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“People do not want to hear about simple things. They want to hear 
about great things—simply told.”  – Jane Addams

Fred Rogers, when asked on CNN why he started Mister Rogers’ 
Neighborhood, answered “I went into television because I hated it so, 
and I thought there’s some way of using this fabulous instrument to 
nurture those who would watch and listen.” This year would have been 
his 90th birthday and the 50th anniversary of the Neighborhood. Now 
is an especially good time for those of us in media and education to 
consider his words, and those of Jane Addams, founder of Hull House 
and recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize.

“Are You Not Entertained?” is this year’s Mayborn conference and 
magazine theme. It asks the same thing that Ms. Addams and Mr. Rog-
ers did: Have I touched you? Maybe even taught you something? 

As storytellers we are servants to our publics’ trust. To engage, to 
inform, to be honest. Even when entertaining.

But I’ll still take time to read about Elvis impregnating an alien 
whose baby cost Hillary the election. The absurd is always good for a 
laugh – and even the tabloids say something about our world. We’re 
all looking for a way to figure out what’s going on around us. And im-
mortal rock stars and extraterrestrials can be easier to stomach than 
the truth. Is CNN really that far afield from Weekly World News?

This year’s Mayborn staff has given their best to let you experience 
their stories and profiles through honest words and pictures. For most 
of them, this has been their first time to craft such stories. They’ve en-
dured the stress of interviewing renown storytellers, working through 
multiple rewrites and the frustrations of trying to grasp the narrative 
craft. Yet despite such challenges, you can see the spark of a new call-
ing ignite. This won’t be the last time in their pain caves.

A good story always educates and entertains, if it resonates truth-
fully and finds that sweet spot where emotion and fact intersect. Even 
if your facts involve Bigfoot, Bat-Boy or Nessie. Show, don’t tell. Simple, 
right?

Adviser’s Note

Eric Nishimoto, Mayborn Magazine Adviser

Editorial 
Staff
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Editors' Note
When you put together graduate students in a maga-

zine class and are told you are going to interview some 
of the best writers in the country, you wonder “How lucky 
am I?” This is not a class, it’s a journey. 

We were also lucky because we got to pick who we 
wanted to profile. That doesn’t always happen in news-
rooms where many times editors give you a name and 
expect you to get the interview.

Our minds started getting creative the minute we 
heard the Mayborn Conference theme was “Are You Not 
Entertained? Real People, Real Stories, Real Storytelling.” 

How can you not be entertained? 
Real people do not come any more real than writers 

like Diana Henriques or Stephen Rodrick. Henriques 
fought hard to build a reputation in business journalism 
when women were not the norm. She also landed the 
first interview with Bernie Madoff behind bars in 2010. 
Rodrick has done his share of celebrity interviews, but 
one of his most revealing pieces of work was his book on 
discovering his father, who died when he was a young 
teen. 

As we went about our interviews with some of these 
writers, we gathered their real stories. What got them 
where they are today? Who was the inspiration that 
put them on their own journey. Andrea Valdez of Wired 

Magazine credits many great storytellers and editors at 
Texas Monthly as some of her first teachers. Kevin Merida 
of ESPN was inspired by his father, who was a trailblazer 
as a geologist. 

Real storytelling comes from deep inside. You find that 
out quickly when you sit down to interview the masters 
at interviewing the powerful, rich, famous and eccentric. 
Vanessa Grigoriadis has profiled some of the biggest 
names in entertainment and also authored a book on 
sexual consent on campus. Then there is Max Linsky’s 
Longform podcast that gives listeners a peak into nonfic-
tion writers and how they tell their stories. 

Now can you see how this graduate class was a jour-
ney? As you explore this magazine, we’re going to take 
you places where you haven’t been before and you’ll hear 
some of the most revealing interviews from the writers 
and authors. 

You’ll be entertained, but also inspired to go out there 
and tell your own stories, because we’re all real people 
with real stories. 

Rebecca Aguilar & Alex Copeland, Managing Editors
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IT MIGHT 
BE HIM

Story and photos by Sheri-Lee Norris

CHRISTOPHER GOFFARD
REMINDS US THAT

BOOGEYMEN ARE REAL
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I lay frozen in bed, squinting into the darkness. Move-
ment outside was evident through a small opening 
in the curtain. It looked like a person might be 
creeping outside my bedroom window.

My husband and 150-pound Golden Labrador were 
sleeping peacefully, oblivious to the pounding of my 
heart inside my chest. Seized by a burst of bravery, I bolt-
ed out of bed and threw myself into the master bedroom 
closet. I turned on the home alarm system for the first 
time in three years.

Reassured by ADT’s invisible security net, I crept into 
the living room to peer into the backyard from a differ-
ent vantage point. My boogeyman turned out to be gusty 
wind whipping a plastic tablecloth into the air like a rag 
doll, anchored by a concrete flower pot.

I laughed one of those laughs that bursts out when 
your body tries to stand down, but your adrenaline is 
still pumping. I exhaled slowly, releasing the tension. 
This was a false alarm and I could return to bed without 
worrying for the moment. 

There was a reason for this debilitating fear. A haunt-
ing past and weeks spent reading everything I could find 
by journalist and author Christopher Goffard eventually 
collided. His stories reminded me of a time in my life 
that I buried under a rug and pretended didn’t exist. 
These things eventually wiggle their way out.

Sometimes they climb into bed with you. 
Goffard’s first novel, Snitch Jacket, won the Edgar Allan 

Poe Award for Best First Novel in 2008. The main char-
acter, a police informant, was a dishwasher at the Greasy 
Tuesday dive bar in Costa Mesa. He got cash for report-
ing acts of thugs who hung out at the bar, including a 
hit man who lived in the closet. The book is fiction, but 
based on a real character Goffard covered in a newspa-

per story.
His gritty, seedy tale did not comport with the Orange 

County experience I created for myself so many years 
ago. Malevolence did not reside there. It was sunshine, 
surfboards, picnics and beautiful people. Wasn’t it? It 
had once been my safe place. I ran there to escape and 
couldn’t go any farther than the Pacific Ocean. Once 
there, I created a new life and got season passes to 
Disneyland. Somehow the world seemed safer and less 
menacing inside the gates of the Happiest Place on 
Earth or sitting in the sand watching the sun set behind 
Catalina Island. 

There was no way to reconcile my fictitious O.C. with 
Goffard’s. I was afraid that my upcoming interview with 
him was going to be hard. Old personal wounds were 
slowly being ripped open.

Goffard met me in the iconic and historic downtown 
L.A. art deco building that houses The Los Angeles Times. 
I arrived early for the interview and anxiousness mount-
ed. Historic buildings always fascinate me, so I let the 
building suck me back in time, away from the moment. 
A wall labeled “Telephones” was amusing and I took 
perhaps 20-30 pictures from different angles. The silver 
chrome doors to the booths no longer stood open, but 
it was easy to imagine decades of reporters in trench 
coats and fedoras scurrying around for their turn at a 
phone. An old bronze mailbox chute in the wall caught 
my attention and I snapped numerous pictures while I 
envisioned parcels and envelopes being shoved inside.

Goffard was easily recognizable from pictures and 
recorded interviews. Dark, thick hair neatly cropped, 
and fair skin didn’t show that weathered bronze glow 
so typical of Angelenos. Khaki pants, a pullover sweater 
and button-down shirt gave the impression he was on 
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his way to play a round of golf in Pasadena, not getting 
ready to cover the midnight cop beat. 

He took me to the building cafeteria to talk. We 
strolled down a long hallway lined with framed front 
pages of the newspaper. It was a journey through time 
heralding important world events such as the end of 
World War II, the coronation of Queen Elizabeth and the 
explosion of the Space Shuttle Challenger.

Goffard’s latest book, You Will See Fire: A Search for Jus-
tice in Kenya, tries to unravel the mysterious death of an 
elderly Catholic priest in Kenya. The old man was found 
neatly laid out on a sheet on the side of a dusty deserted 
road, with a shotgun next to his body. 

When we sat down, I told him I’d just finished reading 
it. He asked for my opinion about the ending. Was he 
testing me, or was that just the reflexes of a seasoned 
reporter used to asking the questions?

He leaned back in the chair and crossed his legs. He 
lay an arm casually across the table and took slow sips 
from coffee in a paper cup. The cafeteria was almost 
empty late on a late Friday afternoon. The clanking of 
trays and plates echoed around the vacant room, often 
making it hard to hear his soft-spoken voice. I found 
myself leaning in to hear.

Goffard is not just an 
author, he is a reporter at The 
Los Angeles Times. He grew up 
in Southern California reading 
mysteries and crime novels. 
That explains his fascination 
with cops and courthouses. 
His website features links to 
old stories or embedded ones, 
making them easy to find.

He was part of a Pulitzer 
Prize-winning staff who wrote 
about a corrupt city manager 
in the California town of Bell. 
The manager bilked millions 
from public coffers before 
being caught. 

He, himself, was a Pulitzer 
Prize finalist for his story “The $40 Lawyer.” It was an up-
lifting story about a young public defender who found a 
deeper purpose in life. However, many of Goffard’s stories 
involved violent crime and truly detestable criminals.

Some other reporters might have difficulty coping 
with writing about the worst in humanity on a regular 
basis, but not Goffard. 

Only one criminal really got under his skin: John 
Meehan.

Meehan is the title character from Dirty John. It was 
so successful as a written story, that it was the first story 
the Times turned into a podcast. It’s about a well-to-do 
woman in Newport Beach who falls for an abusive con 
man, Meehan. He wormed his way into her heart and 
eventually her bed. She made the mistake of marrying 
him.  He was a charming, handsome man, camouflaged in 
physician garb. He appeared successful and confident. He 
presented himself as a caring healer of people when, in 
reality, he was quite the opposite.

He isolated the woman from her family and friends, 
causing rifts in once-close relationships. Her family 

didn’t understand why she stayed with him. They fought 
in vain to get her away, but she repelled their protesta-
tions and offers of help.

She was in love.
Every time she thought she might leave, he would do 

something kind and loving. He knew how to push her 
buttons. She would forgive him, again and again. The 
cycle continued. 

Goffard read the Dirty John podcast in a studio. At one 
point during the narrative, he had to read a threatening 
letter Meehan had written to one of the family members. 
It was difficult for Goffard to give that part of the tale 
the proper dramatic impact. An actor friend encouraged 
him to think of it as if he was telling a cautionary tale to 
his daughter. He thought that was helpful.

So, Goffard took a photo of his own child into the 
studio and stuck it on the wall. What if his daughter 
were to fall for a guy like that? How would that make 
him feel? Would he be able to save her? Those thoughts 
pushed and pulled at him as he read Meehan’s letter. 
Goffard was trying not to sink into character. This was no 
bedtime story.

What bothered him most, was having to read the let-
ter as if he were Meehan.

“I didn’t like inhabiting 
his brain or his personality 
for even a nanosecond. It 
was ugly...”

Dirty John hit number one 
on the Apple podcast list 
and has been downloaded 
and listened to over 15 mil-
lion times. For Goffard, the 
most rewarding thing was 
receiving recognition for the 
rigorous amount of reporting 
involved. Every line in the 
story had hard evidence for 
substantiation. This required 
almost a full year of his life 
doing research and inter-
views.

However, his style of writing is not common in the 
newspaper industry, and it wasn’t how he started out. 

 “I like to subvert the inverted pyramid whenever 
possible,” he explained.

Goffard went to work for The St. Petersburg Times in 
St. Petersburg, Fla. in 1998. It was there he began to 
change his style of writing from common newspaper 
form to narrative storytelling. His colleagues included 
Tom French, who had just won a Pulitzer Prize for his 
story “Angels & Demons.” Anne Hull was another Pulitzer 
Prize-winning colleague for  “Metal to Bone.”

Their stories opened his eyes to new possibilities. In 
2004, he had the opportunity to collaborate with French 
on a five-part series, “The Hard Road.” That was the first 
time he wrote a narrative serial for a newspaper. He has 
not stopped since. 

After our interview I went back and read “Angels & 
Demons.” I’d read it years ago and only remembered 
vague outlines. An Ohio mother and her two teenage 
daughters were lured onto a nighttime harbor excursion 
while on vacation in Florida. 

I didn’t like inhabiting his 
brain or his personality for 
even a nanosecond. It was 

ugly...

CHRISTOPHER GOFFARD ON 
DIRTY JOHN
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The youthful, sunny-dispositioned boatman hid his 
agenda adroitly. The sadistic volunteer tour guide was 
prepared for his evening. Once out into the harbor, he 
tied them up and raped them. Then, he threw them into 
the water alive – one at a time – with weights around 
their ankles. Each woman was forced to witness the 
fate of the loved one before her. 

Reading French’s story after Goffard’s work revealed 
the master Jedi that so inspired Goffard. Neither writer 
makes excuses for criminals in their stories. However, 
sympathy for victims is evident in all. Readers become 
attached to each victim because the writers have given 
us in-depth insight into their personalities. It makes 
their fate that much more horrific.

A regular newspaper story just tells us basic facts 
about the victims. They aren’t given life before death.

“Sometimes I wonder how my career might have 
been different if I hadn’t wound up there… if I’d do 
more feature stories.” 

Goffard also had good editors helping him work his 
way into this new style of writing. While in St. Peters-
burg, one such editor was Mike Wilson, current editor 
of The Dallas Morning News. Wilson said people are 
still hungry for good stories. He even has data showing 
long-form stories are being read on smartphones. 

“Not every story can or should be told as a narra-
tive,” said Wilson. “But many can be.” He works with his 
current staff to identify those that can.

Readers have gobbled up every bitter morsel of 
Dirty John. A domino effect has taken place. It was such 
a popular print story that it became a podcast. The 
podcast was so highly regarded that Bravo Media is 
making a two-season TV series of it. Oxygen Media is 
also making a companion docuseries from the eyes of 
the victims.

I haven’t decided yet if I will watch these. Perhaps 
the shows can be recorded and watched with a good 
bottle of wine. However, I’m not sure those images 
should come into my home. They would probably haunt 
me for months. 

Goffard’s deep, penetrating exposé didn’t just revive 
my monsters, it opened up public discussions about 
domestic violence and the phenomenon of coercive 
control.

Victims of coercive control suffer primarily from psy-
chological abuse. They are slowly isolated from support 
systems. Self esteem and confidence plummet. Most 
of the time they don’t realize it has happened. Gradual 
steps make it hard to detect. Friends and family see 
it clearly, but they are shut out of the lives of the one 
person they want desperately to rescue. 

It’s you and me against the world, the abuser assures 
their victim.

A repeating cycle continues for months or years. The 
moment a victim thinks they need to get out, some kind 
action or deed sucks them back in. Love, normally a 
human strength, gets turned into a vulnerability. 

It’s not stupidity or ignorance that makes one easy 
prey, it’s the capacity to unconditionally love and for-
give. 

That is what Dirty John Meehan did to his wife. Her 
upbringing taught her that love and forgiveness were 
key tenants to Christianity. Honoring your spouse, even 
above your children, was also integral to her beliefs. 
If one looks at it from her perspective, she was doing 
what the Bible told her to do. It wasn’t stupidity. Her 
actions were an exercise in faith. 

Coercive control is usually how domestic violence 
begins. Once a victim is battered, it’s even harder to 
get away. The terror of running and being caught can 
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be greater than the fear of staying. Batterers give 
chase to what they consider property. That’s why 
family shelters are guarded with great secrecy; they 
are a modern Underground Railroad.

I don’t want to give away the ending, but the 
final twist in the Dirty John story is just one step 
further into that fiery pit of hell.

During our interview Goffard asked if I could 
see where this story was heading. He probably 
thought it was a surprise. I replied “yes,” because I 
knew people in somewhat similar situations.

The words “It was once … me,” were never spo-
ken. After all, this was an interview, not a therapy 
session. 

By the time our interview took place, every 
door I’d slammed shut on my past had been flung 
open. A long corridor had been opened. At the 
other end huddles a bruised and beaten 18-year-
old version of me. I see her in the distance and try 
to look away. But I can’t.  

How 
can that 
girl still 
be alive?

I 
should be 
dead. The 
situation 
I found 
myself 
in while 
a senior 
in high 
school 
went from 
control to 
domestic 
violence 
in less than a year. 

My father could have been killed, too. He tried 
to protect me, and I wouldn’t let him. The man 
who hurt me, like Meehan, went after those I 
loved. Also like Meehan, he singled out the wrong 
person. My dad might have been short and older, 
but he was always a Marine.

One steamy summer evening, it was him versus 
my father. They both had guns pointed at each 
other. I stood in between them in the driveway of 
our house. I knew my dad would aim to kill; he 
would never miss. What I was unsure about was 
whether my abuser was going to shoot my father 
– or me. Somebody called the police, so I never 
found out. 

Goffard took a picture of his daughter into the 
studio to help him read Meehan’s words with the 
right tone of voice. What must my father have 
been feeling when this was happening to me? 
What stopped him from pulling the trigger that 
night? Was it his military training, or me standing 
so foolishly in the middle?

This all happened many years ago, but right 

now it feels like yesterday.
When I first began writing this story, it was 

headed in an entirely different direction. It was 
supposed to be entertaining, but the words 
suddenly evaporated. I couldn’t write for weeks. 
It wasn’t writer’s block – it was denial. It was also 
shame. Finally, it came flooding out like a tsuna-
mi.

Dirty John, in all forms, will entertain as well 
as encourage discussion. It reveals warning signs 
about insidious actions. Although there is more to 
this story than that. 

Victims will stumble across Dirty John and it 
will save their lives.  

Other people cannot tell victims of abuse to 
escape. Victims must discover it on their own, 
especially when they believe they are in love. This 
story is a way for women to self-identify that they 
are in a similar situation. They will be led slowly 
to drink from a bitter but life-saving cup.

I hope 
the words 
Dirty 
John 
become 
trans-
posed 
into 
verbs, 
like, “he 
Dirty 
Johned 
her. . . .” 
The 
behavior 
needs a 
common 
term 

instead of a psychiatric label.  
Some journalists are just writers. They relay 

news. They can tell a good yarn. Occasionally, 
they become something larger than themselves 
without realizing it. Had this story been written in 
any other format, it would not have had the same 
impact, especially on me.

Dirty John is not fiction. Evil people do exist, 
and their appearance is often deceiving.

True crime stories don’t merely entertain, they 
also ring warning bells. 

Not every criminal or bad guy can be rehabili-
tated. When they are firmly planted on the other 
side of the abyss, no amount of love can retrieve 
them.

My abuser is still alive, I think. Somebody told 
me years ago that he had two failed marriag-
es. He almost killed them as well, but they also 
managed to escape. How far away did they have 
to run, I wonder?

When I saw something moving outside my 
bedroom window that night, a little voice inside 
me said, “It might be him…”

WHERE TO LISTEN
TO DIRTY JOHN
Apple Podcasts
Google Play
Stitcher
wondery.com

Read more about Chris at 
christophergoffard.com
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“I ’m 5’3 with brownish ponytail and glass-
es, and I’ll likely be wearing yoga pants.” 

Check, check and check. Purple yoga 
pants, a pair of Nikes (she’s taking up 

running again), and a hoodie with those thumb 
holes that she couldn’t decide if she wanted over 
her thumbs or not throughout the couple hours we 
chatted. 

We were meeting in Austin not far from her 
house at a local Houndstooth Coffee. I was a bit 
anxious about meeting an editor of such intimidat-
ing repute, but her big smile and a laugh made a 
little bigger and louder, and a little bit fidgety, from 
the two espressos she had immediately put me at 
ease. Eyes gleaming and crinkled from smiling, she 
draws you into her 15-year-long story.  

Kate Rodemann is in love. 

It was a meet-cute within the walls of Texas 
Monthly, as wholly unexpected as any Hollywood 
director could concoct. Magazine journalism and 
editing weren’t dreams Kate had since J-school. 
In fact, there was no J-school. There were no New 
Yorker magazines strewn on her childhood coffee 
tables. No writes and rewrites trying to hone perfect 
prose. The young Kate didn’t get lost in the good 
magazine stories like many an aspiring editor. But 
with clear eyes and the sponginess of a new intern, 
it was there that she was introduced to the art of 
long-form journalism. 

Her love for it has only grown over the years. 
Days turned into nights of research, getting to know 
every last bit of a story, and the writers writing 
them. It’s a simple formula: Immersion, exposure 
and hard work. That’s how Kate fell in love.

Story by Claire Higgins

Editing in Love
means never h

aving to say you're sorry

An editor's unexpected love story, yes, but 
it's one that produces some of the most 
thoughtful, moving, 
perfectly transtioned pieces. And even better 
relationships. That's what Kate Rodemann 
fell in love with.
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Kate found her place at Texas Monthly in 2002 and 
couldn’t shake it. She began first as intern, then copy 
editor, associate editor, senior editor, articles editor and 
– finally – deputy editor. She learned on the job, learning 
the craft by following editors around, picking up details 
about every role in the magazine, finding what worked 
and what didn’t, cultivating relationships with the writ-
ers and diving completely into their work as if it were 
her own. And it all came along with high praise, at one 
point earning the name “Kate the Great” for her editing 
across the magazine’s sweeping long-form and revealing 
narrative pieces, month after month. 

Still, Kate eventually realized that it was time to move 
on. It wasn’t easy: Texas Monthly was her first love and 
home, but she knew it was time for something new. The 
itch for the magazine wasn’t quite there anymore; she 
thirsted for a new outlet – digital – a new way to grow 
that love she cultivated many years ago. So, in 2017, she 
took the deputy editor position at Highline, Huffington 
Post’s foray into long-form journalism, and it’s solely 
digital. 

She’s the daughter of American missionaries. Kate was 
born in Texas, but after completing seminary in Dallas, 
her parents knew their impact could be bigger outside 
the United States. After a couple transition years in Costa 
Rica learning and perfecting the language, the family 
settled in Madrid, Spain and started a Spanish-speaking 
church, with Kate already a Spanish-speaking toddler. 
Three more sisters on the way completed the familia de 
Rodemann as the years passed. 

She still considers Spanish her first language even 
after nearly 20 years stateside, but her English doesn’t 
come with an accent, unless it’s a Spanish name, particu-
larly the authors she speaks highly of, or a specific word 
that elicits careful, but natural, pronunciation. Kate also 
doesn't come across like your typical Spaniard. 

Her fair skin, simple light brown hair and very petite 
build camouflage her into the Texans around her. Which 
was a big reason why her transition into American 
culture during her freshman year at the University of 

Texas, the biggest school in the country at the time, was 
so difficult. 

Although she grew up in an international school and 
attended an American high school in Spain, the culture 
was different, Kate reminisced. There were no gossip 
magazines, no incoming issues of The Atlantic, no Happy 
Days on TV – nothing that would have made it easier to 
relate to life at an actual American university. 

She chose UT because it seemed like a good ad-
venture to explore her roots. She didn’t identify with 
the campus culture, but that newness was part of the 
appeal. Besides, she couldn’t decide what her path after 
high school would be. Traditionally, she explained, in 
international schools, it’s more common to choose your 
major right away, and stick with it. As her high school 
graduation neared, the path ahead wasn’t coming clearly 
into view. It wasn’t law, it wasn’t medicine – she just 

Photo courtesy of Kate Rodemann
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wanted to read and maybe write some, too. It was an 
interest she’d cultivated her whole life.

So she chose the general studies route and that 
meant heading stateside. 

What happened when she got here? 
“Double whammy,” she said. 
“I was essentially a foreign student, but didn’t look 

like one. So it was very disorienting. At the time, it was 
the biggest school in the country, and it was the double 
whammy of American culture shock that I didn’t identify 
with or understand. All these cultural references I had no 
frame of reference for.”

She thought about quitting, returning to Spain and 
figuring it all out. “Get in, get out,” she told herself often, 
then she would head back to Europe where she could 
“study in Paris and just be the European self I wanted to 
be.”

But then everything started to click, albeit two years 
in. She found her friends, she found that guy she’d even-
tually marry with whom she’d raise three bilingual boys. 
She found that she liked Texas culture, even if she really 
only knew Austin. 

And she stayed. And as love’s fate might have it, her 
uniqueness that caused such a rift in adjusting to Amer-
ican life turned out to be why she bloomed so naturally 
at Texas Monthly.

Kate credits the influence of her upbringing for her 
sixth-sense for editing. Knowing a good story when it’s 
there, and massaging it until it’s right, is from under-
standing culture – two of them. 

The juxtaposition of Spanish and American cultures 
transformed Kate. Thrown from one culture into the 
other, she had to adapt. No love story comes without a 
rocky patch here and there. And hers helped Kate see 
two sides of every story with an empathy that not every 
magazine editor naturally has. 

“There’s a condition of being human where we all 

long for home in some ways and it’s never fully satisfied. 
And I think I have been, on a personal level, very sensi-
tive to that feeling, and that’s where a lot of stories come 
from.”

Empathy and being smart. Kate’s fluency in Spanish, 
English and French (she earned a minor in the language 
during undergrad). It all gives her a unique perspective 
on language. From an early age, she developed an inter-
est in languages, and wanted to know them, to com-
pletely understand how they work. She was curious. She 
grew up reading classic Spanish writers, at home and in 
school. Gabriel García Márquez, Jorge Borges and Julio 
Cortázar told stories of magical realism, and philosophy. 
Their use of language fascinated Kate.

