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FOREWORD


ANNE FULENWIDER


I first met Ian Birch while sitting in a cramped office on the 34th floor of the Hearst Tower in New York, when I was executive editor of Marie Claire under Joanna Coles (now chief content officer at Hearst), and a small group of us had been charged with improving the magazine’s covers. Ian was brought in as a specialist, having launched several groundbreaking magazines in the UK – Grazia, Red, Heat and Closer – and was introduced, more or less, as the Irish cover-whisperer.


Typically, our covers had been worked on by three or four of us who crowded around our design director’s desk, lobbing ideas for coverlines at the besieged creative director Suzanne Sykes, who was charged with translating our gibberish into something that both made sense and looked striking. These meetings were in stark contrast to my former place of employment, Vanity Fair, where Graydon Carter would gather ten or so of us in a wood-panelled conference room with that month’s cover projected onto a large screen. The room was so grand that many of us were too intimidated to speak. The Marie Claire cover meetings were much more casual, spontaneous and conducive to creative thought, but still, we’d been stuck in the weeds. Ian’s perspective, far as he was from our core audience of American women aged 21–35, was of an outsider, albeit with vast magazine experience. Which is why he was so effectively able to remind us of what we were there to do, no matter what our subject matter: create an immediate, emotional impact.


The great covers do this within the first milliseconds of eye contact. The image is arresting, the words complementary, but, most of all, a cultural moment is distilled to its essence. I remember exactly where I was, as I’m guessing many of us do, when I first saw the 1991 image of Demi Moore, naked and pregnant, and the 2015 reveal of Caitlyn Jenner’s transgender identity, both on the covers of Vanity Fair. Yes, the impact of these covers can be deconstructed and explained, and their geneses were highly orchestrated – months of wooing a subject, of negotiations and collaboration between photographer, stylist, publicist and subject, hours of preparation on set to get just the right light, angle, and expression – and that’s weeks before those gruelling hours of coverline brainstorms. A lot can go wrong. Which is why the perfect mix of elements is so elusive – and sometimes comes about accidentally. In the end the most successful covers give the illusion of having been produced by magic.


At my isolated boarding school in New Hampshire, far away from the buzzy world I longed to join, magazines were passed around like contraband in prison, and pored over for hours on end in our dorm rooms – missives from that impossibly glamorous world of New York City. Every page, every ad, every scent strip was analyzed for social codes and clues on how to be sophisticated. (To this day if I ever come across the scent of Giorgio Beverly Hills perfume I am immediately taken back to a freezing cold dorm room in the mid-1980s.)


I finally landed in New York, and gained a foothold in the world I had dreamed of. I’ve worked at four magazines, produced about 50 covers and led countless coverlines meetings, all in search of that magic alchemy. A lot has happened since I got here. When I landed at Vanity Fair, Madonna was on the cover, having given her first interview after the birth of Lourdes, and Bill Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky had just been outed by the Drudge Report. The internet had already begun its takeover of our attention spans. And yet, since then, as I’m reminded by Ian and his book, some of the most resonant cultural moments (as well as some of the just plain fun ones) have belonged to magazine covers. As Instagram takes over our lives and fake news spreads like wildfire across social media, I am forever grateful for magazines and their covers – beacons of culture, beaming light across the plains.


Anne Fulenwider is editor-in-chief of American Marie Claire





INTRODUCTION


IAN BIRCH


As a teenager in 1960s Belfast, I fell in love with magazines. They introduced me to a community outside of family and school. They taught me about words and pictures, how to structure and present an idea. They were seductive and aspirational. Especially potent was The Sunday Times Magazine, a weekly comet of colour and discovery. I remember seeing Rolling Stone for the first time in a Belfast boutique in 1968 while wondering if I could afford a Ben Sherman shirt. It was a revelation, a voice for a cultural shift which I only hazily understood but knew I wanted to be part of. I bought the magazine, not the shirt. Little did I realize that its co-founder, Jann Wenner, would be my boss 24 years later.


Like any business, a magazine’s first job is to make money for the owner, and that’s traditionally done through a combination of advertising and copy sales. The newsstand cover is obviously crucial here: it’s the most important marketing tool. It follows that a successful cover is one that sells as many copies as it can to its intended audience. The publishing industry has spent millions over the decades on research, trying to find the magic cover formula. Some titles have come very close, like People, whose covers have been calibrated with forensic brilliance. But even People can trip up.


