned English. He got an official Minor’s License (No. 37326) from the City of Boston and delivered newspapers, rolled cigars by hand, and finally owned a pool parlor in Roxbury.

My father managed the pool hall, and, as a toddler, not tall enough to reach the tops of the tables, I waddled unsteadily around. Years later, when my father visited me at Dunster House at Harvard, he dazzled my fellow students with his pool playing at the basement tables.

The pool hall patrons were nearly all Black. But in neighboring Dorchester, mostly Jewish patrons frequented the “Ultra-Modern, Ultra Fine” G&G delicatessen with homemade pastries and knishes, corned beef, tongue, hot pastrami, and special “frankforts.” The neighborhood also had a few synagogues, or “shuls,” as people said, though my memories of boyhood religion are slim, comprised of little more than two stories.

Synagogues were visited during the Jewish High Holy Days in the fall. In those days, the boys would stay out in the yard of the shul during the services and play games. One of the most popular was soaking a handkerchief in vinegar and flogging the hands of the other boys. Standing in a circle, we were all compelled to extend our palms and risk a stinging swat. Red were the palms of those not blessed with quick reflexes. During school days, I received part of my religious training—such as it was—by waiting at a bus stop across the street from the Temple Mishkan Tefila.

I went through my bar mitzvah, my coming of religious age as a Jew, at Mishkan Tefila. I am obliged to say I’m neither observant nor a true believer, although I’m now a member of a Reform synagogue in San Francisco. Neither of my late wives was Jewish, and I belong to the unhappy group that sees religion as a disappointingly divisive force in the modern world.

My father, dressed in a double-breasted blue suit with padded shoulders, went to the temple on holidays, although the experience did not make him happy. My mother was more observant. My grandparents kept a kosher household. I still can’t bring myself to have milk with meat.

Our Roxbury was not a safe place. Besides rock fights, there were thieves, one of whom crawled in through our bedroom window while we were home, searched the room, found my mother’s purse, and made off with it through the same window. Both my mother and father took the theft placidly; they knew the neighborhood.


Our building was on a slight hill, and the back of the property sloped down sharply. In the back were uninviting “piazzas.” They were iron painted black and had open grills, suitable for neither high heels nor anything that might drop from pocket or purse. They surrounded a concrete courtyard that sported a black drain and led to an unkempt, trash-strewn hillock with cars parked randomly and, in the winter, a snowy slope for wooden sleds. In our Roxbury ghetto, Blacks and Whites did not fight; they just did not mix. The scar on my forehead from the rock fight was from a wound caused by another Jewish kid’s expert fling—uphill at that. It was generally safe to walk, in daylight, to the kosher butcher, the baker of hot, crusty kaiser rolls—and the Rexall drugstore.

The drugstore sold African-American magazines like Ebony and Jet as well as the Saturday Evening Post, Life, and Look. I didn’t really care about the magazines. I cared about the soda fountain. The soda fountain had hot fudge sundaes with real hot fudge (not Hershey’s syrup!), whipped cream, nuts, and (at least one) long-stemmed cherry on top. It cost twenty-five cents and was my occasional wondrous treat from my grandmother, who looked on carefully as I hauled myself onto the red vinyl stool and waited greedily as a long silver spoon was placed in front of me. Talk about Proust and his madeleine: An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, something isolated, detached, with no suggestion of its origin.

When I was a teenager, my family followed the many middle-class Jews who had fled from Roxbury to, first, Dorchester and then to Mattapan. Alfred Kazin would perhaps characterize us as only a little better off than his “urimeyidn, poor Jews.”2 My first job in high school was at a small photo-finishing plant in Roxbury. We turned photo negatives into prints and sent them back to the drugstores where the customers would pick them up. I remember when a belt on one of the machines snapped. My coworkers scratched their heads. We had to order a replacement belt, but what size? I said, with a swollen (and empty) head: Just thread a string around the wheels of the machines and measure the length of the thread. That was done. When the new belt arrived, it was too short. It was thicker than the string and didn’t fit as deeply into the wheels as the string had. What had seemed to be a common-sense fix was wrong.


The question raised nowadays would be: How many white-collar (not to mention red-tie) news anchors would have gotten the length of the blue-collar belt right?