Her curiosity led to a better understanding of lan-
guage, one that Kate considers analytical. Her process 
has always had an inner bend toward analytical thinking. 
Knowing the ins and outs of Spanish, then English and 
French, gave her a leg up at at Texas Monthly. She could 
edit, sure, but she knew the inner-workings of a good 
story, too. But getting to that good story doesn’t happen 
on your own. 

The process to a great story, for Kate, is always a 
collaborative partnership, a point she stresses more than 
anything else. She’s just as invested in the story as the 
writer, working behind-the-scenes, but not in the back-
ground. She is involved and passionate about every story, 
just as if each one is the first and only one.

For every story she’s editing she digs through research 
just as the writer would, staying up late after putting her 
three boys to bed. Three a.m. phone calls become the 
norm, because love doesn’t know working hours, espe-
cially when there are three boys to put to bed. 

Middle-of-the-night work led to leaving voicemails 
for writers that would get returned at a second’s notice, 
pretty much like a husband and wife. That’s how Mike 
Hall put it, at least.

"Having to take life stories 
and true stories, and do that 
in a way that changes 
people...it just felt so 
important and noble."

-Kate Rodemann
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“When I would get back drafts, she would have 
inserted things where it’s obvious she went and 
did some research,” Hall, now Texas Monthly exec-
utive editor, said with a laugh. “So Kate had spent 
a couple hours on the Internet, finding something 
and throwing it in.”

The two of them worked on about five big sto-
ries together, ones that took time to process, full of 
multiple subjects, multiple sources, even different 
angles to get just right. But it was Kate’s approach, 
her partnership that made Hall’s experience with 
her so valuable. 

“There was a real sense, with her, that I wasn’t 
in it all by myself. That’s one of the ways writer’s 
block and writer’s terror sets in,” he said about 
the first piece they worked on together, a deeply 
investigated, five-part series about the 1982 Lake 
Waco murders. 

“From the beginning, she was really enthusiastic 
about it and, you know, she kind of reveled in the 
complications of the story, which were freaking me 
out.”

Kate agreed. 
“I’m more excited by the collaborative part of 

story making. I just love that so much more. And 
I’m sort of a natural cheerleader, so I revel in the 
partnership and seeing a story and helping some-
one execute.”

She approaches each story with a kindness 
that stretches the writer’s skills. She makes them 
work a little harder through transitions, encourag-
es losing cliches and getting the story right. She 
has high standards and a meticulous attention to 
detail, which drives her to do a little extra heavy 
lifting, and she likes it that way.

“She fosters a lot of trust and respect with her 
writers and I think gets the very best work out of 
people in this way that’s really remarkable,” Pam 
Colloff said, echoing Hall’s sentiment. Colloff is a 
writer, tenured colleague and big Kate fan.

“She always pushes people to do bigger and 
greater things than they imagined and also keeps 
them sane along the way.”

Colloff, a Texas Monthly veteran and now a writ-
er for The New York Times Magazine and ProPublica, 

credits Kate’s one-of-a-kind style with her upbring-
ing, but also good instincts. It was always about 
compassion, kindness and the influence of hard-
working, devout parents, paired with a genuine 
enthusiasm and deep intelligence that makes Kate 
an unusual editor.

“What I love so much about magazine jour-
nalism is the story, but having to take life stories 
and true stories, and do that in a way that chang-
es people, a way that changes policy, a way that 
moves people to act. It just felt so important and 
noble,” she said, noting her soft spot for the move-
the-needle investigative pieces. But she’d never 
discredit the power of a really good profile. 

“Ultimately you want people to read these 
stories and you want people to be moved. That 
happens most often when you can offer compel-
ling narrative, compelling characters and all the 
ebbs and flows of just good cinematic storytelling. 

“You want to reach them deeply, even if they 
just feel it for a minute.” 

After making sure I have everything I need for 
my story with that now-familiar caring concern, 
Kate’s quick with a goodbye hug and immense 
thank-yous. 

The goodbyes continue with well-wishes and 
a little bit of uncertainty, but then she quiets and 
seems to go introspective. Kate wonders out loud 
and somewhat self-consciously if our meeting was 
helpful, almost as if she has never fully realized 
the love story she’s cultivated over the last 15 
years – and that moment of realization is happen-
ing now. 

Of course, it’s helpful – more than helpful – I 
assure her. Because now I know the look and the 
exasperation of an editor ready to fall in love with 
a story all over again.

It could have been the Highline piece she was 
anxious to get back to editing before deadline or it 
could have been the moment of reflection I picked 
up on, but after that hug, she sat back down with a 
sigh. I’m saying it was a mix of both: the eagerness 
to get back to editing a story that likely feels just 
like the first one and the realization that, yeah, 
you’re in love with what you do.

"You want people to read these stories and 
you want people to be moved. You want to 
reach them deeply, even if they feel it for 
just a minute."

- Kate Rodemann
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Story by Paul Valamides
Photos provided by Diana Henriques

T he prison emerged out of the 
dim early morning light off a 
two-lane highway that wound 
through the Carolina pines. 

There had been no signs in the little 
town pointing Diana Henriques in its 
direction. She had to ask a gas station 
clerk to show her the way.

Small and in her 60s, wearing a dark 
grey pant suit with a deep purple shirt 
and a silver beaded necklace that blend-
ed well with her short, silver hair, Hen-
riques wasn’t intimidated by the idea 
of a prison. She wasn’t nervous, at least 
not about the part where she would be 
seated inside a room across a table from 
one of America’s most notorious crimi-
nals. She was concerned that she might 
not get to see him at all. 

FINANCIAL 
MATTERS

16 mayborn 2018

Are you not

entertained?



A terrible thunderstorm hit the area the night 
before, and there was some concern that the prisoner’s 
lawyer’s plane might not get in. He hadn’t answered 
any recent texts. The interview probably wouldn’t go 
down without him there. She had a hard knot in her 
throat on the drive from her hotel.

She had exchanged numerous letters with the pris-
oner – seen his face paraded across television screens. 
She even knew him a little bit from before he became 
the most hated man in America, but she couldn’t guess 
at what to expect him to look like today. It would just 
be him and Henriques seated across from each other 
at a small open table in a bare, cinder-block room. 

Armed with only a couple pens and a legal pad, 
she would only get two of the originally requested 
eight hours for the interview. The prisoner hadn’t been 
interviewed by anyone other than his legal team since 
his arrest nearly two years before. Henriques would be 
the first. 

The knot in her throat loosened as she approached 
the prison’s security checkpoint and saw the lawyer 
was there. His back faced her as he passed his brief-
case through a metal detector. She could focus on her 
job now. She couldn’t afford to waste a minute of the 
two hours.

She walked through the maze of security screen-
ing equipment in the low-ceilinged, grey cinder-block 
entryway. Through a pair of double locking doors there 
was a long white hallway, and standing at the end of 
the hallway behind another set of double glass doors 
was the prisoner.

The man she saw was not the same.
Bernie Madoff looked like he had shrunken. He 

looked old.
The magnetic persona he had during his days on 

Wall Street was gone, instinctively hidden away as part 
of an adaptation that helped him blend in comfortably 
behind bars.

The balding, white-haired Madoff looked like the 
average grandfather, perhaps just standing around 
waiting to talk to his grandchildren after their game. 
He appeared a little anxious behind those doors, but 
once seated across the plain wooden table from Hen-
riques, he immediately relaxed. She came all this way 
just to talk to him, and if there was one thing Madoff 
didn’t mind talking about, it was himself.

This first interview of Madoff since his arrest and 
incarceration was a coup for Henriques. He had be-
come the face of Wall Street’s dishonesty and greed, 
the Gacy of white-collar crime. This type of work was 
a journalist’s dream, and for a woman who broke into 
the journalism industry in the 1960s when it was still 
very much a man’s world, this was more than she had 
ever dreamed of doing.

n n n

All Henriques ever wanted to do was be a reporter.
On a recent Friday afternoon she was giving a talk 

about her career to local elementary school students 
in her now hometown of Hoboken, N.J. She stood in 
front of the room full of children and began to move 
her hands like a conductor. Some of them rang desktop 
bells. Others beat on the top of empty oatmeal tins. 

Another group tapped pencils against table edges. 
One set off an alarm clock, releasing a sound similar to 
a ringing phone.

It was a cacophony that made the teachers cringe, 
but as a teenager, it made Henriques fall in love.

The bells mimicked teletype machines. The oatmeal 
tins were canisters thumping out of pneumatic tubes. 
The pencils were the constant tapping of typewriters. 
The alarm clock was the ringing rotary phone. It was 
the sound of the newsroom, the scene of love at first 
sight.

When Henriques told her mother of her plans, she 
thought her daughter had gone crazy. It was 1964 and, 
like any good mother, she was concerned about Diana’s 
ability to support herself. There were almost no female 
reporters in her world at the time. She begged Hen-
riques to be an English teacher, a profession in which 
she could actually get a job. She refused. She knew 
that journalism was where she belonged.

“These were my people. They didn’t care how they 
dressed. You could be as ugly as sin, but if you were 
a beautiful writer you could succeed. It was a place 
where intellectual merit and ability mattered more 
than your pedigree, than your gender, than your social 
skills, than your sartorial splendor.”

Perhaps it’s an ironic coincidence, and perhaps it’s 
not, that someone who values the idea of a meritoc-
racy would dedicate their life and career to covering 
business, where pedigree, gender and sartorial splen-
dor can matter quite a bit.

n n n

Like most other journalists, Henriques feels a duty to 
hold the powerful accountable, to be a voice for the 
voiceless. And just like many other journalists, she 
thought this meant she should pursue investigative 
journalism that focused on government. That is, until 
she realized that journalism wasn’t purely egalitarian 
like she envisioned.

In the early 1970s, a young female reporter faced 
certain barriers.  

While she was covering the county courthouse 
for the Asbury Park Press, her male colleagues would 
get great stories by schmoozing with the sheriff over 
drinks. They would hang out in the mayor’s hot tub and 
golf with the county commissioners. None of these 
avenues were available to Henriques.

“If I’d done any of those things, what I would’ve 
done was had a couple of hashtag-me-too moments, 
and not gotten any stories,” she said. 

She could have given up, succumbing to the reality 
that the world isn’t fair, especially to a young female 
reporter operating in a male world. But that isn’t really 
in her nature.

The boys may have had the mayor’s hot tub, but she 
had Monmouth County, N.J.’s hall of records.

Where the boys could get scoops from a boozy eve-
ning with the sheriff, Henriques could get scoops from 
dusty documents decaying on basement shelves. There 
were land records, limited partnership filings, mort-
gage statements and bond statements. She quickly 
found that documents and paperwork were her route 
to a level playing field.
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“The mortgages didn’t care if I was female or not,” 
Henriques said. “They said the same thing.”

She would stand in the hall of records for hours on 
end while going through documents. She couldn’t sit 
because there were no chairs. To read the documents, she 
hauled whatever stack of paper she was reviewing to a 
long, slanted podium at the center of the room like some 
sort of medieval scribe, where she would stand and read 
and write.

“That’s not as much fun as schmoozing with the sheriff 
over drinks, but you can get stories that way,” she said. 
“That sort of became my modus operandi in navigating a 
career that had a lot of landmines for women reporters.”

n n n 

Madoff would be a defining moment in Henriques’s ca-
reer, but it almost didn’t happen.

In 2004, Larry Ingrassia began his stint as The New 
York Times business news editor. Henriques describes him 
as “intensely competitive” as an editor. He had only been 
in the job for a couple of months before he set his sights 
on her.  

Until then, she had worked almost exclusively as an 
investigative reporter working on long-term projects 
since she started at the paper 17 years before Ingrassia’s 
arrival. Her byline would appear in the paper only five or 
six times a year.

“You need to be in the paper more,” he told her.
“You’re nuts,” she replied. “I was put on this earth to 

do long-term investigative projects. What do you mean I 
need to be in the paper more often?”

He just smiled at her cheerfully.
“Yep,” he replied, unmoved by her protest. “You need to 

be in the paper more often.” 
She moaned, complained and dragged her feet, but 

eventually agreed.
She later realized that Ingrassia was right. She would 

relish the opportunity to hop from one topic to another, 
her byline appearing on the front page more often than 
she ever would have imagined.

Unlike most people, the 2008 financial crisis brought 
Henriques a lot of work. Lehman Brothers filed for bank-
ruptcy in September, and for the rest of the autumn, she 
and the other reporters in the business news department 
at The New York Times were often pulling all-nighters. 
Working seven days a week wasn’t uncommon. There was 
so much news to cover, so much debris to sort through. 

When things started to calm down a bit by Decem-
ber, she could make it home in time for dinner with her 
husband. Maybe she wouldn’t have to work Sundays. She 
didn’t know this was just the calm-before-the-storm.

Henriques credits Ingrassia for helping her land the 
Madoff story in December 2008. If he had never pushed 
her into a new role, it would have landed on someone 
else’s desk the day of his arrest. She would have been up-
stairs in some cubicle, and it would have been someone 
else’s story to write.

In a twisted way, Madoff himself was a victim of the 
2008 crisis. When the market went bad, his investors 
lined up to withdraw their money in unprecedented 
volumes, volumes that Madoff didn’t have, since he was, 
of course, not actually investing their money. If 2008 
didn’t happen, who knows how long he could have kept 

his scheme going. But the fact that he was busted meant 
that Henriques had a story to tell.

She dove into it with the trademark tenacity and disci-
pline for which she had become known. She immediately 
sought an interview with Madoff, an interview that at the 
time seemed as unattainable for her as it was for every 
other reporter in the world.

She would spend two years publishing over 150 
stories for The New York Times related to the Madoff case. 
Naturally, after long days sludging through the Shake-
spearean tragedy of his story, she would come home in 
the evening and write more about Madoff. She dedicated 
two years of sleep, holidays and quality time with her 
husband, Larry, to write her book, The Wizard of Lies: Ber-
nie Madoff and the Death of Trust. It was almost ready for 
press – the only thing missing was an interview with the 
man himself to give the book its finishing touches.

It wasn’t until July 2010, after she had mostly giv-
en up on the idea of an interview, that she received a 
phone call from Madoff’s lawyer, Ike Sorkin. Sorkin was 
well-known for having big-name clients such as Rupert 
Murdoch and stock market fraudster Jordan Belfort, bet-
ter known as “The Wolf of Wall Street.” Sorkin was calling 
Henriques that day to tell her that Madoff, now his most 
infamous client, was considering an interview with her.

It had taken close to a year of handwritten letters and 
emails to his cell in North Carolina – a year of back-and-
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That sort of became 
my modus operandi in 

navigating a career that 
had a lot of landmines for 

women reporters.

forth negotiations – but it appeared he was finally coming 
around.

She hadn’t been alone in her desire to interview him. It 
had been like a journalist sweepstakes. Everyone wanted 
to publish the first interview with the world’s most noto-
rious fraudster. If she were to come in first, however, there 
would be conditions. 

The interview could only be used for her upcoming 

book. She wouldn’t be allowed to use it for stories in her 
work at The New York Times. 

“They didn’t want to reignite the daily newspaper head-
lines at that point,” Henriques said. “The way it was put to 
me was if it wasn’t embargoed for the book, then there 
was no interview.”

She and Ingrassia reluctantly agreed. And after a month 
of cutting through the red tape of the federal prison bu-
reaucracy, she was given the green light. 

Her interview would be the first published interview 
with him since his arrest in December 2008.

It was a valuable piece, polishing off her ultimately 
bestselling book, which in 2017, was adapted into a HBO 
movie.

n n n

In 2004 and 2005, Henriques received multiple awards for 
an investigative series on insurance companies ripping off 
young soldiers. These awards included the George Polk 
Award for Military Reporting and The Goldsmith Investiga-
tive Reporting Prize.

She said she’ll never forget winning the Goldsmith in 
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government. The Goldsmiths 
are presented like the Academy Awards. All of the finalists 
attend. The presenter describes all of the works, and the 
winner is announced by having their name drawn out of 
an envelope.

After the ceremony, she and her editor on the story, 
Glenn Kramen, were headed out of the hall to the af-
ter-party when a security guard went out of his way to 
open the door for her. 

“I was in the Marines for 12 years,” he said. “Thank you 
for what you did.”

All she could do was look at Kramen with tears in her 
eyes. For all her body of work, this is the one of which she 
is most proud.

The strong sense of justice that draws her to investiga-
tive financial exposés is a huge part of who she is. 

“She has a certitude based on her reporting,” Ingrassia 
said. “She has a very strong moral compass. So, if there is 
wrong-doing, she feels that it is her duty to reveal it, to be 
scrupulously fair.”

You see that on her Twitter profile or in her most recent 
book, A First-Class Catastrophe: The Road to Black Monday, 
the Worst Day in Wall Street History, regarding the market’s 
current regulatory state.

It’s an urgency that she has felt for at least a decade, 
perhaps enhanced by an enthusiasm around the word “de-
regulation” that hasn’t been seen since the Reagan years. 
But the problem is not greedy corporate overlords out to 
get the little man.

“What people should be worried about is the combi-
nation of complexity and speed,” she said of the market. 
“Complexity plus speed equals risk, and the risk of some-
thing really mechanically going wrong in the marketplace 
is high.”

Like many other people, she is scared of a potential 
market meltdown. She worries that the current regulatory 
system is not equipped or prepared to handle today’s high-
ly advanced market. But to her, the threat of a meltdown 
has much broader implications than the effects it would 
have on people’s pocketbooks.

“Anybody who looks at history has to conclude that one 

Diana Henriques on her 
research
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enormous element of our nation’s success in the 20th 
century is that it had the strongest, deepest, healthiest 
financial markets in the world,” she said. 

She’s a firm believer that Franklin Roosevelt “saved 
Wall Street from itself” by enacting regulations in the 
‘30s, that New Deal legislation made American markets 
safer and more honest for investors than any other mar-
kets in the world.

“The strength of our financial economy rests on how 
well regulated it is. And we are at a political moment, 
God help us, when what is so blindingly obvious to me, 
which is that strong, smart regulation produces a strong, 
healthy marketplace, which benefits the whole country, 
seems to be up for debate.” 

The deregulatory crowd in Washington seems to think 
that deregulated markets are better for the country. 
Henriques profoundly disagrees. 

“I think it makes as much sense to deregulate mar-
kets as it makes to deregulate traffic,” she said. “Just take 
all the traffic signs. Take down all the traffic lights. Wipe 
out all the lanes in the streets, and then see what rush 
hour is like.”

She talked about ancient bedouins who would go to 
desert oases year after year where they could trade their 
goods.

“If there are no rules, if people cannot be trusted, 
you’re going to go to a different oasis next time,” she 
said. “When people believe that coming to America to 
invest is a way to get ripped off, we are sunk.”

To her, it’s clear that we need wise regulation – that 
it is good not only for individuals, but more importantly, 
for America as a whole. 

“I grew up at a time when dreaming you could make 
America better, that you could bring America closer 
to its ideals, that, as my friend David Barstow used to 
say, you could narrow the gap between the poetry and 
the prose of America – it was an extremely idealistic 
era. You can badmouth the baby boomers, and heaven 
knows a lot of people do, and not without good reason, 
but the idealism that motivated millions of us can’t be 
discounted.”

n n n

It's 2015 and Henriques found herself in a prison visitor 
room again. She was seated across from a familiar-look-
ing balding old man, his white hair hugging the sides of 
his head. He wore glasses and was dressed in a neat-
ly-pressed tan prison uniform. He spoke candidly and 
earnestly. “It was his talent and his curse,” Henriques said. 
But this wasn’t Bernie Madoff.

It was Robert DeNiro playing the role of Madoff on the 
set of the 2017 HBO film adaptation of her book. Even in 
a career that she admits provided her with ample sur-
prises and accomplishments, a silver-screen debut across 
from Robert DeNiro is something she never saw coming.

She wasn’t originally cast to play herself. She and her 
husband often joked about who would end up with the 
role. Then, Director Barry Levinson told her to read some 
lines during a screen test. She thought he was joking, but 
he wasn’t. 

She started to read, but stopped midway through a 
sentence. There was a problem. The written dialogue be-
tween her and Madoff was confrontational and not how 
her interview happened at all. 

“I had worked 18 months for him to agree to talk to 
me, and I’m not going to come in with two guns blazing 
and alienate him in the first five minutes,” she told The 
GW Hatchet about that moment. “I’m going to try and 
warm him up and get him to relax.” 

She immediately went off script, and Levinson quickly 
realized Henriques was the best person to play the char-
acter he envisioned on the screen.

She had a significant input on the script in the in-
terview scenes, but her familiarity with the story and its 
characters also played an important role in providing the 
cast and directors details on the characters’ mannerisms. 
She helped the actors understand how Madoff laughed, 
how his sons used their hands when they talked, how 
accomplice Frank DiPiscali gripped his cigarette.

She thinks it was a fantastic film. “I can say that be-
cause I didn’t write it,” she said. 

It tells the true story of a family tragedy, the same dark 
tale Henriques told in her book. But where that dark-

I grew up at a time when dreaming you 
could make America better, that you could 

bring America closer to its ideals, that 
... you could narrow the gap between the 
poetry and the prose of America – it was 

an extremely idealistic era.

Diana Henriques on the American Dream

Photo by Fred R. Conrad
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ness can become lost in the book, 
hidden among the comprehensive 
detail she uses to explain every 
aspect of the story, it’s rawly on 
display in the film.

The filmmakers made an artistic 
choice to focus on the damage 
Madoff wreaks on his family and 
closest friends. It is a tragedy 
caused by the trust they put into 
one man who everyone thought 
was good and honest, who had 
everyone fooled.

Henriques’ hope is that needless 
tragedies like this can be prevent-
ed, that the lessons of history, plus 
the work of financial journalists, 
can help prevent them.

She has hope, but she isn’t naïve. 
“The most dangerous lies are the 
ones we tell ourselves,” she warns. 
“Don’t trust in trust alone.”
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STRANGER 
THAN
FICTION
Stephen Rodrick’s difficult life experiences 
have contributed to his skills as a
writer and, in particular, a profiler.

S tephen Rodrick leans back on the large 
white sectional, his bare feet up on the 
cushions. He’s wearing shorts in spite of the 
crisp Anacortes weather. A small white dog 

sits nearby, gently mauling a stuffed animal.
“I’m assuming the patient-on-the-psychia-

trist-couch position. I hope you don’t mind my infor-
mality,” he says.

“Hey, we’re just talking,” I say.
“That’s what you try. You try to get the guy that 

you’re interviewing to think that you’re just talking, 
but next thing you know—”

Rodrick has set up what he hopes to be a “utopian” 
interview experience. We’ve shacked up at his friend 
and former interview subject Hunter Ware’s spacious 
abode, which is incidentally near Rodrick’s childhood 
home. Granite countertops, Crate & Barrel catalog 
on the coffee table, a broad window overlooking 
Burrows Bay where hobbyist aircraft can be seen 
even in the severely overcast Washington weather. 
Some days seaplanes can be seen landing in the bay. 

Rodrick is comfortable, relaxed. 
He should know a thing or two about the utopian 

interview experience. He’s a contributing editor for 
Men’s Journal, a contributing writer for The New York 
Times Magazine and he’s written for Rolling Stone, GQ, 
The New Republic and more. He mainly writes pro-
files. Profiles of big name politicians. Profiles of big 
name celebrities. Big profiles from long and sprawl-
ing interviews with hours of recorded conversation. 
Sometimes, ideally, the interviews last for days. You 
can tell why people like Chris Rock and Tom Petty 
and Jeff Bridges open up to him. He’s immediate-
ly likeable. He’s got kind eyes. He’s the kind of guy 
you’d like to have around when you’re riding out a 
bad acid trip.

While working at Philadelphia magazine, editor 
and long-time friend Larry Platt gave Rodrick the 
nickname “the magical stranger” for his ability to 
pry intimate details from sources he had just met 
moments ago. “You’re like the magical stranger. You 
get people to tell you things they don’t tell anybody 

Story by Alex Copeland    --    Photos courtesy of Stephen Rodrick
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else,” Platt told him. 
“It sort of became a joke, sort of an eye roll thing,” 

Rodrick says. “I think Larry meant it tongue-in-cheek, 
realizing it was a ludicrous thing to say."

In a way, Rodrick has even written the ultimate 
profile of himself in his first book, The Magical 
Stranger. In his book, Rodrick searches to learn more 
about the father he lost at 13 years old. In 1979, 
Commander Peter Rodrick died when his EA-6B 
Prowler crashed into the Indian Ocean. At the age of 
36, Peter Rodrick left behind a wife, two daughters 
and Stephen, his son. His father was a mystery be-
fore. Now that he was never to return, he was a total 
enigma.

“My dad was like the ‘magical stranger’ to me. Here 
was this guy who, from when I was 7 to 13 when he 
died, was probably at sea, depending on the year, 150 
to 200 days of the year,” he says. “So he could waltz 
in and be the cool dad for a while. We’d drive cross 
country or go to a baseball game or whatever, but 
to me he was the magical stranger. He’d just make 
these appearances.”

In searching for who his 
father truly was in life and 
describing the void he left 
behind, Rodrick describes in 
his book the impact it had 
on him and reveals the way 
it very much made him who 
he is today. Rodrick recounts 
growing up, moving fre-
quently, losing his virginity, 
the evolution of his politics, 
his relationships with friends 
and family, his romantic 
struggles and triumphs, ca-
reer highs and lows. 

He also embedded with 
his father’s former squadron, 
the “World-Famous Black Ra-
vens.” There he learns about 
his father and, in doing so, 
documents the lives of the 
flyers and sailors. He even 
befriends their commander, 
Hunter Ware, whose house 
we’re using.

