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Introduction



I HAVE VERY SELDOM WRITTEN ABOUT MYSELF during my more than a half century as a journalist. I was raised in the Midwest by parents who taught me modesty as a fundamental virtue. I always thought that my job was to tell the story, not to be the story.


I grew up in a working-class neighborhood in Cleveland, Ohio, attended public schools, and graduated from The Ohio State University in Columbus. All along the way, I wrote for and edited student newspapers, beginning in the fifth grade. I fell in love with journalism.


Eventually—and somewhat accidentally—I landed an unlikely summer reporting internship at the Washington Post, right in the heart of the Eastern journalistic establishment. Unexpectedly for me, I was hired as a full-time reporter at the end of that summer. Although I was the youngest journalist in the newsroom, I was already married and had a child. It could not have been a more improbable beginning for what became a long, exciting, and fulfilling journey.


I became an investigative reporter in my twenties, an editor on the Watergate story in my early thirties, and a foreign correspondent in London. I went on to lead the Post newsroom for twenty-four years—first as managing editor under the legendary Ben Bradlee and then as his successor as executive editor. I never became as famous as Ben was, and I never thought of myself as the story. Instead, as the top editor of the Post, I let the many momentous stories I oversaw to speak for themselves.


Nevertheless, people told me in recent years that I had a significant story of my own to tell. One of them, the redoubtable Bob Woodward, author of so many books himself, recalls, “I urged you to write your story because it was a remarkable, historic time to edit the Post. And you did it so well. Take us there.”


I thought about that. After all, I directed coverage of the impeachment of President Bill Clinton, the 9/11 terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, among other historic stories. I drove award-winning Post investigative journalism that brought about significant changes locally and nationally. I made decisions about reporting on the private lives of politicians and about revealing national security secrets. I dealt personally with presidents, prime ministers, and royalty. I clashed with government and corporate leaders over stories they opposed, and I agonized over whether some stories might endanger lives. I sometimes made mistakes that I still regret. More often, I believe, I produced journalism vital to American society. My mission was to seek the truth and hold the powerful accountable.


Much of my time at the Post turned out to be a golden age for American newspapers. They enjoyed all-time highs in readership, influence, and the advertising revenue that paid for it all. As the editor of one of the nation’s leading newspapers, I was among those who set the agenda for what was news for many years.


By 2008, however, in what turned out to be my last year as the Post’s executive editor, everything was changing rapidly. News media, along with the rest of American life, were being transformed by the digital revolution. Print and broadcast news audiences were shrinking. Americans were being inundated with news, information, and opinion—factual and false—from countless cable channels, websites, and social media. New digital media were diverting advertising revenue away from newspapers, eroding their economic base. I was forced to begin to downsize the Post newsroom while trying to maintain the quality and impact of its journalism. But I was losing ground, and I was unhappily forced to retire as executive editor at the age of sixty-six.


I was not ready for leisure, and I am a lousy golfer. I decided to teach investigative journalism and write about the uncertain future of news and the deteriorating relationship between the American government and the press. Journalism had been my calling. My devotion to it had been an all-consuming, lifelong commitment—at times at a high cost to relationships and family. I was an outsider, a chronicler, and investigator rather than a player, always avoiding opinion or advocacy. Now, I was ready to get personally involved in the increasingly contentious political, philosophical, and practical issues of the role of the news media in our democracy. And I realized that my life and career were full of good examples and lessons.


This book is the story of my uncommon career in journalism, and what it illuminates about the past, present, and future of news. I will take the reader inside the Post to show how stories that helped shape history were initiated, reported, written, and edited in newsroom dramas usually hidden from public view. I will show how those stories illustrate values, habits, and issues of journalism that are relevant today.


I also will take the reader inside my own life as a journalist and visit the unexpected twists and turns in that journey from accidental intern to the top of the Post newsroom. Some of what I accomplished was serendipitous, as the reader will see, while I believe that much more of it was due to my unwavering pursuit of aggressive journalism that sought the truth and made a difference.


I will focus on turning points in my career. I will begin with when I cheekily decided to compete for the job of managing editor of the Post, number two at the time under Ben Bradlee, even though I was his opposite in background, personality, and style. I will double back to how I got there—all the way back to my roots and the beginnings of my journey. I’ll tell next about my investigative reporting that led to the abolition of the dysfunctional local court system, my unexpected leadership of the Watergate story through the climactic months before President Nixon’s resignation, my education on the job as a fledgling foreign correspondent, and my preoccupation with the sad story of Prince Charles and Princess Diana.


Then I will turn to my role in what the Post did in the quarter century while I was leading its newsroom: Confronting the Clintons. Responding to an ultimatum from the murderous Unabomber. Meeting the unprecedented journalistic challenge of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Unsuccessfully wrestling with President George W. Bush’s rationale for invading Iraq. Coping with our reporters’ challenges and the dangers in aggressively covering the ensuing war and its aftermath. Investigating the CIA’s secret extralegal war on terrorism. Exposing wrongs, such as the mistreatment of wounded veterans at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center, the abuse of children in the local government’s care, and unwarranted shootings by Washington, D.C., police.


Along the way, I will invite readers to join me in considering difficult journalistic decisions. What should be reported about the private lives of politicians and other public figures? When does holding U.S. presidents accountable go too far—or not far enough? How can a newspaper editor decide what stories would or would not endanger human life or national security? How should an editor respond to requests by officials, all the way up to the president, to not publish some stories? How far should an editor go to protect reporters’ confidential sources?


I will introduce the reader to some of the extraordinary journalists I was privileged to work with at the Post and describe what it was like to manage all that talent under unrelenting deadline and competitive pressures, demanding professional expectations, and persistent public scrutiny. I followed Ben Bradlee’s credo: hire the best possible people and enable them to do their best work. In my case, that meant much more personal involvement in stories with editors and reporters throughout the newsroom. Someone had to make the final decisions, and the buck stopped with me.


As I was finishing this book, the COVID-19 pandemic became the biggest and most important news story for Americans at least since the 9/11 attacks. It challenged everything about journalism that I will be sharing with readers here, especially journalism that seeks truth and holds power accountable when doing so is most difficult, but also most needed.


That challenge deepened after the shocking killing of George Floyd, a forty-six-year-old black man, by a white Minneapolis police officer, Derek Chauvin, widely seen on videos taken by bystanders. Large multiracial crowds staged days and days of peaceful protests in cities across America against police killings of black citizens and persistent racism and socioeconomic inequality. They were accompanied at times by destructive looting and violent clashes with police. Meanwhile, the country continued to suffer from the deadly pandemic and its devastating economic impact.


Protests and scattered violence in Washington, in particular, reminded me that the underlying issues of race in America remained unresolved a half century after my reporting on the 1968 riots in the nation’s capital, following the assassination of the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. President Trump’s belligerent response to the protests and to press coverage of both the unrest and the COVID-19 crisis reminded me of President Nixon, Vietnam War protests, and Watergate.


Journalists worked under the most trying conditions to report accurately and fully for the American people on the national crises of 2020. They literally risked harm, while enduring constant verbal attacks by Trump and his supporters. I will discuss this further at the end of the book. For the calling to which I have devoted my life, times like this are indeed all about the story.
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Ben and Len


I MAY HAVE SUSPECTED WHY EXECUTIVE EDITOR Ben Bradlee had called me into his glass-walled newsroom office, the one made famous in the movie All the President’s Men. I had heard the newsroom rumors that I was among those being considered to become the Washington Post’s next managing editor, running the newsroom under Ben and becoming most likely to eventually succeed him.


I tried not to think about it so that I could concentrate on my work as national news editor, especially as I was directing the newspaper’s coverage of the 1984 presidential election campaign. But I was kidding myself. I couldn’t stop thinking about it.


I felt I was ready for the job. I was forty-two, and I had been a reporter and an editor at the Washington Post for twenty years. At twenty-four, I was a Pulitzer Prize finalist for investigative reporting that transformed Washington’s local court system. While in my early thirties, I edited many of the Post’s Watergate stories. Afterward, I managed the newspaper’s large local news staff. I then became a foreign correspondent for several years as the Post’s bureau chief in London. I had been told that I was brought back to the newsroom to give me experience with national news.


The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I very much wanted to help lead the Post. I wanted to build on Ben’s bold, cutting-edge approach to journalism to make the newspaper the nation’s most aggressive and authoritative source of news.


