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Abstract: 'The Washington Post was a pioneer in introducing the literary
techniques used by the New Journalists into daily newspaper production.
While the New Journalism had evolved mainly in magazine writing, the
Post’s Style section established a distinctive form of feature journalism that
for the first time was embedded in daily news routines and practices. Even-
tually this model was imitated all across the US newspaper industry. Even
though the form of news writing has dramatically changed over the past
decades, we lack an adequate understanding of how this novel form of news

writing has been shaped by organizational, institutional, and cultural vari-
ables. Following John Pauly’s call for an “institutionally situated history of
literary journalism,” this study offers a detailed account of Style’s emer-
gence and evolvement, through a description of the journalistic ecosystem
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Prelude: Benjamin Crowninshield Bradlee had just launched the Style sec-
tion, the biggest and boldest experiment in his young career as executive
editor of the Washington Post, and it wasn't going well. It was early 1969.
Katharine (Kay) Graham, the publisher, was badgering him. Readers were
complaining that the new form of narrative storytelling was “in very poor
taste.”! The Style section was buzzing with tension between the old guard of
the women’s pages (which focused on tea parties and diplomatic receptions)
and the young, ambitious hotshots with their counterculture sensibilities.
Looking back, Howard Simons, assistant managing editor during that time,
described it as “a mixed-up, identity-crisis-ridden, constantly traumatized,
and perhaps mismanaged section.” Seven years later, the Style section was
called Bradlee’s “clearest personal monument.”

he Washington Post Style section was a pioneer in many ways. It chal-

lenged the notion of segregated women’s news, a common practice in
the 1960s. It created a mix of entertainment and society coverage that was
widely emulated throughout the industry. It combined criticism (art, music,
television), opinion pieces, and service journalism, packaged in a stimulating
and enticing layout. However, one of its most important accomplishments
has not yet received sufficient attention: The Style section’s staff deliberately
and systematically introduced narrative writing into daily newspaper produc-
tion. In doing so, the section followed and propelled the interpretive turn in
US journalism and brought the narrative techniques of the New Journalism
to a mainstream audience. As a result, the section’s staff and the Style section
transformed journalistic practices, changed news values, and diversified the
newsroom culture so that narrative writing was able to take hold in a new
environment, different from the magazine and book world where narrative
nonfiction writing had experienced a renaissance beginning with the New
Journalism of the 1960s. The Style section became a prototype and paved the
way for innovations in other newsrooms.

This exploration of the emergence of the Style section pursues two objec-
tives: (1) to provide the first detailed account of the Style section’s beginnings
and demonstrate that the experiment succeeded only after overcoming daunt-
ing obstacles; and (2) to make the argument, through an extensive analysis of
internal documents, oral histories, and secondary sources, that the Style sec-
tion served as a link between New Journalism and a subsequent shift towards
narrative writing in the newspaper industry. As a result, the argument is made
that the Style section’s staff, by incorporating narrative techniques into daily
news production, shaped organizational practices and a distinctive subculture
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in the newsroom, demonstrating the possibility and feasibility of what I call
a narrative news logic in daily newspaper production. Defined, the narrative
news logic is an interlinked set of journalistic forms and practices that trans-
formed routinized news conventions and established narrative journalism as
a legitimate component of daily newspapers.

More than presenting a singular example, then, this study is an ef-
fort to historicize the emergence of narrative journalism as, to paraphrase
Michael Schudson, a distinct “cultural form of news.” Far from being a fully
developed model at its inception, the Style section was brought together in a
process of trial and error, reflecting controversial notions of journalistic val-
ues, professional practices, and readership expectations. Now that journalistic
writing has moved so decisively in the direction of storytelling,’ it is easy to
overlook how groundbreaking and revolutionary the Style section was when
it was created. This study follows the call of John Pauly for an “institution-
ally situated history of literary journalism.” My interpretation undermines
arguments disputing the importance of literary techniques advanced by New
Journalists such as Tom Wolfe, Gay Talese, and Joan Didion for daily news-
papers. Schudson has argued, “the highly personalistic, openly subjective ele-
ments of ‘new journalism’ had relatively little direct impact on the style of
the daily newspapers.”” In contrast, this study shows that the Posz staff, by
developing a model for narrative writing, created space for personal, subjec-
tive, and interpretive writing that incorporated some of the techniques and
practices of the New Journalists without giving in to some of their excesses.

This study will proceed in the following way: First I will describe the
conceptual and strategic origins of the Style section, showing how the sec-
tion’s staff collected, catalyzed, and percolated ideas that were circulating in
the 1960s. Then I zero in on the implementation of the section into the daily
newspaper production. Specifically, I will analyze the newsroom culture and
identify particular elements that allowed the narrative news logic to take hold
in the paper. Finally, I will discuss the importance of the Style section and
its contribution to the expansion of narrative journalism in US newspapers.