“I grew up in a situation 
where I was always the new 
kid. Now I have a job where 
basically I am the new kid 
– they don’t know me from 
Adam,” he says. “Something a magazine writer has to 
do, which is a little bit different from a beat report-
er, and particularly as a (this is a pretentious word) 
‘generalist,’ you’re getting dropped into a political 
campaign or a locker room or a squadron and you 
have to charm.” 

Rodrick credits his generalist approach partly to 
his many passions and to his ADD. Writing about a 
subject is about getting a fix, whether it be a politics 
fix, a music fix or a film fix.

“The great thing about magazines, you can write 
six to ten or eight pieces that are all over the map,” 
he says. “Last year I started with looking at Mike 
Pence, I spent a month looking at his record as 
governor. Then I did Chris Rock’s story. Then I spent a 
few days on the road with Bill Maher. Then I did, sad-
ly, the last long sit-down interview with Tom Petty.”

Rodrick used to think that if he had specialized 
in sports or politics or movies or one of his other 
consuming interests, he would have been better off. 
Being a generalist means you feel like you’re never 
the first call. If you’re a generalist, you have to come 
to your editor with a persuasive argument of why 
this person is interesting and why you, as a writer, 
would be good to do it.

“At the same time, I think if I had to write about 
one specific subject I would go mad. It’s not who I 
am,” he says. “All of them are dealing with a different 
kind of bullshit to get what you need. It’s a different 
kind of bullshit when you deal with a baseball player 
versus with a politician. If I was always dealing with 
the same kind of bullshit, I’d burn out easier. I like to 

rotate my frustrations.”
After Rodrick’s father died, 

his mom packed him and his 
two sisters up and relocated 
from Oak Harbor, Wash. , to a 
town outside of Flint, Mich. , 
to be closer to family. It was 
1980 and the city was suffer-
ing as the auto industry fell 
apart, but Barbara Rodrick 
figured his Uncle Larry could 
take on the role of a surrogate 
father.

The surrogate father plan 
didn’t really work. High school 
was tough. The toxic environs 
of Flint contrasted sharply 
with those of Northern Wash-
ington. But decades later, 
Rodrick revisited Flint for 
Rolling Stone with an article 
titled “Who Poisoned Flint, 
Michigan?” 

“If you look at that story, it’s 
a profile about three or four 
people,” he says. “It’s about 
doctors trying to help the 
kids or a couple of parents 
trying to fight city hall about 
it. You’re still kind of profiling 

characters or people in the way that you would if it 
was an actor or politician.”

The things he writes about are those that he 
has always had an interest or passion for, he says. 
Though the four years he spent in Flint in high 
school were not happy years, he has a strong opinion 
about Flint, and could therefore channel that passion 
into a story on the water crisis.

“Every story of mine that you’re like, ‘that’s one of 
his better ones,’ I could explain to you where the root 

I think a lot of the time 
my editors are like, do 
you really need to take 
that extra trip? And 
yeah, I do. It always 

yields something. 
Something always 

gives it another layer of 
familiarity or intimacy.

Stephen Rodrick on 
interviewing
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of the passion came from. It’s about having a person-
al connection.”

n n n

Rodrick has proposed a kind of tour of his childhood 
and his friend and former subject Hunter Ware has 
been drafted into driving us through the misty Wash-
ington weather. Ware is a sharp, neat former pilot 
that held the same commanding position that Ro-
drick’s father did in the Black Ravens and therefore 
plays a major 
role in Rodrick’s 
book.

He has the 
kind of extra-firm 
handshake you’d 
expect from a 
military man. In 
the book he’s 
described as 
having a “cow-
boy’s squint.” This 
is accurate. I will 
later learn that 
he makes a mean 
cocktail, is build-
ing a very fine 
wine cellar and 
makes his own 
limoncello. He’s 
also a fine cook 
and immensely 
hospitable. It is 
obvious why Ro-
drick conscripted him for our “utopian" interview.

During the drive we pass by small fields of tulips 
(though it looks like they’re not quite in season), ul-
tra-lush Northern Washington greenery and cross the 

dramatic Deception Pass by bridge on our way to the 
Whidbey Island Naval Air Station. Ware plays twangy 
country music over his SUV's speakers.

Ware says it took him a long time to read the book 
in full because of the difficult subject matter. The 
tour of duty Rodrick covered was incredibly trying.

“It was one of the busiest, most stressful times of 
my life, so I didn’t have any capacity to stress about 
anything else. It was like I was in the batting cage 
and there were four or five pitching machines going 
at the same time.”

Rodrick’s 
presence was 
ultimately com-
forting. It gave 
Ware someone 
to talk to when, 
otherwise, due 
to the chain of 
command and 
social structure 
of the military, 
he would have 
had no one else 
to vent to.

“I never saw it 
as a burden,” he 
says. “I really did 
think at the time 
it was a privilege 
because how 
many C.O.s are 
there that can 
go through an 
incredibly shitty 

tour and nobody knows anything about the politics 
or the story of what goes down.”

Whidbey Island NAS almost seems sleepy when 
we get there. We encounter virtually no one else 

I'd like to write about interest-
ing people. And interesting people 
sometimes are famous. They aren't 
always famous. The people in my 

book weren't famous. The people in 
Flint weren't famous.

Stephen Rodrick on picking his subjects
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after we check in at the gate. There are apartment 
blocks, hangars, the pool where Rodrick learned to 
swim as a child, the gym where he’d go with his 
father. 

Little has changed in the years since Rodrick was 
a kid, aside from a couple of new hangars — even 
some of the blocks of housing are painted the same 
color they were back in the day — though both Ware 
and Rodrick cry out when they see that the “legend-
ary McDonald's” has been replaced by a Wendy’s. 
(“What the fudge!” Ware says.)

We stop at the Prowler memorial, a preserved EA-
6B Prowler on an elevated dais. On the edge of the 
dais are bronze-colored plaques bearing the names 
of men who had been killed flying the Prowler. More 
than two dozen plaques bear names. At one end of 
the memorial are statues of two bronze children, 
frozen, pointing and staring at the monument. At 
the other end are two more statues of bronze pilots 
chatting, almost inappro-
priately next to the solemn 
monument. 

“Don’t they look short 
from here? It looks like the 
pilots are like kids,” Rodrick 
says.

“It would have been nice 
to have the pilots under the 
airplane, pre-flighting or 
something,” Ware says.

“It’s also odd because 
they’re having a jocular 
conversation. ‘So, Hong Kong, 
man, I’m still feeling that,’” 
Rodrick says and laughs.

“It’d be one thing if they 
were sober, maybe pointing 
at a name,” says Ware.

“I’m going to write a let-
ter,” Rodrick says.

It’s been a few years 
since Rodrick has visited 
the marker. He’s in the area 
often enough, but he would 
need someone to let him on 
base just to come visit it. He 
points out his father’s mark-
er and those of his father’s 
crew. 

“The two things that always get to me about this 
memorial are the kids, now particularly that I have 
a kid about that tall,” Rodrick says. “And then there’s 
blank markers on either side of the memorial under 
the assumption that they’re going to need them.” 

n n n

A 15-minute drive later and we’re in Rodrick’s child-
hood neighborhood, Crosswoods. Rodrick points out 
families that still live in the area from back when 
he was a kid. Some houses have fared better than 
others. His house is the worst looking in the neigh-
borhood now, he says. It’s got the look of having a 

permanent yard sale, with a children’s plastic play-
house and assorted outdoor furniture on the lawn.

We pass by his mailbox where, from the age of 
eight, he would wait for magazines to be delivered. 
He still remembers his first issue of Sports Illustrated 
(September 9, 1974. Archie Griffin on the cover, 
superimposed over curvilinear yellow-orange-green 
shapes). 

The morning before his father is announced 
missing, he recalls in his book eating two bowls of 
Frosted Flakes, sitting on the heating vent (his father 
kept the house to a strict 63 degrees) and reading a 
skiing magazine. He has at times what seems like a 
strikingly sharp memory of his childhood and I tell 
him so, but he disagrees.

“Well, I remembered that I ate two bowls of cereal 
because we always ate two bowls of cereal,” he said. 
And he kept all of his copies of Sports Illustrated, 
anyway. He dismisses my assertion that his memory 

is particularly good.
That doesn’t square with 

what he’s written, however. 
He was a Quiz Bowl champ in 
high school. From an early age 
he memorized sports stats and 
would recite them to disin-
terested adults. When inter-
viewing he relies heavily on a 
recorder and transcripts and 
doesn’t rely much on notes, 
though you wouldn’t know it 
from reading his work. He has 
an eye for details.

In his New York Times piece, 
“Here Is What Happens When 
You Cast Lindsay Lohan”, he 
keeps track of minute gestures. 
James Deen keeps looking 
at his phone. Nolan Funk 
scrunches his brow while he 
reads to himself. Lohan adjusts 
her floral peasant shirt, rattles 
her bangles. In his Rolling 
Stone profile of Mike Pence, 
Rodrick brought to popular 
attention Pence’s personal 
convention of calling his wife 
“Mother.” 

An eye for detail and fre-
quent, obsessive study helps, he says. Often times his 
high profile subjects have been mined for content or 
have their standard anecdotes lined up long before 
they sit down with Rodrick. 

“Sometimes if I’m interviewing someone and we 
go off on some kind of tangent about some small 
part of their life that I’ve read about somewhere or 
noticed, you can kind of see a light go on because 
they can talk about some aspect of what they do or 
how they are that hasn’t been flayed to death,” he 
says.

Rodrick once did a story on Jeff Bridges. At Bridges’ 
homestead above the hills of Montecito in southern 
California, the two were settling into a long conver-
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sation/interview, sitting on a bench that overlooks 
Bridges’ house and the ocean. He starts telling one 
of his well-rehearsed stories, pauses and looks at 
Rodrick.

“I think I’ve told this story before,” he says.
“You have. I’ve read it before,” Rodrick says.
Bridges smiles and claps his hands together. “OK, 

no more of that.”
That, he says, is when Bridges really opened up. 

The story could have been written by spending a 
day with him, Rodrick says, but he ended up going 
to hear his band play in Niagara Falls, Ontario, and 
speaking at a Zen Buddhist conference in the Berk-
shires two weeks later.

“I think a lot of time my editors are like, 'do you real-
ly need to take that extra trip?' And yeah, I do,” he says. 
“It always yields something. Something always gives it 

another layer of familiarity or intimacy.”

n n n

Rodrick did a story for Esquire with Max Bernthal, best 
known for starring as The Punisher on Netflix. He spent 
the day doing the interview and everything was going 
great, but Rodrick was homesick.

“It was Halloween and you could tell I was bummed 
out I was missing it,” he says. “I have a four-year-old, 
three at the time. He said, 'well, why don’t you come 
trick or treating with us?'”

And so the interview continued, with the Halloween 
outing making the final, crowning scene in the story.

“I don’t know if it’s a combination of charm and 
pushiness or if people just see that you’re interested in 
them or that you have intelligent things to ask them or 
you have some sixth sense of when to stop talking,” he 
says.

Rodrick says he’s known writers that pride them-
selves on their anonymity — they can go interview after 
interview without revealing an iota about their person-
al lives, while tapping into the lives of others. This, he 
says, is ludicrous.

“If you’re spending time with somebody and they’re 
letting you watch them work or go about their lives, we 
just talk like humans,” he says. “When you meet some-
one you’re profiling, it is a transactional thing, but the 
less I think of it that way, the more I think the person 
opens up.”

n n n

Later, back at Ware’s house we’ve settled in for dinner. 
Ware has conjured up a broccoli beef feast. Rodrick 
nurses a vodka cranberry. I probe him for details on ce-
lebrities, dealing with agents and the level of access he 
manages to get, but he reminds me that pure celebrity 
isn’t what drives his pieces.

“I think most people, when they like to stress so-
and-so is a celebrity profiler,” he says. “I guess that’s 
true of me to a certain extent, but I’d like to write about 
interesting people. And interesting people sometimes 
are famous. They aren’t always famous. The people in 
my book weren’t famous. The people in Flint weren’t 
famous.”

If you can just get in the room with someone and 
spend the time to get to know them, a story will 
emerge, he says. Good profiling means putting in the 
time, even if it’s not always profitable. His Lindsay 
Lohan story might have landed him 10 or 15 dollars an 
hour given the amount of time it took to report, but it 
was a better story.

“There’s a real kind of disdain for the celebrity 
profile that starts with ‘Reese Witherspoon is running 
late, but her hair looks great. She sits down and orders 
a mesclun salad and a lemonade,’” he says. “I’ve done a 
couple of those. It’s literally three hours with this per-
son and you’re meeting them at a restaurant and that’s 
all you get. But those stories leave me feeling like a 
hack, so I try to avoid them now. Unless my estimated 
taxes are due.”
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MAX LINSKY IS 
HELPING SAVE 

LONG-FORM, 
WHETHER HE 

MEANS TO
OR NOT

Story and photos by 
Claire Higgins

I t starts when you’re seven years old, then sort of 
snowballs year after year as you consume more 
words, more stories, your first New Yorker, anything 
you can get your hands on that makes you say “holy 

shit.” Okay, maybe that wasn’t your reaction at seven 
when the latest Sports Illustrated arrived in your family’s 
mailbox. But for Max Linsky it probably was. Actually, it 
definitely was. 

From that moment the small seed of a dream is plant-
ed that you might just get to do that kind of work one 
day. To write, to read, to relish in the stories that exceed 
expectations – stories that are a little bit unbelievable in 
how good they are. 

Somewhere between year seven and present day, when 
everything has started to fall into place, stories actually 
become your career. You’re drawn to certain stories – the 
ones that compel you to share, to text, to email your friend 
the link with just the words “holy shit” – according to 
Linsky. 

You realize you’re meant to tell them, share them and 
surround yourself with them. 

Not just the stories, but the people who craft the best 
of them. You get to be around those writers, who turn into 
your heroes and understand just how they do it. 

But, like Linsky, when fate connects you with the right 
business partners, the trusted people who get your obses-
sion, you don’t always get that “a-ha” moment. You might 
not ever – Linsky hasn’t quite had it yet. But it’s certainly 
obvious to an outsider that he’s right where he should be. 
He’s a curator. 

And he’s good at it. 
He knows what a good story is, how to package it up 

and present it to you, should you want to read James Ross 
Gardner’s 3,000-word feature on the secret life of urban 
crows, Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah’s Pulitzer Prize-winning 
piece on Dylann Roof (Linsky’s favorite piece from 2017), 
or listen to a podcast about the Heaven’s Gate cult hosted 
by Glynn Washington, a former cult member. (Don’t you 
want to know all of those stories? See?)

Linsky built his career, almost subconsciously, from 
what started out as childhood personal enjoyment. He ac-
tually did wait for new Sports Illustrated issues as early as 
he can remember. His interest was in the people playing 
and how they played, even more so than just the scores. 
That’s what drew him in.

“I wasn’t obsessed with everyone’s stats, you know, I 
was obsessed with everyone’s stories,” he said. 

“I remember being a young kid and going to Celtics 
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games and paying tons of attention, and being almost as 
into the body language and social dynamics on the bench 
as I was to what was going on in the game.”

As the co-founder of Longform, the Longform pod-
cast and Pineapple Street Media, a podcast production 
company, Linsky is curating narrative feature writing and 
compelling interviews across platforms. 

They’re all him – he’s the one behind Longform’s library 
of the best narrative pieces, both current and past. He’s 
landing interviews with Hillary Clinton, with David Remni-
ck, with the top feature writers in the business, all career 
building coups. 

But in his mind he’s just naturally flowing from project 
to project. He creates because he sees a need. 

The goal isn’t to solve his own problems, although 
that’s often how these projects started. It’s something 
more utilitarian.

This is important to mention about Linsky. From his 
point of view, he’s not the savior riding in on a white horse 
to keep narrative feature writing alive, which is easy to 
assume. “Of course he wants to save long form! Why else 
would he start a website dedicated to the craft? Or a 
podcast that hosts interviews with writers talking about 
the craft?” I assumed it, admittedly. 

But it’s much more simple than that. Linsky is much 
more simple than that. Longform and its subsequent pod-
cast, and now Pineapple Street Media, just happen to mix 
together the things he loves. That’s it – really. 

Even Linsky thinks it’s a little crazy, how he earns 
his keep talking to his heroes, reading the stories those 
heroes write and then somehow being the chosen one 
to host a podcast with Hillary Clinton herself, which 
launched a completely new business. 

“Now, it just feels like a con,” he said, in one of his more 
enthusiastic moments of the couple hours that we sat to-
gether. “I can’t really think of a more fun way to spend my 
time than being obligated to read great magazine articles 
and share them with millions of people and interview 
the best people in the world about how they do that job. 

That’s about as good as it gets.”
“I’ve loved this stuff for so long and I’m such a fan of 

the people who do it, and do it at the highest level, and 
now I can kind of ask any of them to come to this room 
we’re sitting in and sit with me for as long as I want, and 
answer any questions I have. It’s crazy.”

I met Linsky in his Pineapple Street Media office in 
Brooklyn, N.Y. We sat down in the Longform podcast and 
Pineapple Street recording studio, a small, padded-walled 
room taken over by a round table and high-tech recording 
microphones. It was just a couple doors down from the 
tightly packed bullpen where the nimble Pineapple Street 
team tapped away, in between greenery, various awards, a 
lot of books and post-lunch snacks. 

Compared to the lively bullpen, the studio was like 
a tomb. Great for recording, but almost unsettling how 
heavily quiet the space felt after walking out of the chatty, 
but not noticeably loud, office. After talking with Linsky for 
a little while, I couldn’t help thinking the quietness might 
unsettle him a little bit, too.

No millennial wants to be described as millennial, but 
Linsky is very “millennial.” He’s on the upper end of the 
generation, but his attitude fits the bill. He works hours 
beyond the 9-5, in fact, there’s not really a 9-5. 

He balances the passion for work with the real, caring 
love for his wife, their dog and their son. He has a little 
trouble setting his iPhone aside, but knows to put it away 
for conversations like the one we had. And he’s high-en-
ergy in a laid-back sort of way. It’s a vibe you’d expect for 
someone in the business of digital content and podcasts. 
It’s a vibe that suits him.

Then, the more we talked, back and forth, circling 
around this idea of being the feature writing savior, the 
more he said “no, no,” and the more I tried to agree, I just 
couldn’t. But I was getting there, trying to figure out these 
conflicting thoughts. 

It’s Linsky’s humility and perhaps a bit of self-doubt 
that makes him and what he says believable. 

In spite of himself, he’s keeping the craft of those 

living for
HOLY S**T
STORIES
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have-to-share, have-to-listen-again stories going, even if 
that just means giving them a place to live. 

Linsky grew up in the city to parents in the media. His 
mom was a designer for Newsweek. His dad was the first 
editor of The Real Paper, one of the early alt-weeklies 
in Boston. Journalism and media were facts of life, an 
alternate reality to the latest video games of others in his 
generation. 

Naturally, he read the magazines that were lying 
around for fun. He enjoyed understanding the people 
within them. Especially those Sports Illustrated issues that 
he longed for because they connected two of his loves – 
sports and stories. 

He read, and wrote, too. While he didn’t go to school 
for journalism, he was an English major who was drawn 
to creative writing and did so often. But with a relieved 
and little embarrassed laugh, he makes sure to mention 
it’s not anywhere on the internet today.

He coasted through a liberal arts college, Wesleyan 
University in Middletown, Conn. He traveled some, casting 
about because he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do, 
other than read and write. His college experience turned 
out to be not so much about the degree he earned, but its 
impact on his life. 

One of his best friends 
during this time was Aaron 
Lammer. He became Linksy's 
business partner when they 
started Longform and the Long-
form podcast a few years after 
graduation. And his best friend’s 
roommate was Meredith – now 
Linsky’s wife and mom to their 
three-year-old son. 

There was something about 
the freedom college gives you 
as a young adult that caused 
Linsky to flourish. Not being 
tethered to a specific path 
encouraged an adolescent 
idealism to make a difference 
and do something bigger than 
himself. So Linsky ended up 
spending a summer in South 
Africa – a stay that would, 
while working with Street Uni-
verse, a local nonprofit, open 
the media path – and telling 
stories – into a viable career.

He spent two years in Cape Town, getting to know the 
culture and the people with whom he worked. And he 
penned the first editorial piece that kicked off his career 
in journalism. It shook up Cape Town and led to new 
reforms.

The piece was about a British movie company that 
blatantly exploited the children in the town as extras 
in films, while only paying them in movie tickets. His 
story, after surprisingly little persuasion to convince the 
editor-in-chief he was a reputable American journalist, hit 
the front page of a local magazine. 

From then on, after leaving South Africa, he wrote 
editorial features for The Weekly Planet, including hitting 
editor level, briefly, for the publication. His focus wasn’t 

always on investigative, change-making, policy-moving 
topics. For Linsky it was just about being with people, 
then writing about them. If someone connected with 
those stories found a way to make an impact with them, 
then that was just the icing on the cake. 

That’s how Linsky approaches most stories. If you’re 
looking for it, if you want to read it, you’ll find it and you’ll 
enjoy it. But he’s not going to force it on you. In fact, he 
might not have the self-confidence to sell you on it. He’s 
not the biggest fan of his own work, but someone else’s? 
He’s confident in his instincts to know what’s good and 
what’s not. 

That was really what drove the creation of Longform, 
which began as an idea between Linsky and Lammer to 
make saving and reading feature pieces on NYC com-
mutes easier, when the thought of WiFi on the subway 
was nowhere in sight. 

In 2010, the commuting long-form lovers didn’t realize 
the need, but when Linsky and Lammer did, the concept 
took off. 

“That was a good idea,” Linsky said, noting this is be-
fore podcasts were an option. 

“Commuting in New York sucked – you couldn’t read 
things on your phone, and giving people something to 

do with their time on the train 
that was substantive, I think 
that was a big part of what 
appealed to people.”

They were certainly ahead 
of an impending trend in how 
people consume media, which 
turned out to be one of Linsky’s 
other instinctual talents: get-
ting ahead of what people will 
need, before they need it.

In this case, it was curating 
upwards of four feature pieces 
a day from various outlets 
and writers into one easily 
accessible place. They went in 
on the upswing, when narra-
tive long form was having a 
moment. There was an energy 
that drove increased funding, 
it made writers want to write, 
and it made publishers want 
to publish. Anything and kind 
of everything in this newfound 

digital world. 
“When you do a project like this for eight years...you 

can really see whole eras of media on the internet and 
see whole websites be born and die. There was a period 
of time, particularly from 2011-2012 to 2014-2015 – 
there was just new stuff launching all the time and it felt 
like there was just an incredible amount of energy around 
this kind of work,” he said.  

And as the pendulum swung, they stuck with it. Now, 
they’re figuring out how to make it work during a time 
when there isn’t the same energy around feature writing 
than just five or six years ago. 

“I feel like that’s changed,” he continued, mentioning 
that 2017 was the first year Longform’s best-of-the-year 
list didn’t include a piece from a new publication. 

It’s been really fun to 
get back to that, but to 
also be doing it in this 

new medium that wasn’t 
the one that I grew up 
daydreaming about.

Max Linsky on changing 
his journalistic medium
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The downswing, though, is what led to the Longform 
podcast launch in 2012. That energy Linsky felt around 
2011 feels similar to the excitement around podcasts 
today.

It’s definitely not the same, though. The delivery, 
while “spiritually connected” to the site’s content, is more 
accessible to listeners. And more personal for Linsky and 
Lammer to connect with the writers they admire. 

“Pretty quickly, it became the thing that I woke up in 
the morning thinking about,” 
he said, thinking about where 
his resting brain goes.

“You don’t need to be a 
Sean Fennessey super-fan to 
find an hour-long conversa-
tion with him –  about how he 
does his job and how he got 
there and what he thinks about 
media in 2018 – compelling,” 
he started with a laugh.

“But you do kind of need to 
be a Sean Fennessey super-fan 
to start a podcast where you’re 
going to interview Sean Fen-
nessey.”

Trend-wise, with Longform 
podcast, and the creation of 
Pineapple Street Media in 
2016, they were a little behind, 
although still ahead of the 
current podcast boom. But 
that hasn’t slowed down the 
enthusiasm. 

With the help of an even 
more-enthusiastic and con-
nected-in-podcasts Jenna 
Weiss-Berman, Pineapple 
Street Media started with a 
Q&A with Hillary Clinton. And 
since then it has extended into 
more “aspire-to-be-holy-shit” 
stories, but in different formats, 
different voices and different 
hosts. Over a year after its 
launch, in fact, Linsky is still the 
only straight, white male who’s 
hosted a show.

Instead, for Linsky and 
Weiss-Berman, and their nim-
ble team in the small Brooklyn 
office (not far from the picturesque, aspirational real 
Pineapple Street in Brooklyn that inspired the compa-
ny’s name), the focus is on reaching more people. Telling 
better stories with different perspectives. 

The connection between Longform and the evolution 
to Pineapple Street starts to become clearer, knowing 
how excited Linsky is about the opportunities he sees in 
the company, and what he gets to do there. 

“There was always this thing that was frustrat-
ing about Longform, which was I didn’t feel like I had 
much of a creative outlet. I think the Longform podcast 
scratched that itch for me a little bit,” he said about how 
he’s feeling about Pineapple Street now. 

