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For Ernie and for Peggy, and always for Casey and for Marie Colvin and all who put themselves in harm’s way to report the truth


“There is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in.”

—Graham Greene



Introduction


    I knew the voice and I knew the tone: I won’t let the bastards get the
        little guy.

    August, 1996: The voice yelling down the phone belonged to Atlanta
        lawyer Watson Bryant. His tone seethed with outrage, as he
        described the injustice being perpetrated by “goddamn reckless
        reporters”
        and an “out-of-control” FBI. I had been assigned to report
        on the press and FBI allegations that had attached themselves
        like a virus to the investigation of a terrorist attack that had shattered
        the 1996 Atlanta Olympics—the hundredth anniversary of
        the games and the first time they had ever taken place in the South.
        Thousands of revelers jammed the city for the competitions and
        massed in Centennial Park for late-night concerts. Eight days in, a
        catastrophe: On July 27, a pipe bomb exploded near the sound stage
        in the AT&T Global Village. Hundreds stampeded to escape the
        flying debris. Two people were killed and 111 injured—a miracle
        that it was so few, many said later. What would have happened if
        the bomb had not been spotted by an AT&T security guard named
        Richard Jewell?

    Now, three days after being called a hero, he was in the crosshairs
        of the FBI and press, fighting for his life and reputation.

    I had seen Watson Bryant on the Today show, defending his
        client Jewell. Bryant had blown the interview—he stumbled
        when pressed about how he knew that Jewell was in fact “innocent.”
        Watching from New York, it looked to me like a possible
        case of a David taking on too many Goliaths—the press, the FBI,
        world opinion. I would learn that Jewell had once been Bryant’s
        office boy, a pillowy kid he nicknamed Radar, but now he workedsecurity
        and took care of his mother, a bookkeeper recovering
        from hip surgery, while he studied to pass the exam to become a
        Georgia policeman. Donuts were his food group of choice. That
        fact—and his weight—would be used again and again to demonize
        him, as if body type and terrorism were irrevocably linked. In
        a frenzy of public hysteria, Jewell, who had in fact discovered the
        bomb, had, due to a confluence of bad decisions in newsrooms
        and at the FBI, had morphed into a criminal profiler’s dream target:
        the overzealous loner wannabe cop who was living out “an
        attention-seeking fantasy.”

    My first thought, hearing Bryant on the phone, was how familiar
        his tone of Don’t tread on me was. I had grown up with that
        tone and often heard it from my older brother, Carl, a trial lawyer
        by training and, like Bryant, a libertarian, who drove around San
        Antonio with his NRA sticker on the bumper of a pickup truck.
        Over the next weeks, I tried to convince Bryant to agree to let
        me tell Richard’s story. This was not easy. I was competing with
        scores of reporters and long-form magazine writers at a time when
        “exclusive” meant months of reporting and access. These stories
        required
        dozens of solid sources. I would have to spend weeks in Atlanta in multiple trips—all of which Vanity Fair would be willing
        to pay for.

    At first, Bryant was resistant. He had an innate distrust of the
        press, or said he did—I was never quite sure that this wasn’t part
        of his persona of the contrarian son of the Atlanta Country Club,
        a reflexive tic he had acquired rebelling against his late father, a
        former West Point football star. By the time I got to Atlanta, Jewell
        was just emerging from eighty-eight days of media and FBI psychic
        torture. He had been holed up in his apartment with his mother,
        who baked and sold lemon pound cakes in her spare time. Hundreds
        of reporters and news outlets—NBC, PBS, and the Atlanta
        Journal-Constitution—had made his life an American nightmare
        of Presumed Guilty smear-and-sneer humiliation. The word cancelled
        had not yet penetrated the American idiom, nor had the
        moral preening and rush to judgment of Twitter, but three days
        after Jewell had found the knapsack that contained the bomb—
        thus saving possibly hundreds of lives—he was now Public Enemy
        #1. His life, as it had existed before, was over. Out his window,
        there were mobs of reporters and sound trucks in his apartment
        building parking lot. “Did you plant the bomb, Richard?” “Rot in
        jail, you fat pig.”

    This convulsion had been triggered by a flirty Atlanta police
        reporter and a boastful FBI agent who believed he could pick a
        guilty man if he fit “a profile.” America had found a perfect victim
        for a new witch hunt.

    

    The word most often used to attack Richard Jewell was overzealous.
        He was “the Una-doofus,” joked Jay Leno, “who might have a “modified Munchausen complex.” The lede of Time’s
        August
        12 story: “Richard Jewell had run to the limelight, and
        now he was frying in it.” Time’s first-rate team of reporters was
        trying to play it both ways—bowing to the mood among the
        press corps of fat-shame-and-sneer as they described the traumatized
        Jewell, sitting outside his apartment for seven hours in the
        Georgia sun while the FBI ransacked it “as the Rush Limbaugh
        weigh-alike with the forlorn white moustache” waited, then tried
        to restore the balance with an acerbic description of an imagined
        happy ending: “If he is cleared, his story will probably be
        turned into an outrage-
        of-justice TV movie.” The tabloid furor
        ignited in the newsroom of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution,
        when a brazen police reporter named Kathy Scruggs persuaded
        her editors to go with a tip from an FBI agent she might have
        extracted in a flirty alcohol-fueled moment. The AJC headline
        would destroy Richard’s life: FBI SUSPECTS “HERO” GUARD
        MAY HAVE PLANTED BOMB.

    Game on.

    TIME laid it out quickly for its millions of readers—Jewell had
        “spoken with the press about his fortunate discovery of a bag containing
        the three-pipe device.” The bag— a military rucksack called
        an Alice Pack—was discovered by Jewell sometime after midnight
        as he waited for one of his favorite rock groups—Jack Mack and
        the Heart Attack—to perform on the stage near the sound-andlight
        tower of Centennial Park. When he saw the Alice Pack under
        the bench, Jewell called out to the crowd, “I want y’all to leave now.
        This is serious.” As he warned the crowd, he waited for the arrival
        of a bomb squad. They ignored him. Jewell had already annoyed
        the backstage crew with his chattery need to be liked. On the first day of the games, he had scrawled on the steps of the sound tower:
        If you didn’t go past me, you are not supposed to be here. Life is tough,
        tougher when you are stupid.