It was not the harsh streets of Roxbury that schooled me and led me to Harvard. It was the prestigious Boston Public Latin School, more than three centuries old with teachers brandishing a didactic method little changed from English public schools of that same time. At the free but high-pressure Latin School, I was made to study Latin, French, German, English—and Math. At football games, we would chant to our Wolfpack team, which wore the purple of ancient Rome: Pursue them, pursue them, make them relinquish the ball! We were taught relentlessly, and what we were taught, we were taught well, though lessons did not have anything to do with enjoyment, entertainment, or imagination.

In those days, only one in three Latin School boys graduated. I may have appreciated going to Rexall’s with grandma so much because my mother used to give me lunch in a paper bag to take to school. As I jealously watched the slim, black-haired Italian-American kid from the North End who sat in front of me unwrap his long roll stuffed with provolone and mortadella, I looked at my peanut butter and jelly on Wonder bread. And dreamt of the Rexall sundae.

I didn’t have the quarter for lunch in the school cafeteria, and one of the important things the boys learned at Latin School was that the student lockers were not invulnerable to mice. The mice were not fussy—peanut butter and jelly was fine.

I remember coming home from school one day white, weak, and perspiring. I didn’t know why, but it was a lack of food. Grandma rescued me with a hastily prepared hot turkey sandwich smothered in a salty mushroom gravy. I can still taste it.

Some of my teachers—whom we called “masters”—made future editors, drill sergeants, judges, and angry and self-absorbed adversaries in a mediation child’s play for me, so they served me well. When I finally left Boston for Rewrite at the New York Times, I carefully stored all my most valuable memorabilia—including diplomas and awards from Latin School and Harvard—in a large wooden sea chest with sturdy planking and thick twisted wooden ropes at the ends.


While I was in New York, my father moved the prized box, untended and unprotected, to the floor of the unoccupied garage adjacent to, but separate from, the house. By the time I came home, rodents had eaten all items that I cared about, but I never received a word of apology or explanation about the loss. This betrayal seemed like the first one, the betrayal of the intercom. I always understood that these betrayals did not begin to compare with the beatings, incest, and other true horrors many children suffer, but they did inflict pain and left me with a sense of not having been well loved. Still, whatever else those may have done, the betrayals and unreliability gave me a sense of skepticism and suspicion suited to working in an environment where people were lying to one another—and you—most of the time.







CHAPTER THREE

“You’re Already a Communist”: Harvard and Power


In the … heydays of the early 1950s, Senator Joseph McCarthy called Harvard a “smelly mess” where students risked “indoctrination by Communist professors.” He called it a “privileged sanctuary for Fifth Amendment Communists.” In fact, Harvard cooperated closely with the FBI’s anti-communist witch hunts.

—AMY GOODMAN, DEMOCRACY NOW




HARVARD UNIVERSITY, SEPTEMBER 1958

In high school, I applied to only three colleges—Harvard, Brandeis, and Massachusetts State Teachers College. I was giving myself some leeway and felt sure that at least Teachers College would accept me. Harvard was a stretch, I thought, but it made sense to study there since I could commute by taking the MTA’s public transit to Cambridge. On the sunny afternoon when the letter from Harvard came to our apartment, I opened it quickly and saw that they were offering me a scholarship of $1,800 a year. Tuition was just $1,200. I was sure they had made a mistake. With an innocence that dogged me for a long while, I immediately called the Harvard Admissions Office. I told the secretary they had given me too much money.

Without missing a beat, she said, “No, we didn’t. We want you to live here.”

I’ll never know whether the admissions people at Harvard were acting out of a benevolent impulse to take in poor kids from public high schools or if they just wanted to show the posh preppies from Andover and the bastards from Exeter (that’s what the Andover grads called them) what a fellow from the slums of Boston looked and sounded like, but that day I didn’t care. I just knew my life was about to change, and I was going to have a chance to move out. My parents beamed.

That fall, they drove me to Cambridge.

As a youngster in Roxbury, I watched a leather-aproned man with huge tongs bowing under the weight of large blocks of ice he delivered for ice boxes and the gas man walking his rounds at dusk with a short ladder to light the many gas lamps on the black street posts of Roxbury. I did not see this in Cambridge.