In the beginning, Linsky was thinking service. Create 
something that provides a service to someone else. It’s 
not just about scratching a personal itch, but the audi-
ence’s. 

But now? It’s a different kind of experience for him 
personally. One that he promised himself he’d take when 
starting the Longform podcast.

He manages a team now, he runs a company, which 
isn’t necessarily the direction he expected to go, but 

there’s momentum he’s excited 
to ride. He works “with the best 
journalists in the world, and 
gets to be around while they 
try to tell incredible stories.” 

“It’s been really fun to get 
back to that, but to also be 
doing it in this new medium 
that wasn’t the one that I grew 
up daydreaming about.”

He’s working on big stories, 
too. One of the first Pineapple 
Street podcasts, "Missing Rich-
ard Simmons", he remembers 
fondly because of the people. 
He was part of the process, 
helping this team craft the sto-
ry. It wasn’t just an interview he 
led, but a team that produced 
a six-episode podcast trying 
to understand the one-time 
fitness guru’s phenomena. It 
was fun.

Since beginning Pineapple 
Street he’s been “following my 
nose,” letting good instincts 
take the lead a little bit. That’s 
how Longform began and 
continued to evolve from being 
rooted in purpose to now more 
creative, and it’s where Linsky 
wants to be right now.

It’s about working with 
exciting people, helping them 
tell their stories and finding a 
significant audience. Although 
Longform began as a service, it 
was built to be used by a lot of 
people. 

Linsky has a way of connect-
ing a personal passion with an 

audience. And it’s genuine. 
With that reflection, I’m right back to thinking he’s 

the savior he says he isn’t. Argue for or against it, but 
I’m standing my ground. It’s Linsky who is archiving the 
quality stories, the ones that transcend years and trends, 
ones that were holy-shit stories 10 years ago, are in 2018, 
and will still be 10 years from now.

When you’re reading or listening to a really good 
narrative It’s probably been read by Linsky, maybe even 
produced by Linsky, and Linsky probably interviewed 
the writer. He’s not a savior on a white horse. He’s just a 
lifelong reader and a lover of good stories. And wants to 
make sure you have the holy-shit moments, too. 

IN THE MOOD FOR A 
HOLY-S**T LISTEN?
Pineapple Street Media's        
podcasts:
• Missing Richard Simmons
• Heaven's Gate
• Unhappy Hour with Matt       
Bellassai
• Still Processing

PREFER THE OLD-
SCHOOL METHOD?
Check out Longform.org
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By Claire Higgins

Deep in the 
HEART

Moderated and edited by Claire Higgins

T 
he state of Texas has a way of drawing 
people in. It does so in a way almost 
like quicksand, but usually without 
the panic. It takes time to understand 

Texas, to understand the cities, the stereotypes, 
the non-stereotypes, the stories and the histo-
ry that fascinates its residents. 

Sometimes it takes years, or even a lifetime. 
But more often than not, if you meet a Texan, 
they talk about their state fondly. Still, Texas is 
not without its quirks. 

That’s where we pick up with Texas editors 
and writer Kate Rodemann, Andrea Valdez 
and Sarah Hepola. Three women with very 
different relationships with the state and 
with journalism. Rodemann, a native Spaniard, 
spent over 15 years editing her way through 
Texas Monthly, a career that began sort of by 
accident. There’s Valdez, another tenured Texas 
Monthly writer-turned editor, now based in San 
Francisco at Wired.com. And there’s Hepola, 
a writer and author who lives in Dallas, but 
it took her just about her whole adult life to 
realize why. 

We sat down for a conversation simply 
about the state’s impact on their very different 
journalism careers. It evolved into philosophi-
cal musings of a good couple of hours talking 
about what it is about the state they love, how 
outsiders still see through a stereotypical lens, 
their support systems in and outside of Texas 
and where to go from here. 

The following is a condensed and edited 
version of a Q&A, captured and recorded in 
Austin.
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Sarah Hepola Kate Rodemann Andrea Valdez

Why is Texas significant to you? In your personal life 
and your career?

Sarah Hepola: For the longest time, the answer to 
my question would be “Oh my God, I hope it’s not.” 
And I think that a lot of my story is about some-
body who found herself in Texas, but didn’t want to 
be. Especially because I came from Dallas, which is 
not a literary city. You know, Dallas is the consumer 
mecca of the state and it’s known for generating 
really hot cheerleaders and beauty pageant con-
testants, but not really thinkers, and especially not 
female literary thinkers. At least I didn’t think of it 
that way. 

Growing up I was just like, “Get me out of this 
place…” and when I did move away, I feel like that’s 
when you start to see the place a little bit more 
clearly and start to see how it’s informed you. 

Meanwhile, nobody was writing about the place 
that I came from...so I started to question what is 
the material that I have that other people don’t? I 
think when you’re a writer, that’s the question you 
have to ask – What story can I tell that other peo-
ple can’t tell? And so, I ended up actually moving 
back to Dallas and I think that forced a certain psy-
chic shift for me and I started to have a lot more 
appreciation for where I came from.

I’m very proud to be a woman from Texas. I’m very 
proud to be a writer from Texas. But that took 
a long time. There were 40 years of denial that 
preceeded that.

Andrea Valdez: I agree with Sarah that it’s one of 
those things where you don’t really realize the 
significance or what kind of influence Texas has on 
your life until you go somewhere else. For me that 
was going to grad school at Northwestern in Chi-

cago where it really dawned on me when I would 
say things like, “I’m fixin’ to go get some groceries,” 
and people would be like, “Fixin’ to what? Wait, 
what? What are you fixing?” You know, that whole 
phenomenon, people having no idea what these 
phrases mean.

So those kinds of things, your Texas identity really 
kind of shines through. And when I was there, I 
wanted to get back to Texas for a few reasons – my 
family was still in Texas. I didn’t want to do the 
New York thing...it just seemed like writers and 
editors were a dime a dozen...it seemed as though 
going to a smaller market was more appealing to 
me. 

And then when I was back in Texas, you know, Texas 
Monthly has such great legacy and working with 
people like Paul Burka and Gary Cartwright and 
Pam Colloff and Kate – these are people who have 
had extreme impacts on Texas as a journalistic 
force and a literary force and it was hard not to be 
inspired by that. 

In 2007...I had expressed wanting to write and, 
at the time, I didn’t know any better because I 
thought that’s what you were supposed to do and 
I somehow managed to stumble into this column 
and Kate was such a gracious steward of my terri-
ble words and crafting them into something that 
was readable. So writing about how to be a Texan 
for that long really solidifies your thoughts on 
how much you know about the place and how you 
appreciate the place. 

And then, of course, born out of that column, I was 
fortunate enough to write a book about it. So, be-
ing the author of a book called How To Be A Texan…
[laughs].
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I personally find setting and scene to be as much a 
character of my life as the people in it, and Texas 

really does provide a richness there. It’s really easy 
to...become enamored of it.

And then, yeah, I’ve really enjoyed being in Cali-
fornia because it’s given me a different perspec-
tive on just being Latina. It’s a different perspec-
tive on something that has been important to me 
as a Texan, a Tejana, identifying as those things 
and it’s a new iteration and a new bit of a growth 
spurt for me in my evolution of thinking about 
that particular sense of my identity. 

Kate Rodemann: I will piggyback on what Andrea 
talked about in terms of identity, in the sense 
that my relationship with Texas started very far 
away from Texas. And when I got here for college, 
the culture shock was so severe that I was really 
miserable for about two years and I did not under-
stand people’s love of Texas because that made 
absolutely no sense to me why white people 
would be so deeply in love with their symbols and 
their flags. So for two years I had to really wrestle 
with what did this mean. 

My relationship with Texas was forged by this 
turning point where in my second year here, I 
remember making a very conscious choice that if I 
was going to live here, I needed to figure it out. 

The same stories Texans tell about themselves 
are stories that everyone tells about themselves 
in different ways and the mythology around Texas 
that I didn’t understand was so powerful that I 
needed to be curious about it and learn about it. 
And Spain, where I grew up, has many mytholo-
gies that are actually quite similar and so was sort 
of my entry point. 

What I needed to do was get outside of myself 
and become a student of Texas and that was 
going to be the way out of my funk – embrace it 
with a real listening and learning posture. 

That’s partly my story of how I ended up at Texas 
Monthly. I ended up there almost sort of by acci-
dent. I had never read the magazine or heard of 
it, but I realized once I got there that the people 
that worked there and the legacy of the magazine 

was precisely how to engage with the stories 
that make Texas what it is for other people and 
beyond. I really came to appreciate this idea that 
Texas Monthly was trying to get its arms around 
what is Texas and what does it mean to the world.

That was such a challenge and so life-giving, in 
terms of just thinking about story. Story is what 
makes us all who we are, story is what animates 
so many of our institutions and our history...that 
to get to work at a place that thought about that 
deeply with people who were out there trying to 
find out what the stories were and trying to shape 
what the narrative might be was tremendous. I 
came to fall in love with Texas. The deeper you 
dig, the more you fall in love.
 
I’m like Andrea in the sense that because I fell in 
love with the stories that happened here, I was 
happy to stay here. I never felt the need to go 
to any sort of journalism center, or New York, or 
the coasts because I felt like there was a such a 
wealth here. 

AV: I will piggyback on what Kate said: I per-
sonally find setting and scene to be as much a 
character of my life as the people in it, and Texas 
really does provide a richness there. I’d say that’s 
something that, not only does it provide that, it 
really leans into it. It’s really easy to fall, become 
enamored of it. 

How has the culture of Texas before you moved 
here, or growing up here, how has that impacted 
your love of storytelling?

SH: I don’t know. I have this love of storytelling 
that I see around me in Texas folklore, but I never 
connected to it as a younger person. I was think-
ing about what were the stories that I first related 
to, and I thought about when I was in college, I 
read Sandra Cisneros’ book Woman Hollering Creek, 
which is funny because I didn’t think of her as a 
Texas writer, I thought of her as a San Antonio 
writer. She was writing about a specific world that 

Andrea Valdez on how Texas inspires journalists
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was very different from Dallas, but she was writing 
about her life in a way that I really, really connect-
ed to. I felt like it gave me permission to write 
about my family and my relationships. 

Then the second, I fell in love with this band called 
the Old ‘97s in my 20s, and they were from Dallas 
and writing these songs about the road and all the 
sudden Texas became not a place where you were 
stuck, but a place you could explore. It really con-
nected to me that this could be a place of explora-
tion and it could be a place where the stories were 
just as worthwhile or meaningful or contemporary. 

AV: I wonder, Sarah, it’s almost the inverse of what 
I was saying. Texas can be like an oppressive and 
overshadowing character in a lot of stories, and it 
sounds to me like what you’re saying it was not a 
matter of this thing that Texas is hanging heavy, it 
just happens to be that Texas is a supporting char-
acter in your life. 

SH: I think that’s a great point, I appreciate you 
bringing this to my attention because I think that’s 
exactly what was going on for me. 

KR: Something that you were saying, Sarah: one of 
the things that really fascinated me about Texas 
was its relationship with Mexico. Here was a state 
that is big, if not bigger, than a lot of the countries 
in the world, that had this very important relation-
ship with the U.S., but then also had this amazing 
border with this whole neighbor to the south, and 
what that meant for Texas in terms of its history 
and its stories and its people. I grew up feeling 
caught between cultures so I’m sensitive to that 
idea, and being bicultural and having heritages 

from different places and having to make sense of 
history, I think that’s something that’s so rich about 
Texas. It’s its own well-spring. I think that just adds 
to what a unique place it is and how that also 
influences literary life. 

Do you think there’s enough conversation happen-
ing now around the way people are talking about 
Texas stories?

KR: I think you can find it. I don’t know that it’s as 
clear to people as it should be. I’m hopeful, you 
know, we know more about each other’s stories 
today than we used to. 

What about the way people talk about and share 
about it – Texas from an outsider’s perspective? Has 
it changed at all?

SH: I don’t know. I just feel like our country is so di-
vided right now, and that Texas is definitely on the 
side that people would like to see cut off. I still see 
on Facebook all these comments, any time there’s a 
story about Texas, it’s like...

AV: “Well that’s Texas for ya!”

SH: “I’ll be glad when they’re gone,” you know. It’s 
very dehumanizing. We’ve been talking about how 
diverse and varied and how rich and vast the state 
of Texas is and when you see yourself minimized 
to just this like, “forget them, they’re a bunch of 
lunatics.”

It feels like we need ambassadors or we need 
translators. There is a need for people to under-
stand the culture inside the state and vice versa, 

L-R: Hepola, Valdez and Rodemann meet with the help of 
technology in Austin, Tx.
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and I just don’t know if that’s happening. 

AV: I do think that, to what Kate was saying, when you 
drill down and you talk to people or smaller groups 
of people or smaller communities of people that they 
recognize the nuance and the texture that gets lost in 
these sweeping generalizations, which I think some-
times can be exacerbated by national coverage when 
reporters come in with preconceived notions of what 
Texas is. They ask questions that don’t challenge their 
own assumptions and that’s lazy reporting. And it’s 
reported and it’s easy and those stories get published 
and read and disseminated.

When you go to the cities, it’s not quite what you think 
it is. There’s just these assumptions, these preconceived 
notions and sometimes we, as ambassadors, we lean 
into those in ways that might actually be a disservice. 

KR: Especially because of all the growth we’ve been 
talking about. Both Dallas and Houston and San Anto-
nio, too, are redefining themselves for the last decade 
and people don’t either seem aware of that or willing 
to think about that. Same thing for Austin; Austin has 
also changed a lot in the last 10 years. Austin is not 
nearly as progressive as it thinks it is, Houston is way 
more diverse, and Dallas can actually be very liberal in 
places.

SH: I think all our stereotypes are up for renovation. 
But people haven’t caught up, people like, one of the 
things about stories is that it allows you to have buck-
ets to put things in and you can have a shared lan-
guage. Giving a different story complicates that, that’s 
why nuance gets ironed out of all these stereotypes.

How do you work together as a writing community? 
How do you support each other?

SH: For me, it’s a huge challenge, because writing is 
an isolating activity. I am not allied with a publication 
right now, I’m a free agent, so you know, I live alone, I 
work from home and I’m a writer. I could not get more 
isolated. I’m one of those people that does pretty well 
on my own but I think I silently sink into craziness at 
least once a month. And one of the ways that I have 
learned to start to dig myself out is to reach out to 
writers. For me, especially, it seems to be the other 
female writers. For whatever reason at this time in my 
life in my mid-forties, it’s the women who have really 
created this community for me. 

Kate has been a total rock for me. A gift that I learned 
from working with her at Texas Monthly is what an 
amazing mind she has and what an excellent reader 
she is, but you know, she also does that for people 
when she’s not even working with them. 

One thing I notice that we all share in common is that 
we’re all a little crazy. It has been an incredible release 
and relief for me. I think without that, I’m lost to this 
world that we live in where connection is something 
like Facebook or Instagram, which is this terrible world 

of judging your insides against other people’s outsides.

I also think there’s something in the journalists’ mind, 
they’re not judgemental. Journalists by nature are much 
more curious. I just feel this incredible kinship with the 
female journalist writers that I’ve had close in my life. 

KR: I would echo that. I had the advantage of being 
tethered to a publication for a long time. Through 
my years at Texas Monthly, I developed enough of a 
network that is really serving me at Highline now as 
I try to create new stories and new connections. Like 
Sarah, I work from home, but there are enough people 
that I have histories with now, actually Andrea is one 
of them, where you know, “Hey, I have this idea – is this 
a story? Who would be smart on this?” And I’ve actu-
ally called Sarah several times now and we’ll talk for 
an hour, and maybe it is and maybe it isn’t, but you’re 
getting that kind of intellectual spark. 

Andrea actually comes to town a lot, so we’ve stayed 
connected enough. You know that many of your con-
nections are reading and thinking and just when it 
comes to comparing notes, just having that network 
from over the years has been really life giving. 

AV: Yeah, I 100 percent agree, because I’m at Wired. A 
lot of people here are, of course, thinking about, for 
good reason, what’s happening in Silicon Valley and 
what’s happening in New York. So we think about 
those two markets a lot, but it’s been one of my goals 
to make sure we are thinking about other parts of 
the country. It’s because I think I come from and have 
been steeped in storytelling from part of the flyover. 
It’s something that’s important to me and I think we’ve 
done a pretty good job of making sure to keep our eye 
on stories that are happening outside of those two 
places. 

There’s really interesting things happening in these 
other places that have their own history and their own 
identity to bring to bear, and I think it’s important to 
tell them. 

Story is what makes us 
all who we are, story is 
what animates so many 
of our institutions and 

our history.

KATE RODEMANN ON 
STORYTELLING
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As far as networking with writers and other editors, 
yeah, my favorite thing is noodling around ideas. I do 
feel very fortunate in that I have a lot of people that 
I’m close to that I get have those winding conversa-
tions where you can ask dumb questions or say dumb 
things or come to dumb conclusions and no one’s going 
to judge you, to your point Sarah, but they’re going to 
ruminate. And there’s that wonderful collaboration. 
I thrive in situations like that where you’re talking 
through something and there’s a little disagreement, 
and then from that, something better and bigger 
comes. Just within the network at large being able to 
have those conversations, I really value that. 

So it’s not so much about Texas community, but it’s the 
writer community beyond Texas.

KR: I think they have to be, because we’re not just 
telling Texas stories. Even if we are telling Texas stories, 
they are universal, so you want the kind of input from 
the people who have a different perspective. 

What do you think keeps people entertained? What is 
the entertaining part of Texas culture that feeds into 
stories that work anywhere?

SH: I’m not a very attentive reader and I lose interest 
really fast. So I tend to be drawn to the more enter-
taining writers, and by that I mean, there’s really active 
word play and they’re drawing you in and there’s verbal 
pyrotechnics. 

But I have questioned whether or not, as a culture, style 
has really won out over substance. This idea of we have 
chosen entertainment above pretty much everything 
else. The internet and internet headlines in particular 
are a really brutal study in what happens when all you 
have to do is entertain and provoke. I watched head-
lines at Salon go from clever, basically about the sub-
ject, to basically like stunts. Because eyeballs became 
the operating logic. I guess I do think literature and 
writing has to be entertaining because, I mean, have 
you seen how good Netflix is? We’re competing with 
Netflix!

We have to play that game, but I think you have to be 
careful not to be subsumed by that game. 

KR: I’ve been thinking about this a lot. With Highline, 
you’re trying to create a story that HuffPost readers and 
others will feel compelled to read enough to stop and 
consume 6,000 words. What’s that story going to be 
that people are going to be willing to invest in? The 
word that just keeps coming back over and over to 
me is quality. And that people want ideas. People are 
hungry for thoughtfulness, precisely because there is 
so much noise. The challenge is not so much to chase 
after all the bells and whistles, but to be super commit-
ted to high-quality work from the reporting, to the writ-
ing, and in Highline’s case, to the digital storytelling. 

We have all the bells and whistles to play with and 
it’s interesting to have to be very judicious about does 

this serve the story or not, because you want people to 
come back for that feeling of this lovely creation that is 
satisfying that reverberates in your head for the rest of 
the day. 

AV: I kind of feel like I am in an interesting spot as 
someone who oversees a website. Most of the readers 
that come to the site, they don’t care where it ran first, 
they just want to read something good and informed 
and that provides context and analysis. We’re trying to 
create texture on the site.

I think it’s important that journalism keeps a little bit of 
its “we want you to eat the brussel sprouts,” but it’s in-
cumbent on us to make sure that we’re putting enough 
salt, pepper and bacon on it when appropriate. But that 
it’s still intelligent and informed and accurate. It can 
be entertaining to do that, so I would say there’s lots 
of different ways to entertain. There’s lots of different 
methods of storytelling that are entertainment. From 
the ones that are, like Kate was saying, adding all the 
bells and whistles on there, then there's something 
entertaining also in a beautifully, sparsely told story. 
I think there's room for all of it. It’s a matter of, for a 
rich media experience, it’s a matter of trying to be a 
place where you can get all of those things and still 
feel like there’s a holistic, cohesive tone. All media pub-
lishers can and should and are thinking that way. 

It’s a great opportunity to bring in diversity of voices, 
diversity of perspectives, diversity of thought and 
storytelling methods. There’s room now, more than ever, 
for a writer, if he or she has something to say, there’s 
probably, to a degree, a lot more opportunity now than 
there was 10 years ago. 

SH: I think there’s more opportunity – I don’t think the 
pay structure is there. And that’s the problem. People 
are reading now more than I think they ever have, but 
livable salaries are harder and harder to come by. The 
internet never established a viable economic model. 

And I think it’s a great time to be a storyteller, I think 
it’s a great time to be writer. I just don’t know how we 
all make a living doing it. That’s the big question. 

I think it’s a great time 
to be a writer. I just 

don’t know how we all 
make a living doing it. 
That’s the big question.

SARAH HEPOLA ON THE 
WRITING COMMUNITY
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A vellum sketch pad, black pens, and colored 
markers are all that’s needed when he heads 
to work. He enters a courtroom and finds the 
front seat. That’s how Bill Robles starts his 

day as one of a few courtroom artists today. 
“When no cameras are allowed, you’re the king. You 

are a necessary evil, but nevertheless they totally are 
dependent on you.”

Robles has covered several high profile trials. The 
list is very long of the famous and infamous: cult lead-
er Charles Manson, O.J. Simpson, Michael Jackson, Rod-
ney King, Heiress Patty Hearst, the Menendez brothers, 
Unabomber Ted Kaczynski, the Oklahoma City Bombers 
Terry Nichols and Timothy McVeigh, the Aurora theater 
shooter James Holmes, Lindsay Lohan, Winona Ryder, 
and Led Zeppelin. 

“I consider myself an artist journalist.”
The courtroom becomes Robles’ art studio for days – 

sometimes months. His drawings capture every detail 
inside the four walls, from the jurors to the television 
monitors that display evidence. He’s always a few feet 
away from the celebrity or mass killer on trial. Some-
times sitting behind them or in the empty jury box. 

“What’s fascinating is you hear of the stories on the 
front page, top of the news...all of the sudden there 
you are with the people they are talking about.”

Robles likes to sketch with a black pen. He smudges 
the black lines with his fingers or palm and then fills 
in the drawing with color markers to give it a water-
color effect. He works fast because he’s under dead-
line. Television stations need his artwork to report the 
story.  

He’s has lost count of how many courtroom sketch-
es he has done in the more than four decades that 
he’s been on the job. But each case has been unique, 
interesting and sometimes creepy. 

BILL ROBLES
art replacing reality

Story by Rebecca Aguilar, artwork courtesy of Bill Robles
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CHARLES MANSON

Bill Robles was a professional illustrator working 
in advertising when he called a contact at CBS News 
in June 1970. He thought the network could use his 
artistic skills on a big trial closed to television cameras. 
CBS hired Robles for the job. 

The assignment was at the Los Angeles County 
Courthouse. On trial was cult leader Charles Manson 
and three of his female followers. They were accused of 
the brutal murders of Sharon Tate, a Hollywood movie 
star, and six other people.

“Nine and half months, everyday. Charles Manson 
trial. That was my first trial to cover. I had never set foot 
in a courtroom and all of the sudden I am thrust into 
that reality.”

Robles sat only a few feet away from Manson, who 
usually wore a jail jumpsuit and flip-flops to court.  
During the trial Manson went through different looks. 
In the beginning he looked like a hippy with scraggly 
hair and a beard. He had carved an "X" on his fore-
head. Eventually he shaved his head and carved the 
"X" into a swastiska.  The girls shaved their heads too.

Robles remembered that Manson would stare down 
reporters and jurors with his cold, piercing eyes. The 
artist had learned to ignore Manson’s stares or his 
co-defendants who sat behind Manson gossiping and 
giggling.

Most days were full of what Robles called “boring 
testimony.” That is until one day, when Manson was 
acting more bizarre than usual. 

“He became agitated and said something like 
‘somebody should cut your head off, old man' and then 
leaped on the table top and took a leap towards the 
judge. The bailiff tackled him in midair, and I captured 
that moment.” 

Everything happened in an instant, but Robles could 
freeze moments in his mind. 

“He had a pencil in his hand. He was going to use it 
as a knife.” 

The world saw that Manson sketch that night on the 
CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite. 

Manson and his three followers were found guilty, 
and Manson died in prison in November 2017.

Robles sold that iconic drawing (seen below) to the 
the U.S. Library of Congress in 2016.
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Rodney King faced four Los Angeles police officers 
in federal court in 1993. These were the same men 
who were caught on video beating him with their 
hands and police batons and found not guilty on police 
brutality charge in April 1992. The acquittal sparked 
the Los Angeles riots that spanned several days.

Robles remembered King was like a gentle giant on 
the witness stand. King was 6-feet-3 inches tall and 
was kind of soft spoken in court as he described the 
beating, and the police batons coming down hard on 
his body. 

“He was humble... a gentle soul, kind of shy actually.” 
King and Robles chatted for a few seconds one time 

in the hallway after King realized that it was Robles' 
sketches that he saw on the evening news. 

The jury found two officers guilty of civil rights vi-
olations. They were sentenced to 30 months in prison. 
Two other officers were found not guilty. 

King died in 2012 at the age of 47. The medical ex-
aminer determined King died of an accidental drown-
ing and drugs and alcohol were also found in his body.

Robles is not one to keep any details out of his sketches. 
He knows his job is to make the public feel like they are 
right there with him in the courtroom.

