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Every day in school, we said the pledge to the fl ag, ‘with liberty and 
justice for all,’ and I believed all that.   – Fred Korematsu

Fred Korematsu was an American of Japanese ancestry stripped of all his rights as a 
citizen, all his property, and condemned to a concentration camp during World War II 
simply because he looked like the enemy. He refused to go. Thousands of other Nisei men 
(second generation Japanese Americans like Fred) chose instead to go to Europe and the 
Pacifi c to fi ght such blatant racism and injustice by becoming patriotic soldiers. Many, 
like my uncle, became part of the 442nd RCT, a segregated Nisei U.S. Army regiment 
which became the most decorated unit of their size in American history, and sacrifi cial 
lambs to the Japanese American community’s silent cry for simple justice – just to be 
treated like every other American. A few Nisei, like Fred, chose to show their patriotism 
by fi ghting FDR’s edicts in the courts, even to the U.S. Supreme Court, like Fred. 

He lost.
And our whole country lost. But somehow, even through that very dark time, America 

somehow managed to better itself, just as it has historically through many other troubling 
times. And now we’re stampeding headlong into yet another crossroads again.

I don’t think I believe in justice anymore. I mean, I believe it as a concept, even as 
an ideal by which all societies should conduct themselves. I believe in it in terms of my 
own life and morality. I just don’t believe it exists within the hearts and minds of enough 
Americans to make a diff erence anymore. 

I don’t believe it’s modeled in schools either. Free speech and thought are shut down 
on many college campuses. Facts are sacrifi ced to the bias and intellectual bigotry of 
public schoolteachers and administrators we entrust to teach our children.

Still, we’ve righted ourselves many times before, and we can again. My confi dence 
comes from the writers who come every year to speak at the Mayborn Literary 
Nonfi ction Conference, a few who are being profi led in this issue. The stories they write 
not only inspire, move and entertain – they tell the truths of our times to inform and 
motivate readers to help fi nd our collective equilibrium. They fi ght the good fi ght of 
Truth, Justice and the American Way.

You know who else are fi ghters? This year’s small yet mighty Mayborn staff , most of 
whom are still fi nding their writing chops and developing the confi dence to interview 
storied writers even as they worked at half-staff . If there is justice, they will be rewarded 
for their heroic eff orts.

In the greatest democracy in world history, we all will.

Eric Nishimoto, Mayborn Magazine Adviser

Editorial 
Staff

1 justice in america • themayborn.com



Editors' Note
A t an early age, we all begin to learn what justice means 

and what it means to be just in times where it is difficult. 
We all walk away with our own meanings but one 
central thing we focused on as a class this semester when 

it came to Justice is America is how can we be just when telling our 
stories in this magazine.

So many of us struggled with how we didn’t want to disappoint the 
people we were writing about and even more so the audience of this 
conference. I think a lot of our views about justice evolved in making 
this magazine as well. We learned that sometimes it requires us to 
laugh about our failures and obstacles that we’ve had to overcome. 
Like our flights being delayed, crazy Lyft drivers and having cham-
pagne from graduation photos be spilled on us.

I think what we learned more than anything is that every writer 
– whether it be fiction or nonfiction wants to serve justice to their 
characters and the audience that reads their words. Stories are power-
ful things and the characters that make them what they are deserve to 

be portrayed in the right way...as we all want things to be in America. 
A story called “Game of Thrones”, and a particular character named 
Tyrion inspired us to really take into account how important it is that 
stories are told, remembered and shared by others and how powerful 
they are. 

Unfortunately, it’s not always so easy to do what is just. It’s not 
easy to be just in such complicated times or with complex characters. 
But we must attempt to do so because stories not being told… is the 
biggest injustice we can do to not only the characters, the audience/
the people but ourselves and those who come after us. 

So, while we wanted this to be lighthearted...we hope you close this 
magazine with the ambition to never being unjust and withholding 
the stories that have yet to be written, uncovered, researched and 
edited to the brink of death and revived again by a spark of ambition. 

-- Madalyn Cooper & Brittany Owens,
Managing Editors

The Mayborn Staff: (back, left to right) Dave Barnett, Brady Burns, Luanne Wing (front, left to right) Sarah 
Matthew, Madalyn Cooper, Brittany Owens
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AN APPEAL FROM

GEORGE GETSCHOW
For just $20 a month—the price of a few beers at your local 
watering hole—you’ll help insure that the Mayborn will be able to 
continue to offer the sort of marquee speakers, workshops, writing 
contests, $23,000 in prize awards, publishing opportunities in 
Ten Spurs and UNT Press, outstanding dining and other 
extraordinary experiences you’ve grown accustomed to at the 
conference each year. 

As a Mayborn Champion, you will be recognized and honored in a 
special way at our next gathering. For more details, please go to 
our website: https://one.unt.edu/maybornconference. I know $20 
a month doesn’t sound like a lot of money. But if every member of 
the Mayborn Tribe becomes a Mayborn Champion, it will literally 
power our existence for at least another decade and beyond. 

I’m counting on you to make my mission your mission. 

With my deepest gratitude, 
George Getschow
Director Emeritus, Mayborn Conference

Champion Levels

Learn more at
www.themayborn.com

- Silver - - Gold - - Platinum -



BANGERS AND 
MAYSH

The double 
life story of 
the double life 
storyteller

The store was flooded with Ange-
lenos of all types. He was darting 
from aisle to aisle so fast, I almost 
lost him more than once. I nearly 

heard his heart beating as we approached the 
curved glass case. But what was he looking 
for? Why was he here? Time was ticking and 
he was feeling the pressure. That’s when he 
saw them.

“Spicy or regular?” asked the Whole 
Foods butcher.

In a flash Jeff quickly decides to not 
decide on one career path and just takes 
both. As the butcher packaged these juicy 
bangers, I couldn’t help but wonder if it was 
as easy for him to decide to not decide on 
his career path. Why pick one when you can 
have both? It’s one thing to write these stories 
for a living, but it is another to write them on 
the weekends after a full-time job as a copy 
editor for Adobe. As a writer of double-life 
stories, Jeff leads one himself. 

“We are all leading a double life. Your 
internet persona is completely different than 
real life, I mean mine is. When I look at my 
Instagram it doesn’t match who I am. I don’t 
show me cleaning poop out of my cat’s arse. 
It’s all sunsets and milkshakes. My real life is 
two laptops – that’s all it is.”

But I think I’m getting ahead of myself. 
Let’s start from the beginning.

Jeff was introduced to both true crime 
and storytelling at the age of 14. How could 
you not consider that your calling after you 
experienced both at such a young age? A 

close relative of his – an undercover cop for 
the local police department – was convicted 
of fraud and sentenced to 10 years, a record 
for an officer in the U.K.. That event exposed 
Jeff to the media and the public’s fascination 
with crime and the stories they consume. 
But this is one holy shit story Jeff isn’t ready 
to write.

“You know when you’re too close to 
something. I don’t know the difference 
between what I remember and what is the 

truth, which I think is true of all narratives. I 
remember watching “Panorama” (the British 
equivalent of “60 Minutes”) with my mom 
and it was hidden camera footage, you know, 
caught in the act. I remember thinking, oh 
no, he’s acting, he’s an undercover cop play-
ing a role and he’s really fucking good. I think 
there’s two versions of that story and I’m not 
ready to pull the lid off it.”

Jeff was slightly intimidating at first 
glance. His nearly bald head and scruffy 

Story and photos by Brady Burns

+ JEFF MAYSH

6 mayborn 2019 • justice in america



7 justice in america • themayborn.com



beard screamed action hero. Maysh looked 
the part of one of his characters in a black 
t-shirt and shorts. The moment I shook his 
hand my perception fl ipped. He was gentle, 
calm and reserved. While he was taking me 
around SoCal, you could tell the interaction 
was draining him. He wasn’t used to the 
limelight at all. He is a quiet writer who loves 
talking about his work. 

“I’m obsessed about getting people’s voice 
right. There’s a temptation to clean it up, but 
when you keep it verbatim it does so much 
for a story.” 

His English perspective allows him to see 
the American stories that were left  behind. 
You know, those tales that we all know from 
our hometowns, or the ones that have been 
passed down from our parents and grand-
parents but were never written in length. 
We’ve all heard them but haven’t seen them. 
At least not like Jeff  paints. With his swift  
cinematic pen, Jeff  scoops them up from the 
dead and presents them in a light everyone 
can understand and enjoy. He sees what we 
overlook. Because these are the stories he is 
telling, there isn’t even the opportunity for 
writer’s block. 

“It’s a very specifi c story I’m looking for. It’s 
gotta have this X factor.”

“I can best sum it up by the logline to 
my favorite book and movie: A family must 
survive the night when a hurricane traps 
them inside a theme park... full of genetically 
engineered dinosaurs. I call it the Jurassic 
Park factor because it slowly builds until you 
get to the yikes! I look for stories with that 
moment.”

The waitress sets down our overpriced, 
healthy breakfast at one of his favorite spots, 
the “hipster-y” Kreation Kafe. Just a short 
walk from Venice Beach. I don’t know if he 
chose this place for its proximity to the air-
port or because he thought a student would 
feel more at ease here. It was nowhere near 
his house. Maybe he just wanted to show this 
small town Texas boy the SoCal life found 
only on movies and reality TV. Jeff  begins to 
describes the diff erence between American 
and English magazine writing in between sips 
of his fl at white. 

“When I was in London, I was reading all 
of this longform stuff  from America and we 
had nothing like it. I was reading Josh Davis 
in Wired and I was reading Joshua Burman in 
L.A. Weekly and they were doing these mega 
pieces that were getting optioned by people 
like Johnny Depp. I just thought that was so 
cool, and I wanted to do that. We didn’t know 
what we were doing back then. We didn’t 
have longform narrative in England, it was all 
formulaic.” 

Aft er we fi nish our coff ees, Jeff  walks 
me down to the beach. As we walk past the 

surrounding neighborhoods he noted the 
history of the area and told me what these run 
down homes go for… upwards of millions. 
Property is very important to Maysh and 
rightfully so. He purchased his modest home 
near Beverly Hills just a year ago – a week 
before his McDonald’s Monopoly story was 
published and before it was optioned by Matt 
Damon and Ben Affl  eck for a million dollars. 
But it’s not easy living in L.A. as a writer.

There was a time when Jeff  was all but 
unemployed. There was not a single job in 
sight, let alone two. 

“It was the most depressing time. I would 
log on and I remember one of my fi rst ones. 
They wanted me to take pictures of tooth-
brushes. I guess they wanted to know how 
they were displayed. I drove all the way down 
here and paid three dollars for parking. I had 
no money at the time. It was so demoralizing, 
I didn’t think I would ever work again. I was 
probably only pocketing three to four bucks 
a day.” 

It was right around that time that Jeff  
found copywriting, or rather copywriting 
found him. We order our second coff ee of our 
day, as we sit down outside the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art and discuss art, 
history and his collection of original movie 
posters, “Jaws” being his favorite. On our walk 
back to his electric car, we discussed immigra-

tion and his move to the U.S.
“I had always dreamed of being here so to 

become an American… I was super proud.”
Jeff  got his citizenship two weeks before 

the last election. “There was 4,000 of us that 
were sworn in at the same time in downtown 
L.A. and I was one of two English people.” I 
almost saw a tear in his eye when he recalled 
standing next to another man who was there 
alone. They had bonded over their self-made 
success and newfound title as permanent resi-
dents of the U.S.

On our way to Jeff ’s house, he stopped 
at Whole Foods to pick up some things to 
grill. This, of course, is when he picks up the 
bangers – which is also what he calls his sto-
ries. He also picked up a few cookies. One of 
those impulse items was near. His electric car 
was so quiet that when we left , we nearly tap 
the pedestrian ahead of us before he notices 
we’re behind him. 

If you haven’t noticed already, food was 
abundant during the eight hours I spent with 
Jeff . I wasn’t complaining. It wasn’t until we 
arrived at Jeff ’s house and I met his fi ancée, 
Nataly, that I truly understood Maysh. The 
two were completely opposite in every way. 
Jeff  is a writer: Quiet, reserved and hesitant to 
talk about much other than his stories. Nataly 
is talkative, bubbly and entertaining. They 
are getting married in September. 
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“I’m English and I’m a massive intro-
vert,” said Jeff .

“And I’m American and I’m... not,” said 
Nataly. 

“It’s going to be interesting when my 
South London crew meet the Californian 
Mormons.”

As Jeff  is grilling, Nataly and I discuss 
his life in greater detail than he’d ever give. 
She describes him as a harder worker than 
she will ever be. She also began to describe 
his process as he chimes in.

“All narrative and all storytelling is the 
same. I fi nd the characters, confl ict, and 
challenges. 

“I’ll play tricks on myself. I’ll change the 
font, make it bigger. Sometimes I’ll even 
project things up on the wall to see it with 
a new perspective.” 

From our conversation that day, it was 
apparent that Jeff ’s life up to this point was 
constantly evolving and in most ways in 
opposite but harmonious directions. His 
life is both English and American, exciting 
and mundane - he is a loose cannon who is 
settling down but stories just seem to land 
in his path. 

So why does someone who is so clearly 
successful and passionate about writing 
keep his day job? 

“In truth, it’s a confi dence thing. I’m still 
not sure I got what it takes. I also think it’s 
a loneliness thing. I don’t know what I’d do 
all day. I think I’d miss it. I said to myself 
aft er the McDonald’s story, ‘You need to 

know that no story will be as fi nancial-
ly or commercially successful as that. 
I had come to terms with that, and 
then I sold Dr. Rapp (a longform story 
published in The Atlantic) to Netfl ix 
for pretty much the same amount. So, 
yeah that was weird. But it was good 
for me because I thought the McDon-
ald’s thing was a fl uke but it wasn’t.” 

So how will Jeff ’s stories change in 
the future? Pretty sure love’s got some-
thing to do with it. He’s working on a 
story about a magical tree in Germany 
that has matchmaking abilities. People 
have been writing to it for hundreds of 
years. “But it’s actually a story about the 
mailman. I won’t spoil it, but there is a 
happy ending for him.” 

As many writers do, Jeff  is constant-
ly looking for his next story. 

“I’m looking for a story right now 
where something happens in a 24-hour 
period, you know, sunup to sundown.”   

Eight hours, one large breakfast, 
two coff ees, a few sausages, a cookie 
and some ice cream later, I was back 
at LAX with my camera, and a banger 
to write. While I waited for my fl ight 
back, I remembered something Jeff  
said that stuck with me. 

“These are some big bangers, aren’t 
they?” Although he was asking about 
the meat, I was thinking about his next 
story. If it’s anything like his others, it’s 
going to be spicy.

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT

POWERFUL WEBSITES • MOBILE APPS • UNLIMITED TECH SUPPORT • RELIABLE HOSTINGPOWERFUL WEBSITES • MOBILE APPS • UNLIMITED TECH SUPPORT • RELIABLE HOSTING

SNO Sites Ad.indd   1 5/21/2019   1:51:30 PM
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I t would be the last time that she’d be at a loss for words.
At Boston University’s Power of Narrative conference in 2016, it was headliner Gay Talese that asked Ni-

kole Hannah-Jones how she got her job as a New York Times Magazine staff  writer. He asked her multiple 
questions about it, apparently incredulous as to how such a thing happened.

And then he asked if she was going to get her nails done.
“I felt like every diminished black girl who has just been told she doesn’t belong in a place where she is and I 

completely lost my voice,” Nikole says, relating the story today. “And then was completely ashamed that at that point 
in my career I let this older white man take my voice.”

The story generated headlines such as Slate’s “Gay Talese Demands to Know How a Black New York Times Staff  
Writer Got Her Job.”

“I still feel shame that I didn’t speak up for myself and that I let him make me feel that small. But I also know it’s a 
lesson that I learned very well,” Nikole says.

 “And it would not happen again.”

nnn

I T WASN’T THE FIRST time Nikole has felt this way — from childhood to adulthood, she has experienced 
fi rsthand what it means to be voiceless. As the child of a black father and white mother, racism coursed through 

her maternal grandparents, grown out of their rural upbringings in the 1940s. When Nikole’s mother, Cheryl A. 
Novotny, married her father, Milton Hannah, these grandparents disowned their daughter. 

Cheryl was embraced back into the family when Nikole’s older sister, Cheryl’s fi rst child, was born. And although 
they loved their grandchildren, their bigotry still lingered. Her grandfather, a Navy veteran from World War II, de-
clared over dinner that “You have black people, and you have niggers.” And though it shocked and angered Nikole, 
then in college, she couldn’t bring herself to challenge him. 

“[He was] raised in a country that raised white people to be racist and where it was uncommon for a white 
person not to be racist. And I think he grappled with that as well.”

At the same time, he saw how badly black servicemen in World War II were treated. 
“Here they were serving their country and they couldn’t even eat in the same place as the white soldiers. And he 

broke down in tears,” Nikole says. “He felt the pain of that, and the injustice of that very viscerally.” 
In the end, her grandfather was confl icted. But Nikole believes he was a diff erent person than when her parents 

met.
“I didn’t talk a lot about race or politics with my grandparents because I didn’t want to argue with them. And I 

didn’t want to feel betrayed by them. I just didn’t talk about a lot of stuff  with them.”

Story and photos by Sarah Matt hew

VIRTUE IS 
COLORLESS

+ NIKOLE HANNAH-JONES
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I T’S A COLD, OVERCAST day in 
the Brooklyn neighborhood of Bed-

ford-Stuyvesant – “Bed-Stuy” as the locals 
call it. The rain falls in pinpricks, just enough 
so that some of the passing Brooklynites 
have drawn up their hoodies or lifted their 
umbrellas.

Bed-Stuy has a predominantly black 
population, described in Nikole’s “Choosing 
a School for My Daughter in a Segregated 
City” feature as “a low-income, heavily black, 
rapidly gentrifying neighborhood of brown-
stones in central Brooklyn.” Though they still 
make up the majority of residents, gentrifica-
tion is making an impact on that metric.

Except at this moment – standing there, 
among the brownstones, a tannish, half-
white, half-Indian person holding a gracious-
ly borrowed black umbrella and jacket, I am 
suddenly afraid that I stick out.

One of the homeowners, a black man 
stepping outside to take out his trash, smiles 
and greets me, asking how I am.

“Cold,” I say, returning the smile. 
Close by are the sounds of traffic and 

the thump thump thump of the Broadway 
elevated train overhead. Rows of houses line 
the street. Half of the trees are still bare from 
winter. The bright yellow school crossing 
sign at the end of the street stands out among 
the dim, earthy tones of the brownstone 
houses and the greyish clouded sky.

School stands out similarly in Nikole’s 
own personal and professional life.

