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To my students



INTRODUCTION

I CAME TO WRITING rather late in life. As a child, I loved nothing more than to read. In this I was encouraged by my parents, at least up to a point. My sister and I were taken to the musty, turreted old public library. We rode our bikes or walked to the traveling bookmobile, returning with arms, or bike baskets, full of books. I devoured the small libraries lodged in our elementary school rooms, reading some books—The Pink Motel, Thunderbolt House, and Stories of the Great Operas stick in my mind—three or four times. To circumvent the lights-out bedtime policy enforced by my parents, I kept a magnetized flashlight affixed to my bed frame so I could continue reading. But in a book titled, as far as I can recall, Blitz the Wonder Horse, Blitz’s mother was killed, and I burst into tears long after the lights should have been extinguished. My mother rushed to see what was wrong, catching me sobbing over open book and flashlight.

I am often asked, usually by hopeful parents, whether I liked to write as a child. The answer is no. I wrote and delivered a short-lived neighborhood newspaper, but I was more interested in the miniature printing press than in the written content. Nobody ever suggested to me that writing might be enjoyable. I associated writing with the endless sentence diagrams used to drill into our minds the rules of English grammar, and with tortured efforts to write iambic pentameter or haiku. Nobody in my age group was encouraged to “express” themselves as youngsters, let alone view writing as some kind of self-therapy. I became interested in journalism in college, where I worked on and eventually edited my college newspaper. But there we thought of ourselves as first and foremost investigative reporters, not writers. Writers were part of a bohemian crowd that hung out in the offices of the literary magazine.

Even now, I’m not convinced that many professional writers “like” to write in the sense that they find writing to be fun—something that, in and of itself, yields pleasure. It may be absorbing, satisfying, even exhilarating, but it is hard work. Joan Didion wrote a memorable essay in The White Album describing the pain and descent into near madness that seemed inevitably to accompany her own writing. I have known many colleagues, some of them terrific writers, who seemed all but paralyzed by anxiety before beginning a story. The proverbial writer’s block afflicted many of my former colleagues at The Wall Street Journal at one time or another. I myself tend to think of writing as much like taking an exam—the experience is deeply absorbing, my concentration is intensely focused, time seems suspended yet suddenly hours have elapsed. At the end of a day of writing, I feel drained. The point is that I don’t believe anyone has to innately love the process of writing to be a good writer, and to find it an immensely satisfying pursuit.

For there is enormous pleasure to be derived from writing. In my own work, I find a moment comes when I realize that I have gathered a critical mass of information—enough to ensure that I have the raw material for a good story. At that juncture a great deal of anxiety lifts, and I begin to savor the prospect of organizing the material into written form. For I believe the greatest cause of writer’s block, not to mention stage fright, is the fear that one has nothing to say—not that one doesn’t know how to say it. Inspiration often comes at odd times—while I’m showering, or jogging, or riding the subway. It is a pleasant and stimulating experience. And once a first draft is on paper, or in the computer, and the physical task of processing so many words is done, I find there is enormous pleasure in experimenting, in moving things around, in rewriting for particular effect, in fine-tuning one’s work. As this book should make clear, much of a writer’s work takes place entirely within the mind, not while he or she is sitting at a keyboard. In that sense, writing is an activity that informs nearly every aspect of life. It is a way of thinking, a way of looking at the world, and a way of processing information that not only contributes to stories, articles, and books but also enhances one’s appreciation of life.

Very few people are, in my experience, natural writers. Taking the young Mozart as my model, in my youth I assumed genius was something bestowed by God, and so I dabbled in everything from art to music to athletics, hoping that sooner or later genius would manifest itself. Naturally, I was disappointed. Some people may be more gifted than others, but excellence in writing, as in any art form or craft, involves discipline and practice. I have known writers who, early in their careers, demonstrated almost no natural talent. Yet with enough enthusiasm and determination, and years of effort, they have developed into good, even successful, writers. They have usually done so, I should add, with remarkably little guidance.

As for me, I have had the benefit of some fantastic editors: Alice Mayhew at Simon & Schuster, Norman Pearlstine at The Wall Street Journal, Tina Brown and John Bennett at The New Yorker, Jane Amsterdam at American Lawyer and later at The New Yorker, Steven Brill at American Lawyer, Jane Berentson at American Lawyer and The Wall Street Journal, and Steve Swartz at The Wall Street Journal and SmartMoney magazine. Most of what I have learned about writing I have absorbed from them and synthesized into the approach that I use in my own work. As I will make clear at greater length, every writer, no matter how accomplished, needs and can benefit from a good editor. I was lucky to have good editors, and I sought them out. For I wanted to learn how to write better, yet had found that traditional approaches to teaching writing hadn’t worked for me.

This book had its genesis during my tenure as Page One editor of The Wall Street Journal. The Journal’s front page is an institution in American journalism, and it was the main reason I applied for a job as a reporter at the paper in 1982. When I had started working at American Lawyer several years earlier, then-editor Steven Brill pointed to the Journal’s front-page stories as models, and he paid for subscriptions to the Journal so we had copies on our desks every morning. Under the Journal’s legendary editor Barney Kilgore, three columns of the paper’s front page were devoted to lengthy feature stories, which explored subjects in depth, with style, and often, especially in the middle-column stories, with wit. The front page allowed Journal reporters to expand the range of both their reporting and their writing to an astounding degree; that, in turn, enhanced the quality of their news stories. And Journal readers encountered subjects that went far beyond what might otherwise be expected from a business newspaper.

When I applied for a job at the Journal, I mailed in my résumé and several feature articles I’d written for American Lawyer. I knew no one at the Journal; I had no contacts; no one had recommended me. In due course I received a call from the editor in charge of hiring, inviting me for an interview. The interview went well, but I heard nothing until I was finally hired, nine months later, by the new managing editor, Norm Pearlstine. From the beginning, I loved writing front-page stories. I could hardly believe my good fortune when Pearlstine moved me directly from staff reporter to Page One editor in 1988.

I inherited a staff of editors who worked exclusively on feature stories for the front page. They were famous for their ability to improve stories; indeed, they were perhaps too talented for some reporters, who relied on them to all but write their stories rather than learn how to write themselves. Certainly the most worrisome revelation I experienced when I moved from reporting to editing was how uneven was much of the material turned in for publication. On the other hand, aspiring writers might very well be encouraged to know that even some very successful, experienced journalists are not very good writers. The conventional wisdom is that it is information gathering that distinguishes the best journalists, and that writing can always be left to editors. But such an attitude, in my view, does a disservice to both editors and writers. As I hope this book makes clear, the approach to writing a story informs the reporting process, just as the reporting helps dictate the form of a story.

As I and my staff worked to improve what was turned in to us, I came to realize that we were spending far too much time performing triage on poorly written copy, rather than elevating good stories to the highest possible level. Although story ideas were submitted to us for approval, we rarely had further contact with a writer until a story was turned in. We were getting involved too late in the process.

My solution was to develop a series of lectures on writing that I could deliver to the Journal’s reporting staff both in New York and at the paper’s many bureaus, which I tried to visit at least once a year. I have no doubt that my effort met with mixed reactions, but at least some reporters responded with enthusiasm. More important, this undertaking forced me to think through the writing process with a discipline I’d never before brought to the task. Not only did I begin to perceive a noticeable improvement in the work of some reporters, but I found that my own writing benefited as I tried to hold myself to the same standards I was asking others to meet.

Much as I loved The Wall Street Journal and editing the front page, I left the paper at the end of 1992 to concentrate on my own writing, both books and feature articles. The next year I began teaching a feature-writing course at the Columbia Journalism School, where I was able to refine and expand upon the material I had developed for my lectures as front-page editor. As the course evolved over the years, I have often thought I would like to set down my thoughts in an organized written form; this book is the result.

In it I have tried to distill what I have learned from others and from nearly twenty years of my own experience as a reporter and writer. I don’t mean to suggest that I have all the answers, or that I have mastered the art of writing, or that I consider myself a great writer. I am often awed by the work of others and wonder how they accomplish it. I don’t purport to be an expert on literature or creative writing. But I have given the subject of nonfiction writing considerable thought; I have used what I have learned in my own work; I have tested my approach in the classroom and in the newsroom; and—maybe most important—I am sufficiently foolhardy to put it in writing.