In June 1984, it was still very much Ben’s Washington Post. Despite some stumbles, he was still the Ben Bradlee of Watergate and the Pentagon Papers, who had created the modern Washington Post during nearly two decades as its top editor. He had survived the embarrassment of having to return the Pulitzer Prize awarded to the Post for a story fabricated by reporter Janet Cooke about a nonexistent eight-year-old heroin addict. He was still close to and supported by Post CEO Katharine Graham, despite her concerns about a post-Watergate letdown in the newsroom. He was about to put behind him what had become a dysfunctional relationship with his longtime managing editor, Howard Simons. After being told by Mrs. Graham that he would not succeed Ben as executive editor, Simons was leaving the Post to become curator of the Nieman Foundation at Harvard University.


Over the years, I’d had plenty of contact with Ben, mostly in newsroom meetings and on editors’ retreats. He had watched me run the local and national news staffs. He had sent me to London. But we were not pals, and I was not one of his favorites. We were, in fact, very different.


Benjamin Crowninshield Bradlee was born into an old Boston family and attended St. Marks School and Harvard. He had recovered from polio and willed himself to walk again. He served with valor in battle as a junior officer on a destroyer in the Pacific in World War II. He spoke French fluently and lived for a time in Paris. Later he was a close friend of John F. Kennedy. At sixty-three, Ben was just as charismatic as Jason Robards had portrayed him to be in his Academy Award–winning performance in the 1976 movie All the President’s Men. He had become a nationally recognized icon of charm and self-confidence. Ben and his much younger third wife, the glamorous Post feature writer Sally Quinn, were the most sought-after couple on the Washington social scene. In turn, they frequently entertained the capital’s boldface names in their historic home in Georgetown, which once was owned by the son of Abraham Lincoln.


In the Post newsroom, Ben was the center of attention in his perfectly tailored suits and colorful Turnbull and Asser shirts with distinctive white collars. He charmed women and men alike with his jaunty manner, wise-ass wit, and salty language. He had a great eye for journalistic talent, and he befriended rising young stars in the newsroom, keeping himself in touch with the current zeitgeist. Being complimented by Ben with a clap on the shoulder made a Post journalist’s day. Being ignored by him could be agony.


As executive editor, Ben made quick, instinctive, sometimes impulsive decisions—both about news stories and newsroom people—and left the details of carrying them out to others. He was mostly interested in national, foreign, and sports news, plus the irreverent Style section that he had created. He paid little attention to local or financial news, or to stories about ordinary people. He encouraged initiative and aggressive competition among reporters and editors for the front page—and for his approval. This became known inside and beyond the newsroom as “creative tension.”


Ben had a short attention span and often impatiently cut off conversations in his office by pulling out a crossword puzzle or his nail clipper. Contrary to his tough-guy image, he avoided confrontations whenever he could, delegating to others the delivery of bad news. He hated firing people and almost never did it himself. Despite all of that, I thought that he was the most gifted natural leader that I had ever met.


I was the anti-Bradlee. During my early years at the paper my young Ivy League colleagues nicknamed me “Land Grant Len.” I had attended the land-grant Ohio State University, becoming the first in my family to earn a college degree. Because I married at eighteen and had my first child at nineteen, I was not drafted during the Vietnam War. I had never been abroad until, at twenty-nine, I went to Europe and Israel on a traveling journalism fellowship that allowed me a leave of absence from the Post. My personal style tended toward Midwestern bland. My clothing was seen as so unfashionable that some in the newsroom said it must have come from J. C. Penney, rather than Raleigh’s, the conservative men’s store I frequented.


As the Post’s London bureau chief, I had interviewed numerous European leaders, hosted Prince Charles at dinner, covered his royal wedding, and appeared often on British television. But I had no public profile back in Washington and no social life to speak of, beyond friends at the Post. I was not a networker and had no posse in or outside the newsroom. As a somewhat antisocial outsider who had always been awkward at small talk, I usually attended only those Washington dinners and parties at which I was likely to pick up information useful to the newspaper. I limited the time I spent working in my office or traveling to conferences and news industry conventions. Instead, I spent much of my long work days roaming a newsroom that had doubled in size to nine hundred people. I returned there late at night and on weekends whenever a big story broke or something went amiss. At a sometimes significant cost to my family and personal life, the newspaper was paramount to me. As I think about it, I guess it was my life.


Yet both despite and because of the differences between Ben and me, I knew that I was respected throughout the newsroom for my past investigative reporting, my sure-handed editing, and my encouraging leadership. I was nationally known among investigative journalists, whose numbers had been growing rapidly after Watergate. As an editor, compared to Ben, I was hands-on almost to a fault, deeply immersed in nearly every news and personnel decision while running the local and national news staffs. I paid close attention to all my reporters and editors, and I was known not to play favorites, as Ben did. My evident enthusiasm for all kinds of good stories was contagious.


Despite our different backgrounds and styles, Ben and I were both fiercely competitive and determined to produce journalism that made a difference. We both preferred the unusually free-flowing, energetic newsroom culture Ben had created, in which anyone could run with an idea, reach the front page, and influence the course of the newspaper. We were dedicated to the pursuit of truth and detested lying and betrayal of trust, as sanctimonious as that may sound. We believed in separating news reporting and opinion, as quaint as that became in the digital age. We were both quintessential newspapermen who loved our work and lived for big stories.


Although I may have had an inkling when I went into Ben’s office that day in 1984 that he would discuss the managing editor’s job, I was completely unprepared for what he proposed. He talked briefly about how difficult it would be to replace Simons, a sensitive, people-oriented intellectual who had effectively complemented Ben for many years. They had become estranged after Watergate because the book and movie All the President’s Men had made Ben famous while leaving Simons mostly in the shadows.


Ben told me that he had been unable to decide who should replace Simons: Style section editor Shelby Coffey, foreign news editor Jim Hoagland, or me. What if, Ben asked me, the three of us temporarily shared the job until he could decide which one of us he would keep as his managing editor?


Facing Ben across his big desk, I struggled with how to respond. Although I had heard rumors about Shelby and Jim being considered, the three of us had never talked about it.


Had Ben already discussed this with them? Did they want to do it? How would we go about it?


Shelby Coffey was a boyishly handsome, courtly Southern gentleman. He’d been raised in the comfortable family of a leading lawyer in Lookout Mountain, Tennessee, and gone to military school, from which he retained a disciplined personality. He smiled easily and oozed effortless charm that often captivated the people around him while hiding his real feelings and agenda. Shelby became an unusually talented story editor who had realized much of the potential for Ben’s vision of the Style section. He brought out the best in its idiosyncratic writers, especially Sally Quinn. Because he and his physician wife, Mary Lee, had become close friends of Sally and Ben, Shelby was widely thought to be Ben’s preference for managing editor, and thus to be his eventual successor.


Jim Hoagland also was from the South, but a different part of it. He’d grown up in Rock Hill, South Carolina, and earned a journalism degree at the state university. He learned French, studied at the University of Aix-en-Provence, and served in the U.S. Air Force for two years in Germany before trying his hand at journalism at the International Herald Tribune in Paris. He started at the Post in 1966 on the Metro staff, where he worked with me on one of my investigative reporting projects. Jim then served as a Post foreign correspondent in Paris, Beirut, and South Africa. His coverage of apartheid in South Africa won a Pulitzer Prize. Jim was foreign news editor by the time I was London bureau chief. He had become an urbane, tough-minded, sometimes imperious Francophile—an expert on foreign affairs with contacts around the world. Jim was as taciturn as Shelby was outgoing. He was neither charming nor convivial, but often quite intimidating.


My response to Ben’s proposal was impulsive. Without thinking it through, I told him that I did not want to be part of a triumvirate with Shelby and Jim, even temporarily, even if it meant that I would never get the job. I said I didn’t think it would work for the three of us or be good for the newsroom. Having three managing editors trying to direct the newsroom would have been confusing, and I knew that we each would want to do it differently. Ben thought for a moment, and then asked me to think about it some more.


As the day went on, I became increasingly distracted from my work. This is something I want, I told myself, and I am the best person for the job. Finally, I went back into Ben’s office. I was nervous but determined. I told him that he should give the job only to me. Without disparaging Shelby or Jim, I pointed to my broader experience across the newsroom and what I had accomplished as an investigative reporter, a local news editor, a foreign correspondent, and a newsroom leader. I knew I could do the job. I wanted the job. This time, Ben said he would think about it.