I sat down to my first breakfast at Harvard’s Freshman Union. It seemed a wooden behemoth—solid, traditional, impersonal, not the least welcoming. I stood in the cafeteria line and the server behind the counter ladled out something I had never seen, let alone eaten. When I left my tray to get a napkin, I stuck my fork in. The fork stuck straight up in the congealed yellow mass. I asked a guy sitting nearby what the yellow stuff was, and he told me they were hominy grits. At lunch, when I innocently asked someone where the soda machine was, the boys sitting around me exploded in laughter. I quickly understood that they were used to milk, or iced tea, maybe, but never soda.

I was one week into Harvard, when my mother declared her conviction that I had been brainwashed.

“You’re already a Communist,” she said.

When she told me this, I could think of nothing to say. I reached for the bundle of laundry my father was holding and, in exchange, handed him a bag of dirty clothes. It seemed pointless to debate. Bolshevism aside, it was these laundry runs that allowed my parents to see the Harvard they were so proud their son had gotten into.

I don’t know whether my father shared my mother’s fears. The closest he got to politics was when the FBI asked him what letters a certain “progressive” institution on his mail route was getting. Generally, Ma kept to her friends, and Dad to his hobbies. The shared activity was the Sunday drive to other parts of the city or near suburbs or to Franklin Park Zoo, where I had paraded in a sailor suit during World War II. Much later in life, like so many from Roxbury-Dorchester-Mattapan, they fled the snow to a middle-class enclave in Florida.

To supplement my scholarship during my first year, I worked in the dining hall at Dunster House. After first year, Harvard students are divided into residential houses, each with its own dining hall and library. At dinner I was busy scooping very, very frozen ice cream out of cardboard containers to serve to House residents and their beautiful dates. My starched white jacket was soaked with perspiration.

I also earned money by fetching books for patrons of Widener Library. I did have a girlfriend, a leftie from Brandeis who made bold to display the antediluvian allure of black stockings and garter belts. That meant my schedule was not like one most of my classmates had. My study, jobs, and girlfriend left me little time to imbibe any alcohol except sherry. I thought sherry was a type of wine, only one step down, or up, from Manischewitz, known for its low-cost Concord wine. Roxbury’s dinner-table carbonated “tonic” gave way, unbidden, to sherry in the Master’s Lodge at Dunster House. Polished wood and crystal replaced my mother’s floral tablecloths and our family’s cheap blue-banded tumblers. Before I went to Harvard, I had once tasted a martini. I was eighteen (and underage) at a cocktail party-cum-news conference in Boston when I tried it. I hated it.

But at Harvard, an acquaintance with sweet Spanish 18 percent alcohol by the thimbleful was part of Dunster House life. Quaffing it felt evil but did not taste delicious. The preppies (Exonians, those from Andover, and other habitués of the traditional J. Press clothing store) were used to the harder stuff. If my mother ever had known that Harvard turned me into not only a Communist but a tippler—well, I’m not sure which she would have thought more sinful.

Another problem was my accent. It was 1959, and John F. Kennedy was soon to become president. The way those Kennedys spoke was the way I understood I was supposed to, but during my first two weeks at Harvard, people laughed every time I opened my mouth and my Roxbury accent emerged. Within two weeks, I’d lost it. Gone. Standard American replaced it. The southern kids kept their accents—with pride, I think. What Bull Run and Chancellorsville had over Lexington and Bunker Hill, I had no idea. It turned out that eventually, when I was doing one-minute segments of breaking news on WQXR, the Times radio station, that pressure to lose my unacceptable accent probably helped me.

When my parents visited, my father had a habit of pulling the modest family car into Harvard Yard and parking in front of my freshman dormitory, Hollis Hall. Once when he did this, Harvard retaliated by locking the gates to the Yard. My parents were in the perilous custody of the tippling Commies, and they weren’t happy about it until a cop with a Boston accent appeared. Boston-accent to Boston-accent. Dad and cop worked it out, and the heavy black metal gates swung open. Geographic separation again reinforced the psychological separation I had long felt, even back in Roxbury.