In 1994, his assignment was the O.J. Simpson murder 
trial. The former NFL football star had been charged with 
the murders of Nicole Brown Simpson, his ex-wife, and her 
friend Ron Goldman. The case generated worldwide media 
coverage.

Judge Lance Ito was presiding over the case and did 
not allow television cameras in the courtroom during jury 
selection. CBS News put Robles on the job, but his accurate 
artwork got the judge’s attention right away. 

“I was subpoenaed by Judge Ito, who happened to see a 
drawing I did of the alternates and the whole jury. He said 
he was astonished by the accuracy, even though they had 
no faces.”

The jurors clothing, mannerisms and hairdos were just 
as good as any colored photograph. The judge was con-
cerned the jurors would be recognized from the drawings. 

“I said, 'see there are no faces your honor'. So he said, ‘Put 
glasses on somebody, tone down the big hairdo and try to 
modify it.’”

Robles listened but continued to accurately sketch what 
he saw, minus any faces. Court officials got Judge Ito a 
small stamp to use to approve Robles’ sketches before they 
were handed over to reporters.

“The art 
had to be shown to 
the public informa-
tion officer to get 
the Ito stamp of 
approval that they 
were not recog-
nizable as jurors.” 

The Simpson 
murder trial lasted 11 
months. He was found not guilty on both 
counts of first-degree murder. After the trial was over, Ro-
bles decided to draw in the faces of the jurors, because he 
says “People wanted to know what they looked like.”

RODNEY KING

OJ SIMPSON
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In 2005, Michael Jackson went on trial. The King of 
Pop was accused of molesting a 13-year-old boy. This 
was another trial that got the world’s attention. 

Robles had an easy time drawing Jackson sitting in the 
courtroom, because he was motionless, always looking 
straight ahead at the judge. He liked that Jackson didn’t 
move, but sometimes the singer was hard to see, because 
he was sitting sandwiched between his two lawyers. 

It was one of the most exhausting and difficult trials 
Robles had ever covered. The judge started at 8:30 in 
the morning and ended the day at 2:30 in the afternoon. 
There were only three 15 minute breaks and no breaks 
for lunch. Eating an energy bar in the courtroom became 
common, but it was during one of those breaks that Jack-
son’s attorney approached Robles.

“He saw a drawing I did on TV and he asked his lawyer, 
he wanted to meet me. So during a break, his lawyer 
came up to me and said Michael wants to see the draw-
ing…I took the drawing over to him, showed it to him and 
he lit up like a candle.” 

Jackson loved the drawing. When it was time to get 
back to work, Robles realized that Jackson had suddenly 
shifted his body, giving the artist a better view of him. 

Robles made the most money on the Jackson case, be-
cause press from all over the world used his sketches for 
their stories.  He recalled one day making $25,000 dollars 
from one drawing.  

After a 14-week trial, Jackson was found not guilty on 
all charges. Robles caught the moment Jackson wiped his 
tears away, relieved it was over. 

MICHAEL JACKSON

Robles has always found that mass killers are proba-
bly the easiest people to draw in court. They don’t move. 
They show no emotion. They say nothing. Robles noticed 
the similarities  when he covered the court proceedings 
for the Oklahoma City bombers, Timothy McVeigh and 
Terry Nichols, Unabomber Ted 
Kaczynski and Aurora Theater 
shooter James Holmes.

Robles may spend days 
hearing the graphic details 
of the mass 

killings, and hear the the victim’s family members quietly 
cry in the courtroom. He does his best to focus on being 
accurate. He knows his job is not to judge. 

“People always ask me…do you try to make them ugli-
er or exaggerated features or anything. I said it’s tempt-
ing but I usually don’t do it.”

Timothy McVeigh (at left) was convicted in 1997 for 
the murders of 168 people in the 1995 Oklahoma City 

bombing. He was given the death penalty and died 
by lethal injection in June 2001. Terry Nichols is 
doing life in federal prison without the possibility 

of parole. 
Unabomber Ted Kaczynski (at far left) pleaded 

guilty in 1998 to 16 bombings that left three people 
dead. Today he is also doing life in federal prison.

James Holmes, the Aurora theater shooter was 
found guilty in the murders of 12 people and the 

wounding of 70 others. He was sentenced in 2015 to 
life in prison without a possibility of parole.

MASS MURDERERS
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When actresses Lindsay Lohan and Winona 
Ryder (at right) each went on trial for shoplifting, 
once again the judges in their cases forbade televi-
sion cameras in the courtroom. 

Robles remembers having to walk through a 
media circus of news reporters, photographers  and 
paparazzi to get inside the court building. That 
was a common scene especially if a famous actor, 
actress or entertainer was about to face a judge 
and jury. 

In 2014, he sat for a week in a Los Angeles 
courtroom in the copyright infringement law-
suit against Led Zeppelin. The rock band’s singer 
Robert Plant and guitarist Jimmy Page (below) 
were accused of plagiarizing the opening riff to 
their mega 1971 hit “Stairway to Heaven.” After a 
week of testimony, a jury decided the band did not 
rip off the opening music from a song by 
the group Spirit that had 
toured with Zeppelin in 
the 1970s. 

After the trial, the band 
invited Robles to a celebra-
tion inside the courtroom. 

“I’ve got photos of Page 
shooting pictures of my 
artwork that I had set up in 
the courtroom. It was closed 
to the public, and it was just 
for their friends.” 

CELEBRITIES
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Not all of Robles’ work has been done inside a 
courtroom. In January 2006, he was asked to cov-
er the execution of murderer Clarence Ray Allen 
at San Quentin Prison in California (at right). 
Prison guards only allowed him to take in one 
pencil and one sheet of paper. He called the 
experience “very eerie.” Allen is the last person 
California has executed. 

There were many lighter moments that Ro-
bles was asked to document with his artistic 
work. 

The National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration hired Robles in 1981 for 
what would become some of his favorite 
assignments.  It commissioned his work for 
the first four Space Shuttle missions. Today 
Robles paintings are on the walls at NASA. 

“People tell me they would rather see 
art than photographs that are like every-
body else's.”

In 2014, The New York City Police 
Museum had Robles depict in a sketch 
the rescue of US Airways flight 1549 on 
the Hudson River. The drawing was in honor of the NYPD 
officers who helped save passengers from the icy waters. Robles' 
drawing marked the 5th anniversary of the “Miracle on the 
Hudson.”

Today the Library of Congress has 36 of Robles’ original 
drawings that were also published in the book The Illustrat-
ed Courtroom 50 Years of Courtroom Art. He’s very proud that 
the public will now have access to his work.

“It’s quite a feather in your cap.”
The need for courtroom art may someday go away if judges 

continue to allow cameras even in federal courtrooms. Robles 
is glad that important moments in court history were not lost, 
because he was there to put pen to paper for a purpose. 

MOMENTS IN HISTORY
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L oud, colorful art is strewn on the naked brick 
walls. The rowdy chatter of toddlers fills the 
air like freshly baked cookies. Remnants of 
their liveliness clutter the house from the 

doorstep to the kitchen. Sunshine floods through the 
skylight onto the coffee table, piled high with books. 
Vanessa Grigoriadis has her son Apollo, 1½, clinging 
to her knee as her daughter Olympia, 6, babbles away 
excitedly. Grigoriadis keeps apologizing to me for the 
chaos. 

“No worries!” I say, thinking of my 2 year-old 
nephew.

Grigoriadis welcomes me to look around as she 
tends to her children. My eyes are immediately drawn 
to her desk, nested amidst a wall of bookshelves. The 
soft lamp light illuminates its messiness, overflowing 
with cards made of construction paper and crayons. 
I notice a stick figure drawing of her family with the 
uneven handwriting of a toddler beneath saying “I 
LOVE U.” 

Her desk reminds me of the kitchen fridge in my 
childhood home, covered with the drawings and po-
ems by my sisters and me. My head tilts sideways as 
I remember the old days. My feelings are conflicted 

Story and photos by Raihaana Peera

A REAL 
NEW YORKER

44 mayborn 2018

Are you not

entertained?



between the fond childhood memories and sadness 
at the loss of a more innocent time. I smile, only 
the left side of my lips upturned. My thoughts are 
abruptly interrupted. Grigoriadis suggests we take a 
walk. Hugs and kisses are exchanged between Grigo-
riadis and her kids as we hurry out the door.

“What about the interview?” Olympia calls out to 
her mom.

“It’s happening right now,” Grigoriadis says. “You 
just can’t see it.”

We’re greeted by the brisk cold air as we close out 
the noise and clutter behind us. 

Grigoriadis grew up in New York City and is of 
Greek descent. She is a generalist long-form writ-
er whose work varies from pop culture to social 
movements. She is a contributing editor for The New 
York Times Magazine and Vanity Fair. Grigoriadis won 
a National Magazine Award in 2007 for her profile 
“Karl Lagerfeld, Boy Prince of Fashion.” Her book 
Blurred Lines: Rethinking Sex, Power, and Consent on 
Campus was published in 2017. 

For Grigoriadis, writing is a mental escape. Even 
when life is tumultuous, she has full control at her 
desk. The black and white of pen and paper is her 
way of making sense of the world.

n n n

“Vanessa!” Her second grade teacher is trying to get 
her attention. “Vanessa!” 

Instead she’s engrossed in a Nancy Drew book 
hidden in her lap under her desk, oblivious to her 
teacher and the rest of the class now staring at her. 

At 8 years old, Grigoriadis wrote her first book – a 
fairy-tale story told from the perspective of peach-
es that transform into fairies. Her parents bound it 
and gifted it to friends with pride. She was always 
enchanted with words, sparking a love for books and 
a penchant to make up stories. 

Although Grigoriadis was a precocious kid who 
started reading at 3 years old, she never imagined 
she would become a writer. 

“I wanted to be an actress. I wanted to play violin. 
I wanted to be a dancer,” she says. Everything was 
performance art-based. 

Soon after college, Grigoriadis realized her aspi-
rations to become an actor were unlikely to flourish. 
“I’m feeling like this acting thing is not gonna work 
out,” she says, recalling the old days. “I’m not gonna 
get these parts.” Broadway was too competitive and 
she had another calling.

So she commenced on a journey to become a dif-
ferent kind of entertainer. She wasn’t auditioning at 
movie castings or practicing at dance rehearsals. 

Instead, the world became her theater and her 
thoughts were the script. Her performances took 
the form of words dancing harmoniously on glossy 
pages.

n n n

Grigoriadis happened to be in the right place at the 
right time. Just weeks after completing her intern-

ship with New York Magazine, she bumped into an 
associate from the magazine on the subway. The 
company was looking for an assistant. 

“It was completely random,” Grigoriadis recalls. 
She had just graduated with an English degree from 
Wesleyan University. 

The vibrancy of the newsroom aroused a new 
energy in Grigoriadis. She worked her way from an 
assistant to a junior writer at New York Magazine, 
where she chose books for the book reviewer and 
helped writers with research. 

She wrote short columns reviewing local Manhat-
tan classical music events, fitness classes and other 
events.

Her first real taste of reporting was covering the 
high life of New York City for a column in New York 
Magazine. As a fresh college graduate, Grigoriadis 
was thrust into the exclusive realm of celebrities, 
diplomats and society’s super elite. 

Her eyes bright with excitement, her espresso-col-
ored curls springing loose over her petite frame, she 
pranced alongside socialite photographer Patrick 
McMullan as he photographed glamorous events.

Fully embracing the grandeur of these moments, 
Grigoriadis masked her fear and poised herself, 
inquisitive and curious, engaging with everyone who 
crossed her path from then New York City Mayor Mi-
chael Bloomberg to Emmy Award, Golden Globe-win-
ning actress Jennifer Aniston.

Grigoriadis' first grand idea for a story was ignited 
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at one of these parties—an exclusive, behind-the-
scenes coverage on the “It Girls” of the time: the 
young, stylish women with clipboards at the edge of 
the party.

She wrote “Welcome to the Dollhouse,” a cover 
story on the power girls of New York for New York 
Magazine. The story chronicled the lives of an elite 
clique of daring and vivacious young publicists. This 
story was a breakthrough in her career. 

Grigoriadis writes, “Over the past year, the girls 
have formed a distinct social unit in the nightlife 
of the city, traveling in packs from party to party. . .
In New York, scarcely a week goes by without one 
of them throwing an event. Their carefully groomed 
guest lists are a supersensitive barometer of the 
city's junior social hierarchy: who's hot, who's not, 
who's in and who's out, who's, ‘like, totally washed 
up.’” 

Columbia Pictures paid six-figures for the maga-
zine article to produce a movie.     

Before her first big hit, Grigoriadis was consider-
ing teaching literature and going back to school for 
a Ph.D.

It was while writing “Welcome to the Dollhouse” 
that Grigoriadis discovered her charismatic flair 
for creating non-fiction that was just as inventive 
and artistic as fiction. She knew she discovered her 
calling. 

Her profound interest in storytelling and meet-
ing people manifests in her audacious passion for 
capturing the zeitgeist of our times. Grigoriadis 
showcases her curiosity and fervor for deciphering 
the anthropology of our culture through a plethora 
of profiles, features and investigative reporting. 

Her articles meticulously uncover the essence of 
her subjects. In a 2015 profile for Rolling Stone, “Kim 
Kardashian: American Woman,” Grigoriadis captivates 
America’s obsession with the selfie queen, reality star 
and business mogul. 

“Kardashian has not extensively studied the 
knowledge found in schools; she draws money and 
power toward her by the force of intuition. On her 
show, she and her sisters have their own language 
on issues more complex than glam rooms: They don't 
know things, they feel things; they don't want some-
thing, they deserve it.”

Likewise, in “The Very Pink, Very Perfect Life of 
Taylor Swift” for Rolling Stone, Grigoriadis writes, 
“Swift likes to do everything the right way, and most 
of the time that means she likes to do everything 
herself. She may be a five-foot-11-inch blonde, but 
she does not have the carefree soul that usually 
goes along with that physiognomy, and her back is 
starting to hunch a little from stress.”

Judd Bloch, a long-time friend of Grigoriadis, says 
Grigoriadis had once told him, “I don’t even know 
how great a writer I am. I just know that I’m a very 
dogged reporter.” 

Grigoriadis has profiled some of the biggest pop 
stars of the century from Justin Bieber and Katy Perry 
to Britney Spears and Jessica Simpson. She writes 
about Shakira and her 70-year-old “Freudian psy-
chotherapist” in “Can Shakira Conquer the World?” 

for Rolling Stone and describes Lady Gaga as looking 
“flush from a strict diet of starvation”  in her profile 
“Growing up Gaga” for New York Magazine.  

Although celebrity profiles have contributed to 
Grigoriadis’ fame as a journalist, she wants to be 
known as something more. She wants to be remem-
bered as a serious journalist who tackles bigger 
issues with broader, deeper implications. She wants 
to be the expert at capturing the moment we live in.

In a 2008 feature for New York Magazine, Grig-
oriadis analyzed the racial politics of the Obama 
marriage. She writes, “In general, most white people 
think that America’s problem with race has been 
solved, and any suggestion that it hasn’t tends to 
ignite an unstable keg of guilt and anger – the kinds 
of feelings Oprah would tell us to confront head-on, 
though it’s easier to live in denial.”

Grigoriadis interviewed Rachel Crooks, one of 
the women who accused Donald Trump of sexu-
al misconduct before the 2016 election. In “‘God. 
Totally Eroding’: One of Trump’s Accusers Recalls the 
Incident that’s Still Changing Her Life,” she writes, 
“Crooks came to New York because she wants the 
country to recognize that Trump should be included 
in the Great Purge of Bad Men from Harvey Weinstein 
to Matt Lauer to Al Franken. ‘Why is Trump immune 
when everyone else is suffering consequences?’ she 
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asks, taking a seat with a glass of white wine. ‘This 
is deep-seated behavior. I don’t understand why the 
country would be O.K. with this.’”

n n n

In moments that would send her in a different direc-
tion as a journalist, Grigoriadis felt an emotional and 
intellectual connection with the young activists she 
was interviewing at Wesleyan University. She saw her 
younger self in these passionate women who were 
dealing with the same issues she dealt with 20 years 
earlier. They represented her past and the future for 
her daughter and all the daughters in America.  

Their conversation on sexual consent became the 
topic of her book Blurred Lines: Rethinking Sex, Power 
and Consent on Campus. Her interest in the subject 
of sexual consent stemmed from a magazine story 
she wrote in 2014 on Emma Sulkowicz, the Columbia 
University student who lugged around her dorm-
room mattress for a year in protest of campus sexual 
assault policies after the 
hearing in which the uni-
versity favored her alleged 
rapist. 

Sulkowicz became a 
national symbol for the 
movement; the highly pub-
licized incident angered 
students and many protests 
followed suit at colleges 
around the country. 

Grigoriadis immediately 
realized that a big cultural 
moment was at hand. 
She seized the moment 
by writing a multifaceted 
and thorough analysis 
on the issue of campus 
sexual assault. In her 
book she grappled to 
understand and explain 
the toxic imbalance of 
masculinity and feminine ideals. Grigoriadis conveys 
her sympathy for the need to reform campus sexual 
assault policies, but also recognizes the ambiguity of 
the gray area that is up for debate. 

“I’m a bit skeptical of upward trend lines in vic-
timization. There’s enough fire here that we don’t 
need to fan the flames,” she writes. 

Having been a magazine writer for over two de-
cades, writing a book was overwhelming. 

Besides the pressure of writing her book, Grigo-
riadis also faced life-altering circumstances. “There 
was a time where she couldn’t take it anymore,” says 
Craig Maldonado, her husband. “The book, her father 
was slowly dying, her friend died. On top of that we 
had a brand new baby and an older baby and that’s 
just four things too much for anybody.”

Grigoriadis’ gaze drifts into the distance as she 
speaks about the loss of her father, Michael Grigo-
riadis, who was a computer science professor. “You 
know it just rocks your world,” she says. He is the 

smartest person she ever knew. “He could size up 
anybody and any situation in a flash."

Grigoriadis pushed through the tears, shutting out 
the world around her and coped the way she knew 
how – through writing. Despite the trauma of losing 
her loved ones, postpartum aches, and breastfeeding 
her newborn, Grigoriadis wrote and rewrote her book 
until the end. 

But she didn’t foresee the challenge that came 
next. The initial relief of having her book published 
was interrupted by a harsh review in The New York 
Times, a blow to the head for any journalist, Grigori-
adis included. 

Michelle Goldberg’s book review stated “Blurred 
Lines is at its most compelling when we see Grigor-
iadis discovering the ambiguities in the stories she’s 
covering and recalibrating her own assumptions in 
response.” 

But “if you’re going to challenge people’s precon-
ceptions, you have to have your facts straight. Blurred 
Lines gives readers too many reasons not to trust it, 

even when perhaps they 
should.” 

Goldberg continues 
citing “puzzling state-
ments” and “baffling errors.” 
She accuses Grigoriadis of 
misrepresenting statistics 
writing, “I’m not sure how 
anyone could write an en-
tire book about the subject 
of campus rape and not 
know this.” 

Grigoriadis wasted no 
time in refuting the unsub-
stantiated attacks made by 
Goldberg. 

According to the Wash-
ington Post, Grigoriadis 
sent an email to The New 
York Times book review 
chief Pamela Paul saying, 
“Michelle is free to dislike 

my book. She is not free to make demonstrably false 
statements that not only damage my book but my 
reputation and credibility as a reporter.”

After which the review was changed to “I’m not 
sure how anyone could write an entire book about 
the subject of campus rape and not reckon with this.” 

Grigoriadis and Goldberg then took to Twitter to 
spar out their differences. Grigoriadis was still un-
happy with the updated review. 

She tweeted at Goldberg, “Could you correct your-
self or are you too busy ruining my career?”

Goldberg tweeted she would “give a kidney and 
five years of my life” to take back the statement ac-
cusing Grigoriadis of “not knowing” the cited statistic. 

“That’s basically kryptonite for a journalist,” Grigo-
riadis says of the accusations.

All that is behind her now. Grigoriadis is ready to 
move on to less serious topics. 

“My instincts are very flashy,” Grigoriadis says. She 
adds, “I wanna do stuff more in the mold of what 

I don’t even know how 
great a writer I am. I just 

know that I’m a very 
dogged reporter.

VANESSA GRIGORIADIS ON 
HER OWN SKILLSET
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Tina Brown used to do. Like controversial, a little bad 
taste maybe.”

n n n

Grigoriadis and Maldonado were set up by a mutual 
friend who seated them next to each other at a din-
ner party. “He was actually interested in another girl,” 
she laughs, “but then he decided I was good enough.”  

He was attracted to Grigoriadis’ strong personality. 
“She’s good at what she does,” says Maldonado. “She’s 
someone that pushes herself.”  

Grigoriadis says that her husband has a really low 
tolerance for 
boring writing. 
Usually when 
she’s having 
a hard time 
writing a piece, 
she’ll ask for his 
opinion. 

Maldonado 
says, “If I don’t 
understand 
something, I 
don’t move to 
the next sen-
tence or para-
graph. I read it 
a few times to 
fully understand 
what the inten-
tion is.” 

He continues, 
“I can sort of 
say whatever I 
wanna say to her 
without feeling 
like I’m stepping 
on her toes.”

“It’s so stupid,” Grigoriadis describes her editing 
process. “It’s stupidly, stupidly hard.” Her perfection-
ist disposition is what makes her writing process so 
strenuous. 

“I mean it’s like you write the lede and this lede is 
stupid and then you put it away and then you change 
it and then you decide the first lede was actually 
better and then you write the middle and then you 
think the middle should be the beginning.”

Grigoriadis isn’t one to give up. Bloch says, “I think 
she will go where other people would get burned 
out. She just keeps going.” As a writer himself, Bloch 
says after three or four drafts he’s ready to move on. 
On the other hand, he adds, “Vanessa can do really 
15, 20, 30. . . she’s willing to go as long as you wanna 
go to get it right.” 

To Grigoriadis, writing is more consequential than 
just words on a page. Stories aren’t stand alone 
pieces that are thrown away if someone doesn’t like 
them. They are to be molded and shaped and placed 
in the pantheon of ideas. They become part of a 
conversation. 

She encourages writers to make bigger and more 

explicit cultural and social statements. After all, “if 
nobody knows it’s there, then nobody reads it,” Grigo-
riadis says.

“What the hell are you doing there? If you’re not 
gonna bring something new to the table, then why 
are you there?” She’s railing against purveyors of 
chalky writing, throwing her hands up in the air. 
“Don’t say anything controversial and everybody will 
applaud you. Awesome. Good for you. So that’s sh*tty.” 

Grigoriadis’ raw approach is refreshing to read-
ers. “Everybody Sucks – Gawker and the rage of the 
creative underclass,” a 2007 cover story in New York 
Magazine, was a finalist for a feature writing award. 

“Of all the 
ways in which 
Gawker is 
antithetical 
to journalistic 
ethics – it’s 
self-referen-
tial, judg-
mental, ad 
hominem, 
and resolute-
ly against 
effecting 
change in 
the world – it 
pushes its 
writers to be 
honest in a 
way that’s not 
always found 
in print publi-
cations. Little 
is repressed; 
the id, and ev-
erything else, 
is part of the 

discourse (including exhibition and narcissism).”
“She’s truly one of my favorite writers to read,” 

Maldonado says. “And I’m not just saying that as her 
husband.”

n n n

Grigoriadis will be teaching a reporting class at New 
York University next year. She’s excited to be helping 
out newer journalists instead of being the one on 
the airplane all the time. Looking back, Grigoriadis 
says she wishes she had gotten an advanced degree 
in American Studies. She believes the knowledge 
would contribute to being a more contextualized 
non-fiction writer.

The world of journalism has evolved since Grigor-
iadis began her career. Her accidental-career story is 
one that is exceptional to her time. She worked her 
way up from an assistant position and no one has 
assistants anymore, she says. She had no portfolio 
and no experience. 

Now, Grigoriadis says journalists have to captivate 
an audience with extensive experience, funny Twitter 
accounts and stylish pictures. “You can’t just be some 
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stringy-haired plain person and think that people are 
gonna notice. You had to have a look,” she says. 

To be a successful journalist today, Grigoriadis 
says it has to be the “only 
thing in life you want to 
do.” 

n n n

Grigoriadis straddles two 
lives. As a journalist, she’s 
bold and relentless. Her 
friend Bloch says “she 
doesn’t take 'no' for an 
answer.” 

As a mother and wife, 
she’s more laid back even 
amidst a hectic family life. 

Bloch says, “She’s a real 
New Yorker.” 

Local eateries, record 
stores and edgy art galler-
ies line the cobblestone 
streets of the South Brook-
lyn waterfront neighbor-
hood. We make our way 
towards the pier, overlooking the Hudson River. She 
speaks about her parents and how she was raised. 
Her mother, Mary Grigoriadis, is a quiet artist who 
taught Grigoriadis that there was never anything a 

man could do that a woman couldn’t.
“My parents didn’t really care about the striving 

American Dream stuff like the car and the house and 
the money and all of that,” 
Grigoriadis says. “I was 
raised to be intellectually 
curious, an explorer, an 
experimenter.”

As we gaze toward the 
Statue of Liberty and Ellis 
Island, I remember how my 
grandparents immigrated 
here from Italy almost 100 
years ago. And how they 
too raised my mother with 
the same values.

It feels strange return-
ing to the same city my 
mother grew up in so many 
years later. 