Developing Style
A-%ainst the backdrop of the counterculture unfolding in the 1960s, Ben
radlee wanted a section that was “modern, vital, swinging.”® Style re-
placed and expanded the “women’s section,” a motley assemblage of society
gossip, recipes, and news for the homemaker. As Bradlee later described the
thinking behind launching the new section: “We had become convinced that

traditional women’s news bored the ass off all of us. One more picture of
Mrs. Dean Rusk attending the national day of some embassy (101 of them)
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and we'd all cut our throats. Same for dieting, parties that had no sociological
purpose . . . or reporting teas, state societies, etc.”’

This was the time when second-wave feminism was gathering momentum
and when the women’s movement was taking shape.'” Women were flooding
the workplace and for the first time in US history, a majority of women had a
job outside their homes."" The women’s pages of the Post had made tentative
steps towards reaching a more diverse female audience (instead of focusing
solely on the wife/homemaker role), but the section also maintained and rei-
fied sexual segregation.'? For Bradlee, who certainly was not a feminist, yet
was attuned to the changing gender roles, the women’s pages were out of sync
with the broader cultural climate. In his autobiography, he wrote:

Women were treated exclusively as shoppers, partygoers, cooks, hostesses,
and mothers, and men were ignored. We began thinking of a section that
would deal with how men and women lived—together and apart—what
they liked and what they were like, what they did when they were not at the
office. We wanted profiles, but “new journalism” profiles that went beyond
the bare bones of biography. We wanted to look at the culture of America
as it was changing in front of our eyes. The sexual revolution, the drug

culture, the women’s movement. And we wanted to be interesting, exciting,
different.’

W’hat seemed so well defined from the perspective of looking back,
however, was a more complex situation involving different, at times
competing goals. Bradlee clearly wanted the women’s pages to disappear. In
a memo he wrote to publisher Katharine Graham and his top editors he sug-
gested that the “Women’s section as it is now constituted be abolished.”"
However, if the representation of women and their interests was one concern,
there was also the big issue of improving the “readability”" of the paper. Prior
to Style, items such as reviews (art, movie, theater), television listings, news
stories about the cultural scene and features, and similar non-political articles
were scattered throughout the paper.

If Bradlee was the visionary of the Style section, David Laventhol was
its mastermind. He was one of Bradlee’s favorite assistant managing editors
and had experience in designing newspapers to look like daily magazines,
first at the Sz. Petersburg Times, later at the New York Herald Tribune. In the
fall of 1968, he visited the Los Angeles Times and the Detroit Free Press to
gain insights about their new lifestyle and women’s sections. Comparing the
Post’s content to the other papers, he noticed that the society coverage in the
women’s section held up well, while coverage of newly developing areas, such
as fashion, consumer issues, entertainment, and pop culture especially needed
improvement. The biggest takeaway from this reconnaissance trip was that
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Laventhol saw great potential for a section that was tentatively called Life
Styles. “What surprised me,” he wrote to Bradlee, “was the limited thinking
that is going on in this area.”’® He reported that the L.A. Times was thinking
about innovation, too, but had not developed a concept beyond combining
the entertainment with the women’s section. Not mentioned in his report but
widely known during that time was the fact that the L.A. Times had begun
experimenting with the idea of making a newspaper more like a daily news-
magazine.'” Supported by publisher Otis Chandler, who had taken over the
family business in 1960, and conceptualized by Editor Nick Williams, the
Times promoted interpretation and analysis.

Laventhol praised Dorothy Jurney of the Dezroit Free Press as “probably
the brightest person in the US about conventional womans [sic] editing,”
but added, “that ends it.” The only really innovative new section in US news-
papers, in Laventhol’s estimate, was a Monday supplement by the Chicago
Tribune called “Feminique.” Laventhol concluded his original report to Bra-
dlee by saying, “I'm still trying to bring thoughts together, but I think that
Fashion [a preliminary title for the section] in its original sense—the current
styles of life—is what is the key to the whole thing.”"®

Focusing on popular culture and capturing the zeitgeist of the 1960s was
a relatively new concept for most newspapers of this era. They were slow
in adapting to the changing cultural climate and the growing competition of
television. Nevertheless, innovations in newspaper content and design had
been going on for years and in a variety of places. Of particular importance
was the Herald Tribune. Before it ceased publication in 1966, it was a labora-
tory for new approaches to daily journalism. Part of its innovative spirit was to
bring techniques from magazine journalism to the newspaper. John Denson
had led the changes after taking over as editor of the Herald Tribune, bringing
to the new role his success in improving the standing of Newsweek, where he
closed the gap between it and its dominating competitor 77me. He made the
Herald Tribune more accessible and readable by emphasizing that the format
ought to accommodate the news, not the other way around. He introduced
catchy headlines, typographical innovations, horizontal instead of vertical de-
sign, and allowed for plenty of white space to focus the reader’s attention. The
content got more sparkle and the writing became more interpretive. James
Bellows, his successor, toned down the sensationalism but followed Denson’s
approach to make the paper more modern, more sophisticated and more fun
than any other US newspaper of that era. Bellows created an atmosphere that
gave young, untested reporters, such as Tom Wolfe and Jimmy Breslin, free
reign to experiment with storytelling formats."