    In the madness of the days that followed, that step would be
        confiscated by the FBI and analyzed by bureau profilers as evidence
        that could contain a clue to his character. Watson Bryant would be
        told that the graffiti “was an obvious taunt.” In fact, I would later
        write, that expression was a line that Jewell had cribbed from John
        Wayne.

    The identity of the real bomber—a white supremacist named
        Eric Rudolf, who had targeted abortion clinics—would not be
        established for two more years. But Jewell’s innocence would
        become
        known inside the FBI within the first days he was identified.
        And yet, it would take eighty-eight days for Jewell to be
        exonerated.
        Through it all, Jewell attempted to live a normal life.
        He achieved his dream to become a cop—but died of a heart attack
        at the age of forty-four. He knew, he told me, he would always
        remain a question mark in many minds. “They look at me . . . they
        see me and I know they are saying to themselves, ‘Was he really
        innocent?’ ”

    After he was exonerated, the truth would be repeated again
        and again in newsrooms—and later taught in journalism schools
        as “the Jewell syndrome” as an epic mistake of unintended consequences.

    

    A theme of basic justice links the cluster of profiles in this collection.
        It seems almost unnecessary to observe the obvious: I don’t like to
        see the innocent get railroaded or the perpetrators of evil get away with it. The length of these stories and the months spent reporting
        them were a gift of what is now called the golden age of magazine
        reporting. My editors were generous with time and resources. The
        essence of the craft is always the same—obsession.
        As a reporter,
        I am drawn to others as obsessed. In 1993, on assignment
        for The
        New Yorker, I wrote of Constance Baker Motley, who had helped
        draft Brown v. Board of Education with NAACP founder Thurgood
        Marshall and went on to become the first African-
        American
        woman to be appointed to the federal bench. She was a woman of
        quiet elegance who shopped at Lord & Taylor for a new suit before
        she flew to Jackson, Mississippi, to face down racist crowds outside
        a segregated courthouse where she argued her case to integrate
        the University of Mississippi in front of a mural of a plantation
        and its slaves memorialized on the courtroom wall. She argued
        case after case in Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia, bringing in
        crowds of African-Americans who would marvel that a woman of
        color was at last causing real change. In Jackson, the local paper
        referred to her as “that Motley woman.”

    Her pursuit of justice did not incite the murderous violence
        that came out of the quest, twenty-five years later, of a schoolteacher
        in the Swat Valley of Pakistan who attempted to alert the
        world to the sadism being perpetrated by the Taliban in collusion
        with the powers inside Pakistan. Ziauddin Yousafzai, the father of
        Malala Yousafzai, almost lost his daughter in an attack that galvanized
        the world and turned the then–fourteen-year-old Malala
        into an international heroine who won the Nobel Prize.

    I am also drawn to those who have been somehow caught in
        the vise of public events and have been shredded by overwhelming
        forces. The death threats and the smear campaign waged against tobacco whistleblower Jeffrey Wigand and CBS’s 60 Minutes producer
        Lowell Bergman as they attempted to break the story of the
        corporate malfeasance being perpetrated by Big Tobacco preoccupied
        me for months. The chilling winds that could come from
        corporate big-footing at news organizations could only lead to
        censorship—as it had at CBS, which had killed Bergman’s story
        Not long after, I was in Atlanta, spending days with Richard Jewell.
        It took Jewell months to escape from the machinations of the FBI.
        How could the news outlets have gotten it so wrong? Why was I
        not surprised?

    

    The answer is perhaps rooted in my childhood in San Antonio. My
        father, feisty and opinionated, styled himself as a self-appointed
        one-man district attorney’s office. He was a businessman; his day
        job was running the family business, a small chain of discount department
        stores, but his hobby was exposing, as he phrased it, “the
        goddamn hypocrites and corrupt sons of bitches” who lived around
        us in our leafy garden suburb. I have written before of my gratitude
        for the background music of my growing-up years—the pounding
        of my father’s typewriter keys churning out Op-Eds, furious
        letters
        to editors and the heads of the Federal Trade Commission, and
        the copy for the thousands of handbills that every day would be
        placed in the shopping bags of Solo-Serve, the discount
        store that
        was started by my grandfather, a Mexican immigrant by way of
        the Baltic. His mission in 1919 was revolutionary: Solo-
        Serve was
        South Texas’s first “clerkless store” and welcomed all customers,
        especially
        the Mexican-Americans who were forced to use separate
        entrances at Texas schools.

    Who and what didn’t my father take on? The tax frauds and
        attempts to demolish historic Mexican-American neighborhoods
        for real estate development that were being perpetrated by San
        Antonio’s social set; the escalation of South Texas electrical power
        rates that would implicate a prominent local lawyer and his client,
        Houston’s oil magnate Oscar Wyatt, the chairman of Coastal States,
        who was often splashed in Vogue and Town and Country, with his
        wife, the ebullient social swan Lynn.

    My father’s own command post was a glassed-in office on the
        second floor of his downtown store, where he loved to bark into the
        public address system. “Attention, shoppers,” he once announced
        in his deep Texas drawl, “the chairman of the Estée Lauder Company
        is in our stores today in the cosmetics department trying to
        find out how we are able to sell his products at 50 percent off what
        you buy them for in New York. I want y’all to go and tell him a big
        Texas hello!” He came home gleeful at the melee he had caused. As
        an advertiser responsible for multiple pages of weekly Solo-Serve
        coupon specials, he was tolerated by the local newspaper editors
        and publishers, and beloved by reporters, who relied on him for
        scoops. The implicit message of my childhood was that it was our
        moral duty to speak out against injustice loudly and often, no
        matter who might be offended. I’m not sure this lesson did me
        any favors beyond the essential one of setting me on my path as a
        reporter.