In the meantime, at Dunster House, I heard through the thin walls the exchanges of my prep-school-trained neighbors and learned about their ingrained, reflexive anti-Semitism. These and other contrasts with Roxbury were befuddling. At Harvard there were anti-Semites, almost no African Americans, and not many poor kids. Still, the ethos—it was practically in the air—was liberalism, though the culture innocently promoted self-entitlement, based in part on merit and achievement, in part on money and family background. Immersed in that world, I began to look back at the way I—and everyone else—was treated in Roxbury. I compared it to the way folks were treated at Harvard. When I did, I saw a discriminatory, class-ridden Boston society with tentacles of racism, classism, and anti-Semitism reaching into every room in Harvard’s dormitories.

I had no idea what Final Clubs were, and it took me months to understand they were Harvard’s exclusive social clubs. (One of these, The Porcellian, sounded, at the least, precious.) They did not have branches in Roxbury. I determined that I would never again be treated in the Roxbury way. The Roxbury way was: no power, little money, no autonomy, no respect, islands of social division; second-class—no, third-class—treatment, just like the treatment on those ships my great-grandparents had boarded. Never articulating it, I determined to try to help those who continued to be treated that way.

What was the alternative? Let some bastard continue to drill teeth without Novocaine because he needed another house in upper-class Newton? Investigative reporting sprang without thought from a comparison of my life and ghetto life.

So I decided to become a reporter. The two-mile walk home at night from the MTA station took me over urban roads and bridges. I was obviously too poor to be worth robbing. In particular, the walk took me past Simco’s by the Bridge. I didn’t have the money to buy a hot dog or lime rickey at the world-famous (well, Roxbury-Dorchester-Mattapan famous) Simco’s. But the walk did give me time to dream of not only becoming a reporter, but of becoming a Times foreign correspondent.

In 1958, when I began at Harvard, I had no idea that I’d be covering riots there as a Times reporter, or that the illustrious Scotty Reston would intervene to kill an interview with Nathan Marsh Pusey, the president of Harvard. All of that was impossible to envision, but what I did see—on every level, at every corner—was a world utterly different from Roxbury. It was the contrasts of those two worlds that came to shape me and my reporting. It gave me a sensitivity to authority and oppression, and to power and its abuse.

Back then I didn’t know the power of the Times or its limitations. As Jimmy Stewart and Frank Capra demonstrated in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, it turns out that naïveté can sometimes prove surprisingly helpful.







CHAPTER FOUR

Shotgun and Cookies; One-Arm Drivers


I always tell the truth. Even when I lie.

—AL PACINO




The worst part about being lied to is knowing you weren’t worth the truth.

—JEAN-PAUL SARTRE




THE BOSTON GLOBE, 1961

When I was a teenager taking that quiet two-mile walk, I did dream about being a Times correspondent. But it was a Wall Street Journal scholarship that initially put me on the road I eventually took. In 1959, I saw that the Journal had a posting at Harvard’s Student Employment Office offering $500 if you could get a job, even at no salary, as a reporter somewhere, anywhere. But you had to be a reporter. So I opened the Yellow Pages and called every paper, big and small, and explained that I needed no salary at all. No one would take me, even though I was free. Finally, the Boston Globe offered me a job for the summer of 1961. It would call me a reporter. It even insisted on paying me the bottom of the Guild scale, in addition to the $500 I was getting from the Journal.

A shotgun. A spit of land jutting into the Atlantic. A lighthouse. A struggle with the Feds. A nice cuppa. A pretty young woman. And the front page!

In telegraph-ese, I have just summarized the experience of the first story I ever wrote as an eighteen-year-old working for the Globe. The federal government claimed it owned part of a spit of land that led to a federal lighthouse. A white shingle house sat on that part, and the Feds had said to the owner, “Get out.” But the owner refused to go.

When I showed up near the lighthouse with a photographer to do a piece about the recalcitrant owner, I was greeted by a man on the porch. I thought he had a shotgun. With desperate speed, I followed the photographer’s lead, opened my car door, ducked, and began to scream, plaintively, “Press!”

After just a few minutes, the man invited us inside. He offered us a cup of tea and some cookies. He also introduced us to an attractive, shy young woman—a Vassar student. Since I had just finished my first year at Harvard, my objectivity was immediately challenged. Had her father really had a shotgun?

After a half-hour or so, the photographer and I hastened back to the paper, where I sat down to write the story. I quickly learned that writing a story in the middle of the din of fifty rattling typewriters was a challenge. I repaired to the cafeteria and wrote the story in longhand. Then I carried the draft back down to the newsroom and copy-typed it. Two hours later a copy boy dropped the latest issue of the paper, ink still wet, onto my metal desk, and to my surprise, there was the story about the misplaced house, on page one. I had learned my first lesson: No one can resist the lure of a story that includes danger, conflict, a rebel, and a lighthouse.