Under Bellows’s reign, the Herald Tribune emphasized elements of news
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reporting that indicated the shift towards a more narrative style of journalistic
storytelling: describing people as characters not sources; using sensory detail
for descriptions; telling stories instead of writing news reports.”” One of the
young staffers in Bellows’s newsroom was Laventhol. “I don’t think they ever
said, ‘Hey, we're in the television age; we've got to put out a different kind of
newspaper,” Laventhol later told a historian. “But they had things like a news
summary on page one. They had . . . a tremendous amount of rewriting—a
lot more like a magazine in many ways than a newspaper.”!

The Herald Tribune ceased publication in 1966, but Laventhol carried
over some of its philosophy to the Posz.?* The first indication this new ap-
proach to reporting would require a particular style of writing can be found
in the prospectus, the detailed outline of ideas and suggestions for the new
section Laventhol sent to Bradlee. Later the prospectus would also circulate
among the Style staffers. Laventhol wrote that the new section would contain
“[r]leports and evaluations [that] would probe the quality of this life—and the
kind of things happening elsewhere that affect it.”** The next section laid out
the approach to writing:

People would be stressed rather than events, private lives rather than public
affairs. Profiles and interviews would be used frequently. Direct reports,
with lots of quotes and hard, specific detail, would be emphasized. The
tone would be realistic, not polyannish [sic]. Clarity would be the guiding
principle of the writing style; it would be bright without being flip; sophis-
ticated without being snobbish; informed without being “in.”*

his description is notable because it indicates elements of the New Jour-

nalism—the combination of “hard, specific detail” with a “realistic”
tone, yet also defines the particular approach of the Post and accentuates the
contrast with some of the Post’s potential competitors and the freewheeling
experimentation of some New Journalists such as, for instance, Hunter S.
Thompson. When Laventhol rejected a Pollyannaish tone, he seemed to push
back against other approaches to lifestyle sections with lighter fare and fluffier
prose. The other juxtapositions are instructive as well. Even if Laventhol did
not mention any specific media from which he wanted to set the Post's new
section apart, his characterizations can be understood in light of the media
ecosystem of the late 1960s. It appears Laventhol wanted to position the new
section as different from other models of that era: Esguire (flip), the New York
Times (snobbish), and New York magazine (in).

It is important to note that while the New Journalism was not established
in name until 1969, its practices and techniques had emerged throughout
the sixties. It introduced novel journalistic habits of interpretation and “orga-
nizational practices that connected writers, editors, and publications,” as John
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Pauly has argued. “The writers who came to be described as New Journalists
styled themselves as interpreters of large social trends . . . , and magazines like
Esquire, Harpers, and New York sought the work of those writers in order to
create an identity that would appeal to educated, upscale readers.” The same
holds true for the Style section in general and its writers in particular. How-
ever, the specific context of the Post as a daily newspaper also created a differ-
ent and distinct iteration of these techniques. Magazines had to plan months
ahead to meet their specific production needs. Journalist and scholar Garry
Wills described this process as “lead time.” He wrote, “The best editors made
a virtue of necessity—they learned to stand off from the flow of discrete items
filling daily newspapers, to look for longer trends, subtler evidence. They
developed an instinct for the things a daily reporter runs too fast to notice.””
The Post, of course, had to figure out a different approach. The goal was the
same, looking for “longer trends, subtler evidence,” but simultaneously the
Style section needed to be produced on a daily basis. Laventhol thought that,
with a good concept in hand, organizational practices would develop organi-
cally. Progress, however, was very uneven in the early phase.

Implementing Style

he first Post Style section appeared on January 6, 1969.% Both in terms
of graphic layout and editorial content, the section was a major depar-
ture from the past. The first edition of the Style section featured the first
woman to be listed on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. Two days later, on
January 8, the front page of Style led with a story titled “Life Styles: The
Mandels of Maryland,” a profile of Marvin Mandel, Maryland’s then-newly

chosen governor, and his family.

About 6:30 in the morning, Marvin Mandel, who was chosen Governor of
Maryland yesterday, rolls out of the double bed and heads for the bathroom
at the head of the stairs (a small bathroom, in light blue tile, with three
toothbrushes hung from little holes around the edge of a cup sconce, a
plastic curtain concealing and also indicating the bath-shower, and a neat
medicine cabinet containing a tube of Prell, a can of shaving foam, a slot
for used razor blades, and three or four jars and boxes but no medicines, not
so much as an aspirin) and shakes off the five hours of sleep which is all he
usually gets or needs.”’