Grigoriadis continues 
that she hopes to pass on 
the same values to her 
children. But now her kids 
are still young, so topics 
are usually more trivial.

“It’s burgers and fries all day,” the mother of two 
says, laughing. Her raised eyebrows reveal that she’s 
only half kidding. “It’s like you work at McDonald's.” 

I wanna do stuff more in 
the mold of what Tina 
Brown used to do. Like 

controversial, a little bad 
taste maybe.

VANESSA GRIGORIADIS ON 
EVOLVING HER WRITING
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T he silhouette in the green and white frame 
shows a generic male figure, and nothing more. 

Los Angeles artist Toni Scott created the 
digital image as part of an art installation she 

was making using pictures and artifacts to construct her 
ancestor tree. She had no photograph of this man. She 
knew only his name, Zackary Rawlings, that he was her 
great-grandfather and, at one time, a slave in Texas. The 
silhouette was simply a placeholder. 

What she needed was more information. 

n n n

Fourteen hundred miles away, in Texas, the Denton 
County Courthouse Museum was also looking for Zack-
ary Rawlings and his family. Zackary had been the first 
African-American hired by the County after Reconstruc-
tion and had worked as the courthouse janitor for over 20 
years. 

To honor him, in 2015 the county allocated money 
for a bronze plaque with a bas relief portrait. Unknown 
to Toni in Los Angeles, the county had one old, grainy 
photograph. They didn’t feel it was clear enough to create 
a raised profile. A dedicated page on the county website 
announced a search for relatives.

They needed more information too.
That page was still up in the summer of 2017 when 

I began to investigate Denton County and its racial 
tensions. The Confederate monuments controversy was 
raging across  the U.S, and I was interested in attempts 
to rectify past omissions and to bring to light overlooked 
contributions by the early black community.

Just what had Denton been doing to recover this long-
erased black history? In 1921, for example, the thriving 
black community of Quakertown had been bulldozed for 

expansion of Texas Woman’s University and a park. Black 
residents were forcibly evicted. 

My blood boiled. This entire situation was wrong on so 
many levels.

I visited Quakertown Park, where I found a small 
house, typical of the homes that existed in Quakertown at 
the turn of the century, but relocated to this central Den-
ton location. Wood frame construction, perhaps 800 feet 
square, its interior walls were covered, not with wallpa-
per, which would have been common, but with yellowed 
newspapers from the late 1890s to the early 1900s. A 
rotating exhibit presented textile works by local black ar-
tisans, articles about local heroes, artwork by young black 
students in Denton. There was even a story about a little 
lady who refused to leave her home. Like an early Rosa 
Parks, she sat defiantly on the front porch as the city crew 
relocated her home.

Meanwhile, memories of Zackary Rawlings faded away 
as his family seemingly disappeared from Denton after 
his death. 

A familiar, if overlooked, figure at the courthouse, 
Zackary would have been a well-respected member of 
the Quakertown community. His children would have 
attended the first black school in Denton, the Frederick 
Douglass School. Sundays would have found the family in 
one of two churches: the Presbyterian-Methodist church 
or the Baptist church. As a full-time county employee he 
would have had secure status in the community, and was 
the one black man in town everybody knew.

I became determined to track down the family so the 
plaque could be officially commissioned and hung. For a 
genealogy nerd like me, it seemed like a simple project. 

Finding Zackary: The path had to begin with the man 
himself. That night, I went straight home and began to 
research.

Finding 
Zackary

Story by Sheri-Lee Norris
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Ancestry.com is the most popular tool for genealogical 
researchers. Millions of documents have been digitized 
and uploaded. I have had an account for over 10 years. 
So, instead of starting with information provided by the 
county, I entered Zackary’s name and the city of Denton at 
the time of his death into the Ancestry databank. 

As I typed, a new tree was being created, an online 
storage facility making organization of thousands of 
documents manageable. The tree puts out lots of green 
leaves, each representing a clue about the person being 
researched. Each means a mega-computer somewhere 
has new information on a likely match. 

Is it totally geeky to say that green leaves on an ances-
try tree gives me happy thoughts? They all represent new 
trails to follow and help unravel the mystery of a family. 
These leaves keep me up at night because the trail is still 
fresh.

The county knew that Zackary arrived in Denton before 
the Civil War with Daniel and Eliza Rawlings, a family 
from Tennessee.

Census data is usually the fastest way to get informa-
tion when searching for families before 1940. I entered 
the Daniel Rawlings family and added Zackary. Daniel was 
found in the city of Lewisville by 1860, but Zackary was 
not. Separate trees had to be made: one for Daniel Rawl-
ings and another for Zackary Rawlings. The slave did not 
appear to be connected to Daniel in public records. 

It was not uncommon for slave owners to give inaccu-
rate information, which makes tracing early African-Amer-
ican ancestry difficult. The most common reason slave 
owners did not list slaves is because they were considered 
property.  They didn’t want to pay taxes for these souls. 

The first record of Zackary Rawlings shows up on a 
voter registration roll in Denton County in 1867. 

Was that a proud day for him, or bittersweet?
I reviewed each hint served to me, including tax re-

cords for his farm and home, as well as marriage records. 
Most were accurate, but many were not the same man. 
Zackary and his tree began to take shape. I added census 
data when he finally appeared in 1870. Since that would 
have been reported by him, and not another, it would be 

more reliable.  
This research was more difficult because. as a slave, he 

couldn’t read or write. Each census-taker or county clerk 
wrote what they thought he said his name was. His first 
name appears variously as Zack, Jack, Zachary, Zackary.  
and even Goc. The surname shows up as Rollins, Rawlings, 
Rolins and Rawlins. Thousands of possible combinations 
offered themselves on my screen to be sifted through one 
at a time.

It was discovered that Denton locals called him Zach, 
although the family has always referred to him as Zackary. 

The first day of research was an all-nighter. My hus-
band got up for work the next morning and found me 
sitting at the computer in the same daisy-bespeckled 
sundress from the day before. He brought me a cup of 
black coffee and quietly slipped away. 

Within 24 hours I had Zackary’s death certificate from 
1911, newspaper articles, several census records starting 
with 1870, and marriage records. There was no proof of 
his birth, although census records consistently said he was 
from Mississippi.

I had documents, but what did they tell me about the 
man? 

He had three wives. The first two, Nancy and Fanny, 
preceded him in death. He had one daughter, Mollie, by his 
first wife.  

This took me to the three black (former slave) 
cemeteries in Denton County. His first wife, Nancy, was 
buried in one. When I made numerous inquiries about the 
cemeteries, the former administrator on the Find-a-Grave 
website simply turned over administration rights to the 
cemetery to me without asking. I was now in charge of the 
records. 

Find-a-Grave is a volunteer-based website. It was 
surprising to see this notification without any discussion, 
but suspect it was because I asked so many questions. 
Perhaps I knew more than the former administrator did. I 
manage several other Find-a-Grave pages, all my own rel-
atives, but this one was now special to me. It has not been 
a burden to manage. Very few people are making inquiries 
into the old slave cemetery. 

Toni Scott
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Zackary’s third wife, Finney (not to be confused with 
Fanny), came to Denton with three children. She married 
Zackary and they had two more children, James and Callie.

Newspaper stories told more about Zackary, and why 
he was important to the county. 

In these stories he was usually referred to as “Uncle 
Zach” and his second wife was known as “Aunt Fanny.”  
Fanny was a caregiver and service provider in the com-
munity. Newspaper articles mentioned how she helped 
tend to the needs of the commissioners such as being 
paid to do their laundry. She took food to those who 
struggled in Quakertown. When she died the newspaper 
mourned the death of Aunt Fanny.

County courthouses were the center of life for devel-
oping settlements. Trials, property records, voter registra-
tion, marriage and birth registration, and taxes all came 
through the courthouse. Almost everybody in the county 
would have been in contact with Zackary in one way or 
another. For over 20 years he watched residents’ children 
grow up, many to have their own children. 

A 1905 newspaper story noted “Uncle Zach was very 
much in the dumps last week on account of some young 
gallant having failed to return the keys…Persons obtain-
ing the keys from Uncle Zach should always return them.”

He was entrusted with the keys containing the most 
valuable records in the county. He must have been quite 
dismayed when they went missing, and mortified by this 
article indicating he loaned them out to someone so 
careless.   

Zackary was not just respected in Quakertown. Denton 
citizens came to depend on him to open the courthouse 
doors early or help prepare for special events. 

The affectionate familial references show his family 
was part of the social fabric of Denton County among 
people of all colors. At least three newspapers chronicled 
the solidarity across all races in mourning his passing. 

Zackary was on duty when they built the new Roman-
esque courthouse, which is now the county museum on 
the town square. He was required to check in delivery of 
construction materials and securing them. The old struc-
ture was made of wood, but this was made of numerous 
types of Texas stone, quarried elsewhere and brought to 
Denton on horse-drawn wagons.

After it was built, it was instantly hailed an architec-
tural triumph and the finest building in the county. His 
duties would have included bolting heavy 10-foot tall 
oak doors each evening, and mopping the red clay soil 
from the inlaid tile mosaic floors. Rounded brass banis-
ters would have been polished and the new-fangled gas 
lights would have been carefully shut off. This was a labo-
rious job, but it was steady work in an unsettled South. 

Zackary was thrifty. He became a landowner. At the 
time of his death, he owned a farm and two small homes 
on Oakland Street within walking distance of the court-
house, He also owned a piece of land in the country 
that was set aside for another black school, which never 
materialized, perhaps because of his death. His farm most 
likely produced wheat, corn or cotton. 

The most telling indicator of community sentiment 
was the fact that white county commissioners and judges 
attended his mixed-race funeral, and the commissioners 
passed a resolution marking his service and mourning his 
death – unheard of in 1911 in a deeply racially-divided 

South. 
One troubling fact was the lack of a gravestone 

marking the gravesite of beloved Uncle Zach in Oak-
wood Cemetery. His burial is noted in the books, but no 
plot number was designated on the list. I spent two days 
walking up and down each aisle, trying to locate his 
grave. 

I finally caught up with the cemetery groundskeeper, 
who putters around on a little golf cart all day. She admit-
ted they didn’t know where Zackary was buried, and also 
pointed out they were unsure which grave belonged to 
Aunt Fanny. She knew of a grave she thought was “a long-
shot possibility” for Fanny. The stone was broken from 
its base and lay flat on the grass. The back said “Fanny 
Rolling, wife of L Rolling.” 

She also said there were many misspellings on stones, 
and there were probably 200-300 unmarked graves in the 
city cemetery. 

When Zackary died, his family lost their primary bread-
winner. His third wife, Finney, was impoverished with 

Lauren Sims
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two small children.The most likely reason 
there is no stone for Zackary is because she 
couldn’t afford one. A temporary marker 
would have been placed, but after a year 
or two, would have faded, broken and been 
removed.

Why didn’t the county or community chip 
in enough money to erect tombstones for 
people so highly regarded in Denton? This 
was unfathomable.

It seems fitting that the county museum 
plaque, the first milestone in race relations, 
would be to the one known, affectionately, 
as Uncle Zach.

But what of his family? 

The Search for 
descendants
Finding living relatives, a much harder task, 
would require the help of others. Genealogy 
researchers collaborate. We email, send back 
messages on numerous websites and call 
each other on the phone. Living people are 
hidden on Ancestry.com for security reasons, 
so I sent about 50 requests via the private 
message system to anybody who had Zack-
ary Rawlings on their tree. 

Most people who use ancestry programs 
want to help each other, it’s a community 
effort. I expected quick replies, but was 
disappointed.

Sometimes family trees grow sideways, 
adding brothers, sisters, cousins and other 
people not directly in a line. That’s how you 
end up with a breakthrough. 

Zackary’s oldest daughter, Mollie, moved 
to Fort Worth.  She had a son, Floyd, who, it 
appeared, died unmarried. This was a dead 
end. But I followed Zackary’s third wife Finney 
and her children to Tulsa. His daughter Callie 
married a man named General Sims. I found 
the Sims family and added them. The tree was 
exploding horizontally and vertically.  Then they 
disappeared from all records in Tulsa.  

 Zackary’s death certificate said he was born 
in Grenada, Mississippi, so I spent weeks re-
searching Mississippi plantations. Several maps 
showed large landowners. Was there a Rawlings 
family who owned a plantation before the Civil 
War? I taped the tree and a map of Mississippi 
on my office wall to ponder. Grenada gave up no 
clues.

At one point, I contemplated getting in my 

The most telling indicator of 
community sentiment was 
the fact that white county 
commissioners and judges 
attended his mixed-race 
funeral, and the commissioners 
passed a resolution marking 
his service and mourning his 
death – unheard of in 1911 in a 
deeply racially-divided South. 

Toni Scott
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car and driving to Mississippi, but I really had nothing to 
go on except his death certificate giving birth and census 
records. The Sims family also came from Grenada. What 
was going on in that small town? I still have the urge 
to go investigate, because I know something was going 
on. There aren’t many coincidences in genealogy, only 
patterns and reasons.

Family Found
Finally, Laura Douglas answered an inquiry on Ancestry. 
She is the special collections librarian at the Denton li-
brary. One of her ideas led me to a Los Angeles artist who 
was using pictures and artifacts to construct her ancestor 
tree. 

Laura has been researching black Denton families 
for years. She felt she knew who Finney married after 
Zackary, and she followed the line to grandchildren. and 
great-grandchildren. She believed the artist might be 
Zackary Rawlings' great-grandchild. Her name was Toni 
Sims Scott and she was on Facebook. 

Toni did not answer my Facebook messages right 
away,  I Googled her name and found her artist web page. 
Her work trumpeted a passion for ancestry! I crossed my 
fingers and prayed she would reply. Was she related to a 
Zackary Rawlings from Denton? Would she be willing to 
talk? She finally answered about a month later. She did 
have a blank male silhouette to fill in – a great-grandfa-
ther. Maybe I could be of assistance. 

After a few message exchanges she gave me her 
phone number, and we started talking on the phone.

It turned out we had been in the same program at the 
University of Southern California in Los Angeles at the 
same time, but we’d never met. This sent electric volts up 
my spine – a fellow Trojan is almost a blood relative. My 
search was rejuvenated. 

Toni did not know much about her great-grandfather. 
She believed he was born and died in Denton and that he 
had a white father and black mother. 

I confirmed with her that early records listed him as 
mulatto, and later documents showed him as black. I also 
told her he was born in Mississippi, not Denton.

She surprised me when she said her father was still 
alive: John Sims, Zackary’s last surviving grandchild. She 
put me in touch with him.

John is a soft-spoken, articulate 84-year-old with a 
good memory for family stories. Zackary died in 1911, 
when John’s mother, Callie, was still a toddler. The only 
picture of Zackary he recalled was on his Grandmother 
Finney’s wall in Tulsa. He didn’t know where it ended up 
after she died. The family all migrated to California. He 
thought it might be with one of his brothers or sisters. 
Perhaps it was simply lost in transit.

John told me how Finney had come to Denton from 
Tennessee, a widow with three children looking for her 
father. She didn’t find him, but Zackary found her sitting 
alongside the road as twilight turned a deeper shade of 
gray.

“What’s that woman doing out there in the dark with 
those kids?” John recollected from the family story.   

Zackary sheltered Finney in his home and married her 
in 1903. They had two more children together, including 
John’s mother, Callie. After Zackary died, Finney took the 

family to Tulsa to live with one of her older daughters 
from a previous marriage.

I told John many things he did not know, such as how 
his grandfather was known as Uncle Zach. He did not 
know that Zackary came from Grenada, Mississippi, the 
same small town as his Sims grandparents. I asked if he 
knew of any connection, but he didn’t.

John confirmed that Finney was left with no money, 
only a couple of small houses and a farm. There was no 
other family in Denton and she could not feed the chil-
dren. She had no choice but to move to Tulsa. 

Finney couldn’t read or write. Because of this, John 
believed, she was taken advantage of, particularly when it 
came time to sell Zackary’s farm.  

Years after his death, John’s mother, Callie, was admit-
ted to Langston University in Oklahoma. It was provision-
al attendance, pending sale of the Denton farm. When 
the sale did not take place, she couldn’t pay tuition. She 
dropped out of college and married Mr. Sims. 

My heart broke for her. Zackary’s daughter longed for 
education but was denied because of some sort of red 
tape after her father’s death. The farm was not in dispute 
before he died, but his widow was forced to fight for years 
over his land.

It would take months for me to track down the sale 
of the Denton farm in one volume of a 50-pound ledger 
book at the new county courthouse. It didn’t sell for sever-
al more years after Callie was forced out of school. There 
was no explanation.

The county was looking for a good picture of Zackary 
to use for the courthouse plaque. I asked both John and 
Toni if they would check with other family members to 
see if any of them ended up with a photograph. Cousins 
around the country were turning attics upside down and 
looking in old boxes. Nobody had one. 

John was not surprised the photo was not found. They 
left Tulsa with cars jammed with kids, clothing, dishes and 
small necessities. Many things were left behind as they 
headed for a new beginning on the west coast.

John eventually asked if it would be helpful to speak 
with his nephew in Dallas.
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"Yes!" I told him. There was a great-grandson who lived 
in North Texas? I wasted no time in phoning him. 

John’s nephew, Stanford Sims, is senior operations man-
ager at a Dallas area aerospace company. We arranged for 
a telephone conversation later in the week. 

Stanford, who transferred to Texas from Califor-
nia several years ago, said he knew nothing about his 
great-grandfather. Family history is on the retirement 
bucket list, but he’s not there yet. 

As I filled in details about his great-grandfather, he 
listened intently as I did most of the talking.The Denton 
connection was interesting to him. “My daughter is a nurs-
ing student in Denton,” he finally said.

Bingo! 
Stanford knew the courthouse well, but had no idea 

they had been retracing family footprints. Within days of 
our telephone conversation he took his family to com-
mune with his great-grandfather for the first time. They 
drove Zackary’s route from home to work and brought 
flowers to the cemetery. They had their picture taken on 
the steps of the courthouse where Zackary would have sat 
on a hot Texas evening and leaned against the doors he 
would have polished and bolted.

They saw Denton with new eyes, through the eyes of 
an ancestor. 

However, it was also disturbing for the family to 
discover there was no grave marker for Zackary. They, 
too, spent time walking up and down the aisles, slowly 
reading names in disbelief. Stanford questioned how a 
man so beloved by the community did not have a marker. 
It seemed that the county commissioners, who all attend-
ed his funeral, should have taken care of this. They left 
flowers in the area the groundskeeper said was the most 
likely segment.

A few weeks after our conversation, I met Stanford and 
his daughter, Lauren, at a Cheddar’s restaurant near DFW 
airport. He was warm but protective. As a parent, I could 
feel the radar ping me across the table. Who was I anyway 
– some woman they didn’t know asking questions about 
his family? To be fair to myself, I also felt very protective 
of them and their privacy. I’d guarded their information for 
months.

Both were dressed casually. Lauren’s dark hair was 
neatly gathered in a ponytail. Over plates of hot biscuits 
and honey and sips of tea we chatted about life and col-
lege, history and the future. 

Lauren is a senior at Texas Woman’s University and will 
graduate in May of 2018. She has been doing an intern-
ship at a hospital in Dallas. Her dream is to work in the 
neonatal unit helping the most vulnerable children.

She said she didn’t like Denton at first. But on a second 
visit, she found the county square and the thriving night-
life just blocks away. She enrolled at TWU and spent the 
next three years in Denton.

She was also interested in her family’s history. She re-
called sitting many times on the county courthouse steps 
with friends, eating ice cream cones from the old-fash-
ioned parlour across the street. Sometimes they hung out 
on the square, chatting under the large oak trees.

In my mind I saw a shadow of Zackary looking out a 
courthouse window and smiling. 

Full Circle
Zackary’s family had come full circle. His family’s story 
ends where it began – in Denton. 

His legacy is more than a collection of documents. His 
family has overcome slavery, poverty and death. I see him 
in the fine art of Toni Scott, whose haunting images of 
slaves whisper a painful history. I hear him in the laughter 
of John Sims as he shares family stories. I feel his strength 
in the protective shoulders of Stanford Sims, working to 
put his children through school. Finally, Zackary appears 
in the eyes of a determined young woman who has been 
called to save the lives of tiny babies.

Only one photograph of Zackary Rawlings is known 
to exist. The local historical society had it all along. He 
is standing in front of the courthouse with other county 
workers, wearing a dark wide-brimmed hat, a white shirt 
and a dark vest. He has a small beard and large deep-set 
eyes. 

After speaking with the family, I visited with Peggy 
Riddle, the county historian. She had a file on Zackary 
and a sample of the proposed plaque. She told me they 
are moving forward now with commissioning it.  

I hope Toni can make it to the plaque dedication. But 
if she doesn’t, at least she now has a picture to include 
with her collection. Her great-grandfather is no longer a 
silhouette on her family tree. He’s now a leaf. I expect to 
see him soon in a work of art posted on her web page.

Zackary lives. Because it’s all about family.
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One’s first selfie with a tornado is less an occasion 
to celebrate and more an evidentiary token of a storm 
chaser’s first sighting. The spectacle before him, two EF-4 
tornadoes forming from the same supercell storm, is a 
marvel rarely documented more than once a generation.

Even the veteran storm chasers – Ed Grubb and Tony 
Laubach – with him are giddy. 

It was the possibility of a storm that pulled Hargrove to 
the stretch of U.S. Route 275 that cut through northeast 

Nebraska crop country on June 16, 2014. That and a story 
itching in his mind. 

The story’s central character: self-made storm chaser 
Tim Samaras, a man who spent his life’s work hunting 
monsters like the one behind Hargrove in the photo. 
Hargrove would spend four years pouring over video clips 
from Tim’s chases, looking for primary material for the 
book Simon and Schuster was paying him to write about 
Tim. But the hours of footage, months of analyzing radar 

The BeasTs      aT his Back
A storm chaser's life is never easy – especially when faced 
with a fellow chaser's mortality

B rantley Hargrove parts his lips in a flimsy grin for the camera, eyes 
uncertain, a wall of violent wind peppering his bare legs with nee-
dles of dirt, the rough inflow tugging back his wild, sandy hair. Be-
hind him, an emerald sea of budding corn stalks surges toward the 

horizon so fast it’s rendered a billowing blur for the camera. Beyond that, 
smothering the sky like a cloud of ash and smoke rages a whirling twister 
as wide as five football fields. And outside the camera’s frame, the tornado’s 
twin, nearly equal in size and strength, cuts a path to the north.

Hargrove, the beasts at his back, tries his best to smile. 

Story by Leah E. Waters
Photos courtesy of Brantley 

Hargrove
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The BeasTs      aT his Back
reports, and interviews with family, friends and 
fellow chasers would not be enough for him. 

For Hargrove, Tim’s story – and his own pursuit 
to get it right – had been like walking around in 
a dark room, hands outstretched, feeling for the 
lightswitch that might answer an elusive question: 
how could an experienced, cautious and sharp 
storm chaser like Tim get too close to the storm 
that ended his life? 

It was a question that nothing short of feeling it 
in the flesh could answer, Hargrove knows. 

And felt it he did.

n n n

For the fruitless days before the Pilger twins, the 
skies were silent, the long car rides cramped with 
the mingled musk of male bodies and after effects 
of fast food. Hargrove and a team of chasers, who 
had spent years with Tim on similar pursuits, 
collapsed like deflated balloons when chase after 
chase came up empty. Spirits doused with defeat, 
Hargrove and the other chasers would lick their 
wounds at roadside diners, speculate over the next 
day’s forecast and eventually hole up in the closest 
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motel they could find. 
But on the Monday Hargrove was 

to meet the monsters on 275, invis-
ible forces greeted each other on 
the Great Plains: dew points climbed 
after moisture breezed north from the 
Gulf of Mexico, a warm front rolled 
eastward and atmospheric instability 
churned restlessly in the skies above 
Nebraska.

Hargrove didn’t know it yet, but a 
beast was about to bare its teeth.

As soon as he stepped outside the 
hotel that morning, Hargrove felt the 
shift in the air, the heavy moisture that 
clung to him like a second skin. Even 
Grubb, cool and unflappable, held a 
gleam in his eyes as he surveyed the 
skies. 

“Maybe we’ll see a sod-sucker to-
day,” Hargrove remembers him saying. 
Grubb did not know how right he was. 

After the trio stopped at a Mc-
Donald's – waiting to see what the 
atmosphere would spit out next – 
they hit the road, taking note of the 
weather advisories that increased in 
severity, the kind that sent normal 
people running for cover. For the ones 
hunting the storm, cars ornamented 
with antennae, the chase was on. 

Hargrove and his seasoned guides 
tracked the storm system like a slip-
pery fugitive all afternoon, zig-zagging 
on highways and dirt roads to give 
the writer the closest thing to a front-
row seat.

“You could feel it in the air. Some-
thing crazy was about to happen.”

Finally, after closing in on the su-
percell’s mass, once curtained by the 
cover of the treeline, Hargrove’s eyes 
feasted upon the sight. 

As the swirling teeth of one vortex 
ripped dirt and debris from the land, 
the sight of the twister’s twin mirrored 
across the road cleaved apart any 
intelligible thoughts Hargrove might 
have voiced. Instead, an awed echoing 
of obscenities hissed from his lips, his 
smooth voice recorded on his iPhone 
revealing the subtle tell of a life 
raised Texan.

“Oh my God. Good Lord, have mercy. 
Holy shit. Jesus.” 