One cheerless summer afternoon, I was in the Globe newsroom, and nothing was happening. Phones were silent. Typewriters idle. There were only three reporters in the room. So why was a woman reporter putting on her cloth coat and leaving the building with a photographer? It was past lunchtime, not yet cocktail hour. And why did she return five minutes later and sit down nonchalantly at her desk? And why had the reporter in the row in front of me—the only other person in the room—begun batting away on his typewriter?

When the copy boy dropped the ink-wet next edition on my desk, the headline proclaimed knowingly in eight full columns across the paper: Registrar Declares War on One-Arm Drivers. Under the headline a photo, taken through the rear window of a car, showed the reporter who had left the building earlier. She was sitting in the front passenger seat with someone’s hand draped over her shoulder.


I was stupefied. No one had called, no one had entered the room, no news releases had been dropped off. Where had this story come from, and who had interviewed the registrar of motor vehicles? All I could think was that I didn’t understand this journalism business at all.

I leaned toward the reporter in the front row who had written the story with amazing speed and said, “Lenny, I didn’t hear you interviewing the registrar.”

Lenny Lerner, with an attitude that would have made Chicago’s late front-page journalist Ben Hecht proud, said dully and without turning around, “I didn’t.”

“You didn’t?” I repeated.

Then he did turn around. He rolled his eyes. “Look, do you think the registrar minds the publicity—or has a thing for one-arm drivers?”

The scales fell from my innocent eyes, and I understood Lenny had created the harmless banner story to give panache to a news-less day. All we needed in the Athens of America was a roll-top desk, Chicago, and Ben Hecht.

What we had was a news culture that was three decades behind Hecht’s Chicago. Much earlier, Ben Hecht had persuaded the Journal in Chicago to print a report that there had been an earthquake in Chicago. The evidence consisted of a trench Hecht and his photographer had dug in a park. He also offered the Journal a photo of his landlady surrounded by broken dishes.

Hecht, meet Lenny. Lenny, meet Ben. Bob, meet Innocence Lost. I had just started Harvard the fall before. Almost all of what I remember about the summers I worked at the Globe was Lenny’s prank and dinners at Howard Johnson’s with Bruce McCabe, a reporter who later would become the paper’s film critic.

Bruce was on the evening shift with me. We went out to dinner almost every night at a nearby HoJo’s. There we regaled each other with stories, real and fantastical, about the Globe—its newsroom and its personnel, especially the editors. I remember red plastic booths and dinners that left us both, literally, weeping with laughter. We seemed to have misread Ecclesiastes, since our dinners were both a time to weep and a time to laugh. The waitresses without doubt thought we were mad, and maybe we were. All these years later, Bruce remembers our near-insane laughter at HoJo’s but, like me, he recalls nothing of what we were laughing about. I can only chalk one up for the laughing gas of journalism—the kind I could have used at the dentist in Dorchester many years earlier.







CHAPTER FIVE

Does the Trenchcoat Fit?


Feather-footed through the plashy fen passes the questing vole.

—WILLIAM BOOT [THE FOREIGN-CORRESPONDENT HERO OF SCOOP BY EVELYN WAUGH]




UNIVERSITY OF TÜBINGEN, 1963

It is not often that Howard Johnson’s provides an appetite for Europe. But with my goal of entering the exciting precincts of foreign correspondence, I began to read books like Deadline Every Minute: The Story of the United Press. Another was The Man Who Could Grow Hair, or Inside Andorra by William Attwood, who wrote for the Paris Trib. Inside Andorra gave me an alluring, hilarious, but—of course—wrong, view of foreign correspondence.3

Remarkably, Attwood later became an ambassador—but not to Andorra (to Guinea). I continued on as an autodidact in the trenchcoated academy of foreign correspondence. In 1963 I became a Fulbright Scholar at the University of Tübingen in southern Germany when I was twenty-two. I had a two-month vacation from Tübingen and decided to spend the holiday in Barcelona. There, I tried to soak up Spanish and the city’s culture. This involved developing an intimate acquaintance with tapas, rough red wine, La Rambla, and Gaudi’s perpetually unfinished Templo Expiatorio de La Sagrada Familia—and a young British woman, who was a fellow student.