I have organized this book as I do my class, which is to follow a story from its inception to publication, beginning with the thought patterns that spawn ideas and continuing through the making of proposals, the reporting, the writing, and the editing. While I refer to the work of others, the primary examples come from my own work. In many cases I have reviewed the original source materials for stories, notes and other references, earlier drafts, and editorial comments, in order to recreate the thinking and editing that went into my published stories. Whenever possible I use this material to show, in concrete terms, how stories are conceived and executed. Only at the end of the book will you find the finished works, and I hope you will read them with fresh insights and appreciation of the often time-consuming and laborious efforts of many besides myself.

Over years of working with reporters and students, I have come to recognize that I alone cannot turn someone into a writer. I cannot supply the curiosity, the enthusiasm, and the determination necessary to succeed as a writer. But if those elements are present, I believe I can guarantee a measure of success. I can at least alleviate the stress and dispel much of the mystery. And perhaps I can impart some of the joy that makes writing stories one of life’s most satisfying endeavors.
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WE SEEM TO BE LIVING in an age of know-it-alls: talk show hosts and guests, expert witnesses, pundits, gurus on every conceivable subject. The information age is exhausting. It is also dull, like a dinner party guest who never stops talking. In my view, this climate is anathema to good writing, which is rooted not in knowledge, but in curiosity.

This may seem paradoxical, since one of the primary goals of nonfiction writing is to inform. But I strongly believe that good writing begins in the mind, long before pen touches paper, or fingers a keyboard. Writers must learn to think like writers. I find this is a point I need to stress over and over again with my students. For thinking like a writer turns out to be a very radical change from what most of us have been taught and conditioned to do over our entire lifetimes. At first it feels very uncomfortable. In some ways it reminds me of learning to speak a foreign language. Conversation in the language requires intense concentration. It’s such a relief to lapse back into English, which flows effortlessly in the mind and over the tongue. But as the grammar and vocabulary of the new language become familiar, conversation becomes easier. If one is immersed in a foreign culture for long enough, speaking its language becomes almost second nature. For most people, thinking like a writer is not nearly so difficult as learning a foreign language, but it requires effort, concentration, and discipline. It’s a relief to revert to our usual patterns of thought. Over time, thinking like a writer becomes almost unconscious. In a few cases I’ve seen it all but transform someone’s personality. For a desirable side effect of thinking like a writer is that it makes you more interesting to others. It enhances one’s appreciation of life.

The essence of thinking like a writer is the recognition that what’s most interesting is what’s unknown, not what is known. Thinking like a writer prizes the question more than the answer. It celebrates paradox, mystery, and uncertainty, recognizing that all of them contain the seeds of a potential story.

At first encounter, it is probably hard to recognize how radical a notion this is. But consider: in ways large and small, subtle and unsubtle, overt and hidden, we are rewarded from childhood on for providing answers to questions posed by others. We are taught to process information by memorizing and retaining it, not by questioning it. Confronted daily by a mass of new information, we rarely stop to consider what is missing.

So many people seem to spend their lives in the inevitably futile quest for certainty. Often this takes the form of religion, which for many provides solace in the face of the unknown and the unknowable. But what may be entirely appropriate in the spiritual realm too often spills over into every other aspect of life. Patients expect certainty from their doctors; clients demand clear-cut answers from their lawyers; and voters want solutions from their politicians, however intractable the problems and farfetched the proposed remedies. While managers may pay lip service to the notion that they welcome criticism and questions from their employees, the reality seems to be that they prize flattery and a parroting back of their own ideas. The more powerful they are, the more insulated they seem by yes-people. Questioners, by and large, are viewed as dissidents, heretics, and malcontents. It seems that the more we are confronted by change, the more we cling to the status quo.

No wonder the unanswered question prompts such a visceral reaction. Some people seem to panic, others suffer anxiety attacks, and most people feel uncomfortable. To varying degrees, all of us react this way. But instead of repressing or fleeing from such feelings, writers need to embrace them and explore their causes. They are important clues. All of them can be harnessed by the writer to make people want to read his or her work. For the fundamental paradox of the unknown is that even as most people flee from it in their own lives, they are fascinated by it. Even though people spend much of their time reading things that do nothing but reinforce what they already know and believe, curiosity remains irrepressible in the human spirit.

In my view, curiosity is the great quality that binds writers to readers. Curiosity sends writers on their quests, and curiosity is what makes readers read the stories that result. These days, when there is increasing competition for people’s time, writers cannot count on anyone to read their work out of a sense of obligation, moral duty, or abstract dedication to “being informed.” They will not read because someone else deems a subject to be important. They will read because they want to, and they will want to because they are curious.

While editing the front page of the Journal—a newspaper with as educated, affluent, and sophisticated a readership as any writer could hope for—I had to confront and accept the fact that the average reader isn’t interested in much of anything outside his immediate self-interest. This is, of course, an exaggeration. Any given individual is interested in something; some people are interested in many things. But the odds that someone shares those interests with anyone else, let alone with all of the two million people who subscribed to the Journal, seem quite remote. The Journal conducted periodic reader surveys to determine what, in fact, people said they were interested in. A large portion, something in the neighborhood of 70 percent, indicated an interest in national macroeconomic data and trends, which isn’t surprising given the makeup of the Journal’s readership. The next-highest-ranking topic, but garnering less than 50 percent interest, was local business news, obviously of interest only to those in the same locality. Nothing else—not national political news, foreign news, legal affairs, religion, or editorial opinion—registered even a one-third interest level. And in surveys that revealed what Journal readers actually read, it was clear that when these broad topics were reduced to specific stories—say, oil production in Libya—there was no measurable interest at all. I never had the heart to tell some reporters that these surveys suggested that no one had read their published stories.

There are, of course, prominent exceptions to this general level of lack of interest. During one week when such a survey was conducted, the front page ran an obituary of Sam Walton, the legendary billionaire founder of Wal-Mart Stores. As I recall, that story attracted an astoundingly high 80 percent readership, even though there was nothing particularly surprising or news-worthy in it. But during that same week in 1991, a group of dissident Communists attempted a coup in the Soviet Union, kidnapping Mikhail Gorbachev and trying to reinstate the repressive militaristic regime that had so long threatened the West. I couldn’t imagine a much more dramatic or important story. The characters—Gorbachev, a heroic Boris Yeltsin, the vodka-saturated dissidents—were great; the action and intrigue was out of a Le Carré novel; and the day-to-day suspense was intense. Our Moscow correspondent, Peter Gumbel, handed in the best work of his career, and the front-page staff worked night after night to perfect it. As I recall, the largest readership achieved by any of those stories was a meager 36 percent.

These results were of less concern to the paper as a whole than they were to me as the front-page editor. On any given day, there was a broad enough range of news that something in the paper appealed to just about everyone in the Journal’s constituency. But the front page carried only three stories a day, stories that received dramatic display, took up a lot of space, and demanded a far greater commitment of time from readers. On average, only about 17 percent of the readers were reading these stories in their entirety, which meant that 83 percent were not interested enough to bother. Although these same studies showed a high level of satisfaction with the front page—a sign that sooner or later readers found something that interested them—I thought we could do much better. For from the point of view of the reporter and writer, who might write only a handful of front-page stories in the course of a year, I found the surveys dismaying. I myself didn’t want to write a story that would be read by only 17 percent of the paper’s readers.

When thinking about potential stories, I began to focus on what I estimated to be the 90 percent of readers who were not interested in the proposed subject. Indeed, I consciously tried to ignore my own particular interests, finding that I was far more effective if I could act as a surrogate for readers who weren’t interested. After all, I wasn’t worried about losing the readers who were interested in a given subject, but in attracting those who weren’t. This exercise didn’t prove necessary for those stories of obvious universal appeal to Journal readers, such as Walton’s death. (At general-interest publications, the phenomenon is similarly seen with respect to topics that excite national hysteria, such as Princess Diana’s death, the O. J. Simpson trial, and the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal—topics that are often, and mercifully, ignored by the Journal.) But universally fascinating stories are few and far between. And they are hardly a boon for most writers. I have found nothing more daunting, in my own experience, than trying to compete with a national press corps in full hue and cry. In this process, I tried to pay close attention to what I read, noting particularly those stories on subjects I hadn’t realized I was interested in. I talked to others, as well, about what they read and why. I found the exercise so revealing that I have tried ever since to pay close attention not only to what I read but why. I also consider what I skip, and try to analyze that as well. Indeed, I have found these exercises to be an essential part of learning to think like a writer.

Take a week or so and keep a record of what you read and what you skipped over. Look with particular care at stories you read that covered topics in which you are not inherently interested. Try to analyze why.