A black car pulls up to the curb. I can tell 
it’s Nikole stepping out of the car because of 
her signature bright red hair, blue eyeshadow, 
and gold necklace. She is dressed in a black 

tank top with crossed straps, a sheer black 
button-up shirt and jeans.

The Beyoncé of Journalism has arrived.

nnn

L IKE NIKOLE’S PERSONAL AC-
COUTREMENTS, everything in her 

home has a splash of blue, yellow or red to it. 
There’s a balance of compare and contrast, 
monochrome versus vibrant color.

On the right is a redlining map of her 
hometown of Waterloo, Iowa, given to her 
as a gift. On the left hangs a picture split in 
two horizontally – the painting of jubi-
lant black dancers depicted in “The Sugar 
Shack” by Ernie Barnes on top, and a photo 
of Nikole and her own friends dancing at 
a party on the bottom. Not far from the 
redlining map is a commissioned painting 
of her daughter, Najya, whose dress and 
backdrop is made up of images of Ida B. 
Wells, the early civil rights pioneer and 
journalist, that have been given a faded, ox-
idized effect. A Wells quote, “Virtue Knows 
No Color Line,” stands out in white.

A chic blue couch sits in the living room 
next to a shelf filled with framed pictures of 
Nikole and her family and a woven basket 
from Ghana. One of Najya’s art pieces, 
imbued with her bright yellow handprint, 
sits next to a framed set of black and white 
photos.

Nikole clears the table of papers and two 
silver laptops before we sit down. A record 
player, a typewriter, and books are stacked 
in squared shelves that arch from one side 
of the room to the ceiling.

Even the books are a display of differ-
ent shapes, sizes, colors and conditions: 

Africana, Jim Crow Moves North, Well-Read 
Black Girl, Selling Apartheid; literature by 
Zora Neale Hurston, Maya Angelou and 
Langston Hughes; a biography on Harlem 
Renaissance vaudevillian and French resis-
tance spy Josephine Baker. Most of the titles 
reference black culture, history or literature.

Her maternal grandmother kept old 
photos and greeting cards. After she died, 
the family found Valentine’s Day cards 
featuring piccaninnies, racist caricatures of 
black children, amongst her belongings.

Nikole laughs humorlessly in disbelief – 
even as she talks about it today, she sounds 
incredulous that such things were uncov-
ered. The greeting cards had been given 
to her grandmother before she had even 
met her grandfather. Her mother, Cheryl, 
asked if Nikole wanted them. They are now 
framed and hanging on an adjacent wall.

But why does she keep them?
“I find them to be an interesting state-

ment on both my life and this country.”
One of the piccaninnies is a tap-dancing, 

vaudevillian boy in a diaper and spats with 
a top hat and cane in hand. “A Little Inklin’ 
of What Ah’m Thinkin’, Be Mah Valentine” 
it says. The other shows a golf course with 
a rosy-cheeked white girl ready to swing 
at the tee. A piccaninny boy, saddled with 
a bag of golf clubs as the caddie, peeks just 
over the hill. “ You Suit Me to a Tee, Be My 
Valentine.”

They are grotesqueries of racism, 
witnesses themselves to segregation and its 
aftermath. Their frames contain forev-
er-smiling children, frozen in time, eerie in 
their merriment, and silent reminders of the 
recent past. Now displayed on a wall, they 
are not to be erased, buried or forgotten.
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N IKOLE HAS HAD HER nails done. 
They are painted with elegant white 

designs and dotted with an assortment of 
rhinestones that color-shift in the light – 
pink, blue, clear – finished off with fiery 
orange and yellow at the edges. No two nails 
have entirely the same design, and her pinky 
nails are unadorned, only polished. She has 
rings on four of her fingers.

The nails glitter in the light as we sit at her 
kitchen table on that chilly Brooklyn evening, 
drinking coffee from mugs. I am too engaged 
to sip, and wrap my fingers around my cup, 
covering the curved New York Times letter-
ing on the side as I hold on for warmth.

Nikole, a 2016 Peabody Award Winner 
for her podcast “The Problem We All Live 
With” for “This American Life,” and a 2017 
MacArthur Fellow, is our most prominent 
voice on school segre-
gation. She speaks at 
university campuses and 
teaches Hollywood writers 
how to write about school 
segregation alongside 
prominent names such as 
Stacey Abrams and John 
Legend. Recently, she’s had 
segments on “Adam Ruins 
Everything” and HBO’s 
“Problem Areas.”

At my back are 
countless paintings, 
prints, photographs, and 
keepsakes--just a small 
part of what amounts to 
the collection of culture 
relating to Nikole’s work, 
travels and even fan art she 
has collected over the years. Most of it is art by 
black artists. Some are from Cuba or Ghana.

But it has been a long journey to get here.
Nikole has always been interested in the 

news. Her father, Milton, regularly read two 
newspapers, The Des Moines Register and 
The Waterloo Courier. Nikole and her father 
would read them together. She was fascinated 
in how stories were being told and who was 
telling them.

Nikole got her first lessons on segregation 
in elementary school. Her family lived in 
the mostly black neighborhood of Waterloo, 
Iowa, and she attended a low-income school. 
Her parents had her placed in a desegregation 
program to give her the best chance in life 
with a quality education. It took two hours 
a day for Nikole to be bused to and from 
school. This continued from elementary to 
high school. Each day she would look out the 

windows of the bus and watch as the neigh-
borhood changed going from the black side to 
the white side of town.

In high school, Nikole took a Black Studies 
class. It was then that she realized that the 
standardized history being taught didn’t in-
clude contributions of black people. Angered 
that history was not being taught truthfully, 
Nikole pitched a column, “From the African 
Perspective,” for her high school newspaper.

Nikole aimed to provoke with her first 
column: whether Jesus was black.

“I really liked that feeling that I got from 
black kids reading something and feeling like 
the newspaper was finally speaking to them, 
and also forcing the white students to read 
things that made them uncomfortable.”

She later won an award from the Iowa 
High School Press Association for her work.

At the University of Notre Dame, Nikole 
majored in History and African American 
studies. When she graduated in 1998, she took 
off two years to work and to decide between 

pursuing history or journalism. She received 
the Roy H. Park Fellowship from the Uni-
versity of North Carolina, went on to get her 
master’s degree in journalism and became a 
reporter at The News & Observer in Raleigh.

“I really just wanted to write about black 
folks in the South for The Atlanta Journal 
Constitution,” Nikole says. She never intend-
ed on moving to the north.

But it was when Nikole later worked 
in Portland at The Oregonian, when her 
story ideas were shot down and she was told 
she wanted to write about issues on race 
too much, that she thought about quitting 
journalism. 

“I was...being denied the ability to write 
the stories that I wanted to write, and did not 
want to do journalism if I couldn’t tell stories 
that I felt were important.”

She wasn’t going to take another job, no 
matter how prestigious, if she couldn’t write 

about issues important to her. While she 
saw covering county government for The 
Oregonian as a worthy job, it wasn’t what she 
wanted to write about for the rest of her life. 
But the newspaper industry was in a tailspin, 
and there were few options. 

Her opportunity came when she called 
former Oregonian managing editor and Pro-
Publica founder Steven Engelberg for advice 
on a project and he told her they were hiring. 
That was the beginning of today’s Nikole.

Nikole started in 2011 at ProPublica, 
and was able to work for four years covering 
school segregation and its causes in long piec-
es such as “School Segregation: the Continu-
ing Tragedy of Ferguson,” “Segregation Now,” 
and “Living Apart: How the Government 
Betrayed a Landmark Civil Rights Law.”

In 2013, when Nikole set a Google alert 
to find stories about school segregation, she 
would go weeks without seeing a hit – she 
was one of the few writing about it. It was 
later, in 2015, that she joined The New York 

Times Magazine.
Current Editor-in-Chief 

Jake Silverstein described 
her aptly in an editor’s 
note announcing her as 
a staff writer: “Nikole is a 
reporter’s reporter, a born 
skeptic with a knack for 
deep investigations. Here’s 
how tough she is: she once 
had to expense a shoe after 
a dog ate her red pump 
during a reporting trip.”

Nikole continues to 
write longform pieces on 
school segregation. Now, it 
seems her efforts have paid 
off – school segregation 
is part of public discourse 

almost every week.
“I have definitely made it a prominent 

issue for journalists,” she says.
Nikole is in a constant Twitter discourse 

with her followers and others, educating on 
issues of race, education and history in verbal 
ripostes against the preconceived opinions 
she fights against. She has experienced a 
conflicted sense of gain and loss from her 
success. She feels wiser, more confident, and 
more appreciative. 

But “in so many ways, I always feel like 
the insecure girl from Waterloo.” She always 
keeps the past close. And it’s not just through 
her books, paintings, or greeting cards. It’s 
also marked on her skin: she has the word 
“Waterloo” tattooed on her wrist.

I look back at the table, suddenly remem-
bering the New York Times cup. My coffee’s 
gone lukewarm. I take a sip anyway.

“I’ve always had the same voice, and I’ve 

“I’ve always been a person who rooted 
for the underdog, who had a strong 
sense of what is right and wrong, who 
saw injustice, and felt outraged by it, 
and wanted to do something about it.”
-- NIKOLE HANNAH-JONES
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always seen the world the same way. But I just 
have bigger megaphone now.”

nnn

N IKOLE’S RED HAIR IMMEDIATE-
LY stands out, and it has a history of 

its own. She laughs as she describes how her 
husband, Faraji, describes it as reminding 
him that you take the red pill to see reality in 
“The Matrix.”

Nikole “took the red pill” in high school, 
with the Black Studies class that inspired her 
to write thought-provoking columns for her 
high school newspaper. It was then that she 
started wearing shades of red in her hair – a 
trend that has lasted more than 20 years.

But until a few years ago, her long hair 
was still subdued, tucked into a bun every-
day. She had been wanting to do something 
different with it. So she cut her 
hair, grew it out curly, and dyed it 
a vibrant red. As I sit to her right, 
I find it difficult to imagine her 
without her iconic look.

Nikole did not plan for her 
hair to become her signature. But 
as it coincided with her popular-
ity, it has also been an inspiration 
to others: “I hear all the time 
from black women in college that 
are wanting to become journal-
ists, or whatever professional 
field they want to go into, that it 
means so much to them to see a 
black woman who has been able 
to rise to the position that I am 
without having to conform.”

It’s as if her now-flowery hair 
has gone from bud to bloom.

nnn

F ARAJI ARRIVES HOME WITH their 
8-year-old daughter, Najya, whom he 

has picked up from school. Najya, her hair in 
three puffs, passes by her painting depiction 
to get to the kitchen. She knows what she 
wants. She opens her box of cereal, the bag 
crinkling as we talk.

Like her mother, Najya herself has become 
an icon of a different sort. It was in 2016 
that Najya was the central subject of Nikole’s 
“Choosing a School for My Daughter in a 
Segregated City.” 

In both Najya’s portrait painting on their 
wall and its more somber counterpart, the 
photo taken with a grey backdrop for The 
New York Times, Najya wears a cream shirt 
with a Peter Pan collar, a blue plaid pinafore 
skirt and bow tie, and tennis shoes with hot 
pink laces.

“Najya,” Nikole cuts in as Najya is fixing her 

cereal. “Don’t. That cereal does not need sugar.”
In the Times story, one of the most import-

ant ideas Nikole addresses is one that parents 
must decide: where do they send their child 
to school?

After much debate, Nikole and Faraji sent 
Najya to P.S. 307, “a segregated, low-income 
school,” rather than a higher-income school 
like P.S. 8 with “curated integration,” which 
Nikole described as being mostly white and 
Asian students, with a small percentage of 
black and Latino students.

In the story Nikole wrote, “True integra-
tion, true equality, requires a surrendering 
of advantage, and when it comes to our own 
children, that can feel almost unnatural. Na-
jya’s first two years in public school helped me 
understand this better than I ever had before.”

“I feel proud,” Najya says, referring to see-
ing her mother up on stage, “and I feel bored 

sometimes.” But mostly, she misses her mother 
when she’s away.

As Nikole turns on the sink and begins 
washing dishes, I suddenly feel like an intruder 
in their home. It’s the sound of the dishes that 
does it. Their familiar clank that reminds me 
of coming home from work and school, like a 
bell that signals the end of the day. I’d forgotten 
about my coffee again – the New York Times 
cup has disappeared.

Najya takes me upstairs to her room to 
show me art she’s done as Nikole takes the 
time to work on laundry. The walls of Najya’s 
room are painted white and a familiar, soft sea-
foam green. It’s nearly the same shade I picked 
to paint my own room with my mother almost 
14 years ago. Najya seems to be assembling 
her own collection of art on her pastel walls.

One of Najya’s art pieces is a smiling golden 
unicorn in front of a rainbow and fluffed, pink 
clouds. Another one she shows me is a flow-
erpot drawn in pen with a fan of sunflowers. 

It’s been colored in with a variety of utensils 
and colors--crayons and paints, green, yellow, 
brown, red, blue, pink. It’s her own Van Gogh 
sunflower still life, signed in the middle of the 
vase “Najya.”  

Najya still goes to P.S. 8, and Nikole still 
stands by her decision.

nnn

I N NEW YORK CITY space is at a pre-
mium, and Nikole and her family are not 

just using it to display the past, but to create 
the future. Nikole makes a point to host 
parties in her own home. In fact, she planned 
to have one that weekend.

“There’s a lot of value in opening your 
home up and having people over to your 
house,” Nikole tells me. While this may seem 
normal or routine to people in other parts of 

the country, she explains, it is not 
as common in New York City. 
Here, get-togethers are typi-
cally held outside the home, at 
restaurants or bars – it is simply a 
matter of space.

Nikole has also held salons, 
gatherings that call back to the 
days of the Harlem Renaissance.

“Here, I try to build a sense of 
community amongst writers and 
artists in folks who are engaged 
in work that can be very taxing. 
Most of the people I invite to 
my salons are black or people of 
color who are working on issues 
around justice or inequality, and 
so it’s just nice to have a place to 
just eat food and drink and enjoy 
yourself.”

Museum, art gallery or 
salon lounge, Nikole Hannah-Jones’ home 
becomes many things to serve her family and 
the people in her community.

nnn

T HERE IS ANOTHER KNOCK on the 
door. Nikole apologizes and invites in 

the new guests, three black men in coats. 
One man is dressed to the nines in a grey 
suit, scarf and fedora, like he’s stepped out of 
a film noir. And with the darkening grey sky 
outside the window, I’d almost believe it.

Notably, Nikole seamlessly slips into 
street banter when she speaks to her guests. 
Her voice is utterly transformed – is the 
Nikole I am interviewing, the journalist who 
enunciates her words, different from the one 
I am seeing?

But the more I think about it, she’s already 
told me. This is the Nikole who loves to laugh 
and host parties.
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But it’s still jarring in a fascinating way. 
Nikole talks with her guests, her words 
more rapid and less enunciated than when I 
was talking with her. They laugh rambunc-
tiously between topics. The atmosphere has 
changed.

Maybe Najya feels the same. She slides 
under the kitchen table on her belly, watch-
ing the guests.

“So you feel like you’re never going to 
move back?” one of them asks.

Nikole loves it here. It’s the New York 
culture. 

And then the conversation turns to 
school. “I’ve got a redlining map on the wall 
right here – look,” Nikole says.

The three guests gather around the map 
as she gives them a rundown on its history 
– it’s where she grew up, and that, for a long 
time, it was mapped like this in the black 
areas of her hometown and many other 
neighborhoods in America.

“I give people, you know, a history lesson,” 
she told me earlier regarding her Twitter 
presence. But here she is doing it in-person. 
“I think I’ve helped people make connec-
tions that they weren’t otherwise making. 
And I hope that I tell a compelling narrative 
while I’m doing it.”

Teaching moments can happen any-
where, in any medium.

nnn

N IKOLE PLANS TO CONTINUE 
writing about racial injustice and 

school segregation.
Every story is a passion project, including 

her upcoming book The Problem We All Live 

With, where she spent the course of a year 
embedded in one of the lowest-performing 
high schools in Detroit, a city which may be 
the worst case of intentional segregation in 
America. Despite the thousands of words 
she’s written on school segregation, there’s still 
more work to be done. Until now she’s felt like 
she couldn’t tell the entire story, and this book 
is an effort to accomplish that.

“I knew it wasn’t going to be easy,” she 
laughs. “The book I’m trying to write has 
never been written. It probably would not be 
written, because it’s the type of book only I 
would write.”

But as always, she ambitiously presses on. 
It’s the book she needs to write. 

The titles of the book and the podcast 
were inspired by the eponymous Norman 
Rockwell painting. It was at an art fair that 
she first remembers the painting catching her 
attention as a historical piece of black art. This 
was when she was attending Notre Dame ma-
joring in African American Studies and wasn’t 
sure if she wanted to be a reporter. She had no 
plans to write on school segregation. But the 
painting spoke to her.

And yes, she has a copy of “The Problem 
We All Live With” in her ever-growing art 
collection.

Between finishing her book, working full 
time at The New York Times Magazine, run-
ning the Ida B. Wells Society for Investigative 
Reporting, raising Najya, and traveling to give 
speeches, Nikole’s not sure where to go next.

Though she much prefers writing maga-
zine articles to books, Nikole does know she is 
doing exactly what she loves.

“But, you know, you’re not going to write a 
whole bunch of books?” I say.

She seems to 
get an idea as we’re 
talking, or maybe 
it’s one she’s been 
contemplating for 
awhile.

“You know,” 
she says, her voice 
taking a thoughtful 
pitch, “I think I 
would like to write 
a children’s book, 
actually, just be-
cause I would love 
to write about this 
issue in a different 
format. And to 
reach a completely 
different audience.”

A children’s 
book, she says, 
would get through 
to both children 
and parents as they 
read to their kids.

The permeating image of that book she de-
scribes is the same one as when she was bused 
to school – watching how the landscape and 
buildings change from one side of town to the 
other.

Those old memories are close at hand. 
Whether it is her redlining map or picannines, 
she keeps them as objects to remind, but also 
wields them as historical artifacts to teach.

“I don’t have to live in the neighborhood 
that I live in. And I didn’t have to send my 
daughter to the type of school that I sent her 
to. These are choices that I’ve made, because I 
don’t ever want to be removed from the types 
of people who raised me, who I grew up with 
and what I go home to.”

The grey afternoon has long since turned 
to night, and as the guests leave, Nikole begins 
planning on where to go for dinner. Mean-
while, Najya settles into a chair and turns 
on the television in the living room. The car 
service I used before doesn’t arrive, and hangs 
up on me after saying they can’t pick me up.

I sigh to myself and decide to get a Lyft 
instead. As I wait, the cartoonish voices on the 
TV drone on out of view.

“Maybe I should come back after I wake 
from this nightmare,” the TV voice says, as if 
on cue.