The received thinking goes something like this. A mainstream cover should be instantly recognizable under the 5/5 rule (we make our choice within five seconds from five feet away); it should have an attractive and accessible photograph with strong eye contact (we read the picture before the text and we prefer photography to illustration or pure type because it takes less time and effort to decode); it should have an easily digestible and relatable mix of cover lines that pepper the expected with the odd surprise (anything depressing like a tragedy should be wrapped up in empathy); it should have a tone of warm, light banter (somewhere between a pun and a punch line); and one of the dominant colours should be “buy-me” red. Don’t get me wrong: to work within these commercial diktats and produce a cover that crackles and sells well is an enviable skill. Over the last 40 years, I have been lucky enough to work with designers and writers who have pulled this off.


But the covers here are different. I didn’t choose them on the basis of sales – their newsstand numbers fluctuated between the dismal and the dynamic. I chose them because they broke boundaries and started conversations. They made a moment feel red-hot and meaningful. Some confronted taboos about race and sex. Some ridiculed hypocrisy. Some memorialized a catastrophic event. Some provided a voice that was absent from the mainstream. Some were rallying calls. Some bordered on the crude. Some turned design conventions upside down. Some ended up hanging in galleries, such as George Lois’s Esquire covers, exhibited in New York’s MoMA in 2008.


They are social documents with unique backstories. I wanted to hear these stories from the creative mavericks behind them – the editor, the art director, the writer, the photographer, the photography director, the cartoonist, the stylist, the publisher and, occasionally, the celebrity or a relevant academic. That’s why I start in the late 1950s; prior to this, key players are sadly either dead or unavailable. I end when covers were re-energized by the twin political thunderbolts of Brexit and Trump, and the warp speed of the political news cycle. These covers became more adversarial because they could and should.


As I write, there is an overwhelming sense that the post-World War II magazine era is ending. The internet has taken over as the engine of popular culture and, in the process, decimated the print business model. Revenues from advertising and circulation have been shrinking rapidly, and that has forced legacy companies to cut staff, close, combine or sell some titles and reduce the frequencies of others, invest – often belatedly and furiously – in digital, video and voice-enabled services, and search for other ways to monetize their still-sizeable subscriber files. It’s a grim landscape, especially as platform monopolies like Google and Facebook suck up all the oxygen and most of the digital advertising money. And, like the entertainment and tech industries, publishing is facing an increasing number of sexual misconduct allegations, notably in high-end fashion photography. On the bright side, there has been a surge in the independent sector of handsomely designed niche titles, but as yet their commercial pulling power is limited. With technology, the barriers to producing magazines have never been lower, but the barriers to making them successful have never been higher.


And what of the future for magazines? Will they devolve further into marketing add-ons, stylish but supine? Like American public radio, will they ask their audiences for funding through a mix of subscription, membership fees and donation drives? Will they take a similar path to vinyl, which now enjoys a retro prestige? Kurt Andersen, astute social observer, former editor of New York and co-founder of Spy, hits the nail on the head: “Eventually, they’ll become like sailboats,” he said. “They don’t need to exist anymore. But people will still love them, and make them and buy them.”1





 


1   Quoted in Sydney Ember and Michael M Grynbaum, “The Not-So-Glossy Future of Magazines”, The New York Times, 23 September 2017.
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ONE


In 1953, when McCarthyism raged, the United States’ first openly gay magazine was launched on newsstands across the country.


CRAIG M LOFTIN:


Keep in mind that the Alfred Kinsey reports had come out. Everyone knew who Kinsey was. I mean he was on the cover of Time magazine. Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, in 1948, said that over a third of American men had had same-sex contacts. And he says, very bluntly, there is no reason to have laws against it. Now that’s one of the big things that helped inspire the homophile movement. One came out of that political movement. This was not a magazine for leisure and fun. The underlying idea was to bring all gay people together as “one”.


They were hoping that heterosexuals might pick up the magazine and flip through its contents and overcome their own prejudices. They would mail it to prominent judges, politicians and famous writers like Tennessee Williams, Gore Vidal and Norman Mailer.