What conclusions can be drawn? While the answer is usually implicit rather than explicit, the stories I read are rooted in questions rather than answers. News itself is a response to the question “What happened?” I rarely read a news story if that question has already been answered, usually by the previous evening’s television broadcasts or, increasingly, on a Web site on the Internet. It used to be that the question “What happened yesterday?” was enough to sustain readers’ curiosity, but now the question is more often “What happened today?” or “What happened during the past hour?” This doesn’t mean that the traditional written news story is obsolete. Some stories are sufficiently important and dramatic that I read news stories to answer questions like “What did the Times’s (or Journal’s) reporter find out about this topic that I don’t already know?” or “How are they interpreting this information?” But it seems increasingly clear that news stories are an endangered species. It’s not surprising that the readership and circulation of major mainstream newspapers and magazines are in decline.

By contrast, magazines have long relied on feature stories, as has the Journal’s front page, to provide a reading experience that can’t be duplicated elsewhere. The so-called news magazines—Time, Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report—long ago turned into feature publications. Other major newspapers, such as The New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and The Washington Post, are running more and more feature stories on their front pages, even though they retain a traditional news format. Such stories are often labeled “news analysis” or are set off visually by boxes or special column heads. The classic inverted-pyramid news story—the “who, what, where, when, why” that editors could cut from the bottom—is what passed for writing at most newspapers. It became a habit with many reporters, who rarely gave a second thought to the subject of writing. Unfortunately, they are now ill prepared for what is happening in print media.

The irony is that feature stories and books are now routinely breaking news, so much so that magazines like The New Yorker issue press releases for many of their stories, as do all major publishers for many of their nonfiction books. When writing germinates as an unanswered question, the likelihood that the attempt to answer the question will generate news is quite high. In part this is because, in the vast majority of cases, if you already know something, so do many other people; hence, your knowledge will seem stale. By contrast, if you discover something, it is bound to be fresh. This can be true even with respect to events that happened some time in the past. The attention span of many writers and journalists strikes me as far too short. They abandon a story long before all the important questions have been answered. This is especially true of the networks and daily papers, which have the opportunity, by virtue of their frequent broadcasts or publications, to scoop just about anybody. Yet that very ability, and the rush of daily events, often lead them to move on too quickly, leaving a tremendous amount of news to be broken by magazines and books, which have lead times of months, even years.

The stories I read with interest manage to convey their questions with greater specificity, even if those questions were implicit in the headline. For example, about two weeks after the crash of an Italian cable car, The New York Times ran the following headline: “Death in the Alps: How Wayward U.S. Pilot Killed 20 on Ski Lift.” Even apart from sounding like a mystery starring Hercule Poirot (“Death in the Alps”), this piqued my curiosity. I found myself reading the entire story. The headline could as easily have been stated with a question mark as without one. I had read the original news report with moderate interest: a ski lift car had crashed, killing twenty people, because an American military plane had clipped the cable suspending the car. On the scale of international disasters it wasn’t particularly large, but it had an American angle. Was I naturally interested in an Italian ski slope calamity? Not really. But even though it appeared more than a week after the accident, and hence wasn’t “news” in any traditional sense, the follow-up feature was far more interesting, because the event was now presented as a mystery: Why was the U.S. plane flying in the vicinity of a cable car? Why was it flying so low? Why didn’t the pilots see the cable car? Who was responsible? All this was information missing from the news report I had read a week or so earlier. I read the story because I was very curious to know the answers. The main “news” contained in this story was that the pilots were using standardized American military maps that didn’t include the cable car, whereas Italian maps did. Imagine if the headline had been “U.S. Pilots Used Maps That Omitted Cable Car.” Put aside the question of whether the maps had anything to do with the accident (the story was unconvincing on this point); thanks to this headline, my interest in that story nose-dives. The explanation—the “answer” to the questions that had so intrigued me—turned out to be rather banal. Yet I read the entire story, thus demonstrating that the question is often more interesting than the answer.

Disasters, in particular, seem to lend themselves to this approach, often because disasters spawn mysteries. Bill Carley, a reporter at the Journal, has built a distinguished career by writing principally about air crashes. I’m not particularly interested in air crashes, but he always manages to pique my interest. A recent headline of his read, “Crash of Executive Jet Leaves Trail of Clues but Very Few Answers.” What could be more mysterious? My interest is aroused even though the headline suggests the mystery won’t be solved.

Compare my reaction to a front-page story that ran in The Wall Street Journal the same day as the cable car story. “Difficult Times Drive India’s Cotton Farmers to Desperate Actions/Some Have Killed Themselves as Pests Ravage Fields and Banks Seek Payback.” I didn’t read it. Am I inherently interested in Indian cotton farmers? No. But am I any less interested in Indian farmers than Italian skiers? Not really. And for all I know, these “difficult times” in India have killed far more people than perished in the Italian accident. Yet nothing about this story stirs my curiosity. “Difficult times for farmers” is as old a story as the weather. While I may have been briefly curious to know just what these “desperate actions” turned out to be, the headline answered my question: some people are committing suicide. In fact, the headline pretty much does tell the whole story. So why would anyone want to read more? I often warn my students that if they can tell their story in a headline, that’s about how long the story should be. More fundamentally, I wonder what prompted the reporter to undertake this story in the first place. In other words, what didn’t he know before he started working on it that he subsequently learned? My suspicion is that the writer already knew virtually everything in the story before he began thinking of it as a story, an approach that is often fatal to reader interest.

What’s sad is that I’ve been told by some people who read this story that it was a fine piece of writing and reporting. Obviously the headline didn’t discourage those readers inherently interested in the plight of India’s cotton farmers, though I assume the number of such readers is rather small. If the story was a good one, there should have been a way to prompt reader curiosity in the headline, not extinguish it.

By contrast, a front-page story in the next day’s Journal carried the headline “Ignoring All Problems, Most People in Business Glow with Optimism.” The mood among businesspeople is a staple of economic statistics and reporting. While surveys suggest this is an intrinsically interesting subject for Journal readers, to a general audience it is about as dull as they come. Am I interested in the mood among businesspeople? No. Does this story promise any of the life-and-death drama of a cable car crash or suicides by Indian farmers? No. Was I interested in reading the story? Yes. Why?

Consider if the headline had simply been “Most People in Business Glow with Optimism.” That’s mildly interesting, but it tells me all I want to know. It’s only when I read the contrasting phrase “Ignoring All Problems” that my curiosity is aroused. What are these problems? How could businesspeople be “glowing” if they’re experiencing such problems? What’s the explanation for such a seeming paradox? I suspect that similar questions motivated the writer of this story. Confronted with routinely reported events and statistics that seemed contradictory—in this case, trouble in Asia, Iraq, and Washington on the one hand, yet buoyant business confidence on the other—he asked how that could be. As is so often the case, the story itself didn’t really answer the question it posed. It explored possible explanations—that businesspeople are simply irrational these days; that people tend to have short memories; that business confidence depends more on a healthy job market than on international incidents—all or none of which may explain the paradox. Indeed, if there were a simple and easy answer, it isn’t clear that the topic would warrant a story of several thousand words. But the point, again, is that this story began with a critical way of thinking: the writer looked at some economic statistics not for what they told him, but for what they didn’t. The story couldn’t have been triggered by what he already knew, for the answer to the question he posed ultimately proved elusive.

The broad conclusion I have drawn is that we read for one reason: curiosity. And curiosity is stimulated by questions. This is true of news articles, of self-help and “how-to” articles, of longer feature stories, of books, even of fiction. To think like a writer is to learn to be always curious, to react to any event with one or more questions. This may sound simple, even obvious, yet I have found that for most people, it is a very foreign way of viewing the world. It requires constant vigilance, an alert mind, considerable energy, and a willingness to live with, even to embrace, uncertainty.

I have made the point that learning to think like a writer, by focusing on the unknown, the uncertain, the unusual, the curious, the paradoxical, all of which spawn questions before they provide any answers, enhances many aspects of one’s life beyond writing. This occurred to me recently while watching CNN’s coverage of the “town meeting” staged by the Clinton administration to explain its policy toward Iraq, which at the time was frustrating UN efforts to monitor its production of weapons.

Top administration officials, including Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and Secretary of Defense William Cohen, were plainly unprepared for the barrage of skeptical questions they received from a cross section of Americans. How does the United States know that Iraq possesses deadly biological weapons? What threat do these weapons, if they exist, actually pose to the United States and other countries? How likely is it that American military action can actually eliminate such weapons? And even if a military strike does succeed, how will Iraq’s compliance be monitored in the future?