WHAT I DID NOT KNOW—AND BEN MAY NOT HAVE YET KNOWN—was that he was not going to make the decision himself. It would be made by Donald Graham, Katharine Graham’s son, who was then the Post’s thirty-nine-year-old publisher. As it happened, Ben, Don, and I had all started at the Post, at different times, as reporters on its local news staff. Our divergent paths since then had brought us together at what would be a turning point for me and the newspaper.


Don’s maternal grandfather, the wealthy financier Eugene Meyer, had bought the then money-losing Washington Post at auction in 1933, when it was one of five daily newspapers in the nation’s capital city. In 1946, after more than a decade of resuscitating it with his own money, Meyer turned control of the newspaper over to Philip L. Graham, who had married Meyer’s daughter, Katharine, six years earlier.


Phil Graham, a charismatic, brilliant, restless man who was later diagnosed with bipolar disorder, greatly strengthened the Post, in part by buying the competing morning paper, the Washington Times Herald. That purchase considerably increased the Post’s circulation and advertising, eventually enabling it to overtake the previously dominant afternoon newspaper, the Washington Star. Phil Graham also bought Newsweek magazine on the recommendation of Ben Bradlee, who was then working at the news magazine as a reporter. Graham and Bradlee had known each other since the time when Ben first worked at the Post, from 1949 to 1952, as a flashy young crime reporter on the city staff. Graham gave Bradlee a finder’s fee of what eventually became millions of dollars in Washington Post stock, and Bradlee soon became Newsweek’s star Washington bureau chief.


After a tumultuous period of erratic behavior that disrupted his marriage and the newspaper’s leadership, Phil Graham committed suicide on August 3, 1963. Katharine Graham, unexpectedly but determinedly, took control of the Post in order to keep it in the family. While she focused on the business side of the paper, she turned to Bradlee to energize what she thought was an underperforming newsroom, which had long been led by managing editor Alfred Friendly. The editor of the paper, J. Russell Wiggins, had concentrated on its liberal-leaning editorial page, which had been the most influential part of the Post. Mrs. Graham, as we always called her, invited Ben to an exploratory lunch at Washington’s F Street Club, at which he famously told her, “If Al Friendly’s job ever opened up, I’d give my left one for it.”


Mrs. Graham brought Ben back to the Post in August 1965 as deputy managing editor. In November, he replaced a disappointed Friendly, who returned to writing before eventually retiring. In 1968, after Wiggins retired, Ben took the title of executive editor. At his suggestion, Mrs. Graham hired someone else to be the editor of the editorial page, reporting separately to her. Although she freely kibitzed from time to time, she gave Ben, as the executive editor, complete independence in decision making about news coverage, ensuring that his decisions would never be influenced by advertisers, other business considerations, or government power.


Ben was soon working long hours remaking the newsroom and changing the face of the newspaper. He hired well-known, talented journalists from other newspapers, and he encouraged them to produce enterprising stories and vivid writing. He also enabled younger reporters to pursue stories that landed on the front page. I ended up being one of them.


In 1971, when I was put on the city desk as an editor for a while, Don Graham briefly worked as a local news reporter in his first job at the newspaper. Don knew that his mother and grandfather wanted him to take over the Post someday. He had been the editor of the student newspaper at St. Albans School, a college preparatory school in Washington, D.C., and of the Daily Crimson at Harvard. He was just eighteen when his father committed suicide, something he and I have never discussed during the nearly half century we’ve known each other. I can only imagine the impact on Don of his father’s illness and death.


After graduation from Harvard, Don served as an enlisted man in public information for the 1st Cavalry Division of the U.S. Army in Vietnam. When he returned home, he surprised his mother by becoming a Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Police officer for seventeen months in an inner-city neighborhood to learn about the community. Mrs. Graham then told Don that she wanted him to start learning about the Post. He began by rotating through every department, beginning with the newsroom. He eventually knew virtually everyone at the Post by name.


Although the city reporters were not assigned to specific editors at the time, Don noticed that many of them sought me out to discuss their assignments and edit their stories. Soon, he did, too. He covered the police and fire departments and wrote a series of stories about alcoholism and family violence, informed by what he had seen as a police officer. He and Carl Bernstein, another young city reporter at the time, braved tear gas to cover the disruptive 1971 May Day anti–Vietnam War protests in downtown Washington. Don, who was unpretentious, wanted no special treatment, and he didn’t get any from me. I edited, and sometimes rewrote, his stories, just as I would with any other reporter.


Don worked at Newsweek during much of the Watergate investigation, while I was second in command of the Post’s local news staff. We were thrown together again when Ben asked Don in August 1974 to spend a year fixing the leadership of the newspaper’s sports department, which Ben had been unable to do. I had just become the top editor of the local news staff, and Don and I found ourselves comparing notes about managing our staffs. When Don later became the Post’s general manager, focusing on its production and business departments, he continued to discuss my management of the local news staff with me. We were both detail-oriented, and we sometimes reviewed the performance of each reporter and editor on my staff. We found that we had similar values and instincts. I began to get the feeling that I was being groomed.


In 1979, Mrs. Graham promoted Don from general manager to publisher of the newspaper, while she remained the corporation’s CEO. Don was told by some people that he should have his own editor of the Post, as his mother had. But he was in no hurry to replace Ben, even after the Janet Cooke scandal. In fact, as Ben recalled in his memoir, A Good Life, Don was by Ben’s side at every painful public discussion of it.


As the years went by, Don assured Ben that he would not have to retire at sixty-five, as top editors at the New York Times were required to do. Eventually, the two of them agreed that Ben could continue until he was seventy, just so long as he had someone strong working with him, ready to take over. At the same time, Don and his mother were concerned that the newspaper, despite all that had been accomplished under Ben and Howard Simons, was too uneven in quality. The newsroom had suffered somewhat from hubris and complacency in the aftermath of Watergate and the movie All the President’s Men. Ben was becoming bored, as he later acknowledged. The staff was somewhat adrift and plagued by rivalries. That made the selection of a new managing editor critical for the Grahams.


Even before Simons had decided to leave for Harvard, Don and Mrs. Graham were discussing with Ben who should replace Simons and eventually succeed Ben if it worked out. Shelby Coffey always came up because of his success as editor of Style and his relationship with Ben. Jim Hoagland had impressed Mrs. Graham when he traveled with her on foreign trips. Bob Woodward had been in the conversation until he took himself out of the running. When he was the editor in charge of local news, while I was in London, Woodward had edited and approved Janet Cooke’s fabricated story to be published and to be nominated for the Pulitzer Prize. The scandal cast a pall across the newsroom.


Don also did something that he told nobody else at the time. He secretly asked eight or nine of the senior Post journalists he most respected who they thought should become managing editor and, if successful, succeed Ben. He told me many years later that “their unanimous advice” was that it should be me. “They all trusted you” with the newspaper, he said in an interview for this book.


Eventually, Don and Ben agreed that Don should make the decision about the next managing editor. Ben could offer the job to the person Don chose.


When I did not hear anything for several weeks, I tried to focus on my work and the demanding election campaign season. Finally, Ben invited me out to lunch. Without preamble, he asked if I wanted to be his managing editor. I immediately said yes.


Characteristically, Ben did not talk much about how we would work together, except that we should be completely open with each other. He added that, starting on my first day on the job, I should chair the twice-daily editors’ meetings and decide which of the stories they offered would go on the front page—decisions that would shape my mission for the newspaper day by day. It was what Howard Simons had been doing. Just like that, Ben was giving me the keys to the car and putting me behind the wheel.


Shelby Coffey soon left the Post to become editor of US News and World Report magazine, and, later, the Dallas Times-Herald and the Los Angeles Times newspapers. Jim Hoagland became a Pulitzer Prize–winning foreign affairs columnist for the Post, based first in Paris and, later, in Washington. Bob Woodward stayed on the Post’s staff as an investigative reporter and editor while he wrote a series of best-selling books.


I may not have been the partner whom Ben would have chosen, but we worked together remarkably well right from the start. We interviewed job candidates and made hiring decisions together. He attended most of my daily story conferences, which he enlivened with humor and seeded with suggestions. I dropped into his office, which was across from mine along the newsroom’s north wall, whenever I needed advice. At the same time, I increasingly assumed most of the responsibility for the direction and content of the newspaper and the management of the newsroom. My straightforward, aggressive, hands-on style soon became familiar throughout the staff. Without ever saying it in so many words, Ben clearly trusted me with the newspaper.