Nikole expects the struggle to inform the 
public about school segregation to continue. 
She hasn’t seen any presidential platforms 
mentioning school segregation yet, and she’s 
not holding her breath. Her home is a testa-
ment that, if nothing else, history needs to be 
remembered.

“It seems crazy to print a whole paper just 
to announce it,” the voice on TV says. “But 
who am I to question their business mod-
el?” The TV is talking about fake news and 
reputable sources on the Internet in parodic 
voices. “You’re going to deliver newspapers to 
everyone in big city….” 

Nikole’s style shows aspects of her 
personality. She is frequently sighted and 
photographed wearing flower-print blazers, 
leopard-print high heels, hoop earrings and 
a gold “blackgirlmagic” necklace around 
her neck. For her, images have always been 
powerful. What they represent is even more 
imperative.

I ask Nikole about her nails. They take 
three hours to do and she gets them done 
every three weeks. Bold – this is how Nikole 
describes her sense of style. Nikole’s voice is 
as strong as ever, reaching a wide viewership 
with the magazine, talks, and conferences. But 
like her idol, Ida B. Wells, Nikole writes for the 
voiceless.

My Lyft arrives and I thank Nikole for 
her time. I ready myself to step out and down 
from the cozy brownstone into the brisk cold.

“Paper boys!” the TV says in a mock-ad-
vertising voice. “Do you have what it takes?”
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T wo women walk into a bar – 
actually, it was a porch – but there 
were two taps.  No, that’s not the 
beginning of a joke, but the start 

of a wonderful interview with Laura Beil and 
Janet St. James. These reporters, who have 
covered medicine for the Dallas-Ft. Worth 
area for combined decades sat down for an 
deep look into the state of medical journal-
ism today. 

Beil, who has most recently published the 
podcast “Dr. Death”, covers the medical beat 
as a freelance journalist writing for various 
publications around the nation. St. James, 
who retired from WFAA in 2015, now works 
for Medical City. Both women, who have 
won multiple awards for their work, came 
together for the exclusive interview.

Q: What was for each of you the single 
biggest issue that you think you’ve 

covered?

A: Beil: I mean, it’s all important, and 
at any given moment that story is 

important. I mean, look at the early days of 
AIDS, that was a huge story. But I wouldn’t 
say AIDS is as big an issue now. So I think 
it just depends on what’s happening at any 
given moment. I wouldn’t say over time that 
there’s been any one dominant thing, but 
at any time there is one issue that’s more 
important than others.

St. James: I’ve done some really important 
stories that I think have made a big difference 
and covered some major issues that I think 
have helped me evolve covering medical 
journalism, but I don’t know that I can say, 
‘Oh, that was the one that was the big one for 
me.’

Beil: One thing that interests me, and 

I’m not even going to say this is the most 
important, but it’s one that interests me is 
what drives the things that corrupt. Corrupt 
is maybe the wrong word. But the things 
that corrupt the delivery of health care, for 
example, I just did the big podcast on Chris-
topher Duntsch, right? So one of the reasons 
why he kept getting hired was because he 
was a neurosurgeon, and they bring a lot 
of money in. You wouldn’t have had the 
same story if it had been a pediatrician. You 
know why? Doctors, even good doctors, do 
things because we’re paying the way we pay. 
So it affects care, because they get paid for 
each thing. So it distorts preventive care, for 
example, where you don’t get paid for doing 
things. So I think as an issue we have a real 
problem – this drives up costs. I’m not going 
to say I know what the solution is.

St. James: I would say right now today, 
as I look at stories that are making news, 
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vaccinations are once again in the news 
for very important reasons. You look at 
the measles outbreak, and it goes back to 
misinformation that was disseminated by 
journalists and others 20 years ago about 
the danger of a vaccine, and that is having 
serious ramifications today. But because 
there is such a lack of knowledge of medical 
reporting. I watched the news, and if there’s 
no perspective put on why people need to 
really have these, they say, well, because 
you’re stopping other people from getting 
sick. But my husband looked at me and he 
said, ‘Well, so what are really the dangers if 
you get measles?’ I mean, everybody had the 
measles back when I was a kid. And so there’s 
not great perspective. And so there’s not a 
great perspective that comes with the report-
ing on a big issue like that, that’s got a whole 
bunch of tentacles into lots of different issues 
in health care. And so I would say right 
now, today, that’s the big health care issue. 
Tomorrow, it may be different, but today, 
that would be a big one. 

Q: What’s one story that will always stick 
with you?

A: St. James: As a journalist, as a med-
ical journalist, I had a few probably, 

certainly Ebola breaking. Ebola was big for 
me. Covering the swine flu because I feel like 
based on years of experience, I understood 
when swine flu came to town there was the 
zero case – what do they call it? – Patient 
Zero, who was in Dallas and got on a plane, I 
felt like that was going to be a problem. And 
I feel like I recognized it before anybody 
else did. That was one. And I got a black box 
warning put on an anti-smoking drug called 
Chantix for suicidal ideation that comes 
with it. I thought that was an important 
thing for people. So those things will really 
stick with me.

Beil: So I have several. I have one, one 
of the first ones I did at The Morning News 
in the early ‘90s. And that was when we had 
the big foodborne outbreak with ham-
burger that was E. coli. People were dying. 
And there’s this big epidemic. It started in 
Washington State and spread throughout 
the country. Ground meat was carrying this 
terrible form of E. coli bacteria, which can 
kill you. And so I just wrote this basic science 
story because we had a science section of the 
paper that I’m looking at. What is it? Where 
did it come from? And in there I listed the 
symptoms of disease and why it was bad and 
how, and that story ran. And then probably 
six months later, I had this letter from a 
woman in Austin. And she had been in the 
hospital with her son and she was reading 
the newspaper at the hospital, and he was 
sick with something that they didn’t know 

what it was and his kidneys were failing. 
They thought he was he was basically dying. 
And she reads in the paper the symptoms 
of E. coli infection. And she realizes that 
that’s what he’s got – he had E. coli. And she 
takes the paper to the doctor. It wasn’t like 
the doctor was bad – I mean, this was brand 
new. And she says I think this is what he’s 
got. And so they started treating him then 
for this infection. And she told me that story 
saved my son’s life. And I still remember that. 
She said if she hadn’t been reading that story, 
his kidneys would have shut down and he 
would have died. And so that one sticks out 
to me. 

St. James: Here’s another example. You 
remember the spray park where they were 
with spraygrounds, there was not automatic 
filtering systems for the water a few years ago 
in Dallas and across the state. And so E. coli 
would get in the system because you know, 
your whole body being washed off into the 
same refiltered system. And a few years ago, 
when we had the big outbreak, a woman that 
worked in a private daycare in her home told 
me that she had all of these kids that were 
sick. And just on the basis of my experience 
covering health and medicine over the years 
and knowing sort of the general steps for 

epidemiology, I was relatively certain that 
all of her kids did not have food poisoning – 
that they had been exposed to this bacteria 
through spraygrounds. And it turns out I was 
right. And that’ll always stick with me. But 
that also speaks to the experience of some-
body who’s covered health and medicine for 
a long time. Because somebody else would 
have just hung up on this crazy person on 
the phone saying, well, I’ve got nine children 
that I think I’ve got this, you’re gonna be like 
whatever. But I spent time with her on the 
phone and thought, I think she’s right. So it 
turned out she was right. 

Beil: And other stories that stand out: I 
spent probably eight or nine months work-
ing on the story of the conjoined twins that 
were here in Dallas. And I resisted writing 
about it at first because, you know, I just 
felt like they’re being treated like carnival 
attractions – it just bothered me. And so 
finally they asked me to do it. I said, ‘Okay. 
I’m going to spend time’ though back then 
we got time on stories. And so I spent prob-
ably six months before I wrote the story, just 
spending time with them.

St. James: In the meantime, I’m covering 
the same story but doing a story every day.

Beil: She had to. I was able to say no. So 
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yeah, I mean, she was under pressure to do 
it every day. But I remember that because I 
would just go to their apartment and hang 
out, you know, and spend time with them. 
And the neurosurgeon at the time was not 
talking to the press at all, because he didn’t 
like it either. And he was the one – Ken 
Shapiro – he was doing the separation, and 
he was not talking. And so I got him to not 
only talk to me, but work out how this was 
going to happen – we had a whole graphic 
on how this was going to take place. And 
I just remember that story. I was grateful, 
because the paper gave me the luxury of 
spending lots and lots of time. And doing 
lots. We published probably six full pages. 
You know, there’s no way they would do that 
today. Now, there’s no way they could afford 
to do that.

St. James: And on the flip side, as the per-
son who was covering it day in and day out, 
boy, was there heat from our news director 
saying, ‘Well, why don’t we have all this?’

St. James: It’s sometimes interesting 
how it comes full circle. Probably one of 
my personally most memorable stories was 
a medical story. But it was also more than 
that – it was a human interest story on a 
former Dallas Cowboys football player who 
was dying of cancer that had spread. So he 
was literally dying in the hospital in that 
moment. And the story was really focused 
on how you care for your family and make 
sure that you wrap up all those life’s details, 
because it gives you a chance to spend time 
with your family. And that was, in the end, 
the message of the story. I mean, it’s 15 years 
later, now that’s me. And so that story affects 
me. I’ve been diagnosed with metastatic 
breast cancer. So now, that’s me, listening to 
those very wise words that a dying man told 
me, and his family told me all these years 
later, so sometimes those things come full 
circle.

Q: So with all the coverage that both of 
you have done over the past two years 

in medicine, how do you think people can best 
advocate for themselves?

A: St. James: In today’s day and age 
you have a wealth of information, 

literally at the click of your fingers. There’s 
no reason anyone should go into any spe-
cialty appointment without having armed 
themselves with some questions. You can 
find whatever your condition is that you 
have already been diagnosed with, think 
you’ll be diagnosed with, think might be 
connected to something that you have, and 
you can find a list of questions to ask your 
physician so that you walk out of that office 
better educated about what could happen 
to you. So I think that’s my best piece of 
advice is get as much information as you 

can to ask the questions. And then you get 
to make up your own mind.

Beil: I would definitely get second 
opinion, because even the people who went 
to Christopher Duntsch thought they had 
done their research, you know, because we 
can find out so little about our doctors. You 
have to get online, and you have about the 
same tools at your disposal as you would 
have about a movie that you’re going to see. 
I mean, you can’t find that information. So 
just get a second opinion. And I think these 
sites you’re trying – if you think you’re 
advocating for yourself by going to sites like 
Health Grades – they are a total disservice, 
because they are completely manipulated, 
and they’re wrong. If you consider that 
Christopher Duntsch had 4.5 out of five 
stars on Health Grades, you can see how 
the tools that we have are so limited. And so 
the only thing you can do is go to another 
doctor and see how you like that one. 

Q: What does it feel like being on the 
other side of journalism? You’re not in 

the trenches anymore, doing the day-to-day 
stories, but you’re still involved in news and 
communications. How has that changed?

A: St. James: Well, I miss not being able 
to touch people’s souls and make 

an impact in their health every day, which I 
felt like I did as a medical reporter. So I do 
miss that. On the flip side, I don’t miss being 

a professional beggar, which is what you do 
if you’re a journalist. You’re begging people 
for their time, for their information. You’re 
begging people for things all the time. And 
so I don’t miss that constant grind. Oh boy. 
I thought that I was going to enter the world 
of long lunches, but I still have multiple daily 
deadlines. So it’s a different type of work. 
But just as demanding, sometimes more 
demanding.

Q: Where do you see yourself going from 
here? Just continuing what you’re 

doing? Do you see yourself venturing out at 
any point?

A: Beil: I’d like to just keep doing the 
same thing. You know, I enjoy the 

print work. I still consider myself a print 
journalist. I am working on another pod-
cast--the podcast was something completely 
different, completely new. And I was glad to 
have the opportunity to do it. I would never 
have sought it out or thought about it or 
thought that was even something I could do. 
But I did enjoy it. And it’s kind of nice, after 
all these years of doing the same thing, to be 
able to venture into something completely 
different was really a great experience, Yeah. 
I learned that audio is different – it’s com-
pletely different when somebody is holding 
the story in their heads. It’s a different form 
of writing. So that was good, too. I mean, 
that was actually good. 
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University of north texas Press

Probably Someday Cancer:
Genetic Risk and Preventative Mastectomy
Kim Horner | $22.95 Hardcover

Winner of  the 2018 Maybor n Manuscript Competition

After learning that she inherited a BRCA2 genetic mutation that put her at high risk for 
breast and ovarian cancer, Kim Horner’s doctors urged her to consider having a double 
mastectomy. But how do you decide whether to have a surgery to remove your breasts to 
reduce your risk for a disease you don’t have and may never get? The answers weren’t that 
simple. Based on extensive research, interviews, and personal experience, Horner writes 
about how and why she ultimately opted for a double mastectomy—and the surprising 
diagnosis that followed. This book can help anyone facing hereditary risk of  breast and 
ovarian cancer feel less alone and make informed decisions to protect their health and 
end the devastation that hereditary cancer has caused for generations in so many families.

The Best American Newspaper Narratives, Volume 6
Gayle Reaves, Editor | $19.95 Paperback

This anthology collects the ten winners of  the 2018 Mayborn Best American 
Newspaper Narrative Writing Contest, run by the Mayborn Literary Nonfiction 
Conference. 

Featuring work from newspapers such as The Oregonian, Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles 
Times, The Washington Post, The Boston Globe, Tampa Bay Times, and The Dallas Morning 
News.

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. 

Distributed by the Texas Book Consortium
Orders: 1-800-826-8911 • UNTPress.unt.edu
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M iriam Mann had 
enough of the sign 
that designated the 
West Computers’ 

dining spot in the Langley cafeteria. 
Knowing full well that what she was 
about to do would be seen at least as 
terribly “uppity” in 1940 America, 
Mann took down the “colored only” 
plated sign and hid it in her purse. 
And every time that damn sign was 
replaced by an unseen hand...she did it 
again. And again. This was a fi ght from 
which she wasn’t going to back down. 

Sometimes it’s the little victories 
that pave the way in our journeys to 
something greater.

For the West Computing women it 
was walking into NASA every day with 
eyes wide open to their workplace’s 
racial adversity but sticking it out 
regardless for the “double victory.” For 
them and countless others enduring 
discrimination was a worthy sacrifi ce 
because the work they were doing was 
bigger than them. And for me, it was 
having the courage to take my fi rst solo 
trip to write a story bigger than myself 
about  a bestselling author despite my 
fear of being on my own. But in the 
end, there are no shortcuts… in the end 
the more daunting road less traveled 
pays off .

So, here I am, 15 minutes early 
to my interview with Margot Lee 
Shetterly, author of Hidden Figures, 

standing in front of a big grey house 
with a brilliant red door. Staring at the 
doorbell. Feeling the heat. Anxious 
about summoning her to the door, but 
also a bit out of sorts because it’s a stark 
75 degrees outside and even the trees 
can’t shade me enough to keep me 
from sweating. 

The sun radiating down on my glis-
tening skin makes me fi nally ring the 
doorbell. Birds chirp all around as the 
light traffi  c soft ly buzzes behind me. A 
bead of sweat begins to drop down the 
back of my neck as several moments 
pass. Still staring at the big red door…
fi nally hearing footsteps approaching 
from inside and then the door opens. 
Margot stands there, dressed in black, 
smiling. 

”Hi Madalyn, come on in.” The 
whites of her teeth showing. Not cold 
or calculating or anywhere near as 
intimidating as I had thought prior to 
this moment. 

Stepping into the house the cool air 
evaporates my damp self. 

Forward real fast to the end of my 
interview to set minds at ease: I walk 
out inspired – Margot is a fellow re-
search enthusiast – sister nerds, I’d say 
– besides having a number one selling 
book made into a blockbuster movie 
under her belt. She is no stranger to the 
road least traveled and the victories 
won along the way. 

Now back to our story.

The author who brought the 
NASA Hidden Figures to life

Story and photos by Madalyn Cooper

+ MARGOT LEE SHETTERLY
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No shortcuts in life

A S I WALK INSIDE, two wet dog noses 
greet me belonging to Birdie and Beck, 

running in from the backyard. These two 
mixed breeds’ tails are wagging as they run 
all around us – questioning whether I am 
friend or foe by sniffi  ng me out. Their enthu-
siasm is infectious – could I pet them?

Seeing my love for dogs Margot tells me 
how she got them while she lived in Mexico.  
She then off ers me something to drink. I 
settle for water to replace all the sweat I left  
outside. 

We walk up the stairs into a foyer with 
an offi  ce on each side. The foyer has a 
couch with bookshelves fi lled with books of 
diff erent subjects, colors and sizes. The offi  ce 
to the left  belongs to her husband Aran and 
hers is to the right. The space is modern and 
feels like where writers go to work.

Entering her offi  ce, she directs me to a 
brilliant red chair by the front window. I 
settle into it, my eyes wandering over the 
room while she makes herself comfortable in 
the seat behind her desk. Behind and beside 
her were books, documents, accordion fi les 
and a white board with green writing on it--
all visual cues that this writer was preparing 

her next book. Yet beside the red chair lay a 
basket full of yarn for knitting. So this was 
her quiet space – her place to escape from the 
outside world as well as to dive into another. 

Margot describes her story with humility 
and a voice that has a refreshing coolness 
that invites you in. Relaxed and emanating 
an air of familiarity as if we’ve known each 
other for years, Margot was thoughtful in the 
way she spoke, 
juxtaposed to me 
who sometimes 
speaks before 
thinking. 

I already knew 
that Margot’s 
success was years 
in the making – 
almost 10+ years 
worth. But what 
I learned was 
that there were 
no shortcuts 
leading to where 
she is today. 
Winding it back a litte, Margot relaxed in her 
chair and began to tell me all about how her 
scientist father always encouraged her to take 
advanced physics courses in her studies. He 
wanted another scientist in the family, but 

Margot knew what her dream was from an 
early age: she wanted to work on Wall Street.

“It was very clear to me that my career 
path would be as a person working in the 
fi nancial markets,” she said, carefully fi ddling 
with her hair, reminiscing on a goal that she 
had accomplished . “That’s what I was inter-
ested in and that’s what I studied.”

And that’s what she got. Margot ended 

up working on the foreign exchange desk at 
J.P. Morgan and then on the fi xed income 
markets desk at Merrill Lynch. Margot added 
a period to that part of her story by adjusting 
herself in her chair once more, and even with 

There’s so many diff erent activities 
undertaken that move the ball 
forward, and this was one of them.

-- MARGOT LEE SHETTERLY
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her eyes fi xed on me it seemed like she was 
reliving her decision all over again. 

In retrospect, she had a longer term 
view on the decisions she was making then. 
She needed something more adventurous, 
specifi cally entrepreneurial. Wall Street had 
its fascinations but she wanted more possi-
bilities beyond its institutional walls – walls 
described as she spoke with her hands as a 
small box. 

