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			Book Presentation: Molly Ivins by Bill Minutaglio and W. Michael Smith

			Book Abstract

			Molly Ivins was one of the best-known and most influential journalists in American history. She’s been compared to Will Rogers, Mark Twain, Ambrose Beirce, and even Lenny Bruce. She was also a fastidious self-chronicler, saving anything she deemed to be important. At the height of her career, she began giving it all away to the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas in Austin.

			In Molly Ivins: A Rebel Life, the authors attempt to outline Ivins’ roots and show the fascinating path that led to her singular American presence.

			About the Author

			Bill Minutaglio is a professor of journalism at the University of Texas and author of several books, including First Son: George W. Bush and the Bush Family Dynasty. W. Michael Smith is a journalist and was Molly Ivins’ researcher and assistant for six years.

		


		
			Summary of Molly Ivins (Bill Minutaglio and W. Michael Smith)

			General Jim

			Molly Ivins’ father, James E. Ivins, was born and raised in the greater Chicago area to a less-than-prominent family. Jim Ivins was drawn to an idealized notion of another age, a time when self-discipline was valued above most things. He worked to put himself through college at the University of Wisconsin and later law school. As the United States was moving toward World War II, he married Margaret Robbie Milne.

			Margaret Robbie Milne was born into a well-to-do family that had settled in Chicago. Her father was wiped out by the Depression, but then dutifully began reassembling his wealth. Margaret went to Smith College and she and Jim moved to St. Louis after getting married, where their first child, Sara, was born.

			As war escalated, Jim joined the Coast Guard and was assigned to the USS Gallup. He moved his family to Monterey, California and it was there that his second daughter, Mary Tyler Ivins, was born on August 30, 1944.

			After leaving the war, the Ivins family moved back to Chicago, where Jim met Gardiner Symonds. Symonds’ company, Tennessee Gas & Transmission Company (Tenneco), was developing thousands of miles of pipeline and Symonds needed a good lawyer to unravel the legal knots and find the loopholes. In 1949, Jim Ivins moved his family to Houston, Texas, where he would help run Tenneco’s billion-dollar empire.

			Houston was the largest city in Texas and the areas where the black and Latino residents lived were neatly defined, but also surprisingly close to the most affluent neighborhoods. It was fiercely segregated along racial lines and the separation was only underscored and exacerbated by the city’s economic surge. The Ivins family – which now included the youngest child, Andy – initially lived in a pleasant middle-to-upper class pocket populated by strivers and young families.

			Mary and her siblings were close growing up. Her father had an explosive temper. “The one emotion he was good at expressing was anger. He could erupt like Vesuvius. He never hit anyone in the family, but my God, he was terrifying.”

			River Oaks

			Molly attended school at St. John’s School, the finest private school in Texas. Given her height of six feet, she played basketball there, but unexceptionally. She was an excellent student and while not particularly political, she often hung out at the house of her favorite teacher, Robert Moore. There, she and other students would talk with him and his wife about a wide variety of topics like existentialism, music, President Kennedy, and voting rights. Moore became the first major adult counterbalance in Ivins’ life. She would end up dedicating her first book to him in 1991.

			In her senior year at St. Johns, it was expected that Molly would follow in her mother’s and grandmother’s footsteps and attend Smith College. She decided instead to attend Scripps College, a small liberal arts college in California. She quickly realized Scripps was not a good fit for her; trying for humor, she choreographed a dance for her modern dance final called “A Cluster of Grapes Being Eaten by a Bear.” No one got the joke. In 1963, she transferred to Smith and felt at home almost instantly.

			That fall, she was very mindful of how people on campus reacted to the news that Kennedy had been murdered in her home state. She learned to speak without an accent. As people got to know her, however, they began to ask about Texas and she began would tell them stories, exaggerating the details and searching for just the right humor. Her ability to objectify Texas had catapulted to a more fierce, complex dimension in the wake of what had happened in Dallas; it was enlightened self-interest to let people know that you might be from Texas, but could still judge it and condemn it when necessary.

			Ghost

			One of Molly’s best friends from childhood on was Ann Holland. Ivins was close to the Holland family, but it wasn’t until she was at Smith that she began to register a deeper interest in Ann’s brother, Hank. Hank was a ferociously intense and intellectual young man; his sister noted that he really wanted to be an “Ayn Rand superhero.”

			Ivins told people that she loved him and that she believed they would marry. But in the summer of 1964, while Hank was in Seattle, he took his motorcycle “Ghost” out for a ride, swerved head-first into a steel guardrail trying to avoid a dog that had charged into the lane, and died instantly. Molly would never come close to wanting to marry again.

			Naturally Backwards into Journalism

			As Molly settled in for her first serious internship with the Houston Chronicle in 1965, she worked on short filler items, but was exposed to reporters who openly questioned whether the Chronicle was too wedded to the Houston elite.