Two-thirds of the magazine’s 3,000–5,000 monthly readers preferred buying their copies at newsstands, largely because they were fearful of being on a subscription list that might get seized by police. Newsstand visibility, therefore, was an important factor in the magazine’s national proliferation. One’s artists and editors had to fashion a visual style on the covers that would evoke gayness in a recognizable way, yet avoid inciting backlash from postal authorities, vice squads or censorship groups.2


Most of the illustrations were drawn by two women who were a couple. A commercial artist named Joan Corbin drew under the pseudonym Eve Elloree during the 1950s, and in the 1960s Dawn Fredericks took over most of Corbin’s duties. This represented a rare example of female creative control within a male-dominated homophile organization.


There was a growing frustration from them and other women that they were not getting heard, and eventually a lot of them ended up leaving One and joining the Daughters of Bilitis, which was the first lesbian organization. They had their own magazine called The Ladder (see Figure 1), which started in 1956 and was modelled off of One basically.


Their illustrations were non-threatening, and non-threatening is a key concept here. These homophile organizations of the 1950s were very assimilationist organizations. They wanted to be accepted by society. Kind of like the black Civil Rights Movement in its earlier phases. You dress nice, you speak professionally, you win over the mainstream by showing them how patriotic and American and normal you are.


What’s striking about this cover is how big the words are – huge letters proclaiming that in a shocking, daring way. But it’s not some menacing image. I would describe it as a prideful stoicism that says, “I have a right to exist.”
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Figure 1 The first issue of the United States’ first national lesbian magazine, The Ladder.
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AUGUST 1958


Managing editor: Don Slater


Art director: Eve Elloree


Cover artist: Dawn Fredericks


Craig M Loftin is Lecturer in American Studies at California State University, Fullerton.1








 


1   Craig M Loftin is the author of Masked Voices: Gay Men and Lesbians in Cold War America (SUNY Press, 2012) and Letters to One: Gay and Lesbian Voices from the 1950s and 1960s (SUNY Press, 2012).


2   C Loftin, “Drawing Attention: The Ambiguous Artwork of America’s First Gay Magazine”, paper presented at the Pacific Coast Branch of the American Historical Association Conference, San Diego 2012. Reproduced with kind permission of the author.






THE QUEEN


Jocelyn Stevens bought The Queen for around £10,000 in 1957 as a 25th birthday present to himself. He immediately set about turning the genteel high-society fortnightly (launched in 1861) into a graphically innovative and sharper-tongued vehicle for the new generation of talent. He recruited Mark Boxer, his compatriot from Cambridge, as art director and Tony Armstrong-Jones, who would become Lord Snowden, as photographer. Stevens had such a volcanic temper that Private Eye nicknamed him “Piranha Teeth”. Stories abounded of him tussling with staff in the office, firing people on a whim, throwing typewriters out of windows and terminating telephone calls by cutting the cord with a pair of scissors. He later told Sue Lawley on Desert Island Discs1 that most of the stories were true.


This cover toasted the consumer “boom”, the feature opening with “When did you last hear the word austerity? Nearly two thousand million pounds is pouring out of pockets and wallets and handbags and changing into air tickets and oysters, television sets and caviar, art treasures and vacuum cleaners, cigars and refrigerators.”2 Stevens later wrote: “It was our ‘you’ve never had it so good’3 issue and the Prime Minister liked the message. Reggie Maudling, who was Chancellor of the Exchequer, told me later that Harold Macmillan had arranged at the Cabinet meeting the following day for every Cabinet Minister to have a copy of the magazine in front of him. None of which stopped us attacking some of his Cabinet appointments following his election victory a month later.”4


DRUSILLA BEYFUS:


The Queen was a class effort in every respect. The editorial mix was unlike anything else in its canon, combining sharp social observation, tiptop art direction and photography and pieces by literary stars.


Private jokes were allowed in print. A goat-footsure touch on the slippery slopes of social class distinction characterized the comment features, such as a witty survey of The Establishment5 and a tilt at the machinations of newspaper gossip columnists. Literary lions counted. Among others, I recall pieces by James Thurber, Colin MacInnes, Penelope Gilliatt, Victoria Sackville-West, Clement Freud, Elizabeth Jane Howard.