These were good questions, even obvious ones, yet I was struck by how little press coverage of the Iraq crisis had addressed them, and how any one of them could itself be the basis for a good story. (Indeed, William J. Broad and Judith Miller of The New York Times did publish such a story, not long after the town meeting.) I was also dismayed at top officials’ inability to provide thorough answers, which led me to wonder how much they had been focusing on what military intelligence purported to know, and how little on what remained unanswered.
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NO MATTER HOW CURIOUS and alert one’s mind, life can seem a confusing, nearly overwhelming array of undifferentiated bits of information. Each and every one of these could be the seed of a story, but the vast majority, of course, are not.

Facing this paradox can be one of the most daunting aspects of writing, for very few writers, in my experience, have any real understanding of where their ideas come from. The postpartum depression that many writers experience after completing a story arises in large part, I’m convinced, from anxiety about where the next story is going to come from. During the heyday of the mergers-and-acquisitions boom on Wall Street, a character in my book Den of Thieves, one of the most successful investment bankers on Wall Street at the time, told me he was consumed by anxiety about where his next big deal would come from. Though my work as a journalist seemed far removed from his world, I knew what he was talking about. While I don’t believe I ever experienced the phenomenon as intensely as he did, it took me years to get over the same feeling about stories.

The reality is that good story ideas are abundant. Once one begins to think consistently along the lines explored in the last chapter, they will manifest themselves at a rapid rate. That doesn’t mean that all of these ideas will—or should—turn into stories, but they will provide a pool of possibilities from which the best can be culled. Here’s an illustration: The front page of the Journal ran fifteen feature stories a week, fifty-two weeks a year, except on occasional holidays. That’s over 750 feature stories a year. To ensure that supply, my staff and I generated at least that many ideas, which we farmed out to reporters and other editors. Yet even our best writers were expected to produce only a tiny fraction of the stories we needed. A writer who publishes ten to twelve feature stories a year is working at an amazingly productive pace. One good book idea can occupy a writer for much more than a year, and usually does. A writer can build a career around surprisingly few ideas, as long as they are good ones.

A good story idea is a precious thing. Some ideas are so good that I have pronounced them foolproof, meaning that I believed it impossible that the resulting story could be a failure. (I admit I was proven wrong on occasion, demonstrating that there are no certainties in writing.) Sometimes an idea was so good that I could approve a proposal after hearing a single sentence. As a rough estimate, I tell my students that a good idea constitutes about 50 percent of what makes a successful story.

When seeking story ideas, it is important to sweep aside one’s own ego. I have known many writers who sneered at any idea they didn’t conceive themselves. They seemed to take particular pride in spurning anything suggested by an editor. Some of the best story ideas are generated by writers, of course, since they are often in the best position to see what is going on around them, unlike an editor desk-bound in New York or Washington. But the generation of an idea is almost always a collaborative process. It is extremely difficult for even the most experienced writers to evaluate their own ideas. I encourage my students to discuss ideas among themselves as much as possible, for ideas are often honed as they are verbalized. I have never gone forward with a major story without gauging the reaction of someone I trust, usually my editor.

Whatever the source, good story ideas should be received like the precious gifts they are. What does the source matter? I have seen good ideas emerge from the unlikeliest places. After all, when the story is published, the writer gets all the credit. A gracious acknowledgment or two may be all that’s required. (I might add that there is nothing less gracious than taking credit for someone else’s idea.)

The underlying sources for stories are surprisingly few. There is, most obviously, direct observation or experience. Then there are other observers or participants, commonly called sources. Finally, there are other published accounts. These three categories cover nearly all story ideas.

As for direct observation or participation, we can naturally start with ourselves. If you had been a member of the Heaven’s Gate cult (most of whose members died as they tried to shed their earthly bodies to join a passing comet), you would almost certainly find a publisher for your first-person story. If, on the other hand, you were in San Francisco during the 1989 earthquake, and hope to write about your experience, you will be competing with millions of others with similar accounts. I describe people who undergo such experiences as witnesses to history, and a witness to history always has a potential story. But the reality is that most of us will never be such witnesses, and certainly not often enough to build a career around them.

I can recall only one instance when I found myself a witness to history, and the experience was so unusual that at first I didn’t even recognize it as a story. I find this is a common reaction among professional writers: we are so used to seeking out the stories of others that our own rarely strike us as possible stories. (This is in contrast to many nonwriters you have probably met, who find virtually anything that happens to them to be news-worthy, and are eager to tell you about it.) In this case, I was planning a trip to my hometown of Quincy, Illinois, during the summer of 1993 to help cope with the flood that inundated much of the upper Mississippi basin that summer. Quincy is located on a bluff above the river, and while its elevation protects it, the surrounding farmland and towns were all threatened. While I was a high school student there we would pile sandbags on the levees nearly every spring, and I knew from my parents that volunteers were needed for the dire threat that had materialized that summer.

A flood is not an easy story to cover. For one thing, it moves slowly, the water often creeping up just an inch or two a day. It also covers a huge geographic area. Only when a levee breaks is there a dramatic surge of water. That summer, television had begun devoting more airtime to the disaster, but only when it reached historic proportions did print journalists start arriving in the Midwest. (Indeed, I remember hearing that at the American Society of Newspaper Editors convention in Chicago that summer, the flood had been cited as a story best left to the electronic media.) The New York Times was an exception, sending numerous reporters to the area. Among them was Sara Rimer, a Boston-based reporter who was dispatched to Quincy. Sara happens to be a friend of mine, and when I learned she was heading to Quincy, I arranged for her to have dinner with my parents and suggested people in town she might want to meet. That hardly proved necessary, since I was soon receiving reports that Sara had become the toast of Quincy.

When I arrived in town, I went to see her at the Holiday Inn, and she was filled with enthusiasm. “You have to do a story about this,” she insisted. The idea hadn’t even occurred to me, though of course it was staring me in the face. Listening to Sara, I realized that so much about Quincy and the area that I took for granted struck her as exotic and colorful: the Green Parrot, a bar in the lowlands; the local sheriff and his deputies; the antebellum architecture and timeless feel of Quincy itself. While I’m sure she didn’t anticipate this, I could easily see Sara herself as a character in the story: the big-city reporter who comes to the small Midwestern town. “But surely you’re writing the story,” I protested. She shrugged: she was filing daily copy, but couldn’t get the time and the space to do something sweeping that would capture the immensity of the disaster and the human stakes. The next day, when I called my editor at The New Yorker to say I was heading down to the levee and thought there might be a story, he was enthusiastic.

Nothing I said in that conversation was a fully developed idea. The Midwestern flood of 1993 is what I call a topic, and a topic is not an idea. I have had to make this point to students and writers on countless occasions. Topics are inherently boring, because they pose no questions and incite no curiosity. They are like encyclopedia entries: interesting only if that happens to be what you want to look up. “Women in law” is a topic. “Welfare cheats” is a topic. “South Africa” is a topic. Reporters would come to me with the most earnest demeanors, and say something like “I want to do a story about how oil companies are causing explosions at natural gas facilities.” When I stifled a yawn, their outrage would be apparent: “How can you not care about something so important?” The answer was simple: anytime someone had to use the word “about” I knew we were discussing a topic, not a story. I would urge the reporter to come back with something more specific: What company? What explosion? Some topics are more interesting than others, but they should never be mistaken for ideas.

How the Midwestern flood metamorphosed from a topic to a story idea I will later describe in detail, but the point I am making here is that it originated in my own experience. Even so, it took another writer to prompt me to recognize the story. Quincy had earned its single footnote in history when it hosted a Lincoln-Douglas debate over a hundred years before. It had simply never occurred to me that anything happening in my hometown would ever again warrant national attention. I was wrong, and I was blind to the resulting possibilities. I should have been constantly asking myself whether what I was experiencing might be of interest to others.

Not only being a witness to history, but any personal experience that is sensational or bizarre enough will rather obviously yield a potential story. I am not going to dwell on this, for the likelihood of these things happening to us is extremely remote. Moreover, I often wonder how many of these alleged experiences have ever been fact-checked, though they are routinely treated as nonfiction. But if you have actually been abducted by a UFO, conversed directly with God, or danced with an angel on the head of a pin, you may as well write about it. Someone, no doubt, will publish it.