Bob Kaiser, one of my closest colleagues, who was then the Post’s national news editor, marked the changing of the guard as taking place in the early evening of June 14, 1985, after I had been Ben’s managing editor for less than a year. TWA Flight 847, with 147 passengers and crew, 85 of them Americans, had been hijacked by Lebanese terrorists after its takeoff from Athens and forced to land in Beirut. It was the beginning of a three-day drama of violence and hostage taking, a big breaking story in a year of several hijackings. I was directing multistory coverage involving the foreign, national, and financial news staffs when Ben, with his suit jacket on, came over to Bob and me while we were conferring about the front page. It was still hours before deadline. “You guys have this under control,” he told us, and he left for home.


A few years later, The Washingtonian magazine published a long profile of me, describing how I was “quietly but firmly taking editorial control of the Washington Post.” The article’s headline, in big type on a left-hand page, across from a full-page photograph of me holding a copy of the Post, was: “He’s Not Bradlee.”


BEN STILL HAD THE FINAL SAY ON DIFFICULT DECISIONS WE HAD to make about stories involving national security.


From December 1985 to May 1986, Ben and I tried to decide whether to defy President Ronald Reagan and senior intelligence officials by publishing a story by Bob Woodward and Post reporter Patrick Tyler about an important espionage secret that had been sold to the Soviet Union. A low-level National Security Agency employee named Ronald Pelton had told the Soviets how the NSA and the U.S. Navy, in a covert operation called Ivy Bells, had intercepted Soviet military communications transmitted through undersea cables. Pelton had been arrested and charged with espionage, but what he gave to the Soviets in exchange for a $35,000 payment was not publicly revealed.


In repeated conversations with Ben and me, the NSA’s director, Lieutenant General William Odom, argued strongly against publication of our story because, he insisted, it would reveal an important national security secret. A former senior Central Intelligence Agency official lectured us on unanticipated adverse reactions the Soviet Union might have to the story’s revelations. Senior White House officials elliptically argued that the story would tell the Soviets what the United States knew about what the Soviets knew.


As weeks became months, Ben and I see-sawed about whether to publish the story. Sometimes, I worried about what we might unintentionally reveal to the Soviets. Sometimes, Ben wondered wearily what purpose there was in such stories about national security secrets. At other times, one or both of us were ready to go ahead—figuring we would not really be telling the Soviets anything they did not already know—only to be given new reasons to delay by administration officials. Along the way, we removed some details from the story in response to some of their specific concerns.


In May, at a meeting at the University Club around the corner from the Post building in downtown Washington, Central Intelligence Agency director William Casey melodramatically warned Ben and me that he would recommend that the Justice Department prosecute us and the newspaper if we published the story. In fact, he added, he had just come from Justice, where he had referred, for possible prosecution, CIA complaints about the Post and four other news media outlets for publishing other, unspecified classified information. Justice officials later told Post lawyer Edward Bennett Williams that they had turned Casey down.


In response to Casey’s bullying, Ben decided to publish a story about the prosecution threats Casey made during our conversation. Casey had not asked, nor had we agreed, that our meeting would be off the record. But the story did not include anything about Ivy Bells.


Casey also had told us that he was going to call President Reagan. The president, in turn, telephoned Katharine Graham at her home a few days later. She told Reagan that the executive editor would be making the decision.


While Ben was still trying to decide—as Pelton’s trial for espionage was beginning—NBC News reported a fraction of what we knew, including the code name Ivy Bells. Then we published what, by that time, had become a truncated story, followed by more details in later stories.


Our subsequent reporting showed that the NSA had been negligent in allowing Pelton, who had financial problems, access to such sensitive information. I figured that this was the embarrassing national security failure that the agency did not want revealed. I believed that Ben and I had been had. I would not allow it to happen again.


IN JANUARY 1988, DON GRAHAM DELIVERED HIS USUAL STATE-of-the-newspaper assessment at an annual retreat of Post editors at a Dorado Beach resort in Puerto Rico. He said the newsroom was doing well under Ben and me, and he hoped we would be together for a while longer. When the time came for a change, he added, the newspaper would be in good hands with me as Ben’s successor. It was a subtle announcement that exploded back in the newsroom and reverberated around the city. Despite much anticipation and occasional media stories about the possibility that I might succeed Ben, the reality of it was still something of a shock to everyone, because I was so unlike him.


More than three years would pass before Ben retired. But the newsroom’s future and the important decisions about its journalism and role in American life were already in my hands. Was I really ready? I did not then realize how much what I experienced and learned in the previous two decades had prepared me for what awaited in leading the Post. After all, I had literally grown up, professionally and personally, in its newsroom.
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Accidental Intern


I FIRST WALKED INTO THE NOISY OLD NEWSROOM of the Washington Post on the fifth floor of the newspaper’s unimposing building in downtown Washington in June 1964. I felt like a stranger in a strange land. I was just twenty-two years old, and I looked younger and a bit gawky. I had been to the nation’s capital only once before, while on a school trip seven years earlier. I had never set foot inside the newsroom of any professional newspaper. And, as I soon discovered, no one in the Post newsroom was expecting me.


I had been led to believe that I had an appointment with the Post’s deputy managing editor, Ben Gilbert. But when I reached his office, Gilbert, a gruff, bespectacled, gray-haired man, said he had never heard of me. I reminded him of an agreement that I was told he had made with George Kienzle, the director of The Ohio State University’s School of Journalism. The idea, Kienzle had told me, was to research and propose an OSU–Washington Post graduate journalism experience in Washington. To do it, I would be paid by the Post to spend the summer after my graduation closely observing the newsroom and its journalists. Gilbert said he recalled having dinner with Kienzle some months earlier, but he had gotten so drunk he didn’t remember anything they’d discussed. There was nothing he could do for me.


I panicked. I told Gilbert, truthfully, that I had just settled my wife and our three-year-old son into a suburban apartment for the summer, and I had no income.


After thinking for a moment, Gilbert told me that the Post’s paid intern program for college students was about to start its second summer. The interns had already been chosen, he said, but the city news staff might be able to use another helping hand during the vacation season. I would have to convince the city editor, Dick Molloy, and one of his assistant editors, Steve Isaacs, that I could handle the work. Molloy seemed agreeable enough, if not overly enthusiastic, when he interviewed me about my professional experience, which included work as a writer and editor for Ohio State’s alumni magazine and a summer internship in the public relations department of an insurance company.


Isaacs was more interested. A big man with a football lineman’s body and a pugnacious manner, he was only twenty-six himself, the precocious Harvard-educated son of a prominent Louisville, Kentucky, newspaper editor. Isaacs was intrigued by my modest Midwestern background and my many years of student journalism in public schools and Ohio State. I was quite unlike the mostly privileged young people from elite Eastern private schools and colleges who had been selected to be Post interns that summer. I was relieved when Isaacs and Molloy convinced Gilbert that I should join the seven others when they arrived.


Most of the interns turned out to be the offspring of acquaintances of Gilbert and of Post managing editor Alfred Friendly, himself an Amherst alum with a tendency to hire graduates of Ivy League and other elite Eastern colleges. In fact, one of the interns, Robert Goldberg, was an Amherst graduate and the son of U.S. Supreme Court Justice Arthur Goldberg. Another, Harvard senior Michael Lerner, was the son of the noted scholar and writer Max Lerner. Leslie Cheek III was a graduate of both Harvard and the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism. Yale graduate Robert Kaiser was the son of diplomat Philip Kaiser, the Deputy Chief of Mission in the American Embassy in London. In addition, Kaiser was returning to the newsroom after a Post internship the previous summer, which he had gotten through a family connection and his work on the Yale Daily News.


I had not come to Washington expecting that my first real job at a newspaper would be at the Post. This was just supposed to be a research assignment. I was planning to return to The Ohio State University’s School of Journalism to get a master’s degree. I did not anticipate what kind of stepping-stone to the future my accidental internship might be.


On the morning the other interns were expected to begin work, I was seated early at my assigned desk, near the long line of gray metal desks that formed the city desk. A young man in an old man’s dark, pin-striped suit burst into the newsroom, slid onto the city desk in front of assistant city editor Roy Aarons, and announced: “Hi, Roy. I’m back.” It turned out to be Bob Kaiser. He appeared to be very much at home.