The story goes on to describe a day in the life of Governor Mandel: when
he leaves (at 8 in the morning); when he returns home (at 7 or 8 in the eve-
ning), what he watches on TV (“any damn thing that’s on”); what he reads
(everything from 77me magazine to the Book-of-the-Month selection); what
he drinks (“Bourbon is Mandel’s drink, but he rarely takes more than two,
even during the conviviality of a legislative session.”). As a family portrait
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the story also quotes the governor’s wife (“He couldn’t find a thing in the
kitchen”) and his daughter (“They are very understanding parents. . . . For
instance, they have never set up a curfew”).*

The detailed description of the governor’s bathroom was so shocking to
a wider audience that the story was soon referred to as “the medicine cabinet
profile.”" Letters to the Editor clearly show that readers were not amused by
the new style. “Really now,” Cheryl A. Skuhr from Arlington wrote. “Surely
there must be more interesting things to write about Mandels other than
their type of bathroom!”? For Catherine Kaufman the article was “cheap
and vicious.” She called it “a hatchet job ‘exposure through intimacy’ . . . that
should be done on someone who deserves it, not on a man just starting out as
a very public figure.* And Dorothea Beall from Stevenson, Maryland, added,
“Of all the things that I am interested in knowing about the new Governor
of our State of Maryland, what is kept on his bathroom shelves is really at the
bottom of the list.”*

hese early reactions indicate that the narrative style was irritating to a

large number of readers. They were puzzled that stylistic elements such
as descriptions of personal details were part of a story in the newspaper. In all
likelihood, they would not have been so surprised had this been a magazine
story or a fictional narrative. Apparently, this detailed description offended
their sense of propriety, revealing a certain cultural tension. Their expecta-
tions of what a newspaper should report and how it should report were clearly
upset. The story was novel both in terms of news content and with regard to
what Christopher Wilson describes as the story-form.*

In contrast to previous profiles in the women’s pages, this article was
a family portrait, describing not just the first lady (as would have been the
customary approach in the women’s pages), but the whole family dynamics,
including the grown-up children. Thus, the content was a novelty. However,
this story also offers interesting evidence that illuminates how the Style sec-
tion incorporated narrative, documentary techniques in daily newspaper re-
porting. Thus, the form was a novelty, too. With regard to the story-form, the
profile employs an ironic tone, suggesting to the reader that the depictions of
this picture-perfect family should be taken with a grain of salt. Signposts of
irony are strewn throughout the text,*® but the writer’s tone of bemusement
reaches a climax at the end: “Assembling in the living room, the Mandel fam-
ily posed for a portrait, smiling gently and flashing unanimous gray-green
eyes. Behind them stood a pair of marble stands topped with ivy bowls, a glass
dish of wrapped hard candy by the sofa and, next to the fireplace, a small table
bearing a vase of plastic yellow roses.””
This article is an excellent example for showing how the narrative frame
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affects the representation and interpretation of the subjects. To understand
how radically this approach departs from previous conventions in the women’s
pages, one can look at a story that ran just a few days before the Style section
was launched. Under the headline “Mrs. Onassis Explores Scenic Charms of
Greece” the article began: “Mrs. Aristotle Onassis and her children sightsaw
the Greek isle of Letkas on New Year’s Day, clambering up steep hills and rid-
ing donkeys to view the beautiful scenery.”*® No wonder many readers could
not believe their eyes when they were reading about the Mandels. Instead of
deferential treatment, the story portrayed the mundane details of the gover-
nor’s life and did not hold back on irony (some readers took it as cynicism).
In contrast to depicting the bucolic life of the rich and the famous, this story
was rich in what Wolfe called “status details”® (some of it almost to a fault).
The story shows the private side of a public figure, but by using a narrative
frame of irony, the author also cautions the readers not to trust everything
in this staged setting and encourages them to look behind the facade of the
polished politician. A few years later, the Mandels would again take up quite
some space in the Style section, and by then, the image of the wholesome
family had fallen apart. The governor left his wife for another woman, and
his former wife had refused to leave the governor’s mansion for five months.*’

mphasizing the function of the narrative frame is important in this con-

text, because this story-form breaks away from a traditional news form
that adheres to presenting the news in a supposedly neutral way.” The two
frames differ in their focus. The narrative frame responds to the question,
“How do we live?” The news frame, in contrast, answers the question, “What
happened?” While the news frame prioritizes a particular event, the narrative
frame zeroes in on the context.”? The personal point of view (as told through
a third-person narrator) of the narrative frame reveals a private life not so dif-
ferent from that of ordinary citizens. In the case of the Mandels, this rhetori-
cal move decreases distance and difference, humanizes the subjects, but also
mildly ridicules their personal tastes. This difference in style also reflects an
evolution of different news values. The private becomes political and is subse-
quently scrutinized for consistency with or deviation from the public image.
Even though the profile is more descriptive than narrative, it employs typi-
cal traits of narrative storytelling, especially the use of status details to craft
a character.”® Seeing and describing the world through the lens of narrative
technique is very different from applying the “5 W’s” approach of traditional
news reporting.* As mentioned before, the Style section obviously did not
invent the narrative form of news reporting, but the section systematically
incorporated the narrative form into daily newspaper production. As such,
the Style section expanded the space in which the newspaper offered stories
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about people and how they lived.