But the possibility that lightning will simply strike and embroil you in a potential story is relatively remote. For that reason, many writers and reporters try to engineer such experiences by moving into the path of the storm, so to speak; then, they write about what happens. This may be the most common source of ideas that spring from direct observation or experience. During the 1991 Gulf War, for example, every major news organization sent correspondents to observe the action (though they were so tightly controlled by the military that what they saw yielded little worth reading). As far as I know, no writer actually joined a branch of the military, planning to fight in the war and then write about it, but that approach, too, is time-honored. Journalists routinely rush to witness wars, disasters, crises of every sort. Tiananmen Square, the Berlin Wall, the Soviet coup against Gorbachev—all were major events to which I dispatched Journal reporters, so they would be there to witness the story. I remember sending Jane Mayer, one of my favorite reporters, to Cairo during the Gulf War. Cairo seemed rather far from the action, but at the time there was concern that Saddam Hussein would unleash his Scud missiles on Arab nations supporting the United States, and Egypt seemed a likely target. Jane was willing to go. After a few days she called me wondering if something she’d noticed at her hotel might be a story: wealthy Kuwaitis were whiling away their time at the hotel disco until the war was over, leaving the fighting to others. Of course it was a story. The piece Jane wrote revealed more about Kuwaiti attitudes than anything I read from the front lines. It was a brilliant observation on her part, one that many reporters would have missed.

At a much more mundane level, reporters would often come to me with an “opportunity” to, for example, accompany the chairman of Procter & Gamble on a trip to Venezuela, with the hope that something might happen worth writing about. I was cool to such suggestions, since nothing usually happened in a reporter’s presence, or if it did, it was staged for the reporter’s benefit. If something spontaneous and interesting did happen, it could usually be reported in the ordinary manner, with far less expenditure of time and resources. Reporters were invariably disappointed by my response, especially when these opportunities involved trips to places like Hawaii and Paris. Still, these were all attempts by reporters to put themselves in a position to see a story in the making. And occasionally they do pay off: Jon Krakauer participated in an expedition to Mount Everest that resulted in the deaths of several participants. His resulting book, Into Thin Air, was a national best-seller.

Another popular genre is the reporter as direct participant, what I sometimes call the George Plimpton approach. These stories are generally triggered by the question “What would it be like to be . . .?” The blank can be filled in by just about anything: “a pro football player,” “a Radio City Rockette,” “a stock-car driver,” “a participant in a tractor pull,” “a beauty-contest entrant,” “a Playboy bunny,” to cite several that have resulted in stories I’ve seen. Any wacky activity pursued by someone—bungee jumping, walking on hot coals, playing the violin in the subway (all actual stories)—can be indulged in by a writer who brings a man- or woman-on-the-street perspective, sometimes to humorous effect. I believe a fair amount of discretion needs to be exercised when evaluating this kind of story. I find that many end up being tedious, because the writer’s experience is just what the reader would expect. Why not simply interview a participant, instead? I believe a question worth asking when considering whether to pursue such a story is “What unique qualities do I bring to this?” In some cases the unique quality will be nothing more than one’s own ordinariness, which makes the writer a surrogate for readers who can live vicariously through the experience. The danger is that the resulting story may be just as ordinary. I find a good rule of thumb in this area is to consider whether you, as a writer, actually want to undertake the experience that is the subject of the story. If so, it probably isn’t risky enough, daring enough, unusual enough—in sum, surprising enough—to pique a reader’s curiosity.

Travel writing often falls into this category, and in doing so highlights another pitfall of the first-person story: all too often, it becomes autobiography. As the writer experiences one ordinary, predictable event after another (room service, a little sight-seeing, some light entertainment), concluding the account with a description of the bed linens, readers learn more about the writer than the place visited, and few of us are interesting enough to sustain this.

A variation that poses some special problems is the so-called undercover story, in which a writer poses as someone he or she is not. Black Like Me, in which a white man posed as black, may be the best-known example. Undercover work was once a staple of investigative journalism, particularly consumer stories, but since an adverse verdict against ABC News in the Food Lion case, in which ABC reporters took jobs as workers at a large grocery chain and then reported on unsanitary conditions, there has been a cloud over the genre. The reporters’ failure to disclose their true identities was deemed fraudulent. Many First Amendment lawyers don’t expect this verdict to be upheld on appeal (it was reversed recently by an appellate court), but it has at least temporarily chilled undercover reporting and writing. Legal issues aside, this kind of journalism has always raised moral and ethical problems; in my view, it’s always worth pondering whether the story is fundamentally fair.

Years ago, when I was working at American Lawyer magazine, we wondered whether personal-injury lawyers would allow their clients to lie in order to enhance the likelihood of a favorable verdict or large settlement, and thus a large contingency fee for the lawyer. We devised a scenario in which one of our reporters would claim to have tripped and been injured near a Consolidated Edison repair site. She would emphasize that Con Ed had nothing to do with the injury, but would wonder whether she might still have a claim. To pull off such a story required a fair amount of dramatic skill, poise, and courage, and none of the reporters wanted to do it. An editor, Jane Berentson, volunteered, and ultimately took her story to about a dozen lawyers in New York. Fully half of them did tell her to lie, even when she protested that she didn’t feel comfortable doing such a thing.

As a story idea, this passed several of my informal tests: no one wanted to do it; it was risky, which brought with it a certain suspense (would the reporter pull off the deception, or be unmasked?); it posed a question to which we didn’t already know the answer; and we believed it would be a public service. At the same time, we wondered if it was fair. None of the lawyers knew they were speaking to a reporter. While Jane was careful not to encourage anyone to ask her to lie, the experiment nonetheless had overtones of entrapment. Ultimately Steve Brill, the magazine’s editor, decided to withhold the lawyers’ names. He reasoned that the purpose of the “Integrity Test” wasn’t to expose individual lawyers, randomly selected, but to assess the overall integrity of the malpractice bar. The story itself proved a huge success, was much talked about, and was reprinted in numerous publications.

I myself have done only one first-person undercover story, “My Life in an Unaccredited Law School,” for which I enrolled in Golden West College of Law in Los Angeles and showed up for the first week of classes. California was one of the few states that permitted such law schools, and they were flourishing there at the time, 1978. It was a relief to discover that I could tell the truth in response to every question on the application. (It did not, for example, ask whether I had attended any other law school or received an advanced degree, in which case I would have had to reveal that I had already graduated from law school.) I am, in fact, a terrible liar. I was once hauled in for questioning at the Canadian border while trying to stammer out an answer to the question of whether all the passengers in my car, who were then asleep, were U.S. citizens. (They weren’t.) I also believed I would be terrible at using an assumed name, so I used my real name on the application and at school. I found it relatively easy to maintain the deception, though my fellow students must have found me a little aloof. I wasn’t eager to discuss whatever had brought me to Golden West or where I lived (a hotel). I recall only one moment of panic: I was driving a rented car, and a fellow student asked me why my car had Nevada license plates. I hadn’t even noticed. I stammered again, and finally told the truth: that I was driving a rented car. Fortunately, that satisfied his curiosity; he didn’t ask why. My departure after a week caused no comment that I know of.

The resulting story was written in a humorous vein, trying to capture the “Animal House” feel of the place, and it was enlivened by some very clever cartoons. Readers seemed to love it. In this case, all the names used were real, including those of faculty members who had made some blatant misstatements of the law in class. I felt that Golden West was holding itself out to the public as a legitimate law school and that there was no plausible expectation of privacy in a crowded classroom. Hence, real names were appropriate. But to be honest, I felt a little queasy about the experience. I was glad I didn’t have to misrepresent myself more than I did, and I don’t plan to do any more undercover operations.

Still, as an idea the unaccredited-law-school operation met my tests. What was life like in an unaccredited law school? I had no idea. While the schools turned out to be even more chaotic and shoddy than I might have guessed, the story might have been even better if they turned out to be good schools, kept out of the mainstream by a hide-bound profession’s efforts to restrain competition. But what’s important was that curiosity drove the story from the outset. As an undercover operation, this wasn’t something I particularly wanted to do; indeed, I was very nervous because of the chance that I might be exposed. So I assumed readers would get at least a small vicarious thrill from experiencing this apprehension with me. Finally, as I’ve already noted, I felt the story would serve a public interest.

By far the most common type of story that results from direct observation or experience is the memoir, a first-person account that generally doesn’t rely on any event of national interest. In recent years there has been a near explosion in the publication of memoirs, not all of them by celebrities. Indeed, in what seems to be our confessional era, almost nothing seems to be off-limits. I even suspect some writers of exaggerating their afflictions in an effort to appeal to talk-show hosts and hostesses or, in the case of self-help tomes, to make their turnarounds or makeovers all the more impressive. This trend will surely peak, and despite many successes in this genre, the everyday experiences of most of us are unlikely to turn into national best-sellers. Still, what seem to be ordinary experiences may indeed be the raw material for good stories. How does one know?