Isaacs shrewdly sized up the situation. He calculated that Kaiser and I, because of our experience and eagerness, were the most likely interns to produce useful journalism for the Post that summer. He also guessed that we could be natural rivals because of our contrasting pedigrees—Kaiser’s brash self-confidence and my low-key determination. Isaacs created a competition between us to determine who would have the most bylined stories in the Post by summer’s end. We tied, with thirteen stories each. My very first story, about local bank workers hoarding commemorative John F. Kennedy half dollars to sell on the side to coin dealers, appeared at the top of the Post’s front page on June 26. It was my first investigative story for the newspaper.


The scruffy Post newsroom of that time was crowded with dirty gray desks cluttered with piles of paper, clunky black rotary phones, and manual typewriters. The air was smoky, and not all the cigarette butts made it into ashtrays. By day, the newsroom was bustling with work that seemed to me to be very important, accompanied by shouted orders from editors, ringing telephones, clacking typewriters, and calls of “copy” or “boy,” summoning young copy boys, as they all were called then, to carry typed pages of stories in progress from reporters to their editors. There was a surprising amount of socializing and laughter before the pressure of deadlines arrived in the late afternoon and early evening. I found that it was not that much different from the atmosphere, on a much smaller scale, of the Lantern newsroom at Ohio State.


At night, the Post newsroom was populated by characters out of The Front Page. The night copy editors, who gave stories their final edits and headlines on deadline, imbibed from liquor bottles kept in their desk drawers. The curmudgeonly night city editor, Bill Brady, was a master of intimidating sarcasm when pointing out holes in stories. When he first called me “Ace” while editing a story of mine that survived his scrutiny, I felt complimented, until I heard him calling everyone Ace.


Harry Gabbett, a small, wiry man who was a witty artist with words, worked night rewrite, meaning he wrote stories based on information phoned in to him by reporters covering crimes, fires, and other breaking news out on the streets. Whenever I was assigned to call Gabbett with what I found at the scene of a crime or a fire, I was always afraid he would ask a question about a significant fact that I could not answer. Gabbett’s most famous lead paragraph of a news story he wrote in the Post has been widely republished: “Paul (Race Horse) Mitchell, 57, of one address right after another, died on the street here yesterday—unexpectedly and after a long illness, but mostly from two bullet wounds.”


Finished stories were sent through pneumatic tubes scattered throughout the newsroom to the print shop on the floor below, where they were set in hot metal type on ancient linotype machines. Through a series of processes, pages of type and artwork were cast into curved metal plates that were put onto the huge printing presses in the bottom of the building. When the presses started up to print the first pages of the Post’s earliest edition at about 10:30 each evening, the whole building shook. Feeling those tremors when working late in the newsroom was a thrill of which I never tired. Many years later, the old presses were replaced by modern successors in two new Post printing plants in the Washington suburbs. I missed them.


Despite our rivalry that summer, Bob Kaiser helped me become comfortable in the sometimes intimidating newsroom, where he already had that previous summer’s experience under his belt. We enjoyed outperforming the other interns as we got to know each other in what would turn out to be the beginning of a lifelong journalistic relationship and personal friendship. Although he was almost a year younger than me, Bob would become the big brother that I never had, as I was the oldest of four brothers. I was not surprised when Al Friendly offered Kaiser work as a part-time correspondent in the Post’s London bureau while he pursued a master’s degree at the London School of Economics.


I didn’t know what to expect when Friendly called me into his office at the end of the summer. Although he was in charge of the newsroom under editor J. Russell Wiggins, Friendly was a distant figure, with his office and conference room hidden behind a wall at the front of the newsroom. I couldn’t have imagined that he would unknowingly determine the course of my life when he asked me if I wanted to work full-time as a reporter at the Post.


IT IS A TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICAN STORY. MY PARENTS, Leonard and Pearl Downie, were strong-willed, self-sufficient offspring of immigrants who had come to the United States just after the turn of the century.


My mother’s father, Stephan Evenheimer, emigrated from Hungary. He worked in a steel mill in Cleveland, Ohio, before dying of cancer at age fifty-two when I was just three years old. My maternal grandmother, born Matilda Simader, was brought by her parents to the United States from Germany. Pearl was the oldest of their four daughters and one son, and she shared in the responsibilities of caring for her younger siblings. When she could, she spent much of her time by herself, reading.


My father’s father, David Downie, grew up in Manchester, England. He ran away from home when he was seventeen and wound up fighting on the British side in the Boer War in South Africa. When he returned to Manchester, he married Margaret Ann Broome, an orphan raised by her aunt, whom he had known as a teenager. They came to the United States via Canada and settled in Cleveland, where my grandfather worked in an automobile factory. My father was their middle child, with an older brother and a younger sister.


Although he never learned to read music, Dad had a natural talent for singing and playing musical instruments, which he did all his life as a hobby. He also loved writing. He wrote news and sports stories and editorials for his high school newspaper, and poems that were published in Cleveland’s morning newspaper, the Plain Dealer. He met Pearl when she was doing his makeup for a high school musical. They fit together from the beginning. Dad was handsome, outgoing, and popular in school. Mom was softly beautiful and shy. During the Depression, they both worked, Mom in a drapery shop and Dad in a variety of jobs, including movie usher, roller skate messenger, and factory worker. They married when they finally could afford to, in 1940.


When World War II began, my father enlisted in the U.S. Army Air Force while my mother was pregnant with me. Sometime after I was born—on May 1, 1942—he reported to the Aviation Cadet Center at Adams Field in Little Rock, Arkansas. That left my mother with a newborn in Cleveland, supported by my father’s military pay. Dad washed out of pilot training due to motion sickness. He wound up serving out the war at Adams Field as a leader and mentor to the young pilots who were trained there. He rose to second in command of the war-depleted 581st Army Air Force Unit as a sergeant. He edited the base newspaper, ghostwriting the base commander’s column. After his discharge from active service, Dad served four years in the Air Force Reserve in Cleveland.


Mom and Dad had three more sons, my younger brothers Jerome, Brian, and Mark. Our parents taught us, by word and by example, the values of honesty, hard work, frugality, fairness, and modesty. We were active churchgoers. My father taught Sunday school, and I and my brothers were confirmed in the Evangelical and Reformed Church, which later merged into the United Church of Christ. I participated in church youth groups, and I even became a citywide Christian youth leader as a teenager. I remember it being more about my ego and the heady experience of leadership than my faith. After I left our family home, I drifted away from religion.


Dad first sold milk door-to-door after the war, then began delivering baked goods wholesale to food stores. Later, he sold flavoring ingredients to ice cream companies, eventually becoming well known in that industry. He was a natural salesman and enjoyed his work and meeting people. He was much more gregarious than I ever would be. He moonlighted for extra money as a bartender and waiter at glittering parties and banquets for Cleveland’s leading catering company. He never complained about the long hours, although he was often exhausted at home. He would never know what might have been had he been able to go to college and try his hand at journalism.


Mom ruled the household and tightly managed the family budget. She insisted that I and my brothers change our own bed linens, keep our shared rooms clean, and take turns doing other household chores. Dad and Mom bought, fixed up, and moved us from one inexpensive old house to another in working-class neighborhoods on Cleveland’s West Side. They did their own repairs, painting, and wallpapering. My dad also bought and repaired used cars for the family’s use.


As far back as I can remember, I was a very independent child and something of a loner. I had few friends in my neighborhood or at school, but it never seemed to bother me. My first memory of an interest in journalism was when I tapped out a brief account of trivial family happenings on a toy typewriter almost as soon as I could read. After being given a reading and writing test in elementary school, I was put into a Cleveland Public Schools program for gifted children called Major Work. I spent the fifth and sixth grades with other Major Work students at Landon Elementary School in a single open classroom with its own well-stocked corner library. When our assignments were completed, we were free to read anything we wanted. We also wrote and presented to the rest of the class modest research projects on subjects of our choosing. Mine included a prize-winning, sixth-grade report about the St. Lawrence Seaway, which connected the Great Lakes to the Atlantic Ocean.