We found a bifocal way of reflecting an upper-crust world, seeing things from the viewpoint of a bona fide paid-up member of the elite, and from a modern outsider’s perspective.


The Boom cover is a great example of Mark Boxer’s touch in combining images with cover-lines to put over the whole atmosphere of a story. The issue in every way represented a glamorous benchmark on the (temporary) end of national austerity.
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15 SEPTEMBER 1959


Editor-in-chief: Jocelyn Stevens


Editor: Beatrix Miller


Art editor: Mark Boxer


Associate editors: Quentin Crewe, Drusilla Beyfus


Cover credit: “Photographed at the Gargoyle by Desmond Russell.”








 


1   Desert Island Discs, first broadcast 8 March 1992.


2   Condensed from The Queen, 15 September 1959, p.29.


3   Harold Macmillan’s famous soundbite from a speech he delivered at a Tory rally on 20 July 1957 in Bedford.


4   The Sixties in Queen, edited by Nicholas Coleridge and Stephen Quinn, Ebury Press, 1987, pp.10–11.


5   “The Establishment Chronicle”, The Queen, August 1959.






TWEN


Germany had not seen a magazine like Twen before. Launched in Cologne in 1959, it spoke directly to the liberal post-war twentysomething generation (the name was an abbreviation of the English word “twenty”2). It championed pop culture, questioned society, looked outward to the United States and Britain and espoused sexuality in a big, sometimes profligate way. The design, by Willy Fleckhaus, introduced a radical 12-column grid together with a startling use of photography (contrasting large and small pictures) and typography (bold headlines with Brutalist-like slabs of text that cared more about design than meaning). Fleckhaus’s influence was enormous.


Design critic Klaus Thomas Edelman believes that many of Fleckhaus’s designs “express his continual attempts to make a fresh start for himself. A friend, Adolf Theobald, explains: ‘Drafted by Hitler into the armed forces, and cheated out of his youth, Fleckhaus used graphics to relive the youth that he had been denied: protest, opposition, liberalism, sentimentality, pleasure – all these things were worked out, processed through the layout.’”3


ANNA VON MUNCHHAUSEN:


I fell in love with Twen in the mid-1960s as a boarding-school girl in Germany. Don’t forget that it was a child of the late Adenauer4 years: a chancellor over 80 years old led the country. Germany was busy forgetting Hitler and wanted to rebuild the nation – the Wirtschaftswunder5 – without being told what role the Germans played from 1933 to 1945. The younger generation felt that under the surface there was much emotional repression in their parents’ minds.


To read Twen meant you were a member of an urban young elite, enjoying life, enjoying free love and feeling optimistic about the future. It was a sort of guideline to what was hip. It invented a certain female role model: positive thinking, independent sexiness which was completely new to German women. Willy Fleckhaus invented the position of art director in Germany.


WILL HOPKINS:


When I first saw Twen, I loved it and decided that I was going to work for Fleckhaus. I’d say to people, the Lord told me I had to go to Germany. My wife and I were living in Chicago where I was working for Chess Records. Six months later, we were in Cologne.


I went to their office but Fleckhaus was on vacation. They said, give us your phone number, but I didn’t have one so I went back every day and sat on their couch. One day, they got into trouble with a deadline so I started pasting up. I ended up spending two years there.


The cover would be arrived at very quickly. The black background, a picture of a beautiful woman, a provocative cover line and sometimes something a little ornamental by someone like Heinz Edelmann.6 The trumpet was just an ornament.


Fleckhaus never had to justify what he was doing. Most of the time, when we did a cover, the editor was nowhere to be found. It was his magazine, not the editor’s. He was very emotional about the way he chose pictures. We’d project slides on the wall and he’d say, take that out, take that out, take that out: very rapid, very intuitive.


One of my favourites is the Sylvie Vartan7 cover [bottom left]. It was the first thing I saw Fleckhaus and Diener work on together. That cover expressed the German notion of romance and the sentimentality that they seemed to love.
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Top row, left to right “I like looking at attractive girls”. “A child on the way: do you get married?”
Bottom row, left to right “How to read a man”. “The new report on the taboo of lesbian love. Why some girls only love girls”.