			Ivins was exposed to this newspaper at a time when it was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the inequities of the city as it grew. The race and class disparities were in the architecture and the language. The police force was widely viewed by critics as the most racist in America. And yet, there were some occasional glimpses of how journalism could shine a light on a dark corner. One week after a reporter mentioned separate drinking fountains for blacks and whites in the courthouses, they were no longer separate.

			As she returned to Smith for her senior year, Ivins informed her parents that she wanted to go to journalism school. In the fall of 1966, Ivins was in the Upper West Side of Manhattan, a short walk to Columbia University. Her two semesters at Columbia were marked by an indelible impression left on her by her professor, Melvin Mencher, whose philosophy was that a guiding purpose of journalism was to scrutinize power and its practitioners.

			Columbia’s on-campus climate was conducive to Ivins’s bubbling skepticism. It gave her things to mull: the collective rallying against authority, the thread between local issues and national trends, and a level of critical thinking that served as an adjunct to the baseline journalism skills she had absorbed in Houston.

			Young Radicals

			A kind of dual existence was taking shape, with her “Texas friends” separated from her “New York friends.” After she graduated from Columbia in 1967, she interviewed and was offered a job with the Minneapolis Tribune. Her Tribune portfolio was schizophrenic in content, working on stories ranging from rodeo clowns to septic tanks. As the paper tried to make sense of growing student unrest and complaints from the black community and women, Ivins volunteered to take on the stories, proposing that the paper devote a series of stories to capture the times.

			Molly’s work at the paper began to consistently run counter to the usual news items. She covered the Socialist Labor Party of Minneapolis convention as well as state proposals to punish student demonstrators. She received hate mail and threats, as well as awards. Still, she grew increasingly impatient with the Tribune’s perceived limitations, and wrote a number of agitated memos to colleagues at the paper.

			That spring, she applied for a job as editor for The Texas Observer and was offered the position as “co-editor” with associate editor Kaye Northcott. After she resigned from the Minneapolis Tribune, she wrote a piece that lambasted the paper in one of Minneapolis’ alternative newspapers. The article both shredded her editors and outlined her philosophy that objectivity was essentially useless. Her former editor, Wally Allen, responded to her story in an internal staff memo defending objectivity, saying “…Facts are beautiful. They are not dull and bland…They need to be piled up, one on another, until the reader understands and sees and hears and smells what is being written about… Personal opinion can’t do the job. For those who want it, there is the editorial page.”

			As Ivins began her work with the Texas Observer in Austin, her pieces began to change color. Her explorations of being back in Texas were frontloaded with wisecracks and self-effacing humor.

			The paper’s offices relocated to downtown Austin and Molly became friends with people like Dave and Ann Richards. Ann Richards began inviting Molly to campouts at their ranch, drawing Ivins into a circle of Austin-based activists, musicians, writers, and other kindred souls. Democratic loyalists, kingmakers, and insiders would also show up at these campouts. It was a “spaceship from a magic place.”

			Us Against Them

			At the Observer, Ivins had the opportunity to write what she wanted, the way that she wanted. Politicians quickly picked up on not just her overview abilities, but her potentially useful muscle. The paper only had a few thousand readers, but it was required reading inside certain political circles.

			Ann Richards and other political players were studying her byline, especially Secretary of State Bob Bullock, who was scary funny, manic depressive, and a raging alcoholic. Bullock became Ivins’ mentor, teaching her more about the way the political game was played than anyone else in Texas. It was a mutually-beneficial relationship, a form of shared access into opposite worlds. To Ivins, Bullock was a mad and funny genius, as well as a drinking partner who intensified her own emerging alcoholism.

			Ivins also became part of Dan and Ann Richards’ circle. Ann Richards had not yet made the leap to politics, but was an effortless storyteller. Ivins learned from Bullock and Richards the art of instant, intimate social contact. She became exceedingly good at giving you her undivided attention.

			Given the circles she was travelling in, Ivins eventually met John Henry Faulk, a folklorist and English professor at the University of Texas in Austin who had been blacklisted in the McCarthy era. A jury would eventually award him $3.5 million in damages and he would be regarded as the “man who beat the blacklist.” Ivins came to revere him and others she would refer to as “freedom fighters.”

			As Ivins’ reputation as a writer grew, journalists began to consider her a source for all things Texas. She developed friendships with writers outside the state and began to do stringing work for the Washington Post. She was also routinely getting calls for speeches and freelance articles.

			Necessary Humor

			By 1972, Ivins was still stringing for the Washington Post and Newsday hired her to write a piece on the Texas political scene. She was also writing occasional op-ed pieces for the New York Times. That fall, she applied for a Nieman Foundation Fellowship at Harvard but was rejected; there was a sense, perhaps, that she was not a reporting heavyweight, at least not in the “classic” sense of
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