    There was no other profession I could choose. Tom Wolfe had
        thrown down the gauntlet and lured in just about anyone who had
        ever thought about lifting a pen, hooking us with his neon language
        and Fourth of July word explosions of word salads that made
        vivid the race-car drivers and the follies of the nouveau riche and limousine liberals, including the art collector Ethel Scull, whose
        pineapple-colored hair and taxi fleet–owner husband allowed her
        to buy walls of Andy Warhols. And there was Wolfe himself in
        Austin, speaking to a standing-room-only crowd at the University
        of Texas in 1969. I jammed myself into the room to hear my idol
        and, during the question and answer session, waved my hand until
        Wolfe looked my way. Then, nerves overcame me. All I could stammer
        was “What did Ethel Scull think of the story you wrote about
        her?” The question, fifty years later, still mortifies with its naïve
        assumption that what anyone thinks matters, but Wolfe, always so
        kind and impeccable, took the time to answer. “Well, she did not
        like it very much,” he said. The assertion of fact with its unspoken
        corollary—what difference does it make?—delivered by this god in
        his white linen suit was, for me, the beginning of liberation.

    

    I fell in love with the exhilaration of reporting, the flow state where
        your obsession to Get the Story makes all distractions melt away.
        My father lived to be almost ninety and encouraged me to go after
        the corporate scoundrels of the 1990s—the Brown & Williamson
        Tobacco Company, which poisoned its products; the Houston
        thugs who ran Enron; Michael Milken and his junk-bond schemes;
        the F.B.I. and its false accusation and tarnishing of the reputation
        of Richard Jewell; and the crass opportunism of New York real
        estate con man Donald Trump and his mentor, the moral monster
        and rogue darling of the New York establishment Roy Cohn.
        “Those sons of bitches!” he said in his last years. “How do they get
        away with it?”

    “I would fly to Canada for a bobby pin,” one writer told me, describing her research methods, not long after I joined Vanity
        Fair in 1984. We were given the expense accounts and salaries to
        be able to do such things and were ferried about the city in sleek
        black town cars from a company called Big Apple. All day long they
        idled, tying up the traffic, firmly double-parked outside the Condé
        Nast Building at Madison Avenue and Forty-fourth Street. Take a
        subway? Why bother? It was boom time in the world of media.
        Anyone who had a major role in what we now quaintly refer to as
        “a content company”—then defined as a movie studio, a network,
        a talent agency, or a newspaper or magazine—was treated as if he
        or she were a god on Mount Olympus. Incredibly, in the atmosphere
        of surging magazine sales and new magazine start-ups that
        all attempted to describe the bonfire of 1980s vanities, we traveled
        the world and would linger for weeks, hoping to get a source to
        talk, turning in five-figure expense accounts for stories that could
        run eighteen thousand words. Fly to the South of France with one
        of the editors in hopes of snaring an interview with the deposed
        Haitian dictator Jean-Claude Duvalier? Not a problem. Weeks were
        spent near Moulin de Mougins, three-star meals charged without
        a thought. The interview was finally secured because of the intense
        vanity of Michelle Duvalier, the wife of “Baby Doc” Duvalier—Madame
        le President, as she insisted we call her. “Why didn’t you
        tell me that I would be photographed by Helmut Newton?” she
        asked (referring to that decade’s most celebrated chronicler of the
        beau monde) when we stuffed a final note inside her gate. The larcenies
        of Michelle Duvalier, a former fashion model who appeared
        at our interview in a jewel-encrusted appliquéd jacket, had taken
        $500 million from a country where the average yearly income was
        $300. Mired in splendor on the Riviera, she spent much of our interview complaining because the locals hated her and she had to
        make dinner reservations under an assumed name—and she was
        forced to give her husband a manicure every fortnight.

    On the same trip, I visited Graham Greene, perhaps the finest
        literary stylist of the century, in his modest one-bedroom flat in
        the port of Antibes. Greene wrote on a card table and was mildly
        irritated when I expressed surprise. “What else would I need?” he
        asked me. Then the man who had defined the barbaric Haiti of
        the Duvaliers in his masterpiece The Comedians said, “You can
        kill a conscience over time. Baby Doc proves that.” It was not all
        glamorous or luxe. From time to time I felt in some degree of danger.
        Landing in Kabul in the summer of 2004, I heard explosions
        nightly and a guard was posted outside my door. “Keep your windows
        closed,” my fixer, Samir, cautioned as we drove into Herat in
        search of a warlord and anyone who could tell us anything about
        the location of Osama Bin-Laden. My reporting in that period as
        well took me to the most dismal areas in the outskirts of Paris,
        where the police often failed to respond to crime. There, I found
        a terrified group of Muslim women trying to assimilate. Their terror
        was of their families, who insisted that they marry and return
        to Algeria or Tunisia, to remain in a more traditional life. Their
        fear was real—already five thousand French women reportedly had
        been virtually kidnapped, as France grappled with their failure to
        come to embrace their immigrant population.

    

    As I write in October of 2019, America and the world are in the
        grip of a political and cultural civil war, ramped up by the machinations
        of a president who appears untethered from any sense of legal reality, respect for our institutions, or moral core. As corrupt
        as the Duvaliers, he has installed his children in positions of power
        and enrichment. The frame of our daily life is now dictated by the
        scolds and pronouncements of cable TV and the urgencies of infotainment
        news that helped to create Trump and define the era. All
        of this was done with the implicit acquiescence of a New York establishment
        that helped Trump rise to power, pushing his buffoon
        antics into frequent headlines in the 1980s and 1990s while reporting
        in whispers to each other his vulgar asides, as if the display of
        his id was somehow an art form.