Each mindless expletive the only 
words Hargrove could muster in re-
sponse to the violent columns eating 
their way across the fields. Hargrove 
laughed then, breathlessly, the way 
one does when he cannot believe his 
eyes. 

AT RAINBOW’S END

O utside Interabang Books the rush hour traffic has died down. A 
few motorists weave their way through the well-lit Dallas shop-
ping center parking lot hoping to find a space. Inside, visitors 
are greeted by the pleasant scent of fresh timber and books. A 

couple dozen brand-new books are stacked right in front by the register 
to buy and get autographed. The customers make their way to rows of 
folding chairs laid out just for this evening. In front of them are two chairs 
on a makeshift stage. One is for Brantley Hargrove. In the other is his 
fellow author Michael Mooney, microphone in hand, ready to kick off the 
launch of Hargrove's new book.

Hargrove’s expressive, bright blue eyes behind his reading glasses betray 
no nervousness. Instead, he beams a relaxed smile, clearly enjoying this mo-
ment celebrating the release of his book, four years in the making.

Mooney introduces his close friend and kicks off the night by demanding, 
“Give us a brief overview of who this person is.”

“He is one of the most prominent storm chasers in America for a few 
reasons, but probably is best known for getting data that research meteorolo-
gists thought was impossible.” Hargrove replies.

As the Q&A continues, the audience listens attentively, interjecting with 
laughter, exclamations of awe and murmurs of appreciation throughout his 
talk. Then Hargrove shows a few video clips of storms he witnessed. Violent 
and destructive whirlwinds, some with speeds of over 200 miles an hour and 
accompanied by funnel shaped clouds, heavy rain and thunder fill the large 
television monitor. The sound of roaring wind screams out of the speaker and 
then, after a few minutes, almost as quickly as it started, it was all over. The 
uncomfortably deafening noise of a tornado abruptly falls into silence.

After further describing Samaras’ contributions to the science of tornadoes, 
Hargrove opened the floor to questions from the audience. One customer 
wanted to know what wind brings buildings down while another was curious 
about what happened in El Reno in 2013.

As the hour-long launch comes to an end, customers lined up on one side 
of the store with books in hand, patient yet eager to have Hargrove sign their 
new purchases and maybe pose for a photo. Flipping to the title page, he 
writes a personal message in each. Mine read, “Francis, thank you for coming 
out and good luck with the story.”

Hargrove is the first to admit that his object of labor is far from exhaustive 
on the topic of tornadoes and its science. But on this night, he was able to 
introduce his contribution to understanding a frightening and overpowering 
natural phenomenon still shrouded in mystery in the form of a compelling 
story about a self-taught man obsessed with pulling back the veil.

Interabang Books was all too happy to host a first book launch for a local 
author. According to the store, sales on this night were “brisk.”

It was a good night.
- Story by Francis Deen
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You could feel it in the air. Something 
crazy was about to happen.

BRANTLEY HARGROVE ON CHASING
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The curses were not without cause. The consuming 
sister storms danced in tandem in the distance. Inside 
one of the tornadoes, if he looked closely, Hargrove 
could see thinner columns of swirling gray, multiple 
vortices, tornadoes inside tornadoes, visible on the pe-
riphery. The kind whirling like smoke before Hargrove 
were diminutive shrimps compared to the towers of 
dark wind that contained them. Not like the kind of 
sub-vortex that experts believe broke away from a 
tornado’s outer flow the fateful day in May 2013, loop-
ing a path with its 180 mph winds, finding the white 
Chevy Cobalt that contained Tim Samaras, his son 
Paul and fellow chaser Carl Young, carrying it away. 

It was still a sight that drew goosebumps on Har-
grove’s flesh. He and Grubb – about a mile from the 
twisters – pulled over to the shoulder. 

As Hargrove stepped out of the car, his cap flying 
from his head into the cornfields beyond, he finally 
felt it. The pull. The magnetic curiosity to see inside 
the beast that urged a person closer. The way a storm 
“gets under your skin.” The sight of dirt and debris 
dancing in ways only a tornado can manage. The 
hair-raising sound of rushing rapids, the roar of 1,000 
trains. The smell of sod ripped from the earth.

It was that same pull urging Hargrove to get closer 
still, close enough to see things he had only read 
about. Like where the vortex and the surface meet 
forming the boundary layer of the tornado. Like the 
winds spiraling toward the storm radially, sucking the 
mist of the earth with them to meet in a column of 
utter chaos. 

But Hargrove knew getting too close wasn’t a gam-
ble he was willing to take. At least not yet.

In that moment though, Hargrove knew he’d hit the 
jackpot – the goldmine of material to supply chapter 
upon chapter for his book. He could have left then and 
there, taking with him “the intangibles” he needed to 
write deep and true about Tim’s life chasing storms. 
And yet still some corner of the story sat in the dark, 

unexplored.
In the distance, he saw one tornado draw closer to 

specks of color dotting the low hills.
“Oh shit. There’s houses right there.” 
By all appearances, Hargrove realized — from his 

relatively safe perch behind the storm—a homestead 
was about to be swallowed up by the wind. And 
while he stared slack-jawed in wonder, the swirling 
storms ate their way to the north, away from Har-
grove, through the town of Pilger where about 350 
people had lived. He couldn’t see the town, but he 
knew sooner or later, those beasts would uproot and 
decimate anything in their path.

He couldn’t see yet the farmsteads and homes be-
yond that the twisters would mow down like blades of 
grass. Wouldn’t know yet that farm machinery would 
be thrown like pebbles across fields ripped of vege-
tation to the topsoil. That trees would be debarked, 
sheared off near their bases, stripped bare and left 
standing like toothpicks amid a boneyard of scattered 
rubble. That house after house would be either shred-
ded to mere skeletons or gutted down to concrete 
foundations.

That a 5-year-old girl and 74-year-old man would 
die: little Cali Dixon, thrown from her family’s mobile 
home onto Main Street, and David Herout, a mail car-
rier who was driving a few miles east of Pilger when 
the twisters hit. 

Hargrove would learn none of this until the next 
day when he walked the land with the damage survey 
crews to inspect what was left behind. Snapped 
power lines dangling everywhere like unkempt vines. 
Vehicles piled together “like driftwood at the edge 
of a stream,” he remembered. The grassless, formless 
gray that seemed to coat the city – what was left of it, 
anyway. 

“There was no color anymore. Everything was the 
color of mud.” 

He remembered the smells of natural gas leaking 
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from somewhere – and the hissing sound of a propane 
tank with a puncture in its shell. He remembered the 
dazed and dirty faces of Pilger’s broken flocking to the 
command center – the parking lot of a body shop – for 
bottled water and the comfort of familiar faces. 

He remembered peering through the crumpled walls 
of the fire station, eyes landing upon a paper maché 
birthday cake in pristine condition sitting upon a table, 
untouched, undisturbed, miraculously spared by the sav-
age wind that slashed through the building. 

Later, Pilger resident Greg Moeller would describe the 
scene to The Omaha World-Herald as though “God dragged 
two fingernails across the land.”

n n n

What Hargrove saw that day was a rare occurrence in 
the spectrum of already singular anomalies: two massive 
twisters feeding off the same supercell, fueling a path of 
death and destruction that spanned for miles. He wit-
nessed only a fleeting glance of an outbreak that would 
produce more than 70 tornadoes, kill two people, injure 
countless others and rake up damages in the millions. 

What he witnessed a day later, surveying what was 
left of Pilger, was a tragically common scene of what the 
world’s most violent tornadoes leave behind.

Hargrove – having found the switch in the Pilger torna-
does – realized the once light-
less room was much bigger, 
more mysterious than he’d 
imagined. What a story he had 
to tell, Hargrove thought at 
the time.

In the end though, the sto-
ry Hargrove found shouldered 
on a Nebraska road years ago 
would never make it in the 
final draft of the book.

“I saw that whatever pride 
I had in the experiences I had 
while reporting this book had 
to be secondary to the story,” 
Hargrove says in an interview 
with Longreads, one of many 
he did promoting The Man 
who Caught the Storm. “And the 
story is Tim.”

Instead of detailed, 
first-personed chapters, Har-
grove transformed his Pilger 
sightings into “experiential research” as he would called 
it later. He discovered the veracity of seeing a tornado, 
feeling it in his flesh, was an experience no secondhand 
recording could ever replicate. The intangible truthisms 
Hargrove soaked up in Nebraska allowed readers to feel 
like they were in the passenger seat with Tim while he 
drove down dirt roads chasing the storm’s tail. The curi-
osity he brought with him the day he saw the beasts only 
grew.

It was the same curiosity from Pilger that drew him 
to the Texas coast when Hurricane Harvey choked the 
seaside towns with 100-mile-per-hour winds and cata-

strophic floodwaters. It was also a dream that pulled him 
there. An urge to get closer and see something perhaps 
no human eyes ever have. Close enough perhaps to feel 
the hurricane’s smothering wind lighten as the storm’s 
eye passed over him. Close enough that when his body 
was dwarfed by the raging storm, a column of calm would 
open to reveal the night sky. Close enough he could see 
the stars as he stood in the quiet heart of a beast. 

So three years after the Pilger Twins encounter, Har-
grove took a trip with friend and WeatherNation corre-
spondent Ben McMillan to Corpus Christi, the duo doing 
their best to predict and trail the storm’s path hours away 
from making landfall. The two agreed to get close, the 
itch of the unknown pulling Hargrove toward a catego-
ry-4 storm that directly killed 68 people and caused $125 
billion in damages. 

So close, Hargrove would write later for Texas Monthly, 
that when they finally took shelter outside a Pizza Hut in 
Ingleside, bodies pressed against the front grill of a truck, 
violent gusts shoving the vehicle with alarming ease, he 
felt a new kind of fear. The kind Tim might have felt in 
those moments when he realized he and his team were 
“in a bad spot” and perhaps had gotten too close.

Though the night hid much of the storm consuming 
the coastal town, Hargrove could see lights flaring in 
the distance – power transformers exploding, he discov-

ered. Though the roaring of 
the storm would sound like 
one deafening growl to the 
untrained ear, he could hear 
its many layers: “a wailing, like 
a woman’s cries,” the “singing 
hiss” of rain, the “low-frequen-
cy roar” like those he heard in 
Pilger, “like a forest fire, like 
the shearing slippage of fault 
lines.”

In that moment, Hargrove 
felt the penetrating panic that 
perhaps he had gotten too 
close as well.

“There is no distance, no 
buffer, no separation between 
us and the storm,” he writes in 
Monthly. “I’m huddled against 
the truck in the strongest 
wind I’ve ever felt, in the dark-
est night I’ve ever known.”

Eventually, the eyewall 
moved on, taking the beast 

with it. And after the winds calmed, it was in this moment, 
not the Pilger encounter, when Hargrove discovered an 
answer he was unsure he’d ever find. 

“I understand why humans want to push the limits and 
take their chances with nature. In that sense, I think I saw 
some of myself in Tim and some of him in me.”

Hargrove may be done writing about storms. But when 
he looks at the skies now, glimpses low-hanging clouds, 
feels the heaviness of humidity in the air, he cannot help 
but wonder what storm may come. 

“In some ways, you’re never really the same.”

I saw that whatever pride 
I had in the experiences I 
had while reporting this 
book had to be secondary 

to the story. And the story 
is Tim.

BRANTLEY HARGROVE ON 
TIM SAMARAS
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E SPN’s The Undefeated website offers in-depth 
reporting, commentary and insight into the 
intersection of race, sports and culture. Kevin 
Merida’s appointment as The Undefeated’s 

senior vice president and editor-in-chief was a next 
logical step in the career of the trailblazing Afri-
can-American journalist and authoritative voice on the 
black experience in sports and culture.

Merida has had a long career in journalism that has 
taken him from The Milwaukee Journal to The Dallas 
Morning News. Before he joined The Undefeated he 
worked his way up from congressional correspondent 
to managing editor for news, features and the Universal 
News Desk at The Washington Post. He was the first Af-
rican-American to hold the position of managing editor 
at the Post. Under his leadership the paper won three 
Pulitzer Prizes. 

Merida is also the author of Being a Black Man: At the 
Corner of Progress and Peril. And he co-authored Obama: 
The Historic Campaign in Photographs and Supreme Dis-
comfort: The Divided Soul of Clarence Thomas.

Merida was a personal inspiration after I came 
across "Dear Black Athlete", an ESPN television series 
airing during Black History Month. The concept of an 
open letter to black athletes structured the conver-
sation about how these athletes are held to different 
expectations and standards regarding their intellect 
and their participation in activities and professions 
outside of sports. I found the creative mind behind this 
conversation was Merida.

I had the chance to spend a day with the man 
himself, at the ESPN offices of The Undefeated digital 
platform, and later on the phone. We sat down at the 
circular table, chatting about family, work life and his 

Sidebar and photo 
by Reagan Elam
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advice to a young journalist.  All three topics are relat-
ed: it’s all about collaboration, mentoring and encour-
agement.

Merida speaks
On his path to The Undefeated

When I was trying to think of my Editor’s Note [for 
the launch of The Undefeated], I had thought of a 
bunch of things. Part of what I thought was the evolu-
tion to get to this point. And the way me and my dad 
connected – you know he was a dreamer, and someone 
who loved adventure and went against the grain.

I don’t think a lot of people thought of going to be 
a geologist back in the 50s and 60s. It was an adven-
ture and he struggled to get to that profession. So that 
spirit of adventure was within me also. So I .. . tried to 
use that as inspiration for my editor’s note to try to 
explain that there was a path that came from what my 
dad did (who died too young) to what I was trying to 
do at  that moment of time.

The other part of that was attending Boston Univer-
sity and starting the first black newspaper on campus 
called Black Folk. If my dad could see me do that, I think 
he would’ve wanted me to leave home and go to col-
lege. So it was all of those things that came together.

When it came time for the launch date I thought: 
"Hey, here is my dad. Here is a black newspaper 
that we started putting out and had spent so much 
time on." It was my own kind of entrepreneurship on 
campus. Now, how ever many years later, I’m trying to 
start in the digital era trying to start essentially a new 
media outlet that 
is aimed at Afri-
can-Americans, in a 
professional sense in 
the biggest company 
in sports of the world.

On more about his 
dad’s impact on his 
life

The thing I appre-
ciated about my father 
was his joy. I never 
saw him upset. I think 
we were poorer then 
I thought we were 
and there were great 
struggles, but as a kid 
I never knew. 

My dad whistled 
a lot, that something 
I carried for a long 
time… was just whis-
tling.

On influencing his own children
My dad liked to connect with people, was friendly 

and gregarious. So that’s something I try to instill in my 
sons. All of my three kids are different and have distinct 

personalities...They are all great in their own way.
I try not to be an overbearing dad but I try to figure 

out how I can contribute to their success. Try to be 
encouraging and tell everyone to take something 
different.

On bringing the dopeness on all media
Be yourselves. Experiment with things, be open to 

try new things. Do some more work and if that doesn’t 
work try something new. 

Lead and empower yourself: You have to be aggres-
sive about representing yourself.

You know we set the bar high for ourselves with our 
tagline: "Not conventional. Never boring." And it’s hard 
to live up to that every day, but it gives us something to 
shoot for. Try and do something different – you must be 
willing to do something that people aren’t doing.  

On staying undefeated
There are going to be times where we suffer defeat, 

but you must stay undefeated. Sometimes defeat al-
lows us to realize how strong we really are and allows 
us to get a sense of what it takes to win.

On sports
Sports teaches us that sometimes we can triumph. 

And sometimes losing makes us stronger.
And that’s certainly the history of African Americans 

in this country and how far we have come since slavery, 
it can’t be a more inspiring story.

On the African-American Journalist legacy
It inspires me to think about the great African 

American journalists 
that have come before 
me...Their lives were 
in danger and they 
had to take incredible 
steps to cover stories.  
I’m always reminded 
that whatever we’re 
going through is no 
comparison to not 
having a place to 
sleep or eat and possi-
bly getting you home 
bombed.

On advice to a young 
journalist

My advice is: this is 
the best time to be a 
journalist in the histo-
ry of this country. 

Go get it and 
differentiate yourself. 

I think this is an amazing time for journalists with the 
vibrant media landscape. Show the world who you are.

The declining newspaper circulation is an old 
narrative. It’s a great profession because there are so 
many things happening. There are new platforms being 
started, new storytelling techniques being invented.
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Y  ou expect a boisterous Southern girl with big 
Texan drawl when you meet Andrea Valdez. 
Scratch that image. Sure, she’s got the boots 
and the Lone Star know-how, but neverthe-

less she’s quite the opposite of all that. Valdez herself 
admits she is “extraordinarily introverted” and reserved. 

So how does a woman who doesn’t like being the 
center of attention, but instead sinks into the back-
ground, end up being an editor at two of the best 
magazines in the country? 

Valdez doesn’t think her journey is anything unique 
from other journalists, but it actually has been. Being in 
the right place at the right time? That’s Valdez’s career 
in a nutshell. 

She didn’t map out her career like others. There was 
no goal to be somewhere within five years or 10 years 
or longer. Still, it’s worked out. But it hasn’t just been 
luck. She’s worked hard, soaked it all in, and flipped it 
into an admirable career.

The inner drive
As a teenager, Valdez wasn’t sure what she wanted 
to be when she grew up. She thought of becoming a 
physical therapist, but an English class in college shed 
new light for her. 

It was during her junior year at the University of 
Texas at Austin that fortuitous timing changed her path 
in life. It was at a job fair that she met the publishers of 
a small magazine called Study Breaks. It was a publica-
tion about college life, written for students. 

The publishers were very impressed with the English 
major, so they offered her an editor-in-chief’s job. She 
was attending school full-time, and managing a team 
of writers at Study Breaks. The magazine was published 
10 times a year and Valdez was honing her skills as an 
editor and building her résumé.

It was the kind of experience that would make 
the administrators at Northwestern University Medill 

all about timing

Story by Rebecca Aguilar -- Photos courtesy Andrea Valdez

WIRED'S ANDREA VALDEZ TAKES HER 
EXPERIENCES AND TURNS THEM INTO STORIES
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School of Journalism take notice. Study Breaks opened 
doors for her. 

“I’m convinced that being there and doing that 
much, and when I applied at Medill at Northwestern, I 
got in because I had a really great portfolio.”

She packed her bags and headed to Northwestern 
near Chicago. It was the first time she left the Lone 
Star State. 

Valdez hit the books hard, but, once again, good 
timing was on her side. Abe Peck, her mentor and 
journalism professor, introduced Valdez to Evan Smith, 
who, at the time, was Texas Monthly’s president and 
editor-in-chief.

Smith was at Northwestern to receive a distin-
guished alumni award. Valdez recalls her mentor 
introducing her to Smith as, “‘You should meet Andrea, 
she’s also from Texas. She’d like to get back to Texas,” 
and Evan said, “I happen to have a fact-checking posi-
tion coming open in September, when you finish your 
program in August.’”

Smith would not forget Valdez, and she would not 
forget him. 

As soon as she graduated from the one-year gradu-
ate program in 2006, Smith called her and offered her 
a fact-checking job. Perfect timing indeed. 

“I graduated at the end of August and September 1, 
I started.” 

Surrounded by storytellers 
Landing at one of the best magazines in the coun-
try doesn’t happen often to students straight out of 
college. At first Valdez felt a lot of pressure at Texas 
Monthly, but the pressure faded away because of the 
work environment.

“I was very lucky to work with staff writers who were 
pros. They knew what they were doing…as much as I 
was helping them with their work, they were helping 
teach me mine.”

Fact checking may not sound like one of the most 
exciting or interesting jobs, but Valdez thought it was 
a good way to learn how to dig deep into a story. She 
was stuck to her desk, but her mind traveled places 
where the writers’ stories would take her. 

“There are writers like Skip Hollandsworth and Pam 
Colloff. They write very stirring, almost cinematic sto-
ries. So you hope one day to even ‘touch a toe’ to that.”

When you constantly read stories by great writers, 
their styles, tones and the way they string words to-
gether stick in your head. Every story she fact checked 
was a lesson in writing and editing. 

Valdez would eventually reach out to Kate Rode-
mann for advice on how to edit stories. Rodemann was 
a feature editor at the time and considered by many as 
one of the best editors in the country. 

“I learned a lot from her. She would send me some 
of her editing notes as means of instructions: ‘This is 
how I approach this story. This is what I do.’” 

Rodemann would continue to mentor Valdez, teach-
ing her how she would work with writers and what 
questions she would ask to make a story deeper, more 
interesting and keep the reader wanting more. 

How to Be a Texan: The 
Manual 
After more than four years as a fact checker, Valdez 
was offered her own column. This is when her love for 
Texas flourished. “The Manual” was a column more like 
short lessons on things every Texan should know how 
to do.

The job got her out of the office to explore and that 
she did. She always found interesting characters who 
would also teach her first-hand just about anything 
you can imagine with a Texas twist: “How to Make 
Texas Caviar.” “How to Dove Hunt,” “How to Deep-Fry a 
Turkey,” “How to Handle the Texas Flag,” “How to Fry Up 
a Batch of Corny Dogs,” “How to Tan a Deer Hide,” “How 
to Brand the Herd,” “How to Square Dance” and even 
“How to Wear Spurs.”

Valdez laughs when she thinks of Gail Huitt. She 
was the personal hair stylist for former Texas Governor 
Ann Richards. Huitt was a wizard with a dryer, comb 
and a couple of cans of hairspray. Her expertise was 
big Texas hair. 

The column included four tips on creating your own 
big hairdo. Valdez told readers, “Texas women may not 
have invented big hair, but they realized long ago the 
allure of the coiffed crown. Just consider Ann Richards, 
who made it her trademark and once declared an 
official Big Hair Day in 1993. The style is powerful yet 
elegant, bold but surprisingly down-home.” 

Going out and meeting all types of Texans was a 
new kind of freedom for Valdez. She wrote more than 
40 columns and along the way challenged herself to 
learn what she was writing about. Like the time she 
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traveled to Odessa to meet Shawn Hogg. He was a real 
cowboy who also happened to be a professional bull 
rider, and he was going to show her how to do it. 

It was one thing playing it safe and practicing on 
a mechanical bull, but Hogg wanted Valdez to take 
the “bull by the horns” and sit on the huge beast. 

“He said, ‘Do you want to sit on one of the bulls?’ 
and they penned up one of their bulls and I sat on 
it…which was awesome.”

Yeah, it was awesome, but her heart was racing, 
and she was nervous. Sitting on the massive animal, 
Valdez’s hands got clam-
my on the ropes holding 
the animal as she prayed. 
“I was like please, please 
don’t release it…and of 
course they never would.”

Her decision to take 
on “The Manual” once 
again opened the door 
for another opportunity. 
The column caught the 
attention of those at 
the University of Texas 
Press. She was offered a 
book deal. How to Be a 
Texan: The Manual was 
published in 2016. It was 
a compilation of col-
umns she wrote for Texas 
Monthly and several new 
stories.

Never having thought 
of becoming an author, 
Valdez not only finished 
her first book – but along 
the way found herself, 
with a little extra confi-
dence she needed.

“I never thought of 
myself as a particularly 
great or strong writer, 
because I was too busy 
trying to find my voice 
or make my voice sound 
like other people’s voices. 
Only in the last five years I found my voice – and I 
like it – and I feel very comfortable with it.”

Moving west to Wired
Texas Monthly was a good career move for Valdez, 
going from fact checker to columnist to web editor. 
In 10 years, she was on top of her profession and 
only in her early 30s. 

That’s when Nicholas Thompson, the new edi-
tor-in-chief of Wired magazine, contacted her. He 
had a job she had already proven to do well at Texas 
Monthly. He wanted her to run the tech magazine’s 
website. 

Valdez knew she needed to take the editor’s job. 

“And the chance to do something different. I couldn’t 
turn that down, and I’m very happy I didn’t.” 

Thompson told Women’s Wear Daily in February 
2017 of Valdez: “She’s done everything we’d want 
a web editor to have done: fact-check, edit, assign, 
manage, coordinate social media and edit a superb 
website. She’s also just fun to talk to and I can’t wait 
for her to start.” 

Making the bold career move meant making a 
sacrifice that many women make in journalism today.

Beau Klose, her husband of more than 10 years, 
stayed behind in Austin 
because of his own thriv-
ing career. He encour-
aged his wife to take the 
new job and move.

Today they talk every 
day when he isn’t in 
California or she isn’t vis-
iting Austin. “I think we 
surprise each other still, 
and we have really good 
conversations," she says. 
Our conversations are big 
and worldly sometimes. 
I love that he and I have 
different perspective 
on things.” She believes 
she is a success today 
because her husband has 
her back. 

At Wired, she oversees 
a team of 30 editors and 
writers that work on the 
website. She counts her-
self fortunate, because 
not every publication has 
a separate team for the 
web. 

Wired is known for 
having interesting tech 
stories – even quirky 
ones. And Valdez knows 
quirky – remember that 
she found all those 
characters for her Texas 

Monthly column. 
Now she wants to make sure the Wired website 

has something unexpected for readers. “You’re going 
to come and read great reviews, you’re going to read 
about Google Pixel or what’s happening on Face-
book, but you’re also going to read ‘What’s Going 
On with Dark Matter?’ or ‘What are the Origins of 
Memes?’” 

As she settles into her second year at Wired, 
Valdez still doesn’t look several years ahead when it 
concerns her career. 

“I try to do things every day that are setting 
myself up for being able to be ready to have a good 
conversation about something I didn’t know before. 
Just trying to further myself in some capacity.”