Laventhol had identified a specific mission for Style: reports and evalua-
tions probing the quality of life. However, living up to this mission on a daily
basis proved to be a continuing struggle. About two months after the new
section was launched, Laventhol wrote in a memo, “style is. But what it will
be continues to be a necessary debate.”*® He acknowledged that society news
and the political party circle was being covered well, while the section had not
sufficiently explored the lifestyles of “lost communities: kids, blacks” as well
as “the middle-class suburbanite with a kid who takes pot.” In a four-month
review, the lack of direction and focus continued to be an issue. Laventhol
identified the prime reason for this to be a “philosophical” one: “[W]hat
ought Style to be?”# The core of the problem was a conflict between women’s
news and lifestyle coverage. Neither area was done satisfactorily, he argued.
The allocation of staff lay at the core of the problem. “Should we tie some of
our top people on time-consuming takeouts,” Laventhol wrote, “or should we
aim first at covering the parties, fashion shows and other social and women’s
events that always are at hand in Washington—and then pursue other stories
only as we have extra staff?”* Quantity of the staff, however, was only one
side of the challenge. Its composition—old guard vs. young writers and edi-
tors—was the other.

he staff of the early Style section was a “raucous collection of young weir-

dos and rebels,”’ seasoned writers who had distinguished themselves in
other sections, and the veteran writers and editors from the women’s pages.
Nicholas von Hoffmann had made a name for himself as the voice of the
youth and counterculture within the Posz. He was assigned to cover arts and
culture for Style. Myra McPherson was a young mother of two, writing for
the Star, when one day in 1968 she got a call from Bradlee: “McPherson, get
your ass down here,” he said. “I've got an offer you can’t refuse.” Michael
Kernan, after thirteen years of being editor of the Redwood City Tribune in
California and a year in London, had landed at the Posz in 1967. He started
out as a city editor, but because of his elegant writing he was assigned to the
Style section.’* Sally Quinn was hired without previous journalistic experi-
ence but quickly rose from a neophyte party reporter to a star writer special-
izing in what can be described as chatty, yet illuminating personality profiles.

Most of the writers were very much aware that they were part of an en-
deavor meant to shake up traditional journalistic patterns of reporting and
writing. What they were doing “threw a grenade into old-school reporting.”>®
Many of them considered themselves to be reporters and writers. The goal
was to write stories like those written by Wolfe and Talese, the leaders of the
New Journalism.”* Another key element was “riffing” on a particular topic.
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As Henry Allen describes the term, “the true essence of it is a jazz musician
improvising on a theme.”” The goal was to ring out the writer’s point of view.
For Judy Bachrach, who had started out as a television critic at the Baltimore
Sun, writing for the Style section was “TV criticism without having to watch
TV.>%¢ As a consequence, Style became notorious for its tone, which would
run the gamut from snarky to satirical, from ironic to judgmental. At the same
time, reporters, especially women, developed a reputation of being insightful
and tough profile writers. The combination of Quinn, McPherson, Judy Ba-
chrach, and Nancy Collins was called “Murderer’s Row.””” Graham recounted
a conversation with Henry Kissinger, when he said: “Maxine Cheshire [the
Post’s gossip columnist] makes you want to commit murder. Sally Quinn, on
the other hand, makes you want to commit suicide.”®

his kind of reporting was not only revolutionary for a “family news-

paper,” but also for a city that had been known as the “graveyard of
journalism.” As a result, the evolution of the new section was followed with
great interest, especially from Graham. Despite a certain involvement in the
development of the new section (Graham sat in on brainstorming sessions),
she was not all too pleased once it had rolled out. As she wrote in her auto-
biography, “I became more and more distressed over the direction the new
section was taking, but I was unsure how to criticize constructively something
I wanted to improve.”® Some of the stories she found “tasteless,’ ‘snide,” or
‘grisly.””¢" Then the pendulum would swing in the other direction and she
would complain in a memo: “Clothes, fashions, interiors and the frothy side
... are all taking a hosing . . . I am quite fed up with the really heedless egg-
headedness of Style.”®

Graham was actively lobbying for a female editor of the entire section
(not just the women’s news), “because as long as you have culture-happy edi-
tors who dislike and don’t want women’s news in, you are going to have this
situation continue.” And she added, “I can’t see why we have to build our-
selves a structure in which we have to fight and plead and beg to get into the
paper (and I have never said this before in 5 V2 years) what I quite frankly
want to have there.”®® Graham complained to Bradlee so persistently that one
time he yelled at her: “Get your finger out of my eye!” As they both recounted
later, this was the only heated fight they ever had.® As a consequence, Bradlee
bought some time by getting Graham’s assurance that she would not interfere
for the foreseeable future.