In Barcelona, I stayed with a family. At the dinner table were—in addition to the British woman—two Germans who wanted to be journalists, a French woman, and a Spanish accountant. The Germans, apparently required to learn a foreign language, had chosen Spanish. The setting meant that my dinners











AFTERWORD

The Spike—How to Read a Newspaper Like an Inside Dopester


The inside-dopester is competent in the way that … the mass media … have taught him to be…. Ideology demands that, living in a politically saturated milieu, he knows the political score as he must know the score in other fields … such as sports.

—DAVID RIESMAN




There were so many insiders that, it seemed, there were no outsiders….

—DAVID GRANN IN THE NEW YORKER




If you don’t read the newspaper, you’re uninformed. If you read the newspaper, you’re mis-informed.

—MARK TWAIN



The Spike was the dangerously sharp needle on the desk in front of the editor. The editor impaled on it the stories that, for one reason or another, weren’t going to make it into the paper.

Early on in my career, I developed a dozen hints for people who read newspapers and want to understand them better:


1. Watch Out for Bias

You must understand the bias of the reporter, the editor, and the publication.

In its Style section in October 2015, the New York Times praised entrepreneurs “harnessing goodness through technology.” The article was headlined “The Transformers” and written by Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen, not a Times staffer. The article went on to praise Airbnb. When I did the tiniest bit of research, I learned that Ms. Arrillaga-Andreessen is the wife of Marc Andreessen, a substantial investor in Airbnb. According to Tech-Crunch, her husband contributed almost half to the $112-million investment Airbnb raised in 2011.221

Ms. Arrillaga-Andreessen went on in her article to mention that Airbnb was being challenged by a hotel industry spending “billions to combat it.”

This conflict was brought to the attention of the public editor of the Times, and she responded to a concerned reader in the paper. The public editor asked the editor of the section, Deborah Needleman, whether she had a problem with the story as it had appeared. Ms. Needleman answered that she thought Ms. Arrillaga-Andreessen “is a separate person from her husband with her own career and credentials…. Laura … is, separately from her husband, a billionaire [making her through marriage a billionaire twice over] and for that reason I failed to consider any monetary conflict in her case.” Ms. Needleman said that she would have included a disclosure but would have again commissioned Ms. Arrillaga-Andreessen to do the piece.

Because I was once a federal prosecutor, I remain interested in defenses. I can surmise only that this must be the too-rich-to-be-unethical defense: If you have enough money, and your husband happens to as well, you are excused from any possible conflict. We live in an age when women have gained great independence, matrimonial and otherwise, but is it credible that a wife would have no interest in her husband’s investments—perhaps the family investments?




2. Who Says So?

The constant process of editorial selection defines what the paper is telling you is important in the world—what you should know about. Everything in a newspaper doesn’t have to be gray and serious, but in October 2015, an article from Lisbon in the New York Times about tuk-tuks filled more than half a page. (Tuk-tuks are three-wheeled, hooded vehicles drawn by one or more people, fitted with a small engine.) The piece pronounced “Three-wheeled outsiders arrived in droves and make themselves at home.”


Many of us could have lived without knowing that tuk-tuks are occupying central Lisbon, and half a page is a lot in a tight news budget. Some editor made that quixotic call. Why?




3. The Bazaar

Sometimes the marketplace drives what’s in the paper. Again, in October 2015, the Times ran a piece about the risk of cancer from eating certain processed or red meats. The piece reported, though, that experts had concluded the increase in risk is so small that most people should not be greatly worried. Given the shortage of news space, the question is why this story got into the paper at all. Perhaps it did because other parts of the media were reporting the story. The argument might be made that the risk ought to be put in perspective.

But then there are stories that tell readers nothing at all.




4. Inside Baseball

When reading the front page of a newspaper, ask why those stories are important enough to be there. Again, in October 2015, a lengthy front-page piece—it was more than a full page long—said nothing. It offered a portrait of Carly Fiorina’s time as CEO of Hewlett-Packard. She was one of many candidates running for the Republican nomination for president. The reporters discovered—probably to no one’s surprise—that different people had different views of Ms. Fiorina’s stewardship at HP. Readers were left at the end of five columns scratching their heads. The story could have been summed up in a single paragraph: There are them that liked her, and them that didn’t, with a crisp indication of those who liked her and those who did not.