I find the simplest test, again, is to ask a question: What about my experience might interest someone else? Even better: What about my experience do I myself find puzzling, and what might I better understand given additional reflection and research? This latter question is particularly significant, since a disadvantage of first-person ideas is that self-knowledge leaves relatively little room for the kind of curiosity that yields the best stories. Often we already know too much about ourselves.

The broad themes that emerge from such stories are often more important than the immediate subject matter. Any story, for example, in which someone overcomes significant adversity appeals to an almost universal interest in suffering and redemption. If that adversity is something little written about or understood, but widely shared, so much the better. Many successful memoirs have been written in recent years in which the nominal subject matter has been taboo—alcoholism, spousal abuse, incest, a husband with AIDS, and so on. Indeed, it is hard to imagine anything today that would be both widely experienced yet still shocking. (Sensationalist talk shows seem to be turning ever more desperately to situations so aberrant as to be freakish.) In my view, the potential universality of an experience is far more intriguing and compelling than sensationalism. Jessie Lee Brown Foveaux, an elderly woman living in Kansas City, wrote an account of her troubled marriage to an alcoholic. After it was featured in a front-page Wall Street Journal story, her story sold to a publisher for a million-dollar advance. The bidding war may be highly unusual, but her experience was not.

Another question to ask is whether one’s own experience embodies some broader trend or condition. If, for example, you were thrown off welfare because of the Welfare Reform Act passed by Congress in 1997, you might very well write about the experience, because many people similarly situated were having to cope with the same crisis.

Another category of memoir succeeds less because of the significance of the writer’s experience than because of its setting. In these cases, the writer is a guide to another time and place about which readers may be curious. The enormous success of Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes is due not only to McCourt’s beautiful writing but also, at least in part, to its setting in Depression-era Ireland, a time and place significant for many Americans with Irish roots and, indeed, for many with immigrant ancestors. Much highly autobiographical fiction, such as Jay McInerney’s Bright Lights, Big City and Bret Easton Ellis’s Less Than Zero, succeeds for similar reasons. One is a guided tour through the demimonde of Manhattan, the other of Los Angeles.

Most memoir stories are far more modest in scope. I have written one such story myself, about being audited by the Internal Revenue Service. The fact that I was subjected to a full-scale audit, in a year when my income as an author and journalist was exceedingly modest, seemed at first to be nothing but a source of annoyance and anxiety. But in pondering whether it might make a story, the thought occurred to me that money and taxes are subjects of nearly universal interest that do remain something of a taboo. How many other people would be foolhardy enough to bare their experiences with the IRS? Not many, I suspected. Last year, more than a decade after the story ran, someone came up to me and said the story was one of his all-time favorites. I had all but forgotten it.

It should be obvious by now that our own experiences provide a wealth of possible story ideas and that we should be vigilant in spotting them. But it is also true that I would never have a career as a writer if I had depended only on direct observation and experience. Stories that began in this manner account for only a tiny fraction of my own output. And if you work as a journalist, you will soon learn that you were not hired to write about yourself. I mentioned in the previous chapter that, as an editor, I distrusted my enthusiasm for stories about subjects that I personally found interesting. It is even more difficult to be objective about first-person stories, and for that reason it is essential to discuss these ideas with someone else, preferably a respected editor. The tests I have outlined need to be applied rigorously, and if you so apply them, you will discover that most of your own experiences, however fascinating to you, hold little appeal to a wide readership. Fortunately, the universe of story ideas is much broader.
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Other people possess a wealth of story ideas, if only you can get them to share those ideas with you. Such people are usually referred to as sources. If you are known as a writer or journalist, you’ll find that almost everyone has a story he or she wants to tell you. Most of them—the overwhelming majority of them—are bad stories. When I was a fledgling reporter working for the summer at my hometown newspaper, the Quincy (III.) Herald-Whig, one of my jobs was to entertain story ideas from our farflung “local correspondents” in places like Cherry Box, Missouri, and Lima, III. I recall accounts of a tick being extracted from a boy’s forehead and a traffic back-up caused by a broken stoplight. I have listened to so many bad story ideas that I can usually recognize one after a single sentence. But I keep listening, and my phone number is listed. I do sometimes ask people who embark on long and convoluted stories to put them in writing, because I find it helps them organize their thoughts. I read my mail. Just when I think I can’t bear one more bad idea, something wonderful surfaces, for instance, the fact that inmates were growing marijuana right under the sheriff’s nose outside the Palmyra, Missouri, county jail—a story I did write for the Herald-Whig.

More recently, I received a newspaper clipping from a restaurant owner in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. I had never heard of him, but he had read a recent story of mine in The New Yorker and thought I might be interested in the article. The possibility that I might be interested in writing for a national publication about anything happening in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, seemed remote. The clipping, from the local paper, was brief; it described the trial of an accountant, Dan Miller, who had been fired from his job for being gay. Afterward, his former employer sued him, alleging that he had stolen clients. The jury had ruled against Miller, assessing $150,000 in damages. On its face, this seemed inexplicable to me, and I have learned that anything that seems inexplicable is a potential story. I called the restaurant owner, assuming he knew more, but he did not. He simply thought there had been a miscarriage of justice and, as an immigrant from France, he didn’t understand how such a thing could happen in America. He said he wouldn’t want anything like that to happen to either of his two sons. He was asking the same questions I was. I ended up pursuing the story: total strangers can turn out to be sources.

Friends are often sources, and I’m often struck when I talk to other writers by how many of the characters I’ve read about in their stories turn out to be known to them. This is often the case when writers search for someone to illustrate a broader theme.

I recall, for example, discussing the AIDS crisis with Jane Berentson, who wrote “Integrity Test” and worked as my deputy Page One editor at The Wall Street Journal. A made-for-TV movie broadcast the night before had focused on mothers whose sons had AIDS. I mentioned that I liked the movie, that the subject would have been a good one for the front page, and that it was too bad mothers and sons was a subject that had been dissected so thoroughly elsewhere in the media. Jane mused that the topic of fathers whose sons had AIDS seemed virtually unexplored. The idea appealed to me instantly; among other things, the Journal’s readership was overwhelmingly male. We had a computer search done, and indeed, it turned up virtually nothing. Why was everyone writing about mothers, but not fathers?

The upshot of this conversation was a story about a father coming to terms with his gay son’s fatal illness. Judy Valente, a Journal reporter covering the airline beat in Chicago, wrote one of the most moving stories I’ve ever read, which was a finalist for a Pulitzer Prize. She knew the son slightly from the church they both attended, and she became very close to the family as she did the reporting. So her “sources” were known to her apart from her work as a journalist. Reporting and writing this story was emotionally draining for Judy, especially since the young man died.

I am reluctant to write about people who are my friends. I know too well what can happen with even the best-intentioned stories: they almost never appear as the subjects would have written them. A few years ago, The New Yorker was planning a fiction issue and asked me to think about writing a nonfiction piece on the subject. I told the issue’s editor, Dan Menaker, that I didn’t really have any ideas, but that I had been recently struck by how little money my friend James Wilcox made, although he was quite a successful novelist. Dan responded immediately that I should write a piece about Jim, but I demurred; I didn’t feel comfortable writing about someone I knew personally.

At the time, I didn’t know Jim all that well. One day while visiting Amanda Urban, my agent, I noticed a collection of Jim’s books on her shelves. I had read several and was a big fan, and I told her so. When Jim’s next book, Polite Sex, came out, she invited me to a dinner party and sat me next to him. We had since gotten together several times to play some piano duets.

Dan dismissed my concerns, saying I should just disclose our friendship. I felt I should discuss the prospect of doing the story with Jim, who, I thought, would resist the idea. To my surprise, he readily agreed. Needless to say, his editor was thrilled at the possibility of publicity. Still, none of us was prepared for the to-do that followed. Jim’s books vaulted onto paperback best-seller lists. We were both interviewed on public radio, and Jim found the exposure so painful and humiliating that he canceled all other appearances. I think he was somewhat traumatized, and the episode could easily have damaged our friendship.