So Margot left  the fi nancial world. She 
worked as a freelance consultant for start-
up businesses, then on a public television 
program about startups, leading to a startup 
website, all in the early 2000s. When 9/11 
happened, her company shut down and 
she took a year off  from her New York life to 
travel.

Coming back to New York Margot went 
to work for another soft ware startup where 
she met her husband. A smile began to 
spread across her face as she described her 
marriage to Aran, and their move to Mexico 
to start their magazine: Inside Mexico.

Apparently there were no second 
thoughts about diving into not only a new 
marriage and new career but also moving to 
a foreign country. I was amazed--so many of 
us are scared to do any one of those things 
but she fearlessly took on all of them at 
once. Hampton, Va. was her home when she 
discovered the story of the West Computer 
women one Christmas from her father (who 
also worked at NASA), but Mexico is where 
Hidden Figures started being researched, 
calculated and craft ed. 

She had no idea what a storm of success 
this book would create. 

First times

“I T WAS MY FIRST book. Full stop.”
First times are really something, 

aren’t they? The rush you feel whenever 
that “fi rst time” happens is magic that can’t 
be replicated.

The fi rst time Margot heard the story 
of Katherine Johnson, something clicked 
inside and she began piecing together an 
essential question: why were there always 
women, particularly black women, at 
NASA when she went to go visit her dad at 
work?

Things got exciting as Margot started to 
formulate the questions that led her on her 
path to delve deeper into the story of the 
West Computers, the descriptive name giv-
en to a team of women tasked with running 
through volumes of mathematical compu-
tations. Their story began with Katherine 
but it was bigger than her – it was about this 
whole group of black women that worked 

there that helped push the “double v.” 
“I didn’t know any of that,” Margot 

said with a sense of wonder coloring her 
recollections. “And so that was really the 
beginning of unraveling a mystery of sorts.” 

The main mystery that she had to 
unravel was how to fi t black women like 
Katherine, Dorothy Vaughan and others 
into a history that mainly highlighted white 
male protagonists such as John Glenn and 
Alan Shepard. 

To my delight I soon discovered that 
Margot and I were total book nerds and 
liked to peruse the footnotes aft er reading. 
She began listing some key inspirations 

that she modeled her book aft er: one is 
Laura Hillenbrand, who helped redefi ne 
narrative nonfi ction by the extent she went 
through for describing such immersive 
detail through research in her story about 
Seabiscuit. For instance, Hillenbrand had 
notes at the end of the book that showed 
information on what the weather was like 
on a certain day, place and time. This level 
of research and detail that was included 
into the narrative really stuck with Margot 
and she adapted it to her style of writing.

Margot was fortunate to start on her 
book at the same time her husband was also 
working on his fi rst book. She got an inside 
view of what it was like to research and 
organize such a project, as well as have the 
advantage of a fi rst reader who knew her 
and what she was trying to accomplish. 

I felt the sense of admiration she had for 
her husband in the way she described the 
diff erent tricks and tools of researching, 
incorporating diff erent narratives and styles 
that she picked up from him that helped 
her with Hidden Figures. She clearly took 
comfort in the support from someone who 
had already been through the book writing 
process and who showed her how to suc-
ceed in various arenas such as the wrestle-
mania of FOIA (Freedom of Information 
Act) requests. 

Even if you’ve never read Hidden Figures, 
or any of Margot’s work or speeches, jump 
to the endnotes/footnotes of the book to see 
the lengths and extent to which she went to 
get the information needed to tell the West 
Computers’ story.

“Footnotes are the source of life.” It’s as if 
Margot worshipped them like I do.

The plethora of footnotes in Hidden 
Figures are the not-so-hidden clues to how 
she spent summers going over records, 
old newspaper articles, NASA archives, 
history books and – to really nail the story 
– aeronautic textbooks. If I didn’t know 
her backstory, I would assume she was a 
scientist herself. 

That is how much detail she put into her 
story. That’s the kind of writer she is and 
what contributed to making her fi rst book 
a success.

But Margot knew the book was bigger 
than herself. Every time I brought up her 
success as an author and the justice she did 
for these characters, she quickly reminded 
me that this was something they did. She 
was fi erce on this point – her role was sim-
ply to research and share their story about 
achieving the double victory at home and 
for the U.S. as a force to be reckoned with 
by other countries. 

Margot, through these women, chal-
lenged the idea of what fi ghting for civil 
rights during that time looked like. Turns 
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out that there were more people at work 
advancing the position of blacks other than 
leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. 

“There were so many diff erent ways to 
do it. There’s so many diff erent activities 
undertaken that move the ball forward, and 
this was one of them.”

Like me standing on her front porch, but 
bigger, Margot’s story proposal was sent out. 
She was initially apprehensive that she would 
fi nd an agent, a publisher or even how well 
the book would be received by others and 
those in her hometown.

Yet, just like it was Margot’s fi rst time…  
Mackenzie Brady Watson, Margot’s book 
agent, was herself a fi rst timer as a solo agent 
with Margot’s book. She read her proposal 
while working out on an elliptical. Stumbling 
into being Margot’s agent was a “major stroke 
of luck in my life.”  

Margot and Mackenzie both reinvent-
ed themselves from past careers and both 
found success in their new ones. They are 
testaments that it’s never too late to change 
directions and that the best things in life 
usually don’t come easy.

Speaking with Mackenzie over the phone 
in the corridors of my noisy house, I could 
feel a sense of admiration that Mackenzie 
had for Margot and her work ethic. She 
described to me the whole nerve-wracking 
process of getting Margot’s book published. 
It was almost like a horse race trying to fi nish 
the book before it was made into a major 
motion picture by another startup headed 
by Donna Gilotti, who won an Oscar for 
“Shakespeare in Love.” So much of Margot’s 
time was divided between the movie promo-
tion and fi nishing up the story that it was a 
bit stressful for both Mackenzie and Margot, 
but an experience that would go on to leave a 
lasting historical impact.

For all three of these women, Hidden 
Figures was their fi rst time that took time. Just 
like it took time to fi gure out how to get to the 
moon. It was a series of trials and errors, edits 
and rewrites, and no shortcuts were available.

We were so deep in conversation that I 
had to pause to remember to sip my water. 
I hadn’t really seen Margot take a sip of her 
coff ee either. Looking calm and collected, she 
sat in her chair with one hand resting on the 
table and a faint smile that seemed to stay on 
her face whenever she talked. 

Our attention turned to her next few 
projects and comparing the magic of the fi rst 
to how these next few books might ignite 
similar feelings. She tells me how the whole 
Hidden Figures experience is still so amazing 
to her that her little humble project hit the 
rarifi ed stratosphere of authorial success. 

Margot stressed crediting the success of 
the book to timing and interest in minority 
women’s stories readers were craving. This 
success of hers wouldn’t have been possible 
without these women.

“That was just something that happened 
and so much of it really I had no control 
over.”

She has Google alerts still set up to go off  
whenever something with the words “Hid-
den Figures” pops up and she reads about the 
“hidden fi gures of xyz, some place or some 
people who were not known.”

Going into these next few books, she has 
no illusions or expectations. She in no way 
wants to compete with Hidden Figures. The 
next stories will take on a life of their own 
and tell diff erent tales in diff erent settings. 

I ask her, with a smirk on my face, already 
knowing the answer, if she has accumulated 
any new research material for her next book. 
She then directs me around the room to a 
map of Baltimore from 1946 on the wall to 

the right of her desk and a slew of articles 
stacked on her desk next to her laptop. This 
time around, Margot wants to be more orga-
nized with managing the slew of information 
that she compiles as her research intensifi es 
on her next book. She says this line about 
how managing information is a signifi cant 
part of your job as a nonfi ction writer. 

As she said this I was looking straight 
at her, repeatedly mumbling “yeah” and 
“mmhmm,” but in my head I began thinking 
of the challenges of managing the informa-
tion that she had given me for this story. How 
was I going to shed light on this incredible 
woman who has so much to off er outside of 
her success with her fi rst book. She is a histo-
rian who doesn’t just focus on the predomi-
nant side of history but seeks to shed light on 
the forgotten and underrepresented that also 
contributed to what America is today. 

I began feeling overwhelmed with the 
gift  this visit became. I went in to interview 
Margot about the writing life and in turn 
she off ered me signifi cant life advice about 
not being scared of failing. We oft en wonder 
about our lives and try to fi gure out which is 
the best path for us. Sometimes we become 
so committed to achieving a singular path 
that we fear failure and changing courses. But 
Margot showed me that it’s natural and even 
desirable to exercise options and even to fall 
fl at on your face. As long as you persevere.

This truth is also found in the story of 
the women who started as school teachers 
turned mathematicians who helped launch 
man into space and eventually to the moon. 
Can you imagine a world where they were 
too scared or intimidated to take a diff erent 
path just because it wasn’t the one they had 
set their “realistic goals” on? 

We have landed

A T THE END OF our interview, I need-
ed to rush back to my Airbnb to write. I 

had stocked up on my favorite writing snacks 
prior to the interview and couldn’t wait for 
the sugar to fi ll my veins and further fuel the 
fi re that Margot ignited in me. 

As I began taking some photos of her, I 
took in more of the surroundings. On the top 
shelf to her left  was an Alpha Kappa Alpha 
and Katherine Johnson dolls positioned on 
opposites sides of each other. Nestled in be-
tween the two dolls was a number one hand 
sign. Mackenzie had given the sign to Margot 
when Hidden Figures hit number one on the 
charts. A feat that took no shortcuts and a 
great deal of research and organization from a 
dedicated focus on doing justice to a brilliant 
group of women left  out of America’s history.

“There are no shortcuts. That is truth of 
life.” 
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I f you peruse the internet 
searching for info about 

Margot Lee Shetterly, you will 
fi nd mostly stuff  about the Hid-
den Figures book and movie. I 
brought this up to her and she 
laughed a little as I said I really 
wanted to show readers who 
she was behind all the writing 
and footnotes.

We constantly kept getting 
off  tasks as we discovered 
many similarities between us 
and laughter fi lled the air. We 
had a shared love for footnotes 
and for libraries. I made a slight 
joke about how librarians are 
unsung Hidden Figures as 
she discussed how Interlibrary 
Loan was a lifeline for when it 
came to researching. 

Somewhere around the end 
of the interview, I shifted my 
questions back to some of 
the things we initially started 
talking about. Again, I was 
completely dumbfounded at 
how multifaceted Margot is. 

 Who would’ve thought that 
Margot had always wanted 
to learn how to play the bass 
guitar? Let alone actually own 
one that was gifted to her this 
past Christmas by her hus-
band. I felt so at ease to joke 
around with her like we were 
old friends that I joked about 
how she should bring it to the 
conference and play it during 
her speech.

She laughed and brought 
out her “air guitar” and started 
strumming it while making a 
“dun de dun de dun” noises. An 
instant hit. I’m really hoping she 
makes her bass guitar debut 
one day. 

I mentioned how I tried to 
play it but was too scared and 

again was provided with anoth-
er piece of advice early in our 
interview: Margot would rather 
say she tried something and 
failed than to never have tried 
it at all.

Between the constant re-
search and writing, you wonder 
what else she likes to do for 
fun. Think back...the yarn to 
my right of my seat. It wasn’t 
just for show. Margot knits and 
when I say she knits … she re-
ally makes whole sweaters and 
even her own wedding dress 
that she wore when she mar-
ried Aran.

“It’s really a magical thing, 
you take this string and turn it 
into something three-dimen-

sional, quite amazing,” she said 
in awe of the craft. “And there’s 
math involved, you know, 
you’ve got to do the counting 
and measuring.”

She learned it from her mom 
at a young age and to her knit-
ting was a lot like engineering. 
Best-selling author and skilled 
knitter. I had never met a wom-
an so inspiring other than my 
mother in real life. To me, Mar-
got is also a Hidden Figure. A 
woman who reinvented herself 
despite the risks and succeed-
ed. 

-- Madalyn Cooper

MARGOT’S HIDDEN TALENTS
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+ TAYLOR BRANCH

A WITNESS TO 
HISTORY

T aylor Branch is to MLK as 
Robert Caro is to LBJ. 

The preeminent chronicler 
of the civil rights movement, 

Branch received the Pulitzer Prize for 
History in 1988 for Parting the Waters: 
America in the King Years, 1954-63, the 
fi rst installment of his comprehensive, 
groundbreaking trilogy. Over the next 
18 years, Pillar of Fire: America in the 
King Years, 1963-65, and At Canaan’s 
Edge: America in the King Years, 1965-68 
drew comparisons to Caro’s multiple 
volumes on Lyndon Johnson and Shelby 
Foote’s The Civil War. In 2018 a decades-
long cinematic quest culminated 
with HBO’s “King in the Wilderness” 
documenting the distance between the 
steps of the Lincoln Memorial and the 
balcony of the Lorraine Motel.

Branch has been both roommate 
and commissioned historian for 
Bill Clinton. The Clinton Tapes: 
Wrestling History With the President 
tells the story of eight years of secret 
monthly meetings to produce a fi rst-
person account of the era.

Branch also focused his attention 
on the best, and worst, of the 
sports world with Second Wind, a 
collaboration with 11-time NBA 
champion Bill Russell, and The Cartel: 
Inside the Rise and Imminent Fall of the 
NCAA.

The holder of 10 honorary 
doctorates in addition to a B.A. from 
North Carolina and an M.P.A from 
Princeton, Branch makes his home in 
Baltimore.

The following is a condensed and edited 
conversation with Dave Barnett recorded in 
March.

Q: 
Bill Russell had been retired as a player 
for 10 years when you collaborated on his 
autobiography [Second Wind]. What at that 
point made you decide to make him a subject?

A: Well that is an embarrassing 
historical fact. From my writing 

career, more than anything else I was 
trying to break into book writing from 
magazine journalism at Harper’s and 

Esquire before then, and in those days 
a regular avenue to do that was from 
ghostwriting.

People starting off  to write books 
would get experience and credibility in the 

publishing world by serving as ghostwriters. 
I had served as a ghostwriter for John Dean 
in ‘76 on [Blind Ambition] because I had 
covered Watergate extensively for Harper’s 
and for Esquire. When that was done my 

name was on the ghostwriters list, which 
was much more secretive than it is now. I 
told my representatives that I’ve wanted to 
fi nd somebody as diff erent as possible from 
John Dean, because I thought ghostwriting 
in diff erent voices was very good practice 
for becoming a novelist, which is what a 
real writer is. Novelists write in the voice 
of characters. So I wanted somebody as 
diff erent from Dean as possible. They 

brought me a proposal to work with 
Bill Russell and I was thrilled. Unless 
you were female, it’s hard to imagine 
somebody more diff erent than a nearly 
seven foot basketball player from John 
Dean. So that’s how that came about. I 
loved working with Russell, and he was 
a really, really good guy. I lived with 
him for two months in ‘77, the same 
way I’d lived with Dean through most 
of ‘76.

Q: You have been in the belly of 
the beast of big time sports 

and the highest level of politics. What 
similarities have you discovered?

A: Oh, that’s a good question. 
Well they’re both highly 

competitive. And (pauses) I think their 
level of intelligence in both fi elds is publicly 
underestimated, in the sense that popular 
journalism and popular culture tend to 
disparage politicians as being selfi sh and 
kind of mindless, just out to protect their 
jobs and stuff  like that, and athletes being 
jocks. But from my experience, I think that 

Story by Dave Barnett  -- 
Photos courtesy of Taylor Branch

career, more than anything else I was 

a regular avenue to do that was from 
ghostwriting.

would get experience and credibility in the 
publishing world by serving as ghostwriters. 
I had served as a ghostwriter for John Dean 
in ‘76 on [
covered Watergate extensively for Harper’s 
and for Esquire. When that was done my 

name was on the ghostwriters list, which 
was much more secretive than it is now. I 
told my representatives that I’ve wanted to 
fi nd somebody as diff erent as possible from 
John Dean, because I thought ghostwriting 
in diff erent voices was very good practice 
for becoming a novelist, which is what a 

Q: 

you were female, it’s hard to imagine 
somebody more diff erent than a nearly 
seven foot basketball player from John 
Dean. So that’s how that came about. I 
loved working with Russell, and he was 
a really, really good guy. I lived with 
him for two months in ‘77, the same 
way I’d lived with Dean through most 
of ‘76.

Q: 

competitive. And (pauses) I think their 
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at least at the highly competitive level, sports 
require people to be smart. I think people 
in politics who are leaders are smarter, and 
in some senses more dedicated, than we 
think. I know when I did the Clinton diary 
in the White House I was struck by the fact, 
just listening to him late at night talk about 
being president, his private conversation(s)... 
were so articulate and ranged over so many 
subjects, and had such a level of concern 
about the state of the world. It was very 
striking to me, because most of my friends 
who are still writing about him were pretty 
cynical about politicians, and about him in 
particular. My experience has been that the 
people at high levels in politics and sports are 
pretty shrewd people.

Q: How did you approach that task 
of being his official chronicler? You 

had newsworthy things going on in real time, 
but you’re also trying to balance what future 
historians were going to be interested in. How 
did you weigh those two factors?

A: I weighed on the side of history 
because it was a historical mission. 

I was trying to protect it. But believe me, it 
was difficult. I wrote a memoir about it [The 
Clinton Tapes: Wrestling History With the 
President], and one of the reasons that I wrote 
the memoir was to try to give people a sense 
of what it’s like to be sitting around with 
an active president on a mission like this. 
Because I was aware that the mission itself 
depended entirely on him. All he had to do 
was stop calling me and I wouldn’t go. But at 
the same time, it was his initiative. He wanted 
to do it. And I respected the fact that he’s 
doing it at one o’clock in the morning after 
a long day being president. And there I am. 
I wanted to try to push him as far as I could 
not to just recap what was in the news, but to 
focus on what he couldn’t say at the moment. 
I would try to push him on that but I was 
sensitive about the fact that if I pushed him 
too far he might say, well, screw these oral 
history sessions (laughs).

Q: Do you think Dr. King considered his 
efforts a success in 1968?

A: We did a documentary at HBO last 
year (“King in the Wilderness”) 

about the last three years of his life, which 
are not really widely known. Most people 
just kind of know the “I Have a Dream” 
King. I think toward the end of his life he 
was very, very realistic about the fact that 
the optimism in his movement had been 
eclipsed by backlash and war, and that he was 
leaving what he called a witness about race 
in the North, and poverty, the larger issues, 
and war. He said that American history 
showed that whenever there was progress, 
like after the Civil War, that there tends to be 
a backlash afterwards because the currents of 
race are very deep. By the time he was killed 
in 1968 he was a largely marginalized figure. 
He wasn’t on the front pages of what was 
the contemporary news. It was dominated 
by the war and by black power and reaction 
against black power. So King’s message had 
been largely eclipsed. On the other hand, he 
was very proud. He said we’ve set in motion 
things that are going to benefit all Americans. 