I never thought of myself 
as a particularly great or 
strong writer, because I 

was too busy trying to find 
my voice or make my voice 
sound like other people’s 
voices. Only in the last 

five years I found my voice 
– and I like it – and I feel 
very comfortable with it.

ANDREA VALDEZ ON 
FINDING CONFIDENCE 
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Tom Wolfe, the fearless leader of a brazen literary form 
of nonfiction storytelling called "New Journalism," passed 
from our mortal presence on May 14, 2018. But he'll have 
a commanding presence at the Mayborn Conference this 
year thanks to The Dallas Morning News. The paper is 
allowing us to reprint George Getschow's and Mike Mer-
schel's pieces in this year's Mayborn Magazine. Both piec-
es remind us of Wolfe's pivotal influence on the conference 
and our craft.

n n n

T en years ago, I stood in the back of a giant 
hotel ballroom in Boston craning to hear Tom 
Wolfe, the guru of a swashbuckling movement 
called new journalism, issue a dire warning to 

a gathering of journalists.
“It would be a shame to lose print journalism, 

which explains why and puts things in context, but 

Nonfiction not literary? 
Here’s a dose of truth

Tom Wolfe at the Frankfurter Book Fair, 1988. 
(Photo by MoSchle via Wikimedia Commons)
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it could easily happen,” Wolfe said, because 
readers were already turning to the Internet for 
news that was available 24 hours a day, seven 
days a week.

Instead of giving readers the literary equiv-
alent of white bread to satisfy their craving for 
nourishing stories, Wolfe called on his disciples 
— advocates of a bold, audacious literary form 
of nonfiction storytelling that uses dialogue, 
point of view, scene-by-scene construction and 
other dramatic techniques — to fulfill readers 
intellectually and emotionally, to move them, to 
make them feel more human. Narrative journal-
ism, he said, is needed now more than ever to 
show the “emotional side” of a story.

Wolfe’s call is of obvious interest to those of 
us who have devoted our lives to the craft of 
writing and reporting. But he strikes at issues 
that affect any careful reader who picks up a 
novel, biography or anything labeled “journal-
ism.”

The term new journalism was coined in 
1887 by Matthew Arnold, assistant editor of 
Britain’s Pall Mall Gazette, to describe the re-
form-minded paper’s vivid, bold and dramatic 
way of telling stories of human exploitation, 
ways that connected emotionally with its read-
ers.

A decade after Arnold originated the term, 
Lincoln Steffens, the new city editor of the New 
York Commercial Advertiser, claimed literary jour-
nalism as his brand. Steffens set out to create a 
paper that would have “literary charm as well as 
daily information” and portray the news in a way 
that would connect to larger, universal truths 
about the human condition.

Steffens, like Wolfe, was considered a mav-
erick by other newspapermen of the era, when 
a new technology, the telegraph, became the 
main way to attract readers, and editors turned 
to shorter, nonpartisan and, for the most part, 
bland reports that could be spread across a 
wide audience.

Today, computer programs can churn out 
simple, fact-based stories. But it still takes an 
actual human being to tell a story that in-
trigues, delights, surprises, haunts and touches 
us at the deepest core of our being. “To reveal 
human emotion, readers still need story,” says 
Bill Marvel, an author and former Dallas Morn-
ing News reporter. “Facts don’t give you goose 
bumps.”

Before the telegraph and before the Internet, 
there was little distinction between literature 
and journalism. The new journalists of the 19th 
century — Mark Twain, writing for Territorial 
Enterprise in Nevada; Lafcadio Hearn for the Cin-
cinnati Commercial and others; and Stephen 
Crane for The New York Press — achieved literary 
acclaim for their journalism and fiction, and 
most readers had a difficult time distinguishing 
one from the other.

Hearn, a literary journalist and fiction writ-
er, was so well versed in Poe that his friends 
in New Orleans called him “The Raven,” says 
Christopher Benfrey, editor of Lafcadio Hearn: 
American Writings. “He knew his Baudelaire by 
heart. One thing he learned from Poe is that 
you’ve got to try to enter into the psyche of the 
criminal if you really want to make crime and 
criminality feel immediate to the reader.”

In his narrative “Gibbeted: Execution of a 
Youthful Murderer,” published in the Cincinnati 
Commercial on Aug. 26, 1876, Hearn makes his 
readers sympathetic to “a poor young criminal” 
convicted of killing a man during a drunken me-
lee in Cincinnati. As it turns out, public execu-
tions, then and now, don’t always go as planned:

The next instant the Sheriff pressed the lever 
with his foot, the drop opened as though in 
electric response, the thin rope gave way at the 
crossbeam above, and the body of the prisoner 
fell downward and backward on the floor of the 
corridor, behind the scaffold screen. “My God. My 
God!” cried Freeman, with a subdued scream; “give 
me that other rope, quick.” It had been laid away 
for use “in case the first rope should break,” we 
were told.

The poor young criminal had fallen on his 
back, apparently unconscious, with the broken 
rope around his neck, and the black cap vailing 
his eyes. The reporter knelt beside him and felt 
his pulse. It was beating slowly and regularly. 
Probably the miserable boy thought then, if he 
could think at all, that he was really dead — dead 
in darkness, for his eyes were vailed — dead and 
blind to this world, but about to open his eyes 
upon another. The awful hush immediately follow-
ing his fall might have strengthened this dim idea. 
But then came gasps, and choked sobs from the 
spectators; the hurrying of feet, and the horrified 
voice of Deputy Freeman calling, “For God’s sake, 
get me that other rope, quick!” Then a pitiful groan 
came from beneath the black cap.

“My God! Oh, my God!”
“Why, I ain’t dead — I ain’t dead!”
Is Hearn’s account literature or journalism?
Perhaps no 19th-century writer blurred the 

line between journalism and literature, between 
fact and fiction, more seamlessly than Stephen 
Crane, the author of The Red Badge of Courage. 
Surviving a shipwreck off the coast of Florida 
while traveling to Cuba to work as a newspaper 
correspondent, Crane and other crew members 
spent 30 harrowing hours in a 10-foot lifeboat 
tossed about on the high seas.

“Stephen Crane’s Own Story” was published 
in The New York Press shortly after the disaster. 
Though considered a work of journalism by 
most scholars, it employs many literary devices: 
first-person narration, dialogue, graphic detail, 
poetic language, haunting imagery, personifica-
tion and the foreshadowing of death.

As the S.S. Commodore left the port of Jack-
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sonville, Fla. , and turned her bow toward the 
distant sea, Crane wrote, the ship “gave three 
long blasts of her whistle, which even to this 
time impressed me with their sadness. Somehow 
they sounded as wails.”

Crane wrote of the moments after the order 
went out to lower the lifeboats:

Now the whistle of the Commodore had been 
turned loose, and if there ever was a voice of de-
spair and death, it was in the voice of this whistle. 
It had gained a new tone. It was as if its throat was 
already choked by the water, and this cry on the 
sea at night, with a wind blowing the spray over 
the ship, and the waves roaring over the bow, and 
swirling white along the decks, was to each of us 
probably a song of man’s end.

Crane penned another narrative of the Com-
modore disaster called “The Open Boat” that was 
published about five months later in Scribner’s 
Magazine. Like Crane’s newspaper account, the 
action tracks the author’s experiences and events 
following the shipwreck — except this time the 
story is narrated by an anonymous “correspon-
dent.” None of the facts or the characters were 
invented, and both pieces explore the universal 
themes of survival, solidarity and man vs. nature.

Yet “The Open Boat” is exalted by the academy 
as original and inventive literature, categorized 
as a short story in numerous collections of Amer-
ican fiction. So how is a reader to regard “The 
Open Boat” — as fact or fiction?

Richard Rhodes, a Pulitzer Prize-winning 

author who writes both fiction and nonfiction, 
believes that the worst thing that ever befell 
literary journalism and narrative nonfiction hap-
pened in 1867, when a Boston librarian desig-
nated the kind of writing we do with a negative: 
nonfiction, meaning “Not fiction. … Reminding 
us that we dwell in the swampy depths beneath 
poetry and fiction’s golden-lit Olympus.”

When nonfiction was split off from fiction, 
nonfiction was devalued in the eyes of the acad-
emy — a terrible tragedy, Rhodes says. He consid-
ers narrative nonfiction — or “verity,” as he likes 
to call it — a more challenging art form.

“I’ve written fiction, and I’ve written verity, and 
I can say with confidence that verity is in no way 
fiction’s fool,” he told a group of narrative writers 
and editors at the Mayborn Literary Nonfiction 
Conference a few years ago. “It’s actually more 
challenging to write than fiction, since it adds to 
all the challenges of writing fiction the further 
challenge of building it from elements of the 
real world, elements with external referents. 
Fiction you can just make up. Verity you have to 
verify. No, verity is the new workhorse. It carries 
all the freight of fiction but adds the density of 
fact. The density and the rigor. … Verity, if you do 
it well, not only uses everything: It demands it.”

Certainly no scholar or reader could claim that 
such writing is “fiction’s fool.”

-Essay by George Getschow
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T om Wolfe never made it to the Mayborn Literary Nonfiction Conference, but his spirit 
infused the annual gathering.

"I'd be lying if I didn't say that there would not be a Mayborn Conference without Tom 
Wolfe," conference co-founder and chair George Getschow said on Wednesday, two days 

after the author's death at age 88. "That's because — if I'm maestro of the conference, then he's the 
maestro of literary nonfiction."

Getschow organized the conference until two years ago and was responsible for bringing titans 
of the craft such as Gay Talese and Susan Orlean to North Texas. Wolfe will remain the big get that 
the conference never got, though. "He's the most fascinating no-show that I've ever invited."

 Getschow says that even his rejections are a reflection of Wolfe's character and panache. 
Getschow keeps a framed copy of one of those elaborate — dare we call it a hand-colored tan-
gerine-flake — notes in his office. In it, Wolfe explains the reasons he can't attend, but with what 
Getschow calls a meticulous attention to detail that comes from the type of intensive research that 
was the backbone of his literary stylings.  Invite me next year, he said.

Getschow did. For many years. It never worked out. But he says that over a decade of rejections, 
he got to know Wolfe through their conversations. "Most writers would not have bothered taking 
my calls," he says. "But he was always the gentleman." Wolfe personally sent his regrets every year, 
until this year.

 His spirit will remain with the conference, Getschow says. "I think a lot of journalists, including 
me, have spent a large portion of our lives trying to mimic Tom Wolfe's style. And a lot, including 
me, don't have the right stuff, if I can say that. ... He's a person who in every way has his signature 
on the face of journalism."

- Essay by Michael Merschel
Dallas Morning News Assistant Arts & Life Editor

TOM WOLFE'S NORTH TEXAS CONNECTION: NEVER 
THE MAYBORN SPEAKER, ALWAYS A PRESENCE

 A note from Tom Wolfe hangs in 
the office of George Getschow
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PAGE TURNERS TO PODCASTS
In the mad scramble to cope with media trends, news 
outlets have shifted to video, dabbled in interactives 

and have tried any number of gimmicks to stay 
relevant. A select few have targeted podcasts – those 
digital, play-on-demand audio shows that threaten to 

take the place once commanded by talk radio.
Here are six choices of narrative 

nonfiction podcasts for those looking to fill their 
already media-saturated days to the brim.

Story and illustration by Alex Copeland
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I n the early ‘90s, a category 5 hurricane dubbed 
Andrew struck the United States. It was the 
most powerful of its kind in decades and would 
be the most powerful to hit the United States 

until Katrina in 2005. It dealt significant damage to 
Louisiana and Southern Florida, stripping homes in 
Miami-Dade county down to their foundations.

By the time the storm reached Tupelo, Miss., it 
had been downgraded to a tropical storm, but in the 
ensuing chaos 13-year-old Leigh Marine Occhi — a 
blond-haired, blue-eyed girl with a fear of stormy 
weather — went missing.

According to the police report, Occhi’s mother, 
Vickie Yarborough, said her daughter was alive when 
she left for work at around 7:40 a.m., but when she 
called at 8:30 a.m. to check on her daughter when 
tornado watches were announced in the area, no one 
picked up.

Concerned, Yarborough drove home to check on 
her daughter. When she arrived at the house, the 
front door was unlocked. When she entered, Occhi 
was gone and there was blood splattered on the 
walls. Yarborough called 911.

Police observed blood stains in the hallway, the 
bathroom, and on a door frame facing the kitchen. 
There was evidence someone attempted to clean up 
the stains in the bathroom. There was no forced entry 
and the only items missing were Occhi’s shoes, read-
ing glasses and underclothes. The police say Leigh 
had likely been killed inside. Occhi’s mother holds 
out hope that she’s still alive.

 To this day, after two decades of search, there has 
been no resolution to Occhi’s case.

 NBC affiliate WTVA, out of northeastern Mississip-
pi and northwestern Alabama, steps in to analyze this 
cold case and unwrap a disquieting tale featuring “a 
lot of coincidence, a great deal of mysterious behav-
ior, and somewhere within one of the players in this 
story, a terrifying level of cruelty.”

T  here are hundreds of essays in the Modern 
Love back catalogue, covering just about 
every conceivable nuance of what it means 
to love and be loved. The weekly essays 

themselves are works of art worth a read for anyone 
seeking the voyeuristic peek into the love lives of 
the distraught, the strange, the heartbroken and the 
enchanted.

In 2016 The New York Times and Boston public 
radio station WBUR began curating the best of this 
exceptional collection in a podcast series that gives 
these stories the kind of professional sheen you’d 
expect from NPR. The Modern Love podcast brings 
in an actor to perform the essay, while WBUR gives 
the whole production the immersive sound design 
and professional treatment that allows it to compete 
with radio titans like This American Life. Finally, the 
pod follows up with an interview with the essay writ-
er, occasionally with the significant other in tow.

Actors brought in to perform the readings include 
Ann Dowd, Jake Gyllenhaal, Laura Dern, Kate Winslet, 
Kumail Nanjiani, Uma Thurman and other famous 
folks whose names you’d likely recognize if listed 
here. These actors are ultimately little more than 
attention grabbers – with source material that’s good 
enough you might not care who is at the micro-
phone.

When it comes to non-fiction narratives and 
podcasts, true crime often dominates other genres. In 
Modern Love, however, there is a strong showing for 
other kinds of stories, those that don’t involve bodies 
under floorboards or cold case boogie men. This cu-
rated collection, with well over a hundred episodes, 
deftly avoids saccharine sappiness and delivers good, 
human stories.
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R etha Welch was a 54-year-old nurse and 
an ordained minister in the Word of Truth 
Ministries who spent her spare time coun-
seling prison inmates. When she was found 

dead in her apartment in April 1987, the police’s first 
suspects were those convicts she had encountered 
while volunteering in the Hamilton County, Ohio and 
Campbell County, Ky. jails.

News stories depict Welch as a devoted Christian 
and loving mother of four children. What the media 
misses, however, is Welch’s past with drug and alco-
hol abuse and her overly friendly relationships with 
some of the inmates she counseled in prison. At the 
time, her pastor even warned Retha Welch.

“I said, please, do not, under any conditions — 
these are my exact words — invite anyone into your 
home,” said pastor Nestor Stroude of Word of Truth 
Ministries. Welch ignored his warnings, according to 
police.

Two weeks after her body was discovered, police 
arrest 35-year-old William “Ricky” Virgil, her suspect-
ed killer. Prosecutors have what seems to be a moun-
tain of evidence: bloody shoe prints, hair, eyewit-
nesses and even a jailhouse confession. A Campbell 
County jury convicts him and hands down a 70-year 
prison sentence.

But this supposedly open-and-shut case falls 
apart. Virgil’s conviction is overturned and 30 years 
later he’s free after DNA testing points to other likely 
offenders — but police, prosecutors and Welch’s fami-
ly say that Virgil was the right man all along.

In season two of this serial-style true-crime series 
from The Cincinnati Enquirer, reporters seek to answer 
whether William Virgil was wrongfully convicted, or 
was his sentence cut short because of a technicality? 
the Enquirer examines testimony and present facts 
that challenge its accuracy, scrutinize the motives of 
eye witnesses and surveys other possible culprits.

“K idnapping, they talk about kidnap-
ping between each other like it’s 
nothing. Like having somebody in 
the closet is nothing to them,” Carol 

Blevins says at the beginning of My Aryan Princess. 
“Murder, if it’s ordered it’s nothing to these guys. 
They’re so loyal, and that’s I think the scariest part, 
how loyal they are and you don’t cross them.”

Carol Blevins lived a double life. She was a 
38-year-old heroin addict with lovers and friends 
high up in the Aryan Brotherhood. And she was the 
top informant for the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity, pitting herself against that same Aryan Brother-
hood family she had cobbled together.

Reporter Scott Farwell of The Dallas Morning News 
spent days and days with Blevins, examining her 
story and pulling back the curtain. Some days Blevin 
was sober, other days she was strung out. He paints 
scenes where she shares a crack pipe with a friend 
she’s informing on, scenes where she’s beyond strung 
out.

My Aryan Princess is a seven-part series written 
for the Morning News based on more than 18 months 
of reporting that took Farwell across Texas and 
beyond, spending time with lowlifes and lawmen in 
order to tell the story of how the Aryan Brotherhood 
of Texas was largely dismantled in 2014 after a six-
year federal investigation led to scores of arrests.

It is the kind of piece we see less and less of 
today. It’s a long-form piece. A serial piece. The kind 
of piece that reads like a novel and has the heft of 
a novella. This scarier-than-fiction, true-to-life tale 
is well supplemented by a high-quality podcast that 
doesn’t overshadow the original.
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J ohn Meehan looked safe, judging by his 
profile on an over-50 dating site. A Christian, a 
divorcee like herself and a physician. He was 
just Debra Newell’s type. The date even went 

better than most of those Debra had gotten from on-
line sites. He told her he had a couple of kids, owned 
houses in Newport Beach and Palm Springs, that he 
coincidentally even went to her same church.

But John is not what he seems. Despite warnings 
from her suspicious 20-something daughters  — why 
does he seem to wear the same, grungy scrubs all 
the time? How come he has never taken Debra to his 
other houses and spends all his time at hers? — he 
manages to insinuate himself into her life and with 
dire consequences.

Dirty John opens with a coroner’s post-mortem 
report of a stabbing victim — the identity of neither 
the victim nor the perpetrator is clear — and then 
chronologically unwraps the mystery of who John 
Meehan is, what his motives are and how this all con-
nects to the death of an unnamed victim.

Don’t let the opening murder fool you. This is 
not strictly a true crime podcast, but rather a close 
examination of a strange, messy and tragic story 
with the titular Dirty John at the center of it all. It’s 
a portrait of a shady, dangerous figure that reminds 
the listener that “who you marry might be the most 
important decision of your life, but it can also be the 
least rational.”

From The Los Angeles Times and Wondery, Chris 
Goffard dives deep with interviews, emails, text 
messages, restraining orders, prison records, police 
reports and thousands of pages of court documents 
to paint an elaborate, chilling picture of the show’s 
main character.

“T ex” McIver, 74, is a prominent law-
yer with political connections and a 
thing for guns. When he shot his wife 
Diane in the back on Sept. 25, 2016, 

with his .38 revolver, it appeared to be an accident. 
Diane even told ER surgeons the shooting was an 
accident shortly before her death. But the Fulton 
County district attorney believes he has can get McIv-
er on malice murder, but exactly how is unclear.

What is clear is McIver’s strange behavior follow-
ing the death of his wife. He holds three separate 
auctions to sell off his wife’s enormous collection 
of clothing and jewelry. McIver’s case gets negative 
attention when his spokesman says Tex had asked 
Diane to hand him his gun because he was con-
cerned that Black Lives Matter protesters might be 
demonstrating nearby. Leading up to the trial McIver, 
an experienced lawyer, calls potential key witnesses 
to discuss what they plan to say and even appears to 
attempt to influence their version of events.

From The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, The Break-
down is a serialized podcast in the mode of NPR’s 
Serial that’s now in its sixth season. And as might be 
expected of a podcast inspired by Serial, early sea-
sons focus on those who have been jailed for crimes 
they might not have committed — there’s more than 
one such story in The Breakdown catalogue — but 
with each, the AJC takes a nuanced, detailed approach 
to unveiling the truth.
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Mayborn Magazine 
Staff Reveals...

MY 
TABLOID 

HEADLINE

Scrappy's 
secret 
crush

EXPOSED

Probed by 
aliens -- 

and LOVED 
EVERY 

MINUTE!

Reclusive cat 
lady wins pro 

wrestling belt 
in shocking 

upset

Busted for blasting 
the latest Childish 
Gambino too loud 

in grandma's house 

LOOK AT HER!

Tell all 
shocker! 
Francis 
plots to 
tell of 
sordid 
scandal

The
REAL

White
House 

Leaker?

"Crazy Cat 
Lady" sues City 
of Keller over 
mandatory 

registration of   
her 280 cats

Elvis' secret 
love child – see 

how he was 
conceived 15 

years after The 
King's death!

Claire Higgins Sheri-Lee Norris Raihaana Peera Paul Valamides

Rebecca Aguilar Alex Copeland Francis Deen Reagan Elam
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University of north texas Press

Accidental Activists:
Mark Phariss, Vic Holmes, and Their Fight for Marriage Equality in Texas
David Collins | Foreword by Evan Wolfson & Julian Castro | $29.95 Hardcover

Winner of  the 2016 Mayborn Manuscript Competition
 
In early 2013 same-sex marriage was legal in only ten states and the District of  Columbia. 
In Texas, Mark Phariss and Vic Holmes wondered why no one had stepped across the 
threshold to challenge their state’s 2005 constitutional amendment prohibiting same-sex 
marriage. They agreed to join a lawsuit being put together by Akin Gump Strauss Hauer 
& Feld LLD. Two years later, they won the right to marry deep in the heart of  Texas. But 
the road they traveled was never easy. Accidental Activists is the deeply moving story of  
two men who struggled to achieve the dignity of  which Justice Anthony Kennedy spoke 
in a series of  Supreme Court decisions that recognized the “personhood,” the essential 
humanity of  gays and lesbians. 

The Best American Newspaper Narratives, Volume 5
Gayle Reaves, Editor | $19.95 Paperback

This anthology collects the ten winners of  the 2017 Mayborn Best American 
Newspaper Narrative Writing Contest, run by the Mayborn Literary Nonfiction 
Conference. 

Featuring work from newspapers such as The Washington Post, Associated Press, The 
Boston Globe, The Los Angeles Times, The Dallas Morning-News, The New York Times, and 
The Houston Chronicle.

n o W  i n  P a P e r B a C K ! 
Shoot the Conductor: 
Too Close to Monteux, Szell, and Ormandy
Anshel Brusilow and Robin Underdahl | $14.95 Paperback

Winner of  the 2014 Mayborn Manuscript Competition

Violinist Anshel Brusilow’s tumultuous relationships with Pierre Monteux, George 
Szell, and Eugene Ormandy shaped his early career. Under Szell, Brusilow was associate 
concertmaster at the Cleveland Orchestra until Ormandy snatched him away to make 
him concertmaster in Philadelphia, where he remained from 1959 to 1966. But he was 
unsatisfied with the violin. He wanted to conduct. The price was high: it ruined his father-
son relationship with Ormandy. Brusilow turned in his violin bow for the baton and 
created his own Philadelphia Chamber Symphony before turning to the then-troubled 
Dallas Symphony Orchestra. Unhappy endings repeat themselves in his memoir—and yet 
humor dances constantly around the edges.

Distributed by the Texas Book Consortium
Orders: 1-800-826-8911 • UNTPress.unt.edu
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Keep moving

with the Mayborn

If you support great 
journalism, make 
plans now to attend 
these upcoming 
Mayborn events.

As one of  the nation’s 
leading journalism schools, 
we’re always working to 
further the frontiers of   
the profession. 

With groundbreaking 
symposia on a variety of  
topics to thought-provoking 
events like the Mayborn 
Literary Nonfiction 
Conference, we’re at the 
forefront of  journalism.

September 22, 2018

APME NewsTrain
NewsTrain is a national touring workshop sponsored by APME that has served more than 7,000 
journalists in their own cities since 2003. Programs are designed to provide training in the digital 
skills, knowledge, and information needed in a rapidly changing media setting, at an affordable cost. 
NewsTrain’s attendees include frontline editors, department heads, senior editors, reporters, copy 
editors, visual journalists, and online producers working on multiple platforms.

October 4, 2018

Pulitzer Visual Storytelling
As part of  the “Democracy and the Informed Citizen” initiative, the Mayborn School of  Journalism 
is pleased to partner with Humanities Texas to present an exhibit titled “Seeing and Believing in the 
Age of  Fake News: Finding Truth in Visual Journalism. The exhibit will accompany a panel discussion 
moderated by the Mayborn’s endowed chair, Professor Thorne Anderson, and featuring five noted 
Pulitzer Prize-winning photojournalists.

July 19 - 21, 2019

Mayborn Literary Nonfiction Conference
If  you liked this year’s Mayborn Conference, the 2019 event promises to be even more entertaining, 
informative and inspirational. Next year’s theme? “Welcome to Post-Truth America” – where 
journalists face a direct attack on the First Amendment and an intentional effort to undermine, re-
interpret and destroy what is most crucial to our democracy – the free press. Despite it all, journalists 
are digging in to do what they do best: question authority, shine light where darkness exists, and be a 
voice for the voiceless. 

Register now at www.themayborn.com.