On October 24, 2015, the Times told its readers that the most important thing for them to know about their world that day was about watching police. It reported that the acting director of the FBI had said that observing police closely leads to a rise in crime. The paper acknowledged that this was an “unsettled theory.” It was not only unsettled. It was also self-serving. Presumably, the FBI and the police don’t welcome increased scrutiny of what they’re doing. A few paragraphs could have summed up the report.





5. Lede & Kicker

If you are trying to read the paper in a hurry, you must read the lede (the first paragraph, or “graf”), of course. I’d suggest you then go to the “kicker”—the last paragraph or two. The kicker may provide the point of the piece, and may give you the writer’s own impression, often with a quote the reporter has chosen as significant.




6. Selective Style

In October 2015, the Times ran a piece headed “Politics Rears Its Well-Coiffed Head,” describing itself as “a lesson to be learned in the morphing hairstyles of politicians.”222 A cataclysmic piece of political news? I suppose the editors of the Style section are entitled to cover manes any way they like, but I have to add this: Readers didn’t get to see Bernie Sanders’s tresses.




7. What Makes Reporters Tick?

Some say the illness begins when reporters are young. My bureau chief at Time magazine could always tell who in a group of children was going to become a reporter. A fight would break out in the street. Some of the kids pushed through the crowd and tried to help one side or the other, or perhaps break up the fight. One youngster, though, would push through the crowd, but not enter the space of the combatants. Instead, the youngster would work his way back out of the crowd onto the street, and yell, at full volume, “Johnny and Jerry are fighting! Johnny and Jerry are fighting!”

(Some other child might go to a merry-go-round and, astride the silver horse, try to read the tiny print on the back of the ticket for the ride. That child will be a lawyer.)




8. Inside Dopester

David Riesman, a commentator on American society, put forward a theory involving a personality type he called “the inside-dopester.” The dopester is a savvy figure who delights in knowing, and talking about, the “inside story” of political deal-making and horse-racing, but does that as an amoral observer—and only for the social status that knowing confers.


The Times obviously believes the “inside dopester” is alive and well. It came to offer, for a fee, the “inside story” behind the story. The Story behind the Story is the chance to meet the reporter and find out what really happened—or ask how the reporter got the story. Sometimes, the inside story is worth knowing, but much of the time if it is worth knowing, shouldn’t it have been in the piece that appeared in the paper? Of course, this separate, “inside” peek does bring the paper more income.




9. Dopester, or Dope?

In November 1970, I traveled as a correspondent from Washington to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, home of the Green Berets. I was trying to find out what the Special Forces were really doing: Were they unseating governments here and there, like chessmen on a board? Getting the story was hard, even though I knew a little about the Army. Since I was a Reserve infantry lieutenant, I could even get into the Officers’ Club. Oddly—or perhaps not—George W. Petrie, a Green Beret first lieutenant, turned up in civvies at my motel room door and told me he might be able to answer my questions. He did answer all my questions about the Son Tay prison camp raid—in which US Army Special Forces attempted to free seventy to one hundred American prisoners of war—but would only hint, not talk, about other Special Forces operations.

I wondered whether I was getting played. Clearly, the Green Berets wanted this story out, but was the version of a single soldier credible? And how the devil had he found me? I had to make a judgment call, fast—at a time when I had the flu and was running a 102-degree fever.

I decided Petrie was trustworthy. And here’s a little more of the “inside story”: I called the National Desk and asked them to please read the piece I had written right then, and ask me any questions they had, and not call me later. I explained that I was sick and needed to sleep.

At 11:00 p.m., an editor called and woke me. He wanted to check a trivial point. I was still running 102.




10. Outside Pressures

At a few papers, reporters do have great freedom. I once did a piece from Washington about Occidental Petroleum having allegedly bribed government officials in Venezuela. I wrote the story and sent it to New York. The phone on my desk rang. I picked it up to hear an angry Armand Hammer, the CEO of Occidental Petroleum. Hammer made his views on my story appallingly clear. From his powerfully delivered point of view, all such stories came from unreliable sources. “This information,” he ranted, “is coming from disgruntled former employees.”