Q: You grew up in Atlanta. Do you 
remember your first take on Dr. King, 

and when you decided you wanted to spend a 

Bill Russell at the March on Washington (U.S. National Archives and Records Administration)
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huge chunk of your life writing about him and 
his work?

A: (laughs) It wasn’t one take. We grew 
up in the same town. I never saw him 

in person, and I was far enough removed 
from that and any interest in it. My dad was 
a dry cleaner. I was interested in football 
and becoming a doctor. But the civil rights 
movement was going on through my whole 
childhood. I think I was in first grade the 
year of the Brown decision and I finished 
college the spring that Dr. King was killed, 
‘68. So all in between it was going on. I do 
remember his sermons and the passion in his 
sermons. I would listen to those.

But frankly, it was things around it that 
really made me start thinking and wonder 
how deep they went. It was seeing small 
children march into dogs and firehoses 
singing the same songs I sang in Sunday 
school. I wondered where that came from. It 
was noticing that my white teenage friends 
would not court their girlfriends to anything 
but crossover black music by Jackie Wilson 
or Sam Cooke or Mary Wells. Where was 
that coming from, that romance had a link 
across the races when everybody was scared? 
The fact that the authority figures in Atlanta 
claimed that they had race under control, 
but you could see 
that they had no 
idea what they were 
talking about. And 
that was unsettling.

So it just kind 
of gradually wore 
me down. I wanted 
to know where this 
was coming from, 
and it took a long 
time, by the time 
I got started in 
college. Vietnam 
came along right 
after the civil rights 
movement. I really 
felt the civil rights 
movement had 
been a very, very 
deep river and I 
didn’t know where 
it had come from. 
I knew I hadn’t 
been part of it but 
it had influenced 
me enough that I 
wanted to find out 
more. Ultimately I discovered that if I really 
wanted to know where it came from I was 
gonna have to write it, because most of the 
books about the civil rights movement were 
written at a very high level of being removed 
from it. They were kind of analysis, and I 

really wanted more of a storytelling history, 
which is the way I wound up approaching 
history.                                 

Q: So that was what you saw missing 
in the civil rights story, the on-the-

ground perspective?

A: Yes. I wanted to know where it came 
from, what made these people do all 

this stuff. Where the inspiration came from, 
where the belief came from that it could 
matter. What would make somebody on the 
Freedom Rides sit there and tell a Klansman 
“you can hit me in the head, but our children 
will be better off for it”? Things like that 
were just stunning to me, where that belief 
came from. I mean, the audacity. Because 
in the South in that era we really, really 
were separated. So much so that if you had 
black people walk into a room full of white 
people everybody’s palms would get sweaty. 
You were afraid something would happen, 
that the Klan would show up or the police 
would show up or that somebody’s father’s 
business would get ruined. It was really 
scary. The notion that kids on the other 
side of the racial line thought they could 
change the country and benefit everybody 
was just flabbergasting to me, that they had 
that sort of audacity, that they were gonna 

fix the country. And King was kind of the 
spokesperson for that.

Q: When you started what became 
a trilogy-plus, and a film and 

everything else, did you know this was going to 
take this many years of your life and this many 
thousands of pages?

A: I didn’t know it was going to take that 
long. I think this was my sixth book 

contract. 
It was a three-year contract and all my 

previous ones had been for a year or less. So 
I knew it was three times longer than any 
contract I had done before and I probably 
knew that it was going to take longer than 
that. But I didn’t know it was going to take 
24 years, and if I had known they wouldn’t 
have given me the contract (laughs). And 
if they had given me the contract my wife 
wouldn’t have let me sign it (laughs louder). 
So I knew it was a bigger enterprise. I knew it 
was really what I wanted to do. In fact, even 
starting with the Bill Russell book I would 
ask the publisher, when I finish the Dean 
book I want to write about the civil rights 
movement because it had such an influence 
on me. Can I do it yet? Basically they said no, 
you need more experience, and no, there’s 
not that much interest in race relations, and 

Americans don’t read 
books about race, and 
so on. So it took me 
a while to build up 
enough credentials 
that they would give 
me a contract, even 
for three years. That 
was a big stretch. I’m 
immensely grateful to 
Simon and Schuster 
that they did that. 
Then we struggled 
and cobbled together 
stuff to keep going 
for six years to get 
Parting the Waters 
done, and it did well 
enough that after that 
they were willing to 
keep extending the 
contract.

Q: And you 
worked 30 

years to get that story 
on film. Why was it 
so important to get it 

down on film? 

A: It’s still important to get it on film. 
The only film that I’ve done, as I 

mentioned, “King in the Wilderness” last 
year, that’s a documentary film. I think 
there are a hundred wonderful movies in 

Photograph of President 
William Jefferson Clinton, First 
Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton, 
Chelsea Clinton, and Buddy 
the Dog Walking on the South 
Lawn (White House Photograph 
Office.)
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the civil rights movement on a human scale 
that will surprise and inspire and instruct 
people. But Hollywood is still uncomfortable 
about race, I mean in the sense of showing 
the movement for what it was, which is 
that everybody was internally divided and 
arguing like crazy about what to do. Really 
the only safe way out in Hollywood is to 
show that people know what right and wrong 
is. People are afraid to show confl ict within 
the movement. I mean, Alex Haley wrote a 
script on Parting the Waters and it wasn’t the 
fi rst one. I think he was the second or third 
one, and he died in [1992]. 

We’ve had these eff orts in many 
incarnations in the fi lm area and never 
really gotten them to the screen, except 
the documentary. Jonathan Demme had it 
for fi ve years aft er “Silence of the Lambs.” 
HBO had it for I don’t know how long, 10 
years almost. ABC Television had it, Sony, 
TriStar, Paramount. So it’s been around 
the block a lot. You know, occasionally in 
Academy Awards ceremonies you see some 
person say, you know, “It took 15 years to 
make this movie,” and it seems unrealistic. 
Well it always seemed unrealistic to me, but 
it doesn’t anymore (laughs) because these 
things are really hard. 

Q: If you were just starting out today 
would you still concentrate on books? 

Or do you think with Netfl ix, all the diff erent 
platforms today, television, movies, that’s an 
easier way to tell a story and get the widest 
possible audience?

A: Well I think I would if I hadn’t had 
all the disappointments in the fi lm 

business. But you’re right that if I were 
starting out today, in today’s book business, 
it would be very diffi  cult to get started. 
The book business is harder to get into. 
Certainly the kind of journalism I did, it’s 
harder to make a living doing what I did at 
the Washington Monthly and Harper’s to 
get started. So I don’t know that there’s that 
many people going into print journalism, 
which is the way I started out, and then went 
into books. The great thing about books, if 
you can make a living and support yourself, 
is that you control them. All you need is you. 
You’re facing a blank page every day. But with 
a fi lm you can work and do your part and 
everything else, but the head of the studio 
can get a divorce (laughs) or decide that they 
want to do Marvel Comics movies instead of 
yours. You’re just subject to so many diff erent 
whims.

I think you’re right that fi lm is a better 
outlet. Children of some of my friends are in 
the TV business and doing well, but they’re 
not doing things about the race issue. So 
I’m not that optimistic about the capacity of 

Netfl ix and Amazon and that sort of thing 
to handle it. Although we watch “This is 
Us” and they do a really good job. There are 
good places that handle non-politicized race 
relations pretty well.

Q: With the state of print, and the fact 
that an educated populace is necessary 

for successful democracy, how optimistic 
are you about the future of participatory 
democracy?

A: Well you have to be optimistic about 
the future of democracy because 

the alternative is pretty damn bleak. I mean 
the fact of the matter is if our democracy 
falls apart, you can see it falling, it’s already, 
we can all around the world, and the rest 
of the world looks to us, and that’s one of 
the reasons that the authoritarian streaks in 
Trump are alarming quite apart from any 
disagreements on policy. People don’t even 
talk about the basic tradition that we’re trying 
to uphold, underneath all of the arguments 
about how the Constitution works, and this 
that and the other, is that people respect 
elections. We don’t have coups aft er elections. 
We’ll go from Clinton to Bush, and we’ll 
go from Bush to Obama, and people are 
unhappy but they respect the elections. 
That’s not a given in most countries around 
the world. It’s certainly not a given in Russia, 
and it’s less of a given in Hungary than it was 
15 years ago. So I guess what I’m saying is, 
it is scary to me that some people take our 
democracy for granted without realizing that 
it deserves respect and analysis.

Q: The theme of this conference is “Justice 
in America.” What other issues 

or events are going on now that you see as 
representative of justice in America as it stands 
today?

A: Wow. That’s a big question. Well, we 
talked a lot about scandals. I see race 

as central if people want to talk about justice 
in America. But I do think that cynicism itself 

about government is very, very important. 
Because I think that there really are major 
issues of economic displacement that make 
people feel insecure, and I don’t mean just 
coal miners. I mean college professors, 
newspaper reporters. Everybody feels that 
their industry is not secure and that their 
profession might be displaced.  What we 
need, and lack I think, is a restored belief that 
the purpose of politics is to help people make 
adjustments to all those displacements that 
happen.

If we’re cynical about politics, and then 
we’re cynical about the economy, that the 
economy is going to displace my job the 
same way it displaced what, two million 
telephone operators 50 years ago, if it’s just 
putting people out of work and we’re all 
going to be insecure, we’re more likely to 
turn on each other. And I think that’s what’s 
happened. It makes it to me that much 
more vital to restore some sense that we can 
address these things. 

That’s the great thing about the civil rights 
movement. It addressed and dealt with the 
most intractable problem we had, which 
was segregation in the South, with not a 
single public offi  cial between Texas and the 
Atlantic Ocean supporting changes in the 
segregation laws. And that happened and it 
changed everything. And as King predicted, 
it liberated the white South and the white 
Southern economy and white Southern 
politics. We don’t have that sort of sense that 
we can tackle our most intractable problems 
together and do things that are good. That’s 
the biggest burden of cynicism to me. So I 
guess the short answer to the question you 
asked is that I think that the cynicism, the 
gridlock, or however you want to put it, 
is bedeviling us at a time when we really 
can’t aff ord it, because we do have objective 
problems of displacement and insecurity 
in the economy that really need a sense of 
optimism and practical solutions.
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AMERICAN 
CROSSROADS 

W hat’s it like to sit down 
with a literary giant turned 
popular commentator 
who fearlessly exposes 

the weaknesses of those on both sides of 
the political spectrum? A famous writer 
who boldly torches our cultural and social 
landscape to wake us up?

I’m about to fi nd out. Little 5-foot-2 me, 
clutching my list of interview questions I’ve 
agonized over the last few weeks preparing 
for this meeting. Hoping that I’ll be able to 
hold his interest, have a worthwhile conver-
sation and not sound stupid.

I’m walking up to the door, trying not to 
notice my anxiety rising… was I sweating? 
Putting more essential oils on my lava bead 
bracelet than normal, I hoped he wouldn’t 
notice the peppermint aroma waft ing from 
my wrist.  I’m running through the interview 
in my head – but getting ahead of myself. I’m 
still standing outside his house.

Hesitating for a moment, I took one 
last deep breath and knocked on his door, 
remembering to fi x a smile on my face. 

“Hello Brittany.” Ben Fountain is smiling 
back as he opens the door and holds out his 
hand in greeting. Standing casually in jeans 
and a University of Pennsylvania sweatshirt. 

“Welcome. Please come in.”
Well, at least I got in the door.  
He leads me through the living room to 

the kitchen, chatting about – I don’t re-
member what – so focused as I was on the 
interview questions I’ve been refi ning over 
and over. 

I’m about to interview a renowned writer 
who doesn’t shy away from controversy in 
any arena. Who has no qualms about telling 
it like it is when it comes to our modern-day 
political fi gures. From poking fun at Ted 
Cruz to outlining Donald Trump, one 
could say that he is most comfortable simply 
writing how he views the current climate. 
By comparing our current situation with the 
likes of the Great Depression and the New 
Deal, he is trying to turn the politically blind 
into seeing-eye dogs who can lead others 
into the light of knowledge.

In his latest piece, this novelist takes on 
the role of a journalist to cover the 2016 
election and the minimal highs and oh-so 
lows of our political system that we now 
have to settle for – or so we seem to accept. 
Citizens have the power to change our po-
litical system by whom we elect to positions 
of leadership, but can we really change the 
way the rest of the world views our apparent 
broken realities? Fountain believes we have 
a long way to go.

From his perspective, you never really 
know what you are going to get at any 

given time. Our political system is just like 
a balloon – up in the clouds and full of hot 
air. His newest prose depicts our country as 
‘under attack’ of sorts from our own doing.

Beautiful Country Burn Again is a 
political work that outlines how the U.S. has 
taken a nosedive into the deep and murky 
pit of hatred and partisanship. Much like the 
debate over World War I, American politics 
has divided the country yet again. With 
seemingly no end in sight, Fountain off ers 
some suggestions on how to pull up our 
bootstraps and get to work on rebuilding 
our country. 

As we settled into the dark wooden kitch-
en table, I couldn’t help but notice how quiet 
his house was. There was no radio playing 
soft  music or political/social commentary 
in the background, no television news 
competing for attention, not even a cell 
phone dinging periodic notifi cations. Just 
the soft  whistle of a tea kettle sounding off  in 
the kitchen, even that at a whisper. Gazing 
out the picture windows overlooking his 
backyard, I could see that even the weather 
was complicitly hushed. It was one of those 
Texas days where the warm spring weather 
had given way to a cold snap, so even the 
fl ora and fauna were hunkered down. Not 
the personal space I’d expect of this fl ame-
throwing political commentator.

I take another deep breath and open my 
packet of questions. And we’re off ... 

Story by Britt any Owens --
Photos courtesy of Ben Fountain

+ BEN FOUNTAIN
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 He begins this narrative by recounting 
the Truman presidency and how Harry and 
his wife Bess traveled around the states after 
leaving the White House. They did so with 
no expectations of speaking engagements, 
book deals, or documentary specials. They 
just wanted some time to themselves to enjoy 
the beautiful countryside. So unlike today’s 
politicians, whom Fountain views as more 
than leaders of our country: they are authors, 
professional public speakers and, in some 
cases, reality stars. 

Fountain’s playing with the teabag sitting 
on a small saucer next to his cup, and I 
wonder if he is nervous too – or maybe he 
just isn’t sure about me yet. Watching him I 
suddenly notice that I am slowly spinning 
my bracelet – definite anxiety on my part. 
Stopping my lava beads, I move on to anoth-
er topic. We began to discuss our president, 
and how his actions so vastly differ from 
Truman’s. Fountain opines that no president 
before Trump has ever waltzed into the 
White House with such arrogance. Describ-
ing President Trump as a clown, Fountain 
goes on to say, “Maybe we are the clowns 
and buffoons for thinking we know what’s 
going on.” In today’s politics so much goes on 
behind closed doors that the general public 

is hidden from much of what is going on. We 
are essentially in the dark when it comes to 
the goings on of our elected leaders and the 
motivations behind their decisions. 

Fountain moves on to another aspect of 
his book: the monetary contributions that so 
heavily impacted the 2016 election. When 
discussing Hillary Clinton’s war chest, he 
mentions that we must pause to truly appre-
ciate just how much money she obtained, 
and the way in which she acquired it. From 
giving speeches to Goldman Sachs to getting 
millions of dollars in donations from organi-
zations around the country, Clinton spent an 
eyebrow-raising amount of money in her bid 
for the presidency. When you figure Donald 
Trump spent roughly $350 million, and the 
Clinton campaign spent even more and lost, 
it makes one wonder just what more she 
could have done to win. 

No longer playing with the tea bag or 
spinning my bracelet, we’re settling into the 
interview now. I ask a hypothetical question: 
If someone ignorant of American politics 
were to read Beautiful Country Burn Again, 
what assumptions would he make about our 
current state? 

Fountain had to think about this one. 
Tilting his head slightly to his left, he let 

out a ‘hum’ before speaking. His answer is 
intriguing, as I did not expect him to bring in 
context about the good and the bad together. 
This sort of participatory democracy is new 
in human affairs, he mentions. He adds that 
if this unknowing person looked at our past 
and present political climate he would see 
that, “At times, we have performed magnif-
icently ... and that at times, we have failed 
miserably.” As an example, Fountain believes 
that Donald Trump’s election to the White 
House was one of the great failures in our 
history. 

A majority of the American people fall 
under the same umbrella: they are angry, 
alienated, frustrated, and confused. All of 
which led to Trump’s election. However, “We 
really do have a beautiful country. Some-
thing extraordinary was established here.” 

Talking about the nature of the Amer-
ican public, the Tea Party and Occupy 
movements each gained genuine traction 
in the 2016 election. While the Tea Party 
is still around, not as large but still active, 
the Occupy movement fizzled out almost 
as fast as it began. The Tea Party garnered 
large amounts of money quickly, whereas the 
Occupy crusade was born out of grassroots 
efforts. Gathering supporters all across the 
nation, these parties actually changed how 
the election transpired. 

But, Fountain adds, even though these 
organizations gave hope to the general pub-
lic, they did not erase the 20 years of feeling 
as though we were getting screwed over. 

Uncrossing his arms, now I think maybe 
he is settling more comfortably into the 
interview. Maybe I can ask more personal 
questions?  

He states in Burn Again that there have 
been two reinventions of our general being: 
the Civil War and the New Deal. When I ask 
what the third one would be, he stops and 
pauses again before answering. He admits 
that he thought it would have happened in 
2008, with the economic downfall; however, 
this was not the case. There was just not a big 
enough upheaval to majorly disrupt our way 
of life. Not to diminish the hardships that 
people faced, but it was just not the consid-
erable interruption that it would take to truly 
change the way we operate. Obama ran on a 
platform that he could restructure what we 
needed at the time. He had the opportunity 
to actually change the economic climate and 
rebalance the power struggle, but –

“He wasn’t that president.” 
While not advocating that we go through 

an existential crisis, Fountain admits that it 
is going to take something huge to right the 
ship. “The situation as it currently is cannot 
be sustained,” he says of our current predica-
ment. “Either we reinvent ourselves and take 
another big step towards true equality and 
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true rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness, or it becomes an empty rhetoric.”

Fountain believes that things have gotten 
worse under the Trump administration, not 
better as the president promised. “We are at 
a crossroads,” he states when discussing what 
might come next. We either get our act togeth-
er and garner support for each other, or be 
left dangling in the hot air of the next group of 
political hopefuls. Will the next disruption be 
economic, constitutional, or climate centered? 
We just won’t know until it hits us in the face. 

Even after successfully completing Burn 
Again, Fountain still considers himself a fiction 
writer. His next work, centered around Haiti, 
is something that he has been looking into for 
a while now. Eager to get to this next project, 
he mentions that he would still follow the next 
presidential election, just not as closely as he 
did in 2016. He says that, “I have to do it, oth-
erwise, I wouldn’t have any peace in myself.”