    I was reporting for New York in 1980, just after Trump burst
        onto the scene. It was a moment when the city still hovered in
        the twilight of a world controlled by the Tammany bosses and the
        Favor Bank politics of the party bosses. The elite old-money values
        of the WASP power structure were evaporating. Few would mourn
        the passing of their predatory monopolies and quotas—or almost
        complete exclusion of women and minorities in jobs, clubs, and
        real estate. The ad “You don’t have to be Jewish to love Levy’s Rye
        Bread” seemed revolutionary when it appeared in the 1960s, but
        the snobberies and anti-Semitism depicted in Gentleman’s Agreement
        seemed almost as relevant a decade later. Soon all that would
        change: We were hovering on the edge of the volcano of deregulation
        brought by newly elected president Ronald Reagan and
        the greed and glory of the Wall Street buccaneers. Trump rode the
        gossip columns, shamelessly called the columnists while pretending
        to be a Trump PR man, and charmed his way into Manhattan
        with his rogue antics. For a generation that had grown up in
        the sixties, the kid from Queens sticking his fingers in the eyes of
        authority
        was catnip, and we could not get enough of him.

    Everything about him was fishy, I wrote in 1980, not least his
        antics in getting the Hyatt hotel developed in a desolate part of
        Forty-second Street near Grand Central Terminal. He spoke to
        his lawyer Roy Cohn at least “a dozen times a day,” Cohn preened
        from his shambles of an office with dusty stuffed frogs decorating
        every surface. He was obsessed with his young protégé. “Donald
        can’t make a move without me,” Cohn said, as if he wished they
        were lovers. Trump had transferred from Fordham to the Wharton
        School, where my older brother, Carl, was in his class. Learning that
        I had been assigned to write about him, my brother laughed. “That
        jerk. He had no friends and rode around in a limousine, talking
        about his father’s deals in Queens.” He was all id, even then, a manchild
        trying to hide what seemed to be anxiety about himself. By
        the time he was in his thirties, the bully-boy tactics and flouting of
        all rules began to leak into public view, but the lack of censure of
        his corrosive persona was impossible to predict. The bankruptcies
        and financial shenanigans that sank his empire in 1990 will be seen
        as predictive when the Trump bubble finally bursts. America will
        be affected for decades to come.

    I mentioned the ways subjects respond to profiles. I wrote a
        piece about Donald Trump in Vanity Fair in 1990, as Trump’s world
        seemed about to collapse. He was close to bankruptcy and had left
        his wife Ivana, moving to a separate apartment at the Trump Tower,
        where he was reportedly spending his day eating hamburgers and
        fries in front of a large TV. I have never written about Trump’s
        reaction
        to my reporting. Upset that I reported for Vanity Fair that
        he kept a copy of My New Order, Hitler’s speeches and pronouncements,
        by his bed, Trump went on a rampage, appearing with
        anchorwoman
        Barbara Walters in prime time to announce he was suing me. Of course, he never did. Instead, for a decade, he attacked
        me as “an unattractive reporter with men issues” in the tabloids,
        and in his book Trump: The Art of the Comeback, ghostwritten by
        Kate Bohner. I am happy to report that he described “After the
        Gold Rush” as “one of the worst stories ever written about me.”

    And that brings us to the wine. Since 1991, the wine Trump
        may or not have poured down my dress—or over my head, in one
        Trump retelling—has changed color and amount depending on
        who recounts the tale. Trump told Mark Singer that he threw red
        wine on me. Singer was gallant enough not to report whatever else
        he said.

    Trump’s inability to tell the truth extended even to misstating
        his form of revenge on my reporting.

    At a charity dinner, almost a year after my twelve-thousandword
        story appeared, Trump slipped behind me as I sat with friends
        and took a half glass of white wine and poured it down my black
        jacket. I thought it was a waiter and did not flinch, but the faces at
        the table froze in horror. Trump scurried out the door, a coward’s
        coward, incapable of even facing me. I will never be able to express
        my gratitude for Trump’s remark to Mark Singer. That half glass of
        wine has become a badge of honor.

    What was it that really angered Donald Trump in “After the
        Gold Rush”? The fact that he had grifted—among others—his close
        associate Louise Sunshine, who had to borrow $1 million from her
        friend the developer Leonard Stern to retain property rights in one
        of his buildings? Or that his children did not speak to him? The
        detail
        that stays with me occurred in the press room of the New
        York State Courthouse in lower Manhattan. Trump was fighting
        a brutal case brought against him by scores of Polish immigrant workers who allegedly had been paid under the minimum wage
        to build the Trump Tower. The tabloids had turned on Trump,
        accusing
        him of paying “slave wages” exploiting the Polish workers.
        Trump settled, at a cost, it was said at the time, of millions of dollars.
        I made my way to the press room to hear my colleagues erupt
        in rage, at themselves and at the man to whom they had devoted
        so much ink. The babble in 1990 seemed definitive: “We made this
        monster. We gave him the headlines. We created him. Never again.”

    

    The piece I wrote about Richard Jewell—“The Ballad of Richard
        Jewell”—has been made into a movie. In July of this year, I flew to
        Atlanta to visit the set. Adapted by Academy Award nominee Billy
        Ray, Richard Jewell was being directed by Clint Eastwood, whose astonishing
        career has often focused on the granular human stories of
        the unseen. You could not understand what had happened to Richard
        Jewell and not think about The Ox-Bow Incident—the lynching
        of an innocent man accused of cattle rustling. Eastwood had seen
        William Wellman’s 1943 adaptation as a child. In the final moments,
        the actor Henry Fonda, an accidental witness to the lynching, reads
        aloud a letter written by the dead man to his wife. Fonda, playing
        the cowboy Gil Carter, reads with his hat shading his face—a metaphor
        of blind justice and mob hysteria. The theme of the forgotten
        man would become the driving force of Eastwood’s directing career.

    On the night I arrived, I had dinner with Watson Bryant, played
        by Sam Rockwell in the film, and his wife, Nadya, his former assistant
        at the time Jewell was targeted. With us was Richard’s mother,
        Bobi, at eighty-three, still as spirited and active as she had been
        twenty-three years earlier when we first met. For days, Bobi had been spending time with the actress Kathy Bates, taking her through
        the emotional ordeal that would lead to her finally confronting Bill
        Clinton at a press conference organized by Bryant. “Mr. President,
        free my son!” she cried in front of scores of reporters. “Eighty-eight
        days! How could they have let this go eighty-eight days?” she asked
        at dinner. The rage is as primal as it had been when we met. But
        now, Bobi’s grief overpowered her rage. Richard did not live to see
        himself played by Paul Hauser, whose resemblance to her son and
        searing performance in I, Tonya mesmerized Eastwood. “There
        was no question in my mind that he was right for Jewell,” he later
        said. Hauser surprised Bobi in the Warner Bros. commissary and
        hugged her from behind. “I almost had a heart attack,” she said, “I
        thought Richard had come back to life.”