I did not reply with the obvious: Where in the world do you think we’re going to get this kind of information? Instead, I offered him the chance to say whatever he wanted in response to the assertions. He declined, but said that if I persisted with the piece, he was going to call Arthur Sulzberger, the Times’s publisher. I told him he had every right to call Arthur, known as Punch, if he wanted to, but as far as I was concerned, the piece was going to run. I don’t know whether Hammer called Punch, but I never heard from Punch. The piece ran the next day.

There are times when even the boldest and most honest newspaper might consider staying its hand—like the time my colleague Tad Szulc found out about the Bay of Pigs invasion in advance. The Times ultimately printed Tad’s story but deleted both the fact that the invasion was imminent—and that the CIA was involved. The Times’s managing editor, Turner Catledge, replaced all references to the CIA with the term United States officials.

The question was: If the Times knew about the invasion, wasn’t there every likelihood that Fidel Castro did too? Would it have been better if the Times had reported the invasion as imminent? Publicly, President John F. Kennedy appeared furious about disclosure of preparations for the raid, but, as reported by the Times, he told Catledge privately: “If you had printed more about the operation, you would have saved us from a colossal mistake.”223

The Times did report later:


The climate for the invasion—anticipated and promised by the Cuban rebels for many weeks—was created to a large extent by events of last week. Since last Thursday a major wave of sabotage swept Cuba. Saturday, three B-26 aircraft bombed three air bases on the island. Beginning in the middle of last week informants in Cuban groups made it  known confidentially that “important events” were to be expected over the weekend.

Second, the United States had failed to neutralize the Cuban Air Force, as the B-26 attacks of April 15 missed many intended targets. The Cuban Air Force, therefore, was able to bombard the rebels as they invaded. Lastly, the rebels, who were far outnumbered by Cuban forces, were not able to stir up local Cubans to join their insurgency, which was necessary for the invasion to have a chance of succeeding.224






11. More Outside Pressure: Miss Cranberry Arrives

There may be non-military—even non-governmental—operations that prove challenging to young reporters. One of these, back at the Boston Herald, involved the interview of Ms. (in those days, Miss) Cranberry. At least, I think it was Cranberry. The question bedeviling me was how to interview Miss Cranberry, the attractive young model wearing a sash. Someone led her across the newsroom and seated her at my metal desk, I was starstruck by her fruit-enhanced charm. How was I to interview her?

I had been instructed to do a “cut line” (caption) for her elevation to queen of whatever the harvest was. I shyly struggled through information for the cut line. Then Miss Cranberry was led off to the Photo Department. I knew this cut line (and photo) were certain to run in the paper, since fruit and vegetable producers and large-scale canners, bottlers, and greengrocers advertised in the paper.

The Miss Cranberry press release bore in thick black pen JFR MUST.

JFR were the initials of the paper’s advertising director.




12. The Pressure to Compete

Like everyone else, reporters have different motivations. Some want awards, some promotions and raises, some fame, some the joy of being first, and nearly all the Pulitzer Prize. Many are driven by a combination of those things. These desires can produce distortions.

I began my career as a correspondent for Time magazine and worked in bureaus in New York, the Caribbean, and Chicago. I am proud of a few reports I did at Time. I remember one that involved the mayor of New York and small neighborhood parks. It began:

“When John Vliet Lindsay wrapped his hand around Falleco Silen’s $2.98 football, it was curtains for the Dead End Gang ….” The city was ousting the gang from its trash-strewn touch-football field because Mayor Lindsay was commandeering the field for a pocket park.

In the New York Bureau of Time, I envied the young correspondent who was a star. For example, Brigitte Bardot—“BB”—was arriving from France, and the correspondent I admired was sent to the airport. He reported that BB and Roger Vadim, her husband, kissed for a precise number of seconds—let’s say forty-eight.

Think about it: How did this correspondent know when to begin timing this kiss? The idea would not have occurred to me. I asked myself: Why can’t I do that kind of thing?

A month or so later, the Time bureau chief discovered that the correspondent had made up some of his reporting. Apparently, he had not even spoken with people he had claimed to interview. People had called Time to say so. That helped me understand why I couldn’t match his “reporting,” and where journalistic pressure to compete could lead. But I continued to feel that pressure.
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