When it comes to our theme of Justice in 
America, Fountain has a few ideas on how 

we can regain societal stability. He recounts a 
rally for Bernie Sanders where Cornel West 
spoke about humanity. Describing the needed 
equality of how we see our neighbors, he 
said that, “their humanity is equal to yours.” 
I couldn’t help but think about how he must 
have felt standing at all the rallies he attended. 
Living such a seemingly quiet life – he is not 
on social media and his children are grown – I 
wondered if he ever felt out of place in such 
loud and boisterous situations. Or maybe he 
feels energized and empowered? 

Wrapping up our interview Fountain also 
adds that, to him, true justice must be reached 
by working together. “A just society is a loving 
society.” 

Standing up to say our goodbyes, the 
tables turn and he starts asking me questions. 
This is not what I signed up for, I laugh to 
myself. Inquiring about my time as a high 
school teacher and coach, he wondered how 
I ended up working on a collegiate magazine. 
Explaining my journey through grad school, 

he smiles and nods, listening intently listening 
to what I think is a tedious story. We chat for 
a bit more about what it was like teaching and 
coaching teenagers and where I see myself 
after graduation.

As he escorts me back through the living 
room he says something that I would never 
expect. 

“It was a pleasure meeting you, Brittany,” he 
said. “I really enjoyed our talk today.”

Wait...WHAT?! Did Ben Fountain just 
say that he actually didn’t hate the past hour? 
And he wasn’t just being polite? He sounded 
so sincere that I instantly smile – probably 
too much, now that I think back on it. Giving 
each other our best wishes, he gently closes 
the door and I walk the few steps down his 
pathway to my car. Starting the engine I could 
only think to myself that my first foray into 
interviewing a famous writer and deep think-
er went terribly well, and I learned and was 
inspired much too. 

Thanks, lucky lava beads.  

The novel side of 
Ben Fountain

I n addition to his two novels, 
Ben Fountain has written one 

non-fiction book and had two 
short works published in two 
anthologies: “Near-Extinct Birds of 
the Central Cordillera” in Zoetrobe: 
All Story and “The Good Ones Are 
Already Taken” in The Barcelona 
Review.

“Beautiful Country Burn 
Again” (2018)

“Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime 
Walk” (2012)

“Brief Encounters with Che 
Guevara” (2006)
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Biographers International 
Organization, which is celebrating 
its 10th anniversary in 2019, 
cultivates and enhances the 
literary form, the standards of 
research, reporting and execution, 
and the public understanding of 
biography.

Join Robert Caro, Kitty Kelley, T.J. 
Stiles, Stacy Schiff, Douglas Brinkley, 
and hundreds of other biographers 
who are BIO members.

Membership benefits include:

• Subscription to our monthly 
newsletter, The Biographer’s Craft, 
featuring interviews with leading 
biographers, biography-related 
publishing news, information 
about grants and prizes, and 
research and writing tips. 

• Access to all past issues of TBC 

• Generous discount on BIO 
conference. 

• Eligibility for our BIO mentoring 
project.  

• Ability to serve on BIO committees, 
a great networking opportunity. 

• Examples of successful book 
proposals. 

• Opportunities to connect with 
other biographers worldwide.

For information, visit us at
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ON 
DESPERATE 
GROUND

+ HAMPTON SIDES

H ampton Sides is a ground-
breaking narrative 
nonfiction historian and 
storyteller.  His historical 

epics focus on the powerful theme of hu-
man endurance. Atmospheric detail, mus-
cular action, and cinematic scenes awaken 
reader’s sensibilities to life and death 
challenges.  His eye for detail, whether “ex-
traneous fact, juicy irony” or scene setting 
is revelatory.  Showing historical figures in 
an unfamiliar light – challenging popular 
characterizations, requires “the reportorial 
goods to back it up.”  On Desperate Ground; 
The Marines at The Reservoir, the Korean 
War’s Greatest Battle, is a story of uncom-
mon heroism and valor.   

Q: What do you hope readers will take 
away from On Desperate Ground?

A: All battles are terrible, but the Battle 
of Chosin Reservoir was fought 

under such extreme conditions, on such 
forbidding terrain, in such insane weather, 
and against such overwhelming numer-
ical odds, that it takes a special place in 
the annals of combat. It’s one of the most 
decorated clashes in our nation’s history, 
and with good reason. The extremity 
of the battle brought to the fore a naked 
survival instinct, a fierce camaraderie, 
and a rare improvisational spirit. To me, 
there’s something timeless about this 
engagement—with shades of Thermopylae, 
or Xenophon’s account of the “march of 
the 10,000.” Chosin was a classic ambush 
and envelopment in which the Chinese 
quite nearly succeeded in destroying one 
of the United States’ finest fighting forces, 
the First Marine Division. But on the 

shores of a frozen alpine lake, in sub-zero 
temperatures, the Marines held on and 
heroically bashed their way out of Mao’s 
trap, marching from the mountains to the 
safety of the sea. 

Q: What enabled the First Marine 
Division to prevail against 

overwhelming odds?

A: I try not to drink too much of the 
Marine Kool-Aid, but undeniably 

there is something very special about the 
Marines. And in my book, I try to get at its 
essence. They have a certain steady, ready 
competence, and an ethos that seems to 
breed success. They’re neither fin nor fur 
nor feather—they’re their own thing , set 
apart from our other branches of service. 
And they’re ferocious fighters, of course. 
They circle the wagons and protect their 
own. Whenever there’s trouble somewhere 
in the world, we say, “Time to call in the 

Questions submitt ed by 
Luanne Wing

Photos courtesy of Hampton Sides

A Q&A with Hampton Sides
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Oliver Prince Smith

Marines.” There’s a very good reason for 
that expression. In the case of Chosin, a 
lot of the credit goes to the commanding 
general of the First Marine Division, an 
amazing man named Oliver Prince Smith.

Q: What made General Smith so 
exceptional?

A: Smith foresaw the battle weeks 
before it happened and took the 

necessary precautions to protect his men 
from annihilation. He’s the protagonist of 
the book, and was, I think , one of the most 
underrated generals in American history. 
And he’s a great character. Smith was not 
your typical gung-ho Marine. He was an 

intellec-
tual, a 
graduate 
of Berke-
ley, a 
voracious 
read-
er. He 
smoked 
a pipe, 
spoke 
French, 
cultivated 
roses. 
They 
called 
him The 
Profes-
sor. And 
he was 
preter-
naturally 

calm. While the battle raged across the 
mountains, there was, at his headquarters, 
an oasis of composure and resolve.

Q: It seems you’re attracted to disaster 
narratives, and to the theme of how 

ordinary people meet catastrophic situations. 
Why?

A: Probably my interest in these types 
of stories grew out of my years as 

an editor at Outside magazine, which over 
the years has run some of the very best ad-
venture and sports writing in the country. 
When I was on staff there, I got to work 
with some really great writers, who gave 
me some terrific ideas about how to make 
writing vivid and muscular, and how to 
make things come alive on the page. I de-
cided to go back into history and hunt for 
some of those same qualities that we were 
looking for at Outside. Many of my books 
have focused on the larger theme of human 
endurance — how people survive terrible 
ordeals, summoning some combination 
of courage, ingenuity, and grace under 

pressure. It’s a powerful motif, and one I 
seem to keep returning to. Ordeals lay ev-
erything bare and reveal character. Think 
about the opposite of an ordeal: When 
everything is going well and everybody’s 
happy, where’s the story?

Q: Many of your books have been 
described as “epics.” How do you 

approach writing this kind of story?

A: The word “epic” is surely overused, 
but I do think the Battle of Chosin 

Reservoir qualifies. The scale is big , the 
stakes are huge, the geography is expan-
sive, and an aura of life-and-death gravitas 
hovers over nearly every page. One of the 
most important things when approaching 
an “epic” story is not to let yourself become 
too daunted by its size and scope.

You have to worm your way into it just 
like any other story — interviewing people, 
reading widely, digging into the archives, 
and so on. And very quickly you have to 
find the individual characters who can 
bring it down to earth and make it seem 
intimate. It’s a cliché but it’s true: You have 
to locate the universal in the particular. If 
you can’t make your story about people, no 
one’s going to read it.

Q: A Hampton Sides book is an 
immersive experience — sensory-

rich and intense. How do you distill your 
research to achieve those qualities?

A: I sometimes use research assistants 
to help me find certain things, 

but I could never trust them to do any of 
the actual nitty-gritty research because I 
could never explain to them what it is I’m 
hunting for. It all boils down to my own 
idiosyncratic tastes, I guess. Sometimes it’s 
some seemingly extraneous fact or some 
tiny, juicy irony. Or a bit of atmospheric 
detail. What trees were blooming? What 
were the smells coming off the wharves? 
For me, it’s the 
accumulation 
of thousands of 
little granular 
details that 
makes a story 
spring to life. 

Q: How 
do you 

build and 
sustain story 
tension?

A: I’m sure any good thriller writer 
could give you a dozen tricks that 

I’ve never even thought of. But for me it 
has mostly to do with pacing. How you 
end your section breaks, how you end 
your chapters, the notes you close on. You 
want to leave things dangling , but not in a 
cheesy cliffhanger sort of way. Foreshad-
owing is also important. That is, carefully 
revealing certain things while withholding 
others, opening the kimono just a bit , but 
not too much. Another trick is accretion of 
detail. When something really momentous 
is about to happen, you start to pile on the 
sensory information while simultaneously 
narrowing the frame of what is being ob-
served. It’s sort of the equivalent of using a 
progression of tight head shots in a horror 
film.

Q: Is your perspective different from 
other historians?

A: Well, it’s certainly different from 
that of most academic historians. 

Like most narrative historians, I write 
for the widest possible audience. I’m not 
trying to advance some esoteric point to 
be debated by a handful of my colleagues 
within a sub-discipline of the ivory tower. 
Most academic history has a well-deserved 
reputation for being deadly dull. Chloro-
form in print, to borrow from Twain. Most 
academics don’t have much of an incentive 
to write engagingly. Many are actually dis-
dainful of good narrative writing , because 
they equate storytelling with “entertain-
ment.” 

Q: Is it difficult to present facts 
that conflict with popular 

characterizations?

A: Not in the least. In fact, it’s one 
of most fun and rewarding parts 

of doing this kind of work—challenging 
common assumptions, upending received 

General 
Douglas 

MacArthur
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opinion, showing historical figures in 
an unfamiliar light. But you’ve got to be 
fair in the way you do it, you have to have 
the reportorial goods to back it up, and 
you have to show (not tell) why this new 
interpretation is the correct one. Narrative 
history doesn’t work well as an argument. 
Or rather, the argument has to advance 
organically in the form of scenes and the 
unfolding of plot. A good example of this 
is the way I portray Douglas MacArthur in 
On Desperate Ground. Lots of people have 
told me they were surprised to learn what 
an ass he was, because they’d learned in 
school he was one of our most brilliant and 
heroic generals. 

Q: MacArthur is a controversial figure in 
your book, Ghost Soldiers, as well as 

in On Desperate Ground. What made him so 
polarizing?

A: Well, he was a megalomaniac and 
a glory hound who surrounded 

himself with sycophants. He’d created a 
top-down structure that was criminally out 
of touch with reality. He didn’t want to hear 
inconvenient information. He didn’t like ex-
perts—he was the expert. And in Korea, he 
had a lot of blood on his hands. He presided 
over one of the most egregious intelligence 
failures in American military history. He 
ignored clear evidence that vast numbers 
of Chinese had entered North Korea to 
spring a trap and prepare a surprise attack. 

And once the intelligence came in loud 
and clear, he chose to ignore it, suppress 
it, or willfully misinterpret its import. In 
so doing, he needlessly put many tens of 
thousands of Americans in harm’s way. 

Q: Blood and Thunder, about Kit 
Carson and the American West, may 

be your biggest and most ambitious book. 
Do you think you’ll ever write Blood and 
Thunder, Part II?

A: I’ve thought about it, definitely. I live 
in the West and love the West, and I 

think writers are always on the look-out for 
stories set in their own backyard. But it’ll be 
tricky to find a Western character as big and 
bold and emblematic as Kit Carson — or as 
controversial. If you find one, let me know!

Q: Are there lessons that you learn from 
each book that inform the next?

A: Sure, I learn new things all the time 
that I apply to my next books. But 

one lesson that’s stuck with me through-
out is something the late great Civil War 
historian, Shelby Foote, told me back in 
1984. He lived in Memphis, where I was 
born and raised. He said, don’t talk about 
your work. Writing is like cooking beans in 
a steam pressure cooker. If you keep letting 
off steam a little bit at a time, by talking 
about your project at dinner parties and the 
like, the pressure will soon dissipate and 
the beans will never get cooked. What he 

meant was, you can literally talk your proj-
ect to death, and it will never get written. 
Now that’s good advice!

Q: What have been your most frustrating 
book reviews over the years? 

A: For my book, Hellhound on His Trail 
(about the King assassination in 

Memphis and the search for the assassin), 
a reviewer in The New York Times wrote 
that I had exploited and sensationalized 
a national tragedy for personal gain. That 
was a bit of a shocker. Hellhound also 
brought out a number of conspiracy freaks. 
One conspiracy reviewer proclaimed that 
“Hampton Sides” was obviously a pseud-
onym, and that I was clearly raised from an 
early age to be a paid publicist for the CIA. 
Another reviewer, for Blood and Thunder, 
said the kind of work I do is “dangerous” to 
the discipline of history. I love the idea of 
being dangerous!

Q: Are reviewers becoming more 
supportive of the genre of narrative 

nonfiction?

A: Oh, I think so. We live in a golden 
age of narrative nonfiction, actually. 

The history that’s getting read and winning 
prizes, more and more, falls squarely in this 
genre. That is, popular history that is also 
deeply researched and vividly written. 
So many amazing people are working in 
this field today. David Grann, Nathaniel 

Marine photo from the 
Chosin Reservoir
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Philbrick , Candice Millard, Erik Larson, 
Laura Hillenbrand, to name just a few. 
It’s exciting to be part of what I regard as 
a deep, broad, and growing movement 

within American letters. And evidently a 
“dangerous” one, too!

Q: Do you have a fan base that’s stayed 
with you through all your books?

A: At book signings in recent years I’ve 
met more and more people who tell 

me they’ve read all my stuff . I’m gratifi ed 
by this, but it leads me to wonder just what 

it is that draws them to my books, since 
they vary so dramatically in terms of time 
period, geography, and subject matter. 
What is the common thread? I mainly write 
for myself, not for any audience. At the same 
time, reader loyalty is really meaningful. 
So, it’s a balancing act. I want to recognize 
my “fans” without limiting myself to their 
expectations. The goal, I think, is to expand 
your readership while keeping the old 
readership intact.

Q: Are there new audiences you would 
especially like to reach?

A: Defi nitely. I’d really like to reach 
more younger readers.  They’re the 

future, of course, and they’ll be the ones to 
carry on the tradition of how we remember, 
and how we tell, the stories of our past. It’s 
long been a source of concern to me that 
when I do a book talk, the median age of 

HAMPTON’S RELATIONSHIP TO CHOSIN RESERVOIR VETS

Facing page: Bugler at Hamhung 
Cemetery

At left: The death of Captain 
James Cook, part of the next 
Hampton Sides tale

Above: Hampton frequently interacts with veterans of 
the Battle of Chosin Reservoir, a key campaign in the 
Korean War and the subject of his book On Desperate 
Ground.
At right: Hampton with Korean War vet Jack Hamilton.
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the audiences is typically, like, 65 or 70.
I know lots of other historians who say much 

the same thing. Young people don’t read much 
history. It’s the province of geezers, I guess. At 
signings, you can oft en hear ‘em coming before 
you see ‘em. I’ll take my readers however they 
come, but I’d like to have more young folks in the 
mix. 

Stories that fail to reach and infl uence the next 
generation have no aft erglow – they kind of die 
an early death.

Q: What new books can we look forward to in 
the near future?

A: At the risk of violating Shelby Foote’s 
pressure-cooker rule, I’ll tell you that my 

next book, tentatively titled The Resolution, is 
about the fi nal fateful voyage of Captain James 
Cook, the British explorer. It takes place during 
the American Revolution, and I plan to give the 
story a uniquely American slant.

I’ve just begun the research, which will 
take me from Tasmania to Kamchatka, from 
the Bering Strait to Tahiti, with lots of time in 
Hawaii and the archives in London. In the end, 
it’s a story of far-flung exploration and a tragic 
collision of cultures in Polynesia. It’ll keep me 
busy for years.
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WE APPRECIATE YOUR SUPPORT

The Mayborn Conference says, “Thank you
Jim Moroney,” for your inspired leadership 
and sponsorship of the Best American 
Newspaper Narratives contest.

Your belief in the power of investigative 
reporting and impactful writing is helping to 
ensure that excellence in journalism will matter 
for years to come.

JIM MORONEY

Moroney Ad.indd   1 5/21/2019   1:51:18 PM



unforgotten
+ PATRICIA ALLEN

I n the middle of an empty basketball court in South Dallas on a 
Sunday aft ernoon, a lone fi gure waits patiently. The wind is up and 
chilly, but the sun on Patricia Allen’s back keeps her warm. She sets up 
a small podium, a speaker and microphone while black gospel music 

raises hallelujahs through her smartphone. Patricia thinks about what she’s 
going to say to the people arriving soon. 

Lastly, a poster-sized photo of Ne’Quacia Porsha Jacobs is carefully placed 
on an easel. As she looks at the girl’s smiling face, Patricia wonders what the 
teen would want her to say to her friends and family.  It was one year ago today 
that Ne’Quacia was killed, and Patricia has arranged this remembrance event 
to keep the girl’s memory alive and support her still-grieving family. 

“It’s about taking that pain away for maybe a minute or two and just put a 
smile on a child’s face, a mother’s face.

“You can’t imagine what they go through.”
Dallas police believe Ne’Quacia was a victim of a walk-by shooting a year 

ago on February 24th. The killer shot randomly at her apartment complex, 
killing the teenager and wounding her younger sister who were alone at home. 
Patricia didn’t know the 18-year-old girl, but she understands how her murder 
has changed the lives of her loved ones.  

Patricia is well known in the African-American community in South 
Dallas, an area with some of the poorest, most crime-ridden neighborhoods in 
the city. It was eight years ago that she realized that families of murder victims 
were oft en abandoned and forgotten. Once the police and press were gone, 
many of these families are left  grief stricken, confused and struggling to fi gure 
out how to get by. So she started the No More Violence organization, which 
aims to help families of murdered children. 

“My motivation, believe it or not, are the ones who are no longer here. 
These families are my fi re.”