Readers were not just upset with individual stories, like the one about the
Maryland governor. Some generally disliked the new direction. Yet the sec-
tion also created excitement by offering a fresh take on life in Washington.®
A closer look at letters to the editor reveals how polarizing the new section



46 Literary Journalism Studies, Vol. 9, No. 1, Spring 2017

turned out to be. Edith Fierst, from Chevy Chase, was certainly not happy
with the Style section. She wrote:

For many years it has been my ungrudging custom to surrender the first
section of the Washington Post to my husband when he arrives for breakfast
about five minutes after I do, and to read the Women’s section instead. Now
this tranquil arrangement is threatened, as morning after morning I find
nothing to read in the Women’s section.*

She went on to complain that many articles embraced viewpoints of the
New Left, noting that “most Americans do not subscribe to it.” In her view,
the “steady diet of articles blaming the ‘establishment’ for everything, often
in a smart-alecky way, [is] neither enlightening nor interesting.”®” In contrast,
in a letter published in response to Ms. Fierst’s, Margaret E. Borgers praised
the new section as a “daily treasure” and added, “I, for one, am greatly flat-
tered by the Post’s innovation, with its implicit statement that women might
be interested in something besides debuts, weddings and diplomatic recep-
tions.”® It became obvious that the one-size-fits-all approach of the women’s
pages had lost its appeal while it was not clear yet what the alternative would
be. As much as the Style section was presented as a new approach, it retained
some of its patronizing outlook of assigning women a segregated news sec-
tion. One advertisement for the Style section described the “new” way of
looking at women: “Themselves. What they hope for, work for, worry about
and achieve. Personal, individual stories.”® In this context, these letters to
the editor reveal more than individual attitudes to the Style section. They
illustrate a larger trend in the transformation of the readership, highlighting
competing attitudes towards women’s role in society.

Writing in Style
f newsrooms are always “tribal societies,””” the Post of the early 1970s was an
example of how a new kind of tribe fought its way in, staking out territory
and trying to win recognition. Initially, the Style reporters were either dis-
missed as unimportant or openly criticized as trivial by their colleagues on the
metro and national desks. “We were like the combination of the drama club
and the juvenile delinquents,” said former Style reporter Megan Rosenfeld.”!

An analysis of oral history interviews reveals a particular subculture that
took root at the Style section and established different ways of reporting and
writing stories for the newspaper.”> A variety of factors contributed to this
subculture. As much as Bradlee demanded impact and encouraged competi-
tion (both with other papers and internally between different departments),
he was particularly fond of the Style section and shielded it from criticism.
He was unrelenting when Style editors did not deliver satisfying results, as a
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high turnover of editors in the early years of Style would evidence. However,
he also provided a safe zone while editors and reporters were figuring out how
to develop a new approach to daily storytelling. Even if the collective vision
for Style needed time to take shape, many of the reporters brought a certain
mindset to the task—the belief that good writing matters. Their styles dif-
fered widely. There were modernist writers, who included Mike Kernan, Phil
Casey, and Henry Mitchell; and young rebels influenced by the New Journal-
ism, such as Henry Allen, Tom Zito, and Bachrach. There were idiosyncratic
styles, like that of von Hoffmann (provocative) and Quinn (unfiltered). These
writers competed with each other but rallied around the notion of being the
artists of the newsroom. As much as other reporters in the newsroom criti-
cized them, they also knew the executive editor and a growing fan base recog-
nized their writing. Working for the Style section carried cultural and social
cachet. Viewing the Style section as a particular subculture is crucial for un-
derstanding how its new kind of journalistic storytelling emerged, survived,
and expanded in a potentially hostile environment of traditional newspaper
values.

he Style section was embedded in a newsroom culture that was uniquely

Bradlee’s. Even before he was the famed and glamorous editor depicted
in the movie, All the Presidents Men,”® Bradlee governed the newsroom with
charisma, magnetism, and a visceral presence that would both instill awe and
send chills down the spines of his reporters.”* With an “absolute sense of stage
presence” he would walk the newsroom, prowling in search for the newest
gossip, as his reporters and editors remember.”” The biggest validation was
a slap on the back, a quick comment like “a helluva story,” the undivided
attention of the boss who was said to have the attention span of a gnat.”® Bra-
dlee was equally powerful when communicating his disapproval. He would
admonish reporters with characteristic candor, asking, “What the fuck are
you doing?””” The biggest punishment, however, was when reporters real-
ized Bradlee was ignoring them. Fully aware that they were craving his atten-
tion, Bradlee would turn his back or avoid eye contact. “He could be really
cruel and obtuse,” remembers Henry Allen. “He was like a cat playing with a
mouse sometimes.”’®

Bradlee ran the newsroom on a star system.” Backed by the full support
of Graham, he pushed his staff to compete with each other, pitting editors
against editors and reporters against reporters.*® He called it “creative ten-
sion.”" It was a “piranha atmosphere,” the longtime editorial writer John An-
derson said in an interview with David Halberstam. “It can be uncomfortable
as hell, but it may also be very good for people. And Bradlee is very good at
making them feel that they’re right on the edge.”®
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The guiding principle for Bradlee was impact. As he described his vision
in the late 1970s to Chalmers Roberts, a Posz reporter and designated histo-
rian of the paper: “I want to have some impact on this town and this coun-
try. . . . I want to know they are reading us. Impact.”® The most prominent
examples of creating impact were publishing the Pentagon Papers in 1971,
and then, of course, the Watergate burglary and the reporting that led to the
resignation of President Richard Nixon. But Bradlee’s craving for impact was
not just so much motivated by a particular political stance or an overarching
moral vision.** He just immensely enjoyed good stories about power, people,
and gossip.*” Typically, the stories he appreciated the most were tales about
winners and losers, one person’s rise and another one’s fall, human drama
expressed in terms of individual bravery or tragedy.® In other words, Bradlee
was a big fan of narrative storytelling.