Most important for me, our English teacher started a little elementary school newspaper. I was one of the writers in the fifth grade and the editor-in-chief in the sixth grade. The first three-page, mimeographed issue of The Landon Life, published on January 19, 1953, contained my first article, about what it was like for the students in the rest of school to change rooms each semester. I still have a dog-eared copy. I was hooked on journalism at the age of eleven.


As a teenager, I was a newspaper carrier in my neighborhood, delivering a now-defunct afternoon newspaper, the Cleveland Press, then Ohio’s largest-circulation daily. It was my first paying job, and it made me feel connected to newspapering. I read both the Press and the Plain Dealer every day and studied the history of the Press and the Scripps Howard chain that owned it. Dad took me one evening to an event where the well-known crusading editor of the Cleveland Press, Louis B. Seltzer, spoke about his memoir and the watchdog role of the press in a way that I found inspiring.


In my early teens, my mother gave me permission to take public transit downtown to the main Cleveland Public Library. The librarians allowed me to wander the stacks, where I could pull and read books that interested me. I remember particularly enjoying the writing of humorists James Thurber, an Ohioan, and Robert Benchley. I occasionally went to the nearby, cavernous Cleveland stadium and paid a dollar or two to sit in the bleachers and watch the Indians play baseball and the Browns play football, at a time when both teams were among the best in their sports. I looked older than I was, reaching my full height of nearly six feet before I was twelve years old.


I became a top student at Wilbur Wright Junior High School, but I was too clumsy to play sports, too gawky to attract girls, and too square to be socially popular. Instead, I excelled at journalism. In a pattern I would follow in high school and college, I worked on the junior high newspaper, the Sky-Wrighter. I first covered school sports and then edited the biweekly newspaper in the ninth grade. One of my fellow student journalists, and predecessor as editor of the Sky-Wrighter, was Donna Shalala. She went on to run cabinet departments in the Carter and Clinton administrations and became chancellor of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, president of the University of Miami, and a member of Congress from Florida. Like Donna, I seemed to take naturally to leadership, although I did not have her outgoing personality.


At John Marshall High School, I was even more preoccupied with its weekly student newspaper, the Interpreter. Again, I started by covering sports and finished by editing the newspaper in my senior year. Academically, I enjoyed and excelled at English, social studies, and math. Although I got on with students in my classes, I was still socially awkward. I was largely ignored outside class by the cliques of popular students who ate lunch at the same tables in the cafeteria and got together after school.


Yet still drawn to leadership, I ran for class president nearly every semester. I usually lost to the same person, a boy who was prominent in the school’s most desirable clique. When I ran against him yet again in the final semester of our senior year, I unexpectedly won in the secret ballot election on a Friday. I guessed it was because the other 411 seniors knew that the class president would be given considerable responsibility for graduation activities, and they thought that I was less likely than my opponent to play favorites.


The losing candidate, now no longer class president when he most wanted to be, was so unhappy that he got into an angry argument with his steady girlfriend, Barbara “Bonnie” Lindsey, one of the most popular girls in our class. “I guess you’ll want to go to the dance with Len Downie now,” he told her. And she decided to do just that, asking me to be her date at the next night’s big dance. Something improbable clicked between us, and we were inseparable throughout the rest of our senior year.


My parents and I were determined that I would go to college, even though they couldn’t afford it. Fortunately, with good grades and better test scores, I became a National Merit scholar and was accepted to the several colleges to which I applied, including Princeton and Ohio State. Rice University offered me a full scholarship to major in mathematics. Had I accepted, it would have been a disaster once I had encountered college calculus. Instead, I applied for an Ed Bang scholarship to study journalism at Ohio State. It was awarded to one Cleveland high school journalist each year by the city’s Board of Education from a fund honoring a beloved Cleveland sportswriter. A panel of local journalists selected me for the scholarship, which would cover part of the cost of attending Ohio State.


Then came the first big turning point in my life. During the summer after our high school graduation, Bonnie discovered she was pregnant. After much agonizing and discussions with our shocked and angry parents, we decided to marry and go to Ohio State together. Bonnie had to abandon her plans to attend a small, prestigious liberal arts college, Ohio Wesleyan, in the first of several sacrifices she would make for me and my drive to be a journalist.


OUR FIRST SON, DAVID, WAS BORN ON MARCH 1, 1961, IN THE Ohio State University Hospital. With financial assistance from Bonnie’s parents, our new family of three lived in a university townhouse complex for married couples, located just across the Olentangy River from the main Ohio State campus. I began working weekends at the Columbus, Ohio, plant of American Bakeries, Dad’s employer in Cleveland. I pulled loaves of bread out of hot ovens and packages of hot dog and hamburger buns off conveyor belts. My coworkers mockingly called me “the college boy.” My mother assured me that it was character building.


At school, when I was not in class, I was in the newsroom of the Lantern, the daily student newspaper published by Ohio State’s School of Journalism. It provided an essentially professional experience for its student reporters and editors. The advertising-supported paper was published five mornings a week, with a 1 a.m. press start, for a free circulation of 30,000 on the huge Ohio State campus. In addition to university news, it covered city and state stories affecting the university community, plus national and foreign news from wire services.


Once again, I started with sports, covering Ohio State’s then national champion football and basketball teams, as well as writing a sports column. As a freshman and sophomore, I traveled with the teams to away games and worked alongside professional sports writers in Big Ten schools’ stadium and arena press boxes. I interviewed major college coaches and star athletes in their locker rooms after games. It was a heady experience that deepened my attraction to journalism.


In November 1961, Coach Woody Hayes’s undefeated football team was voted national champion in news media polls after it won the Big Ten championship, making it eligible to play in the Rose Bowl on New Year’s Day. However, after two hours of sometimes tense debate that I witnessed, the university’s faculty council voted 28–25 not to allow the university to accept the bowl invitation. The opponents of the bowl bid argued that it was an opportunity to keep football from becoming too important at Ohio State. It was the first and only time the university turned down the opportunity to send its football team to a bowl game.


That evening, thousands of students reacted by taking over High Street, the main thoroughfare connecting the university to downtown Columbus. Blocking traffic for hours, they noisily marched to the state capitol and back. They were joined along the way by townspeople, and shepherded, it appeared, by sympathetic local police.


I wrote all three stories that filled the front page of the Lantern the next morning: the top story about the faculty council vote, a sidebar about the council’s debate, and a news story about the student demonstration. Around that time, other universities were beginning to have debates and demonstrations about free speech. At Ohio State, it was about football. I researched and wrote an honors thesis about the finances of Ohio State football and the university athletics program that it dominated. Woody Hayes granted me an interview, and he turned out to be more cooperative and less overbearing than I had experienced during his antagonistic post-game press conferences.


In April 1962, Ohio State had its first free speech controversy, which presented me with a challenge. I was editorial page editor of the Lantern at the time. As it happened, I was nearly alone in the Lantern newsroom when word came that the university president had locked out a speaker scheduled to appear on campus that evening. Phillip Abbott Luce, then a leftist activist, had been invited by a faculty member and a student group he advised to speak about Luce’s opposition to the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) and its crusades against Communist subversion in the country, a 1960s holdover from the McCarthy era.


Ohio State president Novice G. Fawcett, citing a restrictive speakers rule adopted by the university’s board of trustees during the Red scares in the early 1950s, cancelled Luce’s appearance. He ordered that the law school auditorium be locked an hour before the scheduled speech. Several hundred students soon congregated outside the auditorium. The professor who had invited Luce told the students they could instead listen to Luce at an off-campus house nearby. While I was there watching Luce speak to students gathered outside the house, some of them were stopped and questioned by the campus police chief, who showed up with some plainclothes officers. When I tried to interview the officers, I was pushed away.


I hurried back to the Lantern newsroom to write a front-page story about all of this for the next morning’s edition. The next day, in a decision I only later realized was wrong, I sat down at my editorial page editor’s desk and wrote a strongly worded editorial condemning what Fawcett had done as “a severe blow to academic freedom at Ohio State.” Over two days, I had written both the front-page news story and the lead editorial about the same event! As it happened, there were no student demonstrations and only muted faculty protests, although the speakers rule was quietly rescinded four years later.


In time, I came to understand and strongly believe in a strict separation between news reporting and editorial opinion, as practiced by the Washington Post and many, but not all, other newspapers. For decades to come, I would use my youthful mistake as an object lesson about ethics for the journalists I later led at the Washington Post and the students I taught after retiring from the newspaper.