I feel I was right to be cautious about writing about Jim, but it’s another example of a story that was right under my nose. I wouldn’t have recognized it if Dan hadn’t prodded me and then been so enthusiastic. What made it a promising idea? The notion that a novelist would have to struggle financially was hardly a new or surprising one. But the extremity of Jim’s circumstances was surprising. He was, after all, a critically acclaimed writer, the author of seven books. His astonishing candor about his life and financial circumstances brought his plight to life in a way that hadn’t been done before. Yet this was never an idea that I believed to be foolproof, and without Dan’s encouragement, I doubt that I would have pursued it.

Most sources are known to the writer, but except for out-and-out publicity hounds like Donald Trump, relatively few propose stories about themselves. What’s scarce is a good source, particularly one who thinks like a writer. Such a source is to be cherished. Among the virtues of hearing a potential story from a source is that you may be uniquely privy to the information, which means that you won’t be competing with the rest of the world’s writers on the same story. It is a great luxury to be able to work on a story alone, without the pressure of competition. In such cases, many writers get their sources to pledge that they will tell no one else. This I have always found difficult to do. But I have found that most sources understand the writer’s need for exclusivity, and I have rarely had to make the agreement explicit.

What makes a good source? Good sources share an enthusiasm for stories. Like good writers, they love to read. They seem to love the idea that they are contributing to stories others will enjoy. “Gossip” has a pejorative tone, so perhaps I should simply say that good sources love to talk and exchange information. They are hungry for it.

The best source I have ever encountered is James J. Cramer, who runs his own investment partnership and founded The Street.com, a successful Web site on investing. I first met Jim long before he became a celebrity personal finance guru, when he came to American Lawyer to work as a reporter. We became friends, and remained friends when he went on to Harvard Law School and then to a job on Wall Street. In this respect, he was triply unusual: he was a personal friend, he thought like a journalist, and he worked on Wall Street, one of the most fertile sources of story ideas that interest me. Jim has a naturally curious mind, he seeks out paradox and contradiction and looks for explanations. He had his own far-flung network of sources. He positively percolated with story ideas—some of them, naturally, better than others. It was Jim who pointed out to me the mysterious rise in a key futures index the day after the market crash in 1987, a rise that proved critical in avoiding a complete market meltdown. Given investors’ state of mind at the time, the rise made no sense. Could it have been manipulated, albeit for benign reasons? Pursuing this question was one of the factors that led to a Wall Street Journal story by Daniel Hertzberg and me, “Terrible Tuesday,” for which we later won a Pulitzer Prize.

In that story, we turned the day after the crash, which had received almost no attention in the media, into a suspense-filled narrative of how disaster was averted. We provided an hour-by-hour account showing how serious the danger became, how close to panic many participants were, and how the sudden reversal in the Major Market Index offered a psychological boost that caused the market to recover. We never proved there was manipulation, but made a strong circumstantial case for it.

Another terrific source was Martin Siegel, who for a time was head of mergers and acquisitions at Kidder, Peabody and then, briefly, at Drexel Burnham Lambert. Siegel didn’t give me confidential information about his own clients. But, like many good sources, he told me plenty about clients of other firms. (Siegel later got caught up in the insider-trading scandal and became a major character in my book Den of Thieves. It is naturally awkward when someone moves from being a source to a subject, a topic I’ll discuss later.)

The best sources need to be sought out and cultivated, which is why I always encouraged people who worked for me to use their expense accounts and take people out to lunch and dinner. But many sources are readily available. One category needlessly shunned by many writers is public relations agents. It is true that PR people are often fundamentally at odds with journalists, since journalists are seeking the facts and PR people are often trying to conceal them, or at least to distort them in a way favorable to their clients. And some PR people manage to be exceedingly annoying, beginning their conversations with “How are you today?” in that mock-sincere, time-wasting tone perfected by telemarketers who call you at home during the dinner hour. But in my experience, a good PR person can be a good source. Some are former journalists themselves, so they recognize a good potential story. A prejudice against PR agents—or any other category of person, for that matter—should never stand in the way of a good story. Our job as writers is to listen, not to judge.

That doesn’t mean that a source’s motive shouldn’t be considered in assessing whether something might be a story. Journalists often, and rightly, worry about being manipulated, and PR agents are especially likely to try to use journalists for their own purposes. But far more important than someone’s motive in providing information is whether the information is true. And a virtue of conceiving stories as questions is that the outcome of the story is unknown. It’s impossible to say ahead of time whether the piece will be favorable or unfavorable to its subjects, whether it will affect a stock price or not, or whether it will have any intended result at all. Good sources understand this.

Writers need to spend a lot of time talking to people. Colleagues of mine at The Wall Street Journal often marveled at how much time I spent on the phone, laughing and talking, often with my feet propped up on my desk, rarely taking a note. This didn’t seem like “work” to them, and they sometimes asked how I got anything done. In fact, it was work. Oil drillers sink plenty of dry holes before they hit a gusher. I was simply prospecting for possible stories. Did I enjoy myself? Yes, and why not? The grim earnestness with which some writers tackle their work is only too evident in the resulting stories. Good sources can tell if you genuinely enjoy talking to them. If not, you’re wasting your time and theirs.
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I have found that the most fertile category of story ideas is one of the most readily accessible: other news accounts. By this I emphatically do not mean stealing someone else’s idea, or rewriting a story that’s already been done. But the fact is that most news accounts raise more questions than they answer, thus leaving room for a much more thorough and enriching account. Many news articles cover a brief, finite period of time, and are actually fragments of much longer stories. Journalists who write only news stories think differently from the kind of writers I am trying to encourage. Their focus on the traditional “who, what, where, and when” of news often distracts them from the deeper resonance of their stories. I have often seen the most eye-popping stories reported in a few deadpan, matter-of-fact paragraphs, usually buried deep inside a paper, or appearing in a publication with little circulation.

If you have been exercising your curiosity as I recommended in the last chapter, recognizing the potential stories lurking behind news reports will become almost second nature. You should realize at once that myriad questions remained to be answered about the cable-car accident, the Monica Lewinsky brouhaha, or Congressman Bill Paxton’s sudden, mysterious decision to resign from Congress, to mention just a few recent cases. Another revealing exercise is to look at what kinds of feature stories and nonfiction books are being published: almost all of them derive from events that were originally covered as news stories. Even John Berendt’s phenomenal best-seller Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil was based on events widely reported in the Savannah, Georgia, press.

Let’s consider some examples of this process.

On November 11, 1992, The New York Times ran this story on the third page of the Metropolitan section, without a by-line:

A partner in one of Manhattan’s most prestigious law firms was found stabbed to death early Monday morning in a motel in the Bronx, the police said yesterday.

The victim was identified by the police yesterday as David L. Schwartz, 55 years old, the head of the real estate section of Cravath, Swaine & Moore.

Sgt. William Larkin, commanding officer of the 45th Precinct Detective Squad, said investigators were still seeking a motive. Lieut. Richard Kuberski, a Police Department spokesman, said some of Mr. Schwartz’s personal effects had been stolen. He would not reveal what they were.

Mr. Schwartz’s body was found by a night clerk at about 1:30 A.M. in a room of the Hutchinson River Motel at 2815 Westchester Avenue, described by the police as a transient motel near the Hutchinson River Parkway in the Pelham Bay section of the Bronx. He had been stabbed several times in the chest and neck.

Mr. Schwartz, who lived on Park Avenue in Manhattan, had registered under the name Lou Rathmayer.

Mr. Schwartz was married and had three grown children. He had joined Cravath after graduating from the University of Virginia Law School. He became a partner in 1969.

What an extraordinary story, positively shouting with unanswered questions. It concerns a murder of a prominent person, and death is inherently dramatic. Yet note the flat, uninflected, style embraced by the Times—almost as if, in deference to the sensibilities of the victim’s family, the paper wanted to suppress readers’ curiosity. At the same time, the anonymous writer was clearly aware of the sensational aspects of the story and chose to highlight the most incongruous details.

From the first paragraph, it’s obvious that something curious has happened. Many people, no doubt, were stabbed in the Bronx that year, but none of the others was “a partner in one of Manhattan’s most prestigious law firms.” What was such a person doing in a Bronx motel, and why was he stabbed?

This question highlights an issue often discussed in journalism classes: why is it “news” when an Ivy League student, an honor student, a partner in a law firm, to cite a few examples, is murdered, but not when a drug dealer is? The discussion inevitably turns to whether coverage of such events is racist or sexist or betrays class prejudice on the part of editors and writers. The answer, I believe, is far simpler, and rooted in human curiosity: murders of such people (or by them) are surprising. While our surprise as readers may in fact be rooted in stereotypes, it is also backed by evidence: most partners in upscale law firms do not become murder victims; for drug dealers, the risks are obvious. In any event, while writers, in my view, shouldn’t reinforce stereotypes by pandering to a prejudice, it is futile to try to suppress readers’ curiosity by ignoring them. Indeed, as we shall see, it is often the writer’s task to heighten curiosity. Anything surprising is a potential story, and the more surprising the better.