    “The FBI knew four days after the fact. They knew. And they
        were determined to hold him. And there was nothing we could do,”
        Bobi said.

    

    A year or so earlier, I had been in London on another set to watch
        “Marie Colvin’s Private War” being made into a film by Matthew
        Heineman.

    The newsroom of the Sunday Times of London had been meticulously
        re-created to look like the newsroom that the war reporter
        Marie Colvin worked from. I was there to see the actress Rosamund
        Pike playing Colvin. On the day I visited, a pivotal scene was being
        filmed. Colvin was determined to get herself assigned to Sri Lanka
        in April of 2001 to cover a yet-unreported scene of hundreds of
        thousands of refugees who were under siege by government forces.
        She had a shouting match with her editor in the newsroom. He wanted her to write about the leader of the PLO, Yasser Arafat; she
        insisted she would go to Sri Lanka. He was furious she had run up
        $56,000 in SAT phone charges. The Sri Lanka decision was catastrophic
        for Colvin: She would lose the sight in an eye to a grenade
        thrown at her when she announced she was a reporter and wear an
        eye patch for the rest of her life.

    The afternoon I spent on the set was unnerving, as I knew
        what was coming for Colvin once she left the safety of the London
        newsroom. It was for me a time warp on many levels, not least of
        which was the atmosphere of the Sunday Times. Struggling as a
        freelance foreign correspondent in the London of the late 1970s, I
        had the immense good fortune to be befriended by the legendary
        Sunday Times editor Harold Evans, whose investigations into the
        horrors of thalidomide and the unmasking of the elite spies Kim
        Philby and Anthony Blunt inspired not only my reporting but
        also Colvin’s.
        Evans had fallen in love with a young writer, Tina
        Brown, and had brought her to dinner. “Use my telex room any
        time you want to send your copy,” Evans told me. “Just take the
        telex operator a bottle of scotch and tell them I said it was okay.”
        Evans was at the top of his game—the foreign correspondents
        of the Sunday Times were dispatched to every remote war in the
        world.

    That night would begin a long and enduring friendship and two
        decades of reporting for Tina during her eventual tenure at Vanity
        Fair. Two of these stories—including “After the Gold Rush”—were
        written with Tina’s strong encouragement and editorial hand,
        Wayne Lawson’s sharpened red pencils and rigor enhanced every
        word I wrote for three decades at the magazine. Trying to close
        Trump, my fax machine blipped out all hours of the night with Tina’s
        notes. “Not there yet—” “What does——- prove?” “You need
        more sources.” I tried to sleep but heard the beep of the fax machine
        until dawn. “Can you get more inside?” “Can you go deeper
        and more reflective? It needs more you.” She was right—and is
        responsible
        for the macabre final scene at the courthouse.

    If you are lucky as a reporter, you get that kind of editing—
        and the ethical judgments that accompany it. In 1995, I returned
        to Vanity Fair from The New Yorker to write about the hypocrisy
        of CBS’s killing a 60 Minutes episode that featured a mysterious
        tobacco whistleblower—so as-yet-unknown that we called
        him Jeffrey “Wee-gand.” I had gone back to work at Vanity Fair
        at the gracious invitation of Graydon Carter, whom I had only
        briefly worked with before. At a lucky lunch with a close friend
        named Andrew Tobias, an anti-tobacco activist and later the
        Democratic National Committee treasurer, Andy quickly set me
        on the right course on the subject of Jeffrey Wigand. “It’s not
        about CBS. It’s about who is the whistleblower and what does
        he know?” he said. I took that back to Carter, who said, “Christ.
        Let me find out how much advertising we get from Brown &
        Williamson.” He came back the next day. “Go for it. It’s only
        $500,000.”

    It took weeks to discover that “Wee-gand” was in fact pronounced
        “WY-gand,” and that he was being smeared by John
        Scanlon,
        a genial public relations man who had taken $1 million
        from Brown & Williamson to demolish Wigand’s reputation. Scanlon
        was a close friend of Carter’s as well as a Vanity Fair consultant.
        “I can’t go forward with this unless John is put on leave,” I told
        Carter, unsure of his reaction. He did not hesitate. “He is out as
        of now,” he said. Their friendship would never fully recover, but Carter did not change a word of the lengthy description of Scanlon
        and his machinations detailed in the eighteen-thousand-word
        “The Man Who Knew Too Much.”

    Carter stayed at Vanity Fair for twenty-five years and sent me
        to India to report on 26/11 and the terrorists who overtook the
        Taj Palace in Mumbai; to France, on multiple occasions, to report
        on the rise of anti-Semitism; to Afghanistan; and to England
        to
        chronicle the life of Marie Colvin. He knew legal dramas attracted
        me and called when one caught his attention—Richard
        Jewell; the savaging of the Haitian immigrant Abner Louima by
        a New York City police detective; the buildup to the Iraq War in
        2003. Over the years, we did dozens of stories together, several
        of which would be beautifully edited by Wayne Lawson’s successor,
        Mark Rozzo. A few years ago, Graydon collected them and
        presented them to me in a stylish leather-bound volume that he
        had archly titled Dynasties, Angels and Compromising Positions.
        On the spine, I saw his display title: The Brenner Years in Vanity
            Fair. The reporter in me wondered: Was he telling me to retire?
        He was not.