Wlth this proclivity Bradlee set the tone for the Style section (as with
the rest of the paper) even if he did not involve himself heavily in the
day-by-day operations. As Larry Stern, one of Bradlee’s best friends, noted in
the late 1970s, Bradlee “is a good newspaperman but not a sustained one. He
doesn’t follow through.”®” Bradlee had a vision for Style but it was intuitive
and not informed by a conceptual framework or specific guidelines. He en-
couraged and advocated a sensibility for more personal, magazine-like stories
and enjoyed good writing.®® What that looked like in a particular context
was for the editors to decide and achieve. A story succeeded, it appears, when
Bradlee felt it reached a wider audience and got people talking.

Because the quality of news writing was of special concern to Bradlee
and his top editors, the style of writing was vividly debated in internal com-
munications. One particularly illuminating document is a memo Eugene Pat-
terson, then managing editor, sent to Bradlee in June of 1971. Not only does
it highlight the importance of writing at the Posz, it also demonstrates how
debates about the New Journalism (debates that had been going on for several
years at that point) found their way into the newsroom. Patterson was re-
sponding to an internal discussion about creating a statement of principles or
set of standards for reporting and writing. Citing a piece from Tom Wicker in
the Columbia Journalism Review, Patterson argued against a singular institu-
tional or professional formula. Instead he emphasized the importance of cre-
ating and nurturing an environment for reporters as artists.*” Then Patterson
discussed a piece by Wolfe about the New Journalism in the ASNE Bulletin,
which was an excerpt of Wolfe’s book, published later, saying, “it lays out ex-
actly what constitutes the New Journalism, in which I [Patterson] happen to
believe.” Patterson embraced Wolfe’s view that new nonfiction was as much
about substantial and insightful reporting as it was about skillful writing.
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Patterson concluded his memo by making a case for incorporating some of
the New Journalism techniques into the production of the daily newspaper:

We need fewer exhibitions of moralistic, committed, romantic thoroughly
conventional essay and more courage to do an artists reporting of universal
reality, not personal commitment, and the skill to put it together. We are
talking about artists, which is what the Washington Post ought to be about,
and not about tin ears who try to write rule.”

atterson’s view was just one piece in a larger context of internal debates,

many of which are not documented in a paper trail, but his perspective
encapsulated and promoted particular elements of the Pos#’s culture that were
constitutive for establishing the Style section. Patterson’s philosophy was also
consistent with key elements of Bradlee’s newsroom culture: good writing
and substantial reporting, a star system based on skillful writers, and a desire
to stay ahead of current trends in journalism. Eventually, the Style section
would come together along the lines that Patterson had envisioned: without
a dogmatic formula but based on a shared understanding to do “an artist’s re-
porting of universal reality.””! Moreover, Patterson’s intervention was also one
of the earliest signs pointing at the larger importance of organizational prac-
tices that were consonant with Style’s subculture. Far from being relegated to
the margins of the newsroom, the style that Style cultivated was embraced
and ultimately expanded into other sections of the paper.

As much as Style was gaining traction and a loyal following, however,
the paper was still struggling to find a cohesive strategy. There were problems
with staff morale and productivity. There was friction with other sections and
confusion about where news about women should go. And there was a power
vacuum when after a few months Laventhol left to become associate editor
at Newsday.

The situation at Style was so bad that Bradlee requested a special favor
from his friend Larry Stern—to take over the lead of the Style section. At
about the same time, the copy desk was also infused with new blood: Henry
Allen, Joel Garreau, and David Legge. Henry Allen, an ex-Marine and Viet-
nam vet with some journalistic experience at the Wal/ Street Journal, was liv-
ing with some artists in a decrepit loft on Connecticut Avenue and needed
a job to pay for having his car fixed.”” Garreau had seen a couple of small,
ambitious magazines flounder by the time he was hired in September 1970.
The copy desk, led by Legge and manned by Allen and Garreau, asserted
itself against the assigning editors of the old days (in the women’s section)
and took liberties in editing stories and creating daring page layouts.”® Stern
steadied the ship and laid the foundation for later editors. When he left after
nine months, he sent a famous farewell memo, writing something along the
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lines of “If anybody asks you what style is about tell them it happens at mid-
»94

passage and everything will be all right.
A- fter about five years, the basic elements of the Style section were in place:

consistent philosophy, a reliable workflow, and productive collabora-
tions between reporters and editors. While Stern had created the foundation
for Style’s development, it was only with the leadership of editor Thomas
Kendrick that the growing pains went away. Kendrick summarized the state
of Style and his analysis of the road ahead in a memorandum to then-assistant
editor Howard Simons. The conclusion of this memo is worth quoting in its
entirety as it identifies key ingredients of the narrative news logic that had
taken hold at that point. Kendrick emphasized the importance of keeping
the section experimental. He advocated the serious, hard news relevance of
its content. And he made a case for embracing the narrative news logic as a
promising way to capture the human side of the news. He wrote:

Style’s original concept holds. A number of subsidiary definitions of Style’s
role have even forged [sic] since its inception and this is as it should be. For
many, these definitions seem hazy and that too, perhaps, is as it should be.
It may well be a fatal error to define Style’s role too strictly. The freedom to
experiment, to gamble, to make mistakes (but not to repeat them) is basic
to Style’s charter. Such freedom is necessary to avoid the cardinal sin of
dullness.