Story and photos by Rebecca Aguilar

Shavon Randle Quintarvius Amos Sheldon Williams Sr. Tyteanna Brown

A FEW VICTIMS PATRICIA ADVOCATES FOR
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Patricia is casually dressed simply in blue 
jeans, blue jean jacket and orange t-shirt 
that reads “No More Violence.” But to this 
47-year-old warrior her outfit is the armor of 
God, her covering for the tasks to which He’s 
called her, and she’s warring for the mothers 
and fathers, brothers and sisters against the 
hopelessness, despair and lost faith so preva-
lent with these families.

She and one volunteer are the only ones 
there to greet Ne’Quacia’s family and friends 
as the 30 or so people arrive at the makeshift 
memorial next to South Oak Cliff High’s 
empty parking lot. Many have come with 
balloons in hand, some spelling out “We 
LUV You,” others with written messages like 
“Miss you” and “Never forgotten Ne’Quacia” 
as they gather in a semi-circle.

Everyone is dressed very casual, mostly 
in jeans, hoodies, and sneakers. They hug 
each other as tears well up and roll down 
their faces. It is terribly quiet, save for the 
wind and a few muffled words and prayers 
and the sniffling back of tears over the gospel 
soundtrack from Patricia’s cellphone.

A “No More Violence” volunteer whispers 
in Patricia’s ear that the Ne’Quacia’s  mother 
and grandmother have arrived but are hav-
ing a rough time. Patricia nods her head. She 
understands that parents don’t ever get over 
their grief when a child dies. She knows to 
allow families of murdered children to deal 

with their pain at their own pace. 
Ne’Quacia’s mother’s grief is paralyzing – 

she can hardly get out of her car.  Two young 
women, her late daughter’s friends, help her 
out and walk her slowly past the makeshift 
memorial for her daughter to the back of 
the basketball court, where she leans against 
a fence for support. Friends approach to 
put their arms around her neck as she cries 
quietly.  

Ne’Quacia’s grandmother is dressed in 
a black jacket and pants. Under her jacket, 
she wears a t-shirt with a montage of photos 
of Ne’Quacia as a child. She walks up to the 
large poster of her granddaughter, her eyes 
filling with tears as she stares at her beloved’s 
eternally smiling face. 

Patricia waits behind the podium, looking 
out at the gathering mourners. The tears and 
grief are flowing freely now. Sensing that the 
moment is right, she turns down the music 
and takes the microphone. The disembod-
ied words sound metallic coming out of the 
speaker beside her and echoing through the 
parking lot. “Thank you for coming. Today is 
not a day we want to remember, but we want 
to continue supporting this family, because 
we love them,” she says.

Her voice is strong and compassionate, 
cutting through the cold wind and tears 
as she reminds everyone they are there to 
celebrate Ne’Quacia’s life.  “We want to be 

in prayer for this family. This is the one-year 
anniversary of the murder of Ms. Jacobs. A 
beautiful young lady who had a full life ahead 
of her. She still has surviving sisters, a mother 
and grandmother.

“We ask you to keep them in your 
prayers.” 

Patricia slowly steps aside as Maxie John-
son walks up to the podium. The Dallas pas-
tor has just come from church, still dressed in 
a suit and bow tie. He pleads with the group 
of mostly teenagers that the violence must 
stop. “We are standing here to make sure we 
don’t lose any more youth to senseless gun 
violence.

“Let us pray.”  Everyone bows their heads 
as Pastor Johnson lifts his plea Heavenward 
before having a moment of silence.

Throughout the years, Patricia has 
learned that there is something therapeu-
tic about allowing people to share their 
thoughts, memories and prayers. This day is 
no different. She invites Ne’Quacia’s family 
and friends to share their feelings.  

But only her sister and grandmother 

Latashia Stuart grieves over 
the 2016 shooting death of her 
15-year-old nephew killed by 
another teen in Dallas. 
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come forward. Ashanti Ferrell is Ne’Qua-
cia’s younger sister.  She holds on tightly to 
pink and blue balloons.  A big button with a 
photo of her big sister is pinned to her denim 
jacket. She fights back tears as she speaks, 
standing behind the podium facing the 
friends and loved ones who have gathered:  
“I just feel my life has changed. And all y’all 
have been here for me, in each way I needed 
y’all. You didn’t hesitate or think about it 
twice—losing somebody close to you is hard. 
And you may not understand how I feel, but 
honestly I smile every day. 

“Because if I feel like crying, I feel like I 
am weak.” In the shooting one year ago, she 
was wounded as she saw her sister killed. 

No More Violence has been the life 
support for the Jacobs and 42 other Dal-
las-area families continuing to deal with the 
tragic deaths of their loved ones. Patricia and 
a handful of volunteers help these families 
with everything from funeral arrangements 
to preparing for court, where they will 
confront the person accused of killing their 
child. 

Patricia has never experienced the 
death of a child in her own family. But as 
a former case worker in Dallas for Child 
Protective Services, and as the director of 
an after-school program at a Richardson 
elementary school, she has taken care of 
other people’s children, celebrated with the 
families and even mourned with them. 

“I may not know their pain, but I know 
the process they are going through.” 

nnn

I T WAS A 12-year-old boy in her chil-
dren’s ministry at church who changed 

Patricia’s life. She describes Deonte “DJ” 
Johnson as friendly, playful and a strong 
believer in God. The two grew close until 
tragedy pushed Patricia on to a different 
calling.

On April 14, 2011, Deonte was standing 
outside his apartment complex in DeSo-
to when a teenage boy got in a fight with 
several other teens in the parking lot. The 
boy jumped in a car and sped away, running 
over Deonte as he was standing with a group 
of other people witnessing the fight. All his 
neighbors could do was stand around the 
unconscious boy in shock until the police 
and paramedics arrived. He was rushed to 
Children’s Medical Center.

As he lay in the hospital in a coma on life 
support, doctors told Deonte’s mother that 
the boy had suffered irreversible brain dam-
age. Patricia was with his mother then and 
around the clock, because the mother had no 
one else to help her. She was also there when 
the boy’s mother decided it was time to let 
her son go, die in peace and take him off life 
support. Patricia held onto Deonte’s mother 
as doctors turned off the switches on the life 

support machine. They both watched as he 
took his last breath. 

“That’s the memory that I have never for-
gotten,” she would later say. “I said goodbye 
to a 12-year-old boy in a hospital bed who 
shouldn’t have lost this life.”

 After Deonte’s death, Patricia felt she 
needed to do more for families of murdered 
children. She witnessed how the boy’s moth-
er had little support from family and friends 
as her son lay comatose in his hospital bed. 
After his death, she had no one to help her 
cope with her loss, process her grief or stand 
by her side during the trial of the 17-year-old 
accused of killing him. 

Patricia thought there had to be a way to 
bring pastors, funeral home directors, police 
officers, therapists, and school volunteers 
together to help families and friends cope 
with the senseless deaths of their loved ones, 
before their grief and the trauma of dealing 
with such deaths tear the families apart. 

“Some people can’t do funerals. Some 
people can’t go to the hospital. Some people 
can’t be around families that mourn,” says 
Patricia. “And some people can.” 

That’s when No More Violence was born. 

nnn

R ED BALLOONS AND TABLES 
covered in bright red tablecloths fill a 

small room right off the entrance to a South 
Dallas library. Framed photos of smiling 
young people, victims all, decorate each 
table with sprinkles of glitter around them. 
Several parents, mostly women, arrive and 
hug Patricia Allen. Despite the room’s festive 
feel, parents have come to talk about life after 
their sons and daughters were murdered. 

These families are dealing with a roller-
coaster of emotions: anger, grief, loneliness, 
and even guilt. Most can’t afford grief coun-
seling and that’s why Patricia invites them 
to these free sessions where therapists, grief 
counselors and pastors share their advice. 
Patricia opens the session and reminds them 
why they are here.

“When will the pain stop?” she asks. 
“The pain of loss does not look the same for 
everyone, does it?”

Pastor Donald Perry from Antioch 
Fellowship Missionary Baptist Church takes 
the microphone and asks the families how 
are they dealing with their pain and loss. He 
sees a man sitting at a table in front of him, 
looking down at the floor in deep thought.  
Pastor Perry gets his attention, “How are you 

Grief counseling helps Ann 
Sheffield deal with the 2016 
murder of her son, Marcus.
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dealing with it?” 
The man realizes that the pastor is talking 

to him.  In a soft  tone, the man struggles with 
his words. His sadness can’t hide behind his 
salt-and-pepper beard. “Sitting here today, 
it makes me refl ect about how I am, but it 
still angers me... it still upsets me. I’ve done 
prayed and all that, but I still have issues with 
it, in the way he died.” His son, Christopher 
James, was shot to death in Dallas in March 
2018. 

Others parents sit in silence, wiping their 
tears as they listen to the grieving father 
sharing his unshakable anger. The pastor 
lets the man speak, knowing that this is part 
of the healing process. “I appreciate you for 
what you just said. The anger. Is anyone else 
in here angry?” 

“Yes, sir!” shouts a mother from across the 
room. Others also raise their hands and nod. 

“Who are you angry with?” asks Pastor 
Perry. “Can I be honest with you guys? It’s 
not until you really deal with it that the heal-
ing will start. You can do your best to avoid it, 
but it’s not going to go anywhere.” 

Mona Crockett is Christopher James’ 
mother. Her eyes fi ll with tears and her voice 
cracks when she talks about her son: “You 
have those moments when you see his face, 
and I just cry by myself in the car—some-
times I’m working in my offi  ce, and I cry.”

Anne Sheffi  eld gently touches her son’s 
framed photo and smiles as she listens to the 
pastor. She wears a bright yellow t-shirt with 
a photo on back of her son with angel’s wings. 
Anne comes to these sessions mostly because 
she believes her friends are tired of hearing 
her talk about her son and her grief, and this 
is the only place she can share her honest 
feelings.  “It makes me feel a lot better when 
I talk about it and when I’m here with Miss 
Allen,” she says. Her son, Marcus Sheffi  eld, 
was shot to death during a robbery in a motel 
parking lot in Dallas. It happened on Moth-
er’s Day, 2016.  

In these sessions these survivors are not 

afraid to talk about God, even when they feel 
their prayers have fallen on deaf ears and get 
no comfort from them. The pastor encour-
ages them regardless. “Guess what? If you are 
able to communicate your feelings — you 
are making progress.”  He reminds them they 
have to keep living for their other children. 

Patricia sits quietly in the back of the 
room, taking in Pastor Perry’s advice. This is 
her time to get re-energized. She has long and 
emotionally draining days – they start with 
her day job at the Richardson aft er-school 
program. In the evenings she volunteers for 
hours helping families in the No More Vio-
lence program. There is no time to rest. 

But she knows without No More Violence 
there would be parents consumed by their 
grief. But it is a darkness that cannot con-
sume Patricia – she fi nds strength in her faith.

 “I believe spiritually I am doing what 
God has called me to do. “

nnn

AT THE REMEMBRANCE ANNI-
VERSARY in South Dallas, Ne’Qua-

cia’s grandmother walks to the podium, 
gives Patricia a tight hug,  and musters the 
strength to give her granddaughter’s friends 
a reminder that her death was senseless, but 
not meaningless. “This person that took my 
grandbaby, but this didn’t just start with him. 
He didn’t just start being angry. He had been 
angry for a long time. I don’t even know him. 
Somebody knew he was angry.

“Somebody should have stopped him a 
long time ago.” 

The grandmother’s voice is now a mix of 
anger and frustration, “If you see her life as 
an example for you – take it and run with 
it. Don’t get into something that you are not 
supposed to be doing. In with the wrong 
crowd.

Patricia Allen, warring for God 
and survivors of violence.

David Price Jacqueline Hughes Jhamarcia Canady N’yalah Lightfoot
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‘I’m not saying she was perfect, but in my 
heart, she was.”  

Many of the teenagers in front of her 
are holding on to each other, quietly think 
about the girl who lost her life and her 
grandmother’s fi rm but loving admonition. 

Ne’Quacia’s mother stays at the back of 
the basketball court, leaning against the 
fence, crying into the shoulder of a friend. 
Still wrecked by the pain of her daughter’s 
murder, she cannot bring herself to address 
the crowd gathered in front of her.

 Pastor Johnson says a brief prayer, and 
then Patricia tells everyone to grab their 
balloons. 

“This is to celebrate a beautiful young 
girl. Ne’Quacia, we will never forget you. We 
love you. Now we will release the balloons 

at the count of three.  One...two...three.”
Everyone watches as the wind blows the 

pastel colored balloons across the deep blue 
sky. The teenager’s friends turn to each oth-
er and hug. Some are in tears, others laugh 
remembering good times with Ne’Quacia. 
Her mother still stands by the fence, crying. 
Her grandmother looks up at the sky and 
smiles as the balloons disappear. She is con-
fi dent that her granddaughter is in Heaven, 
maybe right now gleefully gathering up the 
balloons as they fl oat up to her. That is her 
comfort. 

And then Patricia is alone again on the 
empty basketball court at South Oak Cliff  
High School. She feels good about today, 
and prays that she was able to help bring 
comfort to the family of a murdered child 

on the tragic anniversary of her death. But 
she also hopes the teenagers who came 
today learned a life lesson. 

“We want our young people to see what 
our families go through — I want it to make 
an impact, because I know this can prevent 
violence.” 

As she tears down the makeshift  
memorial and slowly packs everything in 
her car, she’s already thinking of plans for a 
candlelight vigil for another family. She’ll 
go home, get some rest and have a moment 
of prayer. She says her faith keeps her 
going even when she’s exhausted. “I cannot 
minister to them if I’m breaking down at 
the same time. Someone needs to be the 
strong one—

“It always ends up being me.” 

LeDajrick Cox Shania Gray Luis Segovia Tasmia Allen
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FROM AMERICA’S HEARTLAND
TO SWINGERS DINER

+ WALTER KIRN

W alter Kirn is buried somewhere 
in the center of Santa Monica.  

Not like California murder 
victim John Sohus, chronicled 

in Kirn’s 2014 memoir, Blood Will Out.  Although 
Walter surmises that he could have been.  Walter is 
scriptwriting for a big budget adaptation of Annie 
Proulx’s, Barkskins. While in Los Angeles he is 
staying at a friend’s backyard guest house in Santa 
Monica — an interesting parallel to Blood Will Out, 
where main character Christian Karl Gerhartsreiter, 
a man of many aliases, is staying in a backyard Cal-
ifornia guest house in San Marino in 1985.  Under 
the alias of Chris Chichester, Gerhartsreiter quietly 
murders his ailing landlady’s son, John Sohus, and 
hides all the evidence.  John Sohus remains a miss-
ing person until 1994 when his bones are recovered 
from his mother’s San Marino backyard.

Gerhartsreiter left California after Sohus’ 
murder and reinvented himself as a New York-
based member of the Rockefeller family – aka Clark 
Rockefeller.  Unwittingly, Walter Kirn met Clark 
Rockefeller when delivering a special needs shelter 
animal to Clark’s care after a long distance adoption 
request was approved.  It wasn’t until 2013 that 
Walter discovered the extent to which he and others 
had been duped by their friend Gerhartsreiter – an 
ace con man convicted of first degree murder for 
John Sohus’ death. Walter chronicled his experi-
ences with Gerhartsreiter in his memoir Blood Will 
Out - The True Story Of A Murder, A Mystery, And 
A Masquerade.  Amy Tan called it, “A Hitchcockian 
psychological thriller and one of the most honest 
and affecting memoirs I’ve read.”  

Walter is a versatile novelist, literary critic, and 
essayist whose work has appeared in The New 
Yorker, GQ, The New York Times, and Esquire. 
Much of his published work is a reflection of his 
life experiences and formative years growing up in 
America’s heartland.  His heartland stretched from 
Akron, Ohio to the town of Marine on St. Croix, 
Minnesota. A patient and perceptive observer of 
his world from an early age, Walter’s skills grew and 
drew attention at Princeton University.  Though he 
didn’t always feel like he fit in, his professors recog-

Story by Luanne Wing -- 
Photos courtesy of Walter Kirn
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nized his intelligence and unique storytell-
ing talents, recommending him for further 
studies at the University of Oxford.

Walter Kirn is arguably America’s Heart-
land author, combining intellect and story-
telling to deftly write about America’s social 
and cultural issues with creativity, humility, 
and hopefulness.  He lends an authentic 
voice and urgency to social and cultural 
issues affecting middle America and his 
characters are a microcosm of our nation’s 
struggles to find meaning in a complicated 
world.  He challenges his audience to think 
through life’s dilemmas, to experience his 
character’s uncertainties, and propels them 
forward with hopefulness.         

Two of Walter’s books have been adapt-
ed into critically acclaimed movies: Up in 
the Air, about a Termination Facilitator (he 
fires people) at home in airplanes, airports 
and hotels and obsessed over hitting one 
million frequent flyer miles whose future 
(and frequent flyer dream) turns uncertain; 
and Thumbsuckers, a quirky coming-of-
age story about a 17-year-old boy who still 
sucks his thumb and must figure out how 
to tame the habit when he meets his first 
high school love interest. Walter took a 
literary diversion in 2007 when he accepted 
a challenge by his publisher to write a novel 
“real-time” for online audiences – the result 
is The Unbinding, a challenging, cerebral, 
puzzle-filled examination of the darker side 
of information technology.  

It is close to 7 p.m. and Walter walks 
into Swingers Diner intently focused on 
a cell phone conversation.  Sitting down, 
he hoarsely whispers that he had lost his 
voice from a cold that roared back with a 
vengeance. Time for Plan B: let’s eat.  

Walter orders a chocolate milkshake.  
The waitress suggested vegan organic ba-
nana pancakes with maple syrup – a diner 
favorite. Food slightly improves Walter’s 
voice, but because of his cold the interview 
questions are jettisoned for conversation 
about television scriptwriting for the Annie 
Proulx’ historical fiction novel Barkskins, 
the right of passage that used to be the 
American road trip, the importance of 
having conversations with one another, the 
unfair demonization of rural America over 
the economy and drugs, and his next book 
based on one of Walter’s traditional road 
trips.

The adaptation of Barkskins for 
television is a groundbreaking initiative 
for National Geographic.  It’s a big budget 
project involving a small army of scriptwrit-
ers, including Walter, telling the 300-year-
old story about the building of New France 
from 1693 to 1716 and the French quest for 
“presumed infinite” timber and fur resourc-
es.  Walter explains that NatGeo is commit-
ted to historical accuracy and that the team 
of script writers includes a Native American 
writer to insure accurate depictions of tribal 
cultures and practices.  It won’t be long 
before filming begins.  