    Our last story together was the profile that closes this collection:
        Graydon and my current editor, David Friend, divined that it was
        time to revisit the history of Trump’s mentor Roy Cohn and his
        long, sordid association with his final prodigy, Donald Trump. As
        always with Graydon, an elegant typed thank-you on a Smythson’s
        card appeared after the story was published. This one was particularly
        poignant. Graydon had made the decision to retire, but I did
        not know it yet. He had written profoundly and at length, month
        after month, in his editor’s letter, about the rise of the moral monsters
        around Trump and felt the time had come to move on. In his note, he seemed almost sentimental about the rogues and con
        men that had fed both our careers. How had we both started out
        thinking and writing about Roy Cohn and Donald Trump, and
        how could we still be grappling decades later with their legacy? “To
        think it would all resurface today,” he noted, restraint hardly disguising
        the emotions he kept in check.



THE BALLAD OF RICHARD JEWELL

FEBRUARY 1997

”The weird thing was that when they were searching my apartment I was, like, ‘Take everything. Take the carpet. I am law enforcement. I am just like you. Guys, take whatever you are going to take, because it is going to prove that I didn’t do anything.’ And a couple of them were looking at me like I was crazy.”

The search warrant was short and succinct, dated August 3, 9:41 a.m. FBI special agent Diader Rosario was instructed to produce “hair samples (twenty-five pulled and twenty-five combed hairs from the head)” of Richard Allensworth Jewell. That Saturday, Atlanta was humid; the temperature would rise to eighty-five degrees. There were thirty-four Olympic events scheduled, including women’s team handball, but Richard Jewell was in his mother’s apartment playing Defender on a computer set up in the spare bedroom. Jewell hadn’t slept at all the night before, or the night before that. He could hear the noise from the throng of reporters massed on the hill outside the small apartment in the suburbs. All morning long, he had been focused on the screen, trying to score off “the little guy who goes back and forth shooting the aliens,” but at 12:30 the sound of the telephone disturbed his concentration. Very few people had his new number, by necessity unlisted. Since the FBI had singled him out as the Olympic Park bombing suspect three days earlier, Jewell had received approximately one thousand calls a day—someone had posted his mother’s home number on the Internet.

“I’ll be right over,” his lawyer Watson Bryant told him. “They want your hair, they want your palm prints, and they want something called a voice exemplar—the goddamn bastards.” The curtains were drawn in the pastel apartment filled with his mother’s crafts and samplers; a home without a dog is just a house, one read. By this time Bryant had a system. He would call Jewell from his car phone so that the door could be unlatched and Bryant could avoid the questions from the phalanx of reporters on the hill.

Turning into the parking lot in a white Explorer, Bryant could see sound trucks parked up and down Buford Highway. The middle-class neighborhood of apartment complexes and shopping centers was near the DeKalb Peachtree Airport, where local millionaires kept their private planes. The moment Bryant got out of his car, the reporters began to shout: “Hey, Watson, do they have the murderer?” “Are they arresting Jewell?” Bryant moved quickly toward the staircase to the Jewells’ apartment. He wore a baseball cap, khaki shorts, and a frayed Brooks Brothers polo shirt. He was forty-five years old, with strong features and thinning hair, a southern preppy from a country-club family. Bryant had a stern demeanor lightened by a contrarian’s sense of the absurd. He was often distracted—from time to time he would miss his exits on the highway—and he had the regional tendency of defining himself by explaining what he was not. “I am not a Democrat, because they want your money. I am not a Republican, because they take your rights away,” he told me soon after I met him. Bryant can talk your ear off about the Bill of Rights, ending with a flourish: “I think everyone ought to have the right to be stupid. I am a Libertarian.”

At the time Richard Jewell was named as a suspect by the FBI, Watson Bryant made a modest living by doing real estate closings in the suburbs, but Jewell and his lawyer had formed an unusual friendship a decade earlier, when Jewell worked as a mailroom clerk at a federal disaster-relief agency where Bryant practiced law. Jewell was then a stocky kid without a father, who had trained as an auto mechanic but dreamed of being a policeman; Bryant had always had a soft spot for oddballs and strays, a personality quirk that annoyed his then wife no end.



The serendipity of this friendship, an alliance particularly southern in its eccentricity, would bring Watson Bryant to the immense task of attempting to save Richard Jewell from the murky quagmire of a national terrorism case. The simple fact was that Bryant had no qualifications for the job. He had no legal staff except for his assistant, Nadya Light, no contacts in the press, and no history in Washington. He was the opposite of media-savvy; he rarely read the papers and never watched the nightly news, preferring the Discovery Channel’s shows on dog psychology. Now that Richard Jewell was his client, he had entered a zone of worldwide media hysteria fraught with potential peril. Jewell suspected that his pickup truck had been flown in a C-130 transport plane to the FBI unit at Quantico in Virginia, and Bryant worried that his friend would be arrested any minute. Worse, Bryant knew that he had nothing going for him, no levers anywhere. His only asset was his personality; he had the bravado and profane hyperbole of a southern rich boy, but he was in way over his head.

For hours that Saturday, Bryant and Jewell sat and waited for the FBI. From time to time Jewell would put binoculars under the drawn curtain in his mother’s bedroom to peer at the reporters on the hill. Bryant was nervous that Jewell’s mother, Bobi, would return from babysitting and see her son having hairs pulled out of his head. Bryant stalked around the apartment complaining about the FBI. “The sons of bitches did not show up until 3:00 p.m.,” he later recalled, and when they did, there were five of them. The FBI medic was tall and muscular and wore rubber gloves. He asked Jewell to sit at a small round table in the living room, where his mother puts her holiday-theme displays. Bryant stood by the sofa next to a portrait of Jewell in his Habersham County deputy’s uniform. He watched the FBI procedure carefully. The medic, who had huge hands, used tiny drugstore tweezers. “He eyeballed his scalp and took his hair in sections. First he ran a comb through it, and then he took these hairs and plucked them out one by one.”

Jewell “went stone-cold,” but Bryant could not contain his temper. “I am his lawyer. I know you can have this, I know you have a search warrant, but I tell you this: If you were doing this to me, you would have to fight me. You would have to beat the shit out of me,” Bryant recalled telling the case agent Ed Bazar. Bazar, Bryant later said, was apologetic. “He seemed almost embarrassed to be there.” As he counted out the hairs, he placed them in an envelope. The irony of the situation was not lost on Bryant. He was a lawyer, an officer of the court, but he had a disdain for authority, and he was representing a former deputy who read the Georgia law code for fun in his spare time.