OCTOBER 1959 AND 20 APRIL 1960


Editor-in-chief: Adolf Theobald


Picture editing and layout: Willy Fleckhaus







DECEMBER 1964 AND JUNE 1966


Art director: Willy Fleckhaus


Assistant to art director: Christian Diener


Managing editor: Willi Herzog


Assistant art director (1964–6): Will Hopkins1


Anna von Munchhausen is content director at Die Zeit newspaper.








 


1   Will Hopkins went on to art-direct magazines including Look, GEO and American Photographer.


2   Sourced from Steven Heller, “The Modern Master of Magazine Design”, Graphis magazine, no. 249, vol. 43 (May/June 1987), p.10.


3   Klaus Thomas Edelmann, “Paint It Black”, Eye magazine, no. 3, vol. 1 (Spring 1991). Reproduced with the kind permission of Eye. Article available at: http://www.eyemagazine.com/feature/article/paint-it-black. Adolf Theobald was a co-founder of Twen.


4   Konrad Adenauer, first chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany), 1949–63.


5   The “Economic Miracle”, also known as the “Miracle on the Rhein”, describes the rapid reconstruction and development of the economies of West Germany and Austria after World War II.


6   Regular illustrator for Twen throughout the Sixties who also art-directed the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine film.


7   December 1964. Vartan is a French singer who was at the forefront of the yé-yé pop sound in the 1960s.
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ABOUT TOWN


Michael Heseltine and Clive Labovitch, freshly graduated from Oxford, set up Cornmarket Press1 and bought their first magazine, the “undistinguished quarterly”2 Man About Town, in 1959. They turned it into a sleek, sharp-witted and influential men’s monthly, shortening the name to About Town in late January 1961 (and then Town in February 1962). As Heseltine later noted, Labovitch’s “inspired decision was to recruit Tom Wolsey as art director”3 from the prestigious Crawford’s Advertising Agency.


JEANETTE COLLINS:


Tom was born in Germany and had a singular German accent that Peter Sellers learned for Dr Strangelove. He was slim, small and dapper with little hands – sort of perfect in every detail. He was like a little gremlin. I don’t think I had a real conversation with him until years after I left Town. Everything was about work. He was amazing but at times impossible.


I remember one major fight which went on all day between Heseltine, Labovitch and the editor Nick Tomalin about where to crop the nipple on the fragmented mirrors cover.4 As modest as that cover is, it caused absolute mayhem. Tom wanted the nipple in, and Michael said, “Over my dead body.” Eventually, the nipple was cropped. Town had always distanced itself from any sort of soft porn-y covers and I would say here that Tom was putting a tentative toe into the permissive Sixties. When he lost, he went back to his office. Outside his door were the coat racks. He took down Nick Tomalin’s coat, dropped it on the floor and jumped up and down on it. Then he picked it up very delicately, hung it back up and went, “Tee hee hee.” That was the kind of relationship there was with editors.


The magic was done when you weren’t there. Tom would come in late in the mornings and would go out early for a long lunch, returning at 4pm. He then shut himself in his office and worked late into the night. I would arrive in the morning to a pile of layouts to prepare for the printer.


I once wrote this about him: “Tom used typography as mortar to bond image and word. He did overprint a good deal, but far from destroying the image he often heightened its effect by using the type to echo angles within the picture, to emphasize a visual point, to create excitement or reinforce a mood.”5 One cover that sums this up is “The Balloon” where the type anticipates what the photograph couldn’t – the balloon’s explosion. And, by the way, that’s Tom’s hand – delicate and hairy.


Tom was always looking for “shock tactics”, and the “new breed” of photographers such as David Bailey, John Bulmer, Donovan, Duffy and Don McCullin provided this. The “Anatomy of Anger” cover was a black-and-white photograph of Chita Rivera6 by Donovan, but Tom gave it a graphic treatment to emphasize the mood with this hot-orange background, and the shocking-pink lightning flash at the bottom. The grainy effect was achieved at the developing and printmaking stage, and the artwork for the flash was supplied as an overlay. The result was a tightly designed explosion of anger.
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JANUARY 1961
SEPTEMBER 1961