Finally, there should be an end to the attitude that Style is a soft, feature sec-
tion that can be ignored or curtailed in the crunch. It feeds information that
directly affects how people spend the leisure time that now occupies one-
third of their lives. Style’s quick success and broad readership are evidence
that its focus on people tapped an unfilled need. People are going to have
more leisure time in the years ahead and their cultural interest will continue
to expand. The political-governmental tunnel vision that this paper some-
times exhibits should not blind us to the possibility that our readers may
be telling us that “people are as important as facts,” that Style’s fare “much
more than luxury.””

The Post’s publication of an anthology of the best stories from the Style
section in 1975 was a testament to the evolution of the section into a cohe-
sive entity that was actively promoted as innovative news content.” When
Kendrick moved on to become the director of operations for the Kennedy
Center of Performing Arts in 1976, Shelby Coffey took over the leadership
of the Style section and became one of Bradlee’s favorite editors. Style was
established.”” In addition, the Post had reached the peak of its reputation and
cultural cachet. Stars and high society flocked to the Kennedy Center for the
premiere of All the Presidents Men, and it was obvious the Post had made the
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step from reporting the news to being in the news. Within ten years, Bradlee
had elevated the Post from a “swamp town gazette™® to the hottest paper in
the country. Moreover, Bradlee became a person of interest himself, and his
relationship with Style star writer Sally Quinn only added to the mystique.”
Writing for Esquire in early 1976, James Fallows portrayed Bradlee and the
Post in all their glory. “In the past ten years,” Fallows wrote, “Bradlee has
remade the Post in his own image, making it, at different times, the most
exciting paper to work on, the most interesting one to read, and the one from
which wrongdoers had most to fear.”'® Fallows called the Style section Bra-

dlee’s “clearest personal monument™®" at the paper:

What Bradlee saw in the section was illustrated by the kind of gossip it
purveyed. Society sections everywhere carry gossip of the normal variety—
who has been seen with whom. . . . Style delivered this straight gossip by
the ton, but it offered something else as well. It carried symbolic gossip, the
novelistic details, the significant anecdotes that tell everything about the
way the world works. So much of life within the government, so much of
Washington society, could be explained as a game of manners—and Style
did try to explain it.'*

By describing and “explaining these “game[s] of manners,” the Posz went
beyond the traditional role of the press and its task to provide, in the words
of the Post’s early publisher Phil Graham, a “first rough draft of history.”'®
When the Style section highlighted the life world of politicians and people
alike, attuned to changing attitudes, values and practices, it provided a first
rough draft of culture.

Conclusion

he Style section continued to be the “prototype for daring, literary-

minded newspaper feature sections throughout the country,”'* but in
the early 1980s the Post also suffered the biggest embarrassment of the Bra-
dlee era—the Janet Cooke scandal. The fabricated piece about an eight-year
old heroin addict did not appear in the Style section, but it had larger impli-
cations for the practice of narrative journalism. The scandal pointed to some
potential pitfalls of narrative journalism (ethics of reporting, sensationalism,
melodrama), which became topics of heated debates throughout the 1980s
and 1990s.

The Post was a pioneer and prototype in introducing into the daily news-
paper production the literary techniques used by the New Journalists. “[Style
stories] should be evaluated not as literature but as journalism with all its
inherent strengths and faults,” Kendrick wrote in the introduction to the
anthology of Style stories. “They carry both the bite of immediacy and dead-
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line warts, the punch of individual perception and flaws exposed by time’s
»105

perspective. Still, they hold up—proof that risks are worth taking, daily.

Subsequently, the Post's innovation had a major effect on US newspa-
per journalism in the 1970s and thereafter. It provided a template for
documentary writing and role models for narrative journalism, and laid the
groundwork for a broader effort to incorporate magazine-style storytelling
into daily newspaper production. As other major US newspapers began de-
veloping their own “style” sections throughout the 1970s (L.A. Times, Miami
Herald, New York Times), their indebtedness to the Post’s trailblazing became
obvious.'* This transformation created occupational structures and literary
incentives so that young, talented writers would seek out careers in journal-
ism. It also led to the formation of a readership that would embrace narrative
storytelling as an integral part of their daily newspaper diet.

In reconstructing the beginnings of the Posz Style section, this case study
documents the emergence of a novel logic for narrative news, one which re-
sulted in a distinct form of news in US newspapers. The approach of concep-
tualizing news as a cultural form'”” provides a lens for analyzing the produc-
tion and reception of narrative journalism in an early phase of its expansion.
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