It took ten minutes to pluck Jewell’s thick auburn hair. Then the FBI agents led him into the kitchen and took his palm prints on the table. “That took thirty minutes, and they got ink all over the table,” Bryant said. Then Bazar told Bryant they wanted Jewell to sit on the sofa and say into the telephone, “There is a bomb in Centennial Park. You have thirty minutes.” That was the message given by the 911 caller on the night of the bombing. He was to repeat the message twelve times. Bryant saw the possibility of phony evidence and of his client’s going to jail. “I said, ‘I am not sure about this. Maybe you can do this, maybe you can’t, but you are not doing this today.’ ”

All afternoon, Jewell was strangely quiet. He had a sophisticated knowledge of police work and believed, he later said, “They must have had some evidence if they wanted my hair. . . . I knew their game was intimidation. That is why they brought five agents instead of two.” He felt “violated and humiliated,” he told me, but he was passive, even docile, through Bryant’s outburst. He thought of the bombing victims—Alice Hawthorne, the forty-four-year-old mother from Albany, Georgia, at the park with her stepdaughter; Melih Uzunyol, the Turkish cameraman who died of a heart attack; the more than one hundred people taken to area hospitals, some of whom were his friends. “I kept thinking, These guys think I did this. These guys were accusing me of murder. This was the biggest case in the nation and the world. If they could pin it on me, they were going to put me in the electric chair.”



I met Richard Jewell three months later, on October 28, a few hours before a press conference called by his lawyers to allow Jewell to speak publicly for the first time since the FBI had cleared him. Jewell’s lawyers also intended to announce that they would file damage suits against NBC and the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. It was a Monday, and that weekend the local U.S. attorney had delivered a letter to one of the lawyers stating Jewell was no longer a suspect. “Goddamn it,” Bryant had told me on the phone, “the sons of bitches did not even have the decency to address it to Richard Jewell.”

I had been instructed to come early to the offices of Wood & Grant, the flashy plaintiff lawyers Bryant had pulled in to help him with Jewell’s civil suits. When I arrived, I was alone in the office with Sharon Anderson, the redheaded assistant answering the phones. “Wood & Grant . . . Wood & Grant . . . Wood & Grant”—the calls overwhelmed her. Lin Wood and Wayne Grant were rushing from CNN to the local NBC and ABC affiliates, working the shows. “Everyone has theories of who the real bomber is,” Sharon said. “I just write it all down and give it to the boys.”

When Lin Wood arrived, he was still in full makeup. Movie-star handsome with green eyes and styled hair, Wood has the heated oratory of a trial lawyer. “It’s a war! Why in this bevy of stories does not anyone point out the fact that Richard was a hero one day and a demon the next? They have destroyed this man’s life!”

Watson Bryant had worked with Wood and Grant years before in a local law firm. He admired Wayne Grant for his methodical sense of detail; Grant, a New Yorker, had once forced the city of Atlanta to pay large damages to a man injured while illegally digging for antique bottles in a park. But Lin Wood’s suppressed rage was a marvel to Bryant. “He is so tough he could make people cry in depositions when we were kids,” Bryant told me. Wood possessed the smooth style of a member of the Atlanta establishment, but he had a hardscrabble past. He was a boy from “the wrong side of the tracks” in Macon who at age seventeen discovered his mother’s body after his father had murdered her. His father went to jail, and Wood wound up as a lawyer. He went through college and law school on scholarships and with part-time jobs. I could hear Wood on Sharon’s telephone: “He’s more than innocent. He’s a goddamn hero. . . . Everyone is going to pay who wronged Richard Jewell. Besides NBC and the AJC, we are going to look into suing CNN and Jay Leno.”

Through the large picture window, I had a clear view of the remains of the Centennial Olympic Park, where the bomb had exploded on the night of July 26. Where the sound-and-light tower had once been, there was now a flattened dirt field. It was possible to see the Greek commemorative sculpture that Richard Jewell used to describe for tourists at the AT&T pavilion, where he worked as a security guard.



Suddenly, Jewell was in the room. “Hi. I’m Richard. I’m a little late. I don’t want you to think I am rude. I am not like that.” He had an open face, a bland pleasantness, an eagerness to please. “Can I get you a Coke?” he asked me. “How about some coffee?” Jewell wore a blue-and-white-striped shirt and chinos. He occupied physical space like a teenager; he sprawled, he lumbered, he pawed through Sharon’s candy bowl. On TV his face had a porcine blankness; he appeared suspicious. In person, Jewell has a hard time disguising his emotions.

We were alone in the conference room; I noticed that Jewell avoided looking out the window toward the park. He shifted his glance nervously away from the view. He often awakens in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat, thinking of the events in the park in the early morning hours of July 27. “It took me days before I could even come in here,” he said anxiously.

When Jewell noticed a local ABC reporter outside near Sharon’s desk, his face darkened. “I don’t want to be around reporters right now. I guess I am a little nervous. What is he doing here?” The atmosphere was now filled with tension; the reporter was escorted out.

Moments later, we gathered in the hallway. Wood was steely: “We are going in two cars. Richard, you drive with me. Your mother will go with Wayne. As we walk down the hall right now, if the ABC people are outside, I will tap you on the shoulder and I will say, ‘How are you doing?’ You will say, ‘Fine.’ Is that understood?” “Okay, Lin. I understand,” Jewell said quietly, head bowed.

As Jewell walked down the hall, an ABC cameraman photographed him looking grim. Seconds after the elevator doors closed, Jewell exploded: “What are they doing here, Lin? Did you invite them? They are animals. Why didn’t you get them out of here?”

“ABC has been good to you. How do I get them out of the office on the day of your press conference?”