Walter orders more maple syrup to finish 
off his pancakes.  He believes that we should 
be having more conversations with each 
other across America — conversations that 
help us to gain perspective about each other 
and the issues that we face in this country – 
issues that impact families across America 
regardless of geography. What better way to 
gain knowledge, understanding, empathy, 
ideas and solutions? Why should one part 
of this country count any more or less than 

another?  He laments the demonization of 
rural America as drug addicted, less smart 
and less capable, effectively relegating it 
to second class status.  He wishes that the 
President of the United States would make 
a greater effort to represent all voices across 
America including its heartland and rural 
populations. Their struggles are a micro-
cosm of America’s struggles at home – no 
less urgent, no less important.          

Walter’s next book will be about a road 
trip that he took to see, experience and en-
joy America. Road trips used to be a rite of 
passage before air travel became the norm.  
Travel plans were mapped out for family va-
cations, kids took off together, and road war-
riors explored lesser known destinations.  It 
was a big deal to keep track of the states that 
you travelled to, to recreate in places unique 
from home, to have conversations with 
people around the country, and to sample 
regional food. Road trips gave everyday 
people perspective about the cities, towns 
and rural landscapes that make up the fabric 
of American life.

Walter recalled pulling into a rural town 
during his travels and having one of the best 
meals he can remember at a local restaurant 
with no menu. The Indian couple who 
cooked and served him dinner simply asked 
for a donation, which he gladly gave. These 
are the little things that turn out to be mean-
ingful and memorable.  The things you miss 
by flying over places.

It was 10 o’clock and time to wind down.  
Despite his cold, I realize that Walter Kirn 
once again was exercising his convictions. 
Conversations with others are important, 
and meaningful, even when hoarse. Life isn’t 
perfect, but it is always hopeful.
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W alter Kirn had a really bad 
cold when I visited him in 
Santa Monica for the April 
interview. His voice was 

reduced to a sandpaper whisper. I anticipat-
ed a short conversation and goodbyes aft er 
agreeing instead to a long distance Q&A, 
but aft er Walter had some food his voice 
slightly improved. Still, we just sat and talked 
– no agenda, no formalities – just a good 
old-fashioned table conversation. And he 
still followed up with the Q&A some time 
later, following below.

Walter Kirn believes that Americans 
should be conversing more with each other, 
not just in our own neighborhoods, but 
with people across our country. He genu-
inely cares about social and cultural issues 
impacting America, especially those that 
impact America’s small towns and rural 
landscapes.

Q: How tough was it to lay your own 
experiences and emotions bare in your 

2014 memoir,  Blood Will Out – A True Story 
of A Murder, A Mystery, and A Masquerade?

A: I really had no choice but to be 
candid, so it wasn’t tough at all. The 

whole idea of the book was to examine a con 
from the point of the view of the victim. To 
see the experience of being fooled as a dance 
that I participated in, and even encouraged, 
in certain ways. Unless I was willing to tell 
the story without pride, without ego, it 
would have been impossible to tell it at all. 

Q: What was your “aha” moment when 
your realized who the story’s character, 

Clark Rockefeller, was?

A: It came near the end of the book, 
the moment when I saw Clark as he 

was. Aft er considering his whole life and the 
many layers of his fraudulence, it occurred 
to me that there was no true self hiding 
inside the man. He wasn’t a traumatized soul 
covering up his pain, he wasn’t a conven-
tional liar seeking to avoid punishment or 
to gain unearned advantages. He wasn’t 
anything at all. He was a vacuum, a genuine 
non-being, as empty as could be. He copied 
others and made up his identities because 
he truly had no center. He knew if a joke was 
funny only because it made someone else 
laugh. He understood that a style of dress 
was attractive only if he saw someone else 
succeed with it. He had no ideas of his own. 
None. All human beings learn through mim-
icry, but eventually we learn to be ourselves, 
we develop ideas and notions of our own. 
That process never took place for Clark. He 
was, as I say in the book, a ‘vampire of our 
souls.’

Q: How did your feelings evolve once 
you decided to write the story of 

your experiences with Christian Karl 
Gerhartsreiter?

A: I didn’t realize how angry I was with 
Clark until I wrote the book. I found 

him amusing, intriguing, and macabre, 
but only once I considered his eff ect on my 
personality did my anger at him emerge. 
He destroyed my trust in my ability to read 
people. He made me more cynical than I 
already was. Never before had I asked the 
question when I met a new person if they 
were indeed who they said they were, or if 
they might even be the opposite of who they 
said they were, but suddenly, because of him, 
I found myself asking it all the time. I don’t 
appreciate that he made this necessary.

Q: Did story themes and characters from 
your previous books inform your 

writing perspective and process for Blood Will 
Out?  If so, how?  Was this new territory for 
you?

A: If I have an overwhelming theme in 
my work, it is the increasing diffi  culty 

of maintaining a meaningful human identity 
in a world of dizzying technological and 
cultural change. In Up in the Air, the protago-
nist, Ryan Bingham, fi nds himself adapting 
to a no-man’s land of sterile, corporate, 
ever-changing environments by leaving be-
hind traditional relationships and bonding, 
so to speak, with fl ux. It’s a poignant devel-
opment, sad in many ways, but also a tribute 
to our ingenuity as individuals and a species 
when confronted with unexpected new 
environments. Clark seems like an example 
of this same adaptability, but at a patholog-
ical level. The more I studied him, though, 

+ WALTER KIRN Q&A
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the more I realized that he represented a 
diff erent sort of being altogether – a being 
for whom identity was not even a question. 
He wasn’t trying to make a home of an alien 
set of circumstances. He was an alien. And 
in certain ways this made him better suited 
to our world now. He wasn’t struggling to 
form a self in a time of change and instabil-
ity. He didn’t have a need for a self–only for 
the convincing appearance of one, depend-
ing on the situation.

Q: What is the importance of absolute 
truth in your stories? Or is truth more 

nuanced?

A: To me a memoir is a work of 
memory, not a news article about 

oneself. And memory is imperfect, by its 
nature. It smooths out the facts and it turns 
them into stories, shaping events in a way 
that the mind and self can use. Literature is 
not about collecting and communicating 
data. If it were, computers could do it best. 
Literature is about living in the world. It 
answers to emotions and ideas, to the pro-
cess of making sense of our experience, and 
to do this it requires a vision of things that 
is diff erent than that of science, say, which 
is all about facts and measurement and 
reproducible results. A good story is always 
a lie, to some extent, but where would we 
be without stories? We’d be lost, bewildered 
by the whirlwind of events in such a way 
that we could never learn from them. So we 
compromise, as writers and as people. We 
see patterns in chaos. We clean up messes. 
We complete the partial and order the 
disorderly. The point is to do this truthfully, 
with the goal not of deceiving others or our-
selves, but in the name of something higher. 
Providing consolation, perhaps. Gaining 
wisdom. Surviving loss and pain. Intentions 

count in life, and in literature too. I think it 
is best if we’re up front about them.

Q: Did you have any kind of road map 
for The Unbinding or did you simply 

jump in and intuitively trust your experience 
and imagination?

A: I had no road map for The Unbind-
ing, and it shows. From time to time, 

the temptation to write serialized fi ction 
arises in contemporary novelists, and it’s 
almost always disastrous when it does. The 
truth is, we have TV for that, to draw us 
along from cliffh  anger to cliffh  anger, and 
the professionals of that realm do it well. But 
when someone like me goes out on a limb 
with a story that has no end and no outline, 
the shaggy narrative that results had better 
rely on charm and atmosphere, because, as 
I say, the hunger for serial drama is better 
satisfi ed in other forms. And here’s what 
happens, I learned, when you set off  with no 
endpoint in a story: you end up having to 
kill everybody. So many loose ends develop, 
so many implicit promises are made that 
have to be paid off , that the only solution 
aft er a while is to drop a bomb on the whole 
mess. I hope that gives the more cerebral 
types out there some insight into how 
Shakespeare ended Hamlet.

Q: Are stereotypical heroes in stories 
overrated or are characters more 

heroic for confronting societal and life 
challenges?

A: Cycles of taste govern literature as 
surely as they do fashion. It’s been a 

while since the strong silent hero, typically 
male and typically of the majority culture, 
has had much appeal in serious fi ction. 
Superhero novels have cleverly kept this 
kind of hero alive by granting him outland-

ish powers and costuming him in outlandish 
ways, but even in that genre we’re seeing 
that the audience has had its fi ll of domi-
neering egotists who rise from humble be-
ginnings to slay their foes and set the world 
right through justifi ed violence. In fact, it’s 
been so long since this was a viable way to 
tell stories in serious literature that I’m prob-
ably wrong in making this generalization 
and the time for a comeback is right around 
the corner. Everything in your closet will 
come back into style someday, be sure of it, 
but fi rst it must reach a point of maximum 
outmodedness. So please forget everything 
I just said. The return of the Homeric hero 
in literature is probably only months away – 
we just can’t see it now. 

Q: Were you surprised that your books 
Up In the Air and Thumbsuckers were 

optioned? How much involvement were you 
off ered in these fi lm projects?

A: I’m asked a lot about the process that 
has seen a couple of my books turned 

into movies and others optioned for movies 
and TV. It is not a process I’ve had any 
control over, nor would I have any advice for 
writers who want to see their work move to 
the screen. Other than this, perhaps: write 
vivid characters. Hollywood burns through 
characters like cord wood in winter, and 
any supply of new ones – or interestingly 
updated old ones – will ultimately be raided 
by producers. Writing stories that seem 
screen-worthy is less important, I think, 
since Hollywood has a confi rmed habit 
of telling the same stories over and over. 
But they will always need ways to fi ll those 
timeworn tales with new faces.

– Luanne Wing
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blood and 
blood spatter

+ PAM COLLOFF

I approached the tower just steps away from the Capitol Building. 
Greeted by a doorman, I felt completely out of place. Clutching my 
camera bag tight at my side, he asked why I was there. You’d think 
with a floor full of reporters, they’d be used to a camera-wielding ruf-

fian with a black notepad and pen from some hotel where they never stayed. 
Waiting awkwardly in the lobby, I was finally able to relax when I heard the 

elevator ding and saw her step out. 
“Brady? I’m Pam, nice to meet you.” 
With a warm handshake, she led me up to the sixth floor, the Texas Tribune. 

Although she doesn’t work for the Tribune, you wouldn’t know it considering 
that her office is there and she knows everyone by name. It is extremely fitting 
when you think about the types of stories she writes.

“My job is this really interesting intersection of two very different things, 
both investigative journalism focusing on criminal justice as well as longform 
narrative storytelling.”

Pam Colloff works for ProPublica and The New York Times Magazine. 
Her compelling stories focus on the wrongfully convicted, their lives and their 
families. 

“It’s exciting to sort of be at what feels like the epicenter of a lot of reform, 
even though it doesn’t always seem that way. I think a lot of people don’t know 
what’s going on because it’s Texas and Texas executes people.”

After I met the team of which she is not a part we head to her office. It’s 
almost empty except for one bookshelf to the right of the door, her computer 
station facing the floor-to-ceiling windows, and a small desk with paper neatly 
organized into stacks covering the top. I sat in the small chair tucked beside 
the desk and scooted it towards her. As I start asking a few questions, I begin to 
get the sense that Pam is slightly reluctant to talk about her current work. Why 
did someone who is so warm and inviting clam up when talking to a fellow 
journalist? 

Eyes slightly shifting to and from the floor, Pam crossed her arms and said, 
“I always have this paranoia that when I’m working on something, no matter 
how esoteric, that every other reporter is working on the same story.”

Tackling stories on criminal justice can’t be easy. But after talking with 
Pam, I got the sense that her family was much more important to her than 

Story and photos by Brady Burns
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any story she had ever written. Pam lit up 
when I asked her about her kids and how 
they affect her choices in her stories. 

“My kids are 7 and 11 and they know the 
broad strokes about what I write about. They 
are somewhat interested in it. Unlike me at 
their age, they are aware of the complicated-
ness of the criminal justice system.”

Pam’s hands finally unfold from her lap. 
She leans forward in her chair, but doesn’t 
slouch over. The excitement in her voice 
begins to build. You can tell she is proud and 
excited to share.

“As a middle-class white person my 
understanding of the criminal justice system 
in elementary school, my understanding that 
there were good people and there were bad 
people, and the bad people were in prison. 
I hoped to give them a more nuanced view 
of things and try to get away from language 
about people being bad or good.” 

The light hits her desk as she pulls out a 
textbook on bloodstain pattern analysis.

“I have not talked to them about things 
like the death penalty in depth, though they 
do know what that is. We talk a lot about the 
news and they have strong political opinions. 
They are a very great thing for me. Without 
them and my husband Chad, who makes 
everything possible, I would just work all the 
time. It’s good to have to stop and be a human.” 

At first I thought Pam’s choice in which 
stories to take and which not to take would 
be affected by having children. Is she worried 
about her family in the stories she chooses to 
take or not take?

“At Texas Monthly I got snow drifts, just 

an incredible amount of jail mail because a lot 
of them read the magazine. Now, they haven’t 
found me just yet so I don’t get any here. I 
hear a lot more from attorneys now, which 
is great. When I think about what attorneys 
have reached out about, very few of them are 
wrongful conviction cases. They illustrated 
things that were wrong in the criminal justice 
system or needed fixed. I would love to figure 
out a way to connect with attorneys more 
to kinda find out what they are doing and 
seeing.”

It’s really the political and social landscape 
that has allowed her to tackle these larger 
stories.

 “When I started doing this reporting in 
the late ‘90s at Texas Monthly, it was really 
before the advent of most DNA exonerations. 
It was in the time of this big prison buildup 
here in Texas and the war on drugs. The con-
versation was really different around criminal 
justice than it is now. Being against mass 
incarceration and for pot legalization is pretty 
mainstream now. So much so that we can talk 
about it at presidential debates.” 

“As far as wrongful convictions go, I think 
DNA analysis changed everything.”

“Before that, if you talked about a percent-
age, even a small percentage, of people behind 
bars being innocent sounded fringe-y but 
now everyone knows that innocent people 
have been convicted of crimes. I think that 
combined with the advent of social media, 
you know, people capturing things on their 
iPhones that were very eye-opening about 
the criminal justice system, I think these two 
things focused our attention in a new way on 

what was wrong.”
It was surprising to me that Pam never 

set out to make policy changes. She’s strictly a 
writer telling compelling stories about people 
and topics she wants others to care more 
about. 

“I think the goal is to employ a real life 
example, a real story, to make people care 
about a larger issue. Trying to right wrongs 
case to case -- you could go crazy doing that. 
In Anthony’s case, it was trying to show how 
capricious the death penalty is. In Michael’s 
case, it was trying to show what happens 
when prosecutors do not share with attorneys 
everything they know, which they are legally 
obligated to do. In Joe Bryan’s case, it was 
trying to show how fallible experts and blood-
stain pattern analysts can be and forensic 
science is not what we see on TV. ”

Not only does she get to provide a voice to 
the wrongfully convicted and their families, 
but in some cases, reform can happen. 

“I hope any of my stories had any impact 
on the justice system. I wrote this long, long 
story on bloodstain pattern analysis. There’s 
not a whole lot that’s changed about blood-
stain pattern analysis following that. I hope 
that that story at least got people thinking 
about the issue. I can only hope that judges 
and prosecutors read a story like that. When 
someone says they’re an expert on something, 
that can mean a lot of different things. They 
might be an actual expert, or they might just 
call themselves that.”

“When you enter in people’s live for 
upwards of six months and ask them a lot of 
personal questions, I try not to just disappear 

53 justice in america • themayborn.com



aft er that. I want to honor that relationship.”
“Many, many, many people wrote about the Michael Morton case, which 

is probably my best known story.  I have no doubt that a lot of things wouldn’t 
have changed had that story not existed. When you really understood the 
details of that case, how bad what had happened was, I think you had no choice 
but to think, ‘How can we make sure this never happens again?’ The Michael 
Morton Act is probably the most important piece of criminal justice reform in 
this part of the country. Michael’s story is the classic, it-could-happen-to-any-
body story.”

Some stories change lives forever.
“The most gratifying story was the Anthony Graves story. Anthony was 

released six weeks aft er that story was published. That was a life-changing 
experience, watching something like that happen.”

Of course, I was dying to know what she was working on next, like the rest 
of you. What she could tell me is that this story was new and exciting for her. 

“Last year’s project on bloodstain pattern analysis, I was using the story of 
this man, Joe Bryan, to make people care a little bit more about this wonky 
science-y issue. This is the same recipe. I’m following a particular story to try 
to get people to care about a larger criminal justice issue. And, I’m excited that 
it’s taking me out of Texas. I’m getting to explore the South a little bit more. It’s a 
beast of a story.”

As I rode the elevator down to the fi rst fl oor, I thought of how diff erent 
Pam was than who I thought she’d be. I thought she would be intimidating and 
stern, but I quickly learned that she wasn’t in the slightest. She was warm and 
generous. She is fearless in her storytelling but soft  in her approach in the lives 
of the people involved in her stories.

“I’m an advocate for a criminal justice system that works. Everybody is, 
really.”
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MAYBORN
SCHOOL OF JOURNALISM

THE

Congrats to our
award-winning 
advertising team

� ere is much that makes the Frank W. and Sue 
Mayborn School of Journalism stand apart among 
the nation’s top journalism institutions. Our more 
than 1,200 students learn real-world skills in 
student-managed organizations like the GRAVITAS 
advertising competition team and our HATCH 
Visuals photographic agency.

� e Mayborn’s award-winning faculty brings more 
than 400 years of real world journalism experience 
to each classroom, positioning our graduates at the 
forefront of print and digital news, broadcasting, 
photojournalism, advertising and public relations.
Our nationally recognized Mayborn Literary 
Non� ction Conference, now in its 15th year, brings 

together top journalists, authors 
and storytellers of all kinds to 
give students an opportunity 
to learn from the best in the 
profession.

� at’s why we say, at 
the bottom of it all, 
“Your Story Starts 
Here.”

Storytelling Starts at the Mayborn

Learn more at www.journalism.unt.edu
940-565-2205

Your Story Starts Here.

The Mayborn School
welcomes Dean

Andrea Miller, Ph.D.



Mayborn Magazine 
Staff  Reveal...

THEIR 
PROTEST 

SIGNS

Luanne Wing

Madalyn Cooper

Sarah Matt hew

Brady Burns

Britt any Owens

Dave Barnett 
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Save the Date: July 17-19, 2020

Learn more at
www.themayborn.com

After a tumultuous period where journalism has been in the crosshairs of the public, 
journalists must sift through fact and fiction, truth and hyperbole, to accurately tell 
compelling stories that inform and educate the public. 

For 2020, we’ll offer a wide range of journalists and authors who have been on the 
frontlines of reporting and writing narratives about how government agencies and 
private companies have tried their best to obfuscate the truth and mislead the public. 

Mayborn Conference Save the Date Ad.indd   1 5/21/2019   1:51:06 PM