In the first semester of my junior year, I worked as managing editor of the Lantern, directing much of its journalism and often overseeing the start of our old printing press at 1 in the morning. This was usually followed by beer and burgers with the remaining staff members at a nearby pub. It meant not spending much time with Bonnie and David during the week, which I tried to make up on weekends.


There also was the pressure of staying afloat financially, despite assistance from Bonnie’s parents. No one in the Lantern newsroom was paid because it was technically a laboratory of the School of Journalism. I won additional scholarships, and I worked the summer between my sophomore and junior years as a paid intern writer for the public relations department in the Columbus headquarters of Nationwide Insurance. In January 1963, I was given the opportunity to work around my class schedule for the next eighteen months as the salaried assistant editor of the Ohio State Monthly alumni magazine. I wrote and edited articles, took and developed photographs, designed pages, and helped to oversee the magazine’s production at a printing plant an hour’s drive from Columbus. Again, my days away from home were long, but the job provided a measure of financial security for our family until I graduated in June 1964.


When I was hired by the Post at the end of my summer internship, the editors agreed that I could initially work as a beginning reporter while researching and writing a thesis to earn a master’s degree from Ohio State, a goal that journalism school director George Kienzle had set for me. I would then go back to the Ohio State campus to take required courses and get my degree before returning to the Post. I wrote obituaries and did night reporting and story rewriting shifts at the newspaper. I completed my master’s thesis about what was then a relatively new phenomenon: swarming hordes of reporters and radio and television technicians covering major news stories, especially political conventions and election campaign events. My research included my first political trip with the national press corps covering President Lyndon Johnson’s reelection campaign in the boroughs of New York in the autumn of 1964.


Our second son, Scott, was born on June 8, 1965, in Cleveland, where Bonnie was staying with her parents while I finished my coursework at Ohio State. I went there for his birth and returned briefly to Columbus to receive my master’s degree. Sadly, George Kienzle, the first of several significant mentors for me, had died of cancer in March.


Our family of four then moved back to Washington as I returned to the Post as a local news reporter with a starting salary of $105 a week. My father helped me find and buy a surprisingly inexpensive new house in a sprawling new suburban community in Bowie, Maryland, built by William Levitt—the latest of his affordable Levittown postwar planned communities in New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. It was a little more than a half hour’s commute from downtown Washington, but it turned out to be a world away from what my life would become at the Washington Post.
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Muckraker


WHEN I RETURNED TO THE POST NEWSROOM in the summer of 1965, investigative reporting had begun reappearing in American newspapers after decades of dormancy. It was reporting that went beyond daily news events to dig deeper into wrongdoing and societal problems. It held powerful people and institutions accountable. I knew what it was, but I had not expected to be learning how to do it relatively soon—just as I had not expected just a year earlier to be working at the Post at all.


For a while after my return, my week was divided between working in the newsroom on two weekdays, reporting from police headquarters on two weeknights, and covering criminal arraignments in Washington’s D.C. Court of General Sessions on Saturdays. I was only vaguely aware of Ben Bradlee’s recent takeover of the newsroom.


At police headquarters, I sat at the battered metal desk of the legendary Alfred E. Lewis, who had already covered the police for thirty of the fifty years he would spend on the beat for the Post. A small man with a self-deprecating manner, he usually wore a regulation blue police sweater and conversed with officers in their language. He was persistent in his pursuit of crime news, and perhaps overly friendly in his relationships with the police sources he depended on for stories. On June 17, 1972, Al would be the only reporter allowed by the police to go with them inside the Democratic National Headquarters in the Watergate Office Building as they investigated an unusual burglary there.


Al was known by everyone at the Post as “Uncle Al” for his mentoring of young reporters, like me, who passed through the night police beat. He was among the last of the newspaper “leg men” who gathered information on their beats and out in the streets but never wrote stories. Instead, Al telephoned the information he gathered to a rewrite man in the newsroom, who, on some occasions during my day shifts, was me. So many different rewrite men, including Harry Gabbett, ghostwrote stories under Al’s byline that he once won a local Washington Newspaper Guild writing award for the richness and variety of the stories’ writing styles.


I briefly overlapped with Al when I arrived at the press room at police headquarters each evening, so he could fill me in. After he left, I pulled out a typewriter bolted into a compartment inside his desk to write my stories. Whenever I forgot to put the typewriter back in the desk, I caught hell from Al. He thought that, by leaving it out for him to find when he got to work the next day, I was mocking the fact that he did not write his own stories.


I learned about my relatively new city from the police radio chatter, written crime reports, and occasional forays to the scenes of crimes and fires. I also learned how to extract information from police officers uninterested in and sometimes hostile to talking to a reporter they didn’t know. In the Saturday arraignment court, I had to overcome my natural shyness to ask questions of prosecutors and lawyers whom I had never met before. I had started feeling at home in the Post newsroom, but I still felt like an outsider in police headquarters and the courthouse. Yet what I learned in those months would soon prove useful.


Among the police, court, and other stories that I pursued, often on my own initiative without assignment, was the suicide of a sixty-two-year-old U.S. Patent Office examiner in a police precinct cell, where he was being held for public intoxication. From my night police post, I also found and reported that numerous people had died, suffered injuries, or fallen seriously ill while jailed for public drunkenness in police and court lockups around Washington. I was beginning to do investigative reporting.


Steve Isaacs, now the city editor, took a particular interest in me and my work. He fancied himself a mentor for some of the newer city news staff reporters who were only a few years younger than he was. He occasionally took me to lunch at the hotel next door to the Post, where he always began the meal with two martinis. I did not join him in the drinking. Nevertheless he enjoyed entertaining me with juicy newsroom gossip, in a tone laced with self-importance and impatient ambition.


I was surprised when Isaacs told me that my work had attracted the attention of Ben Bradlee, who had covered police, crime, and the local court while he was a young Post reporter. He and Isaacs, who also had briefly covered the court, knew that the D.C. Court of General Sessions was dysfunctional in ways that had never been reported by the newspaper. And Ben Gilbert, by then deputy managing editor, knew from his local government contacts that President Lyndon Johnson’s administration was eager to reform the plantation-like federal rule of the District of Columbia, including its courts.


Apparently at Ben’s suggestion, Isaacs and Gilbert sent me to the Court of General Sessions to look around and determine what I might write about it. The Post’s beat reporter continued to cover trials and other daily news there.


I was a young-looking twenty-three-year-old in a cheap suit wandering the teeming hallways and courtrooms of the overcrowded old criminal court building. Mostly unnoticed, I occasionally ducked into stairwells to take notes. My outsider mien suited me well for this kind of reporting. And it still was costing the Post only my $105 weekly salary.


I found a Dickensian scene in the court’s corridors. I saw whiskey, carried in coat pockets and lawyers’ briefcases, being consumed in public, and empty bottles discarded in hallways and bathrooms. I watched money changing hands as shabbily dressed defense lawyers demanded payment in advance from criminal defendants assigned to them by the court, with bail bondsmen soliciting fees from relatives and lawyers of defendants seeking freedom on bail. I saw defense lawyers mingling with police officers and complaining witnesses, bargaining over cases outside the courtrooms. When I eventually began interviewing prosecutors, defense lawyers, and judges, I found that some of the lawyers, when paid enough by defendants, then went from courtroom to courtroom seeking judges who would reward their clients with the most lenient sentence if they pleaded guilty to reduced charges.


In the courtrooms, I noticed that few trials were being held. Most criminal misdemeanor cases were resolved in a few minutes with guilty pleas, or with charges dropped altogether. More serious felony cases were sent by prosecutors to the federal courthouse a few blocks away. Negotiations among prosecutors and lawyers went on noisily in courtrooms as other cases were being heard. Judges hurried everyone along to clear a court calendar overloaded with too many cases for too few judges who worked too few hours.


Some of the judges, all of whom were federal political appointees, appeared less competent to hold court than I would have been. In one criminal courtroom, I watched the veteran clerk do most of the work, day after day, rushing cases to pleas while the judge, sometimes visibly intoxicated, looked on. Another judge, the son of a liquor distributor who was a big contributor to the Democratic Party, was confined to traffic court because of his erratic behavior on the bench.


One judge demanded that I identify myself as I sat in his courtroom taking notes, but he refused to be interviewed afterward. Some of the judges who did talk to me defended the status quo. But two relatively new judges, Charles W. Halleck, son of a prominent Republican congressman, and Harold H. Greene, a former Justice Department lawyer, told me they found the court disturbingly dysfunctional.