Publishers: Clive Labovitch, Michael Heseltine


Editor: David Hughes


Art director: Thomas Wolsey


Photography for both covers: Terence Donovan


Art assistant: Jeanette Collins








 


1   According to Wikipedia, “The partners split in 1965, with Heseltine renaming his half of the business Haymarket Press to publish Management Today.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haymarket_Media_Group


2   Michael Heseltine quoted in “Haymarket 50 Years: 50 Glorious Moments”, Campaign, 26 October 2007. http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/haymarket-50-years-50-glorious-moments-1-2/763156#z4uz4eeoFKzQ0Uqv.99


3   Ibid.


4   May 1962, “Facets of the Daily Mirror”.


5   Jeanette Collins, “Town and Tom Wolsey”, in British Photography, 1955–1965: The Master Craftsmen in Print, The Photographers’ Gallery, London, 1983, p.10.


6   American actress who was starring in the smash-hit musical Bye Bye Birdie in London.






EROS


Eros was a sumptuous half-book, half-magazine with a large format (13 × 10in), hardback covers and no advertising. The subject matter was the erotic, and Marilyn was the third cover, her last studio portraits which Bert Stern had taken six weeks before her death and published for the first time here, six weeks after it.


Ginzburg wrote an illuminating editor’s note: “The scratches and orange crosses on many of the photographs on the cover and following pages are not defects. They were made by Marilyn Monroe herself, her own reactions to various shots that showed a strand of hair out of place or a pose she felt was somehow awkward. We thought her markings were so interesting that we decided to leave them in.”1


SHOSHANA (FORMERLY SUSAN) GINZBURG:


Eros was entirely my idea. I was just a kid when we started that – 19 or 20. Ralph always wanted to publish a magazine, and I had just finished taking a course about Freud which called eros the life force. So I said to Ralph, “Everything is about sex so why don’t we do a magazine about eros?” I didn’t say, “Why don’t we call it Eros.” He said, “What would we put in there?” and I said, “Anything because everything is related to it. It gives us a lot of freedom while giving us a hook.” The girly magazines like Playboy, Dude and Nugget were doing well then. Ours would be nothing like that: ours would be clean and classy, from day one. Full of joy and art.


Ralph knew Herb was the best designer in the world so we got him. The square format gave him so much more visual leeway that other magazines didn’t have. We used a special printing method called flame set lithography which gave a vibrancy to the colour.


We knew Bert Stern. In those days, people had trouble getting anything published that showed nudity but wasn’t trash. There was no handsome place to put that kind of art. That’s why Bert wanted us because he knew what our attitude would be: honest and respectful. It was a collaboration between Bert and Herb, whose layouts made the pictures sing. Bert took such a loving view of Marilyn and even saved the negatives where she “x-ed” out the contact sheets. She did it in such a violent way like she was saying, “Make it gone.” They looked too much like the way she thought she really was. Such self-hatred. She was a terrific actress but Marilyn isn’t who she was. She was Norma Jean. We honoured her with this. It was our tribute.
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AUTUMN 1962


Editor and publisher: Ralph Ginzburg


Art director: Herb Lubalin


Associate editors: Warren Boroson, Susan Ginzburg


Cover photography: Bert Stern








 


1 Eros, Autumn 1962, p.5.






ESQUIRE


From 1962 to 1972, Madison Avenue art director George Lois and American Esquire editor Harold Hayes created some of the most original, ideas-rich, uncompromising and incendiary covers in magazine history. Lois often worked with photographer Carl Fischer, Lois creating the concept, drawing a tight sketch of each (Figure 2, Figure 3, Figure 4 and Figure 5) and directing them, and then Fischer bringing it to life. “People would say to me, ‘You got some balls doing those covers.’ I would say, ‘No, it’s Harold who has the balls.’ There’s no editor in the world who would do that now – allow me to choose the article in the upcoming issue, and then accept each cover I created with appreciation and pleasure.”1


Hayes asked Lois to do a “Christmassy” cover for December 1963. “Sonny Liston was perfect for the part,” Lois later explained. “By now he was known by everyone as the meanest man in the world. He had served time for armed robbery and didn’t give a damn about his image.”2 Lois didn’t add Liston’s name to the cover. It wasn’t a story about the world-champion boxer, it was an image of a black Santa Claus.
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