“That is what security is for!” Jewell said, quivering with rage. “Where is Watson?” he asked in the garage. “I told you: he’s at a real-estate closing. He will meet you at the press conference,” Wood said. Jewell moved to his mother’s side, as solicitous as a child. “Are you all right, Mother?” he asked. “It is all I am going to be able to do not to do something!” she said angrily.



When we arrived at the Marriott hotel on I-75, there was another discussion in the parking lot, about who would walk with whom in front of the cameras. Jewell turned to his close friend Dave Dutchess: “Are you all right, man?” Dutchess, a truck driver who worked with Jewell years ago, has long hair and a tattoo of a panther on his forearm. “Richard and I are like brothers,” he told me. “I would die for him.” As the cameras closed in on them, the group fled to a private room in the Marriott. The auditorium was filled with reporters. “Showtime! Showtime!” the cameramen yelled when Jewell, his mother, and all the lawyers took the stage.

“I hope and pray that no one else is ever subjected to the pain and the ordeal that I have gone through,” Jewell said, his voice breaking. “The authorities should keep in mind the rights of the citizens. I thank God it is ended and that you now know what I have known all along: I am an innocent man.”

After the press conference, Bobi and Richard Jewell remained in a private room. The bookers from Good Morning America and the Today Show pressed Jewell to step before their cameras, and when Watson Bryant told them no, Monica, the GMA booker, began to cry, “I’ll lose my job.” Then Yael, the Today show booker, cornered Nadya Light: “Is Richard doing something with GMA?”

Upstairs, Jewell and his mother were being filmed by a CBS camera crew for a 60 Minutes news update. “Well, Bobi, did you get your Tupperware back?” Mike Wallace asked by phone from New York. “Richard, you need to lose some more weight.” Despite Wallace’s festive spirit, the atmosphere was curiously flat. Bryant urged Jewell to talk to a USA Today reporter. Jewell balked: “They can all go suck wind.”

In the car on the way back to Wood & Grant, Bobi was angry. All of her possessions had come back from the FBI marked up with ink. “Every piece of Tupperware I own is ruined, thank you very much. They wrote numbers all over it, and I have tried everything to clean it—Comet and Brillo—but nothing works.”

Back at the office, she sat on the sofa and listened as Bryant negotiated with Yael for a flight to New York—Delta, first-class, 9:30 p.m. Jewell was scheduled to appear on three shows in New York, visit the American Museum of Natural History, and then fly to Washington, D.C., for Larry King Live. “I would like to go home, put on my outfit, and walk in the woods,” Bobi said. “Richard, we are leaving.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Richard said.



One hour later, a telephone call came in to the offices of Wood & Grant. The lawyers had the call on speaker, and it blared through the room. “Goddamn it, Lin. When will this be over?” In the background, you could hear Bobi sobbing. “What in the world?” Wood asked. Jewell explained that a sound truck from ABC had been waiting in the parking lot when the Jewells got home. There had been words and threats, and Dave Dutchess had taken his stun gun off his motorcycle and waved it at the ABC van. The cameraman yelled, “Stop harassing us!” Dave yelled back “You are harassing us! Now get your ass out of here!”

Wood shouted into the speakerphone: “Do not meddle! You cannot jeopardize where you have gotten to and what you want to do! All you have to do is put up with this for one more day and the damn thing is over. Bobi, there is nothing you can do about it; you have to stay cool.” Bobi cried back, “They are going to destroy me!”

The moment they hung up, Wood turned to Bryant. “New York is canceled. No Katie Couric. No Good Morning America. They are losing it. You better call Yael.” “No,” Bryant said, “they have lost it. All of the above: their patience, their temper and heart.”

That evening a very testy Katie Couric tracked Bryant down at Nadya Light’s apartment, where we had gone to watch the news. “I want you to know that I canceled interviewing Barbra Streisand in L.A. for Richard Jewell. Don’t think he is always going to be a news story. No one will care about him in three days,” she said, according to Bryant. “Look, Katie, I am sorry. But Richard is in no condition to talk to the press. He is worn out,” Bryant told her.

Later, Jewell would tell me that that day, which should have been one of his most satisfying, was actually his worst. His notoriety had tainted the triumph; everything positive had become negative. “I was in despair,” he said. As he had for most of the previous eighty-eight days, he spent the night confined in the Buford Highway apartment, a prisoner of his circumstances, with his mother, Dave Dutchess, and Dave’s fiancée, Beatty, eating Domino’s Pizza and watching himself lead the newscasts on NBC, CBS, and ABC.



“This case has everything—the FBI, the press, the violation of the Bill of Rights, from the First to the Sixth Amendment,” Watson Bryant told me in one of our first conversations. It has become common to characterize the FBI’s investigation of Richard Jewell as the epitome of false accusation. The phrase “the Jewell syndrome,” a rush to judgment, has entered the language of newsrooms and First Amendment forums. On the night of Jewell’s press conference, a commentator on CNN’s Crossfire compared Jewell’s situation to “Kafka in Prague.” The case became an investigative catastrophe, which laid bare long-simmering resentments of many FBI career professionals regarding the micromanagement style and imperious attitude of Louis Freeh and his inner circle of former New York prosecutors, who have worked together since their days at the U.S. Attorney’s Office in the Southern District. Within the bureau, the beleaguered director now has a new nickname: J. Edgar Hoover with children. Like Freeh, those near him have also acquired a nickname: Louie’s yes-men. Two of Freeh’s closest associates, FBI general counsel Howard Shapiro and former deputy director Larry Potts, have been severely criticized, respectively, for advising the White House of confidential FBI material and for an alleged cover-up of the mishandling of the 1992 standoff at Ruby Ridge, where FBI agents killed the wife and son of Randy Weaver, a white supremacist.

In November and December, the Office of Professional Responsibility conducted an exhaustive investigation into the Jewell affair. Responding to an attempt by headquarters and certain officials to distance themselves, according to FBI sources, several agents, including a senior FBI supervisor in Atlanta, have provided the OPR with signed statements insisting that Freeh himself was responsible for “oversight” during the crisis. These agents “shocked the investigators” because they reiterated, when asked who was in charge of the overall command of the investigation, that it was the director himself.
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