Although they did not want to be quoted, they helped me better understand the court’s problems and told me about alternatives they were trying. They refused to give criminal cases to lawyers they found to be unscrupulous. They turned down guilty pleas that appeared to be unjust and rebuked lawyers for giving their defendants bad advice. They worked late into evenings to hear more cases and hold more trials, making themselves unpopular among other judges, court clerks, marshals, and bailiffs. I learned for the first time in my reporting relationships with them how to make and manage confidential sources.


Greene, a diminutive, cerebral, soft-spoken man who had written much of the Johnson administration’s civil rights legislation while he was at the Justice Department, was particularly helpful. What I didn’t know was that Greene was probably providing similar guidance to a young researcher named Harry Subin, who was secretly studying the court for the Justice Department. Subin was hidden away in a small office where I never noticed him.


I kept Isaacs and Gilbert apprised of my progress, and they allowed me more time to painstakingly compile statistics to support my reporting. In that long ago age before computerized records, I spent many weeks of long days in the court clerk’s office going through a year’s criminal case files, page by page, counting by hand how few had gone to trial and discovering what happened to those that didn’t. I found which judges were sought out by lawyers and defendants for the most lenient sentences. As significant patterns emerged from my primitive data gathering, I realized that I was fascinated by what others might find tedious. I learned the value of laboriously going through records for investigative reporting. Later, in the digital age, it would be called database reporting and become a staple of investigative journalism.


When I felt I was ready, and Isaacs and Gilbert agreed, I organized and wrote a seven-day series of front-page stories about the court, which was published in early February 1966. With headlines that included “Justice Found Rarely in Hullabaloo Marking Court of General Sessions” and “Justice Is Speedy Here, But Is It Justice” and “D.C. Defendants Can Pick Their Judges,” the stories made vividly clear how dysfunctional the court was.


Some General Sessions judges and lawyers were so angry about my stories that they complained to the Post and prodded the local bar association to investigate me and my sources at the court—none of which came to anything. Instead, a Post editorial characterized my articles as an “indictment” of the Court of General Sessions and called for reforms. U.S. Attorney General Nicholas deB. Katzenbach granted me an interview to say that there should be a wholesale overhaul of the city’s federally run court system, which produced another front-page story. That made me feel that my work was important.


Then an extraordinary thing happened. Deputy Attorney General Ramsay Clark invited himself to an off-the-record lunch with Ben Gilbert and me in an executive dining room at the Post. He told us that the Johnson administration had decided to abolish the Court of General Sessions and ask Congress to replace it with a new Washington, D.C., court in a new building with new leadership and new judges chosen on merit. He then asked me if Harold Greene should be its chief judge.


I was taken completely by surprise. By now, I understood the ethical separation between reporting and expressing opinions. I hesitantly told Clark how much Judge Greene had helped me, mostly without being identified in the stories. But I added that it was not my place as a journalist to advise the Justice Department one way or the other about whether Greene should lead a reformed court. In my mind I was thinking, I’m not even twenty-four years old, for heaven’s sake.


Before the year was out, the Johnson administration replaced some of the judges on the Court of General Sessions and appointed Harold Greene as its chief judge. He began making changes that significantly improved the court. In 1970, Congress would replace the Court of General Sessions with the present-day D.C. Superior Court in a new building, with Greene as its first chief judge.


Seeing the impact of the court series, Steve Isaacs decided to let me set my own agenda as a full-time investigative reporter, the only one on the Post’s local news staff, so long as I produced more front-page stories.


I persuaded city officials to let me go inside the badly overcrowded D.C. Jail and write about what I saw and what the prisoners told me about troubling conditions there. When I went back six months later, the number of prisoners had been reduced by a third, bunk beds had been removed from the sleeping dormitories, visiting and mail privileges had been expanded, a new recreation yard had been created, and new procedures had been put in place to reduce sexual assaults. Reforms also followed my subsequent investigations of the city’s lengthy pretrial jailing of criminal defendants who could not afford bail, the city’s abysmal detention facilities for youth offenders, and the poor performance of the D.C. Parole Board.


I was learning how to do investigative reporting largely by doing it on my own at what felt like warp speed. I was going inside places I had never imagined entering and talking to people I had not expected to meet. I was reporting and writing stories that were making a difference. I was attracting attention from important people. Senator Joseph Tydings of Maryland and his staff, for example, were in regular touch with me as they used my stories’ revelations as the basis for congressional hearings and legislative proposals for reforms of federally supervised District of Columbia legal institutions.


The Post had nominated my court series for the 1967 Pulitzer Prize in each of two categories, local reporting and investigative reporting. I did not receive the prize in either one, even though, I was told afterward, I had been selected as one of the three finalists in each of the categories. Rather than being too disappointed, I felt validated. I had discovered the power of investigative reporting that made a difference. I had found my calling.


I WAS THE YOUNGEST OF A RELATIVELY SMALL NUMBER OF INVESTIGATIVE reporters at ambitious local newspapers scattered around the country in the 1960s. We were the vanguard of a long-overdue revival of the muckraking in magazines, books, and a few newspapers that had helped bring about significant change in the United States.


From roughly 1902 to 1912, investigative journalists such as Lincoln Steffens, Upton Sinclair, Ida Tarbell, and David Graham Phillips exposed turn-of-the-century corruption in national and local governments and in private businesses, including the monopolistic and largely unregulated oil, railroad, banking, insurance, and food-processing industries. They helped create the political climate for President Theodore Roosevelt’s trust busting, the congressional passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act, and the ratification of the Seventeenth Amendment to the Constitution, which authorized popular election of the U.S. Senate. When their reporting revealed corruption by Roosevelt’s political allies, he tried (unsuccessfully) to curb them in a 1906 speech comparing “these reckless journalists” to the Man with the Muckrake always focused on “the filth on the floor” in John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Instead, they proudly became known as “muckrakers.”


Investigative journalism largely faded away during the two world wars, the Great Depression, the Korean War, and amidst the suppression of dissent during the McCarthy era. Except for a few journalistic rebels and syndicated columnists, most reporters and their news organizations devoted themselves to so-called objective coverage of events and official pronouncements. More skeptical reporting gradually revived with the demise of McCarthy’s red-baiting and the upheaval of the civil rights, counterculture, and anti–Vietnam War movements. Reporters in such cities as Miami, Philadelphia, Indianapolis, Chicago, and Houston had begun investigating wrongdoing in local law enforcement, the courts, and other local agencies, just as I was doing in Washington.


I won an award for the court series from the Federal Bar Association, which is composed of lawyers and judges working in the federal courts and government. Ben accompanied me to the award luncheon. As we walked through downtown Washington, I had my first real conversation with him. He seemed pleased with the court series and its impact and recognition, although lukewarm about some of my other stories that, in his words, “opened up cans of worms.” Ben had not had much experience with investigative reporting at that point, and he did not seem very interested in it. His priority was strengthening the Post’s national news performance and raising its profile, with his eye on competing someday with the New York Times.


However, as I later learned, it was Ben Bradlee’s style to let the people in the newsroom whom he liked most take charge of the things he was less interested in. He expected them to work hard to please him. That left plenty of room for the headstrong Steve Isaacs, who had become metropolitan news editor, to chart his own course. Steve aggressively expanded coverage of the city and suburbs and fought for the importance of that coverage in the newspaper and the newsroom. In turn, Isaacs encouraged initiative by the young, mostly male reporters he thought were the best on his staff, including me.


As my investigative reporting gained recognition, I became accepted by other “Isaacs’s Boys” who sat at desks around mine. It was then that, as the only state university graduate in the group, I was christened “Land Grant Len” by Dan Morgan, a plummy-voiced Harvard graduate who had been hired in 1963 and would be sent to West Germany as a foreign correspondent in 1968.


For a while, Bob Kaiser, my friendly rival from our summer internship, sat at the desk next to mine after he came back from London in 1967, and before he was sent to Saigon to report on the Vietnam War in 1969. Bob mixed more easily with the newsroom’s old-timers. He helped me to navigate the distance I was covering so quickly in my work life. What sometimes came across to others as elitist arrogance on Bob’s part felt to me more like reassuring guidance from someone more worldly than I was.
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