Later in the Times story, we learn that the reporter has asked the obvious question about motive, but has no answer. The mystery deepens. Clearly, robbery is suspected, since we learn that “some” of the victim’s personal effects were missing. Still, we have no explanation of what Mr. Schwartz was doing in a Bronx motel. Only in the last few paragraphs does the writer reveal the most suggestive details: this was a “transient” motel, located off a major highway; Mr. Schwartz had registered under an assumed name and was found at the unlikely hour of 1:30 A.M.; he was a resident of tony Park Avenue, which makes it even more mysterious that he was found in the Bronx. Finally, Mr. Schwartz was married and had three children, facts whose relevance isn’t immediately apparent. There the story ends.

Asking questions about a news story usually involves speculating about the answers as well, drawing on our everyday knowledge of the world and our common sense. This doesn’t mean that such speculation will turn out to be correct, but it is a good exercise in deciding whether certain questions, if pursued and answered, are likely to result in an interesting story. Read between the lines of the Times story. Most readers would know that “transient” motels are often used for sexual assignations. It is probably no accident that the writer included this fact in an otherwise very brief report. And if Mr. Schwartz was stabbed during such an encounter, what was the sex of his assailant? It is, of course, possible that a woman could stab a man “several times in the chest and neck,” but is it likely? If the assailant was a man, the fact that Schwartz had a wife and three children takes on new significance. Is it possible that Mr. Schwartz was gay? Such questions lead to even more questions—always a sign of a good potential story.

I was among the people reading the story in the Times that morning, and all of these thoughts occurred to me. I do not scour the third page of the Metro section every day looking for obscure crime stories, but this one caught my attention for a particular reason: I knew David Schwartz, because I had worked as a lawyer at Cravath for three years. I never worked with him, and probably had exchanged only a few words with him, but I certainly remembered him, and my memory made the story all the more puzzling. He was hardworking and disheveled, and seemed socially ill at ease, with one exception: I vividly recall him and his wife as excellent ballroom dancers at the firm “prom” held every winter, and I could still picture them on the dance floor of the Pierre Hotel, he in his tuxedo, she in a flowing, full-skirted gown. It was frankly hard to picture him having any outside sex life at all, let alone arranging assignations at a Bronx motel. The idea that he might have been gay, or interested in having sex with another man under any circumstances, seemed ludicrous.

I called a friend of mine at Cravath that day. The firm’s phone lines were, predictably, humming. He told me that the firm had issued a brief statement, and that the suspect was male. Raymond Childs, a young black male, was soon arrested and charged with the murder. This was dutifully reported in the Times, and more gleefully in the tabloids. Then the story quickly died, none of its incongruities having been explored, much less explained.

This, obviously, had all the elements of a fascinating story. Indeed, it’s hard to think of a much more obvious example. So did I immediately propose the story and start work? No. I was busy talking about it, speculating about it, another sure sign that something is at least interesting. Yet I did nothing. Why?

Looking back on my reaction, I see that my failure to grasp the potential story was in part due to its first-person element. As I’ve mentioned before, it is often very difficult to recognize a story when you are in the midst of it. I knew David Schwartz, and I knew other people who knew him, so of course my curiosity was high. When I have a personal interest in something, my confidence that others would also be interested erodes, so I sometimes tend to miss those stories. But in this case, there were more fundamental, but quite common elements to my obtuseness. Basically, I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to pursue this story.

This lack of desire stemmed partly from my having worked at Cravath. I had an excellent experience there, I was grateful to the firm for educating me and paying me, and I liked many of my co-workers. In my first book, The Partners, about big law firms, one chapter was an unvarnished account of Cravath’s intense and ultimately successful defense of IBM, one of its biggest clients. I had never worked on the IBM case or any other IBM matter, I was careful to use nothing that I had learned while in Cravath’s employ, and the firm’s partners cooperated in my research, allowing me to interview them. Given Cravath’s success in the case, I always assumed the chapter would be viewed as positive from a PR perspective, though that was not my concern in writing it. Still, some of the anecdotes I included, such as the time a lawyer at the firm billed twenty-seven hours in a single day by flying to California, changing time zones, and working on the plane, were distinctly double-edged. Some lawyers at the firm felt I had betrayed them, and were furious with me (one has never spoken to me since). With that experience still in mind, I wasn’t eager to revisit the place, this time in the context of a lurid murder.

Even more fundamentally, the whole subject made me squeamish. I was admittedly interested, but I didn’t necessarily want to proclaim that to the world by writing about the matter. The very thought of calling Schwartz’s widow and children made me almost physically sick. To probe a dead man’s sex life and then share it with the public struck me as repugnant. It often surprises people when I say this, and I doubt many believe it, but like many writers I know, I am actually a rather shy person. I also grew up in a typical Midwestern family, where sex and religion were not discussed. Besides, I was worried about my reputation as a writer of “serious” nonfiction. Wasn’t this kind of story better left to the tabloids? Although I was not consciously thinking along these lines at the time, such were the feelings that blocked my thinking of the Schwartz murder as a story.

So why, one might wonder, did I nonetheless find myself having an animated conversation about David Schwartz with Tina Brown the next time I dropped in at The New Yorker’s offices? It’s obvious that on some level I did know that this was potentially a good story. As she often does, Tina had asked me what was going on, what were people I knew talking about, and I had told her about the murder. I knew she’d be interested. One of Brown’s strengths as an editor—the greatest strength, I think, an editor can have—is her unabashed curiosity. She wasn’t fazed by the subject matter. She wanted to know what had really happened—and she suggested I write that story for The New Yorker.

I didn’t immediately agree, but I did think about it. I focused on the elements of the story—the crime, the unanswered questions, the seeming paradox—and recognized that the answers I sought probably lay in the personality of David Schwartz and the world he inhabited. He had obviously been a far more complicated and desperate man than anyone realized. I thought the resulting story didn’t have to be lurid or sensational. In fact, how could the truth be any worse, or more embarrassing, than the speculations swirling among everyone who knew him? Someone was likely to write this story, and couldn’t I handle it as responsibly as anyone? I decided to go ahead.

I experienced another attack of squeamishness when I met with Hillary Clinton, at her behest, before beginning work on Blood Sport, my book about Whitewater and the Clinton White House. The first lady’s confidante, Susan Thomases, had approached me, saying the Clintons were interested in cooperating in a book that would get at the truth of all the scandals swirling around the presidency.

News of Paula Jones’s allegations of sexual harassment had just broken, and I felt obliged to ask Mrs. Clinton whether she would be willing to have me investigate the matter. The very idea of such a question made me anxious. Here I was, on my first visit to the White House, meeting the first lady for the first time, and I was going to ask her about an alleged sexual impropriety by her husband? But I did, and Mrs. Clinton seemed unfazed. “Of course” I should investigate Paula Jones, she replied without any hesitation. “She’s part of the right-wing conspiracy to destroy my husband.” Then I thought I detected tears welling in her eyes. “You have no idea how humiliating it is for me to have to read these stories,” she added.

Since then—and after I did, in fact, investigate the Paula Jones case and find it far more complicated than I assume the first lady did—I have often wondered about those tears. I am sure they were genuine. But whether they flowed from hurt, from a belief that her husband was incapable of the sexual behavior alleged, or from sheer frustration that her own will had been unable to intimidate the Paula Joneses of the world, I cannot say.

I have come to recognize that my own aversion to a story or a question is often a positive sign. Readers, in effect, pay writers and journalists to ask the questions they themselves are too squeamish to ask. I have also come to recognize that silence about subjects “that dare not speak their names” perpetuates ignorance and fear. Schwartz’s patronage of a male prostitute made him no less of a human being. And didn’t my own fear of talking to his family mirror society’s prejudice and sense of taboo, rather than my compassion? Was my reluctance to ask the first lady about Paula Jones rooted in a belief that the subject was irrelevant to my book? Or was it that on some level I wanted Mrs. Clinton to like me, so I didn’t want to offend her? I have often had occasion to reflect on my reactions to these stories, and I now urge my students to do the same whenever they recognize similar signs in themselves. Like avid curiosity, reluctance is a possible sign of a good story.
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