PLANNING AND
EXECUTION

Writers are crazy people when they write, engaging in strange
tuals that would earn anyone else a trip to the Rubber Room at
e nearest mental hospital. They are obsessive about the paper
1d notepads they use, about pens (I take notes with one kind,
aft copy with another, write letters with still a third), about
& placement of items on their desks.
‘Some behave queerly long before they are ready to assemble a
mshed piece, and often before they begin reporting it. This
ehavior, however, usually signals more than quirk or supersti-
. These writers are thinking far ahead, doping out what
r story might be, how much emphasis to give certain parts of
and how it might string together when finished. Watching
m, a fellow writer may have no idea of what is actually
ning through their minds but he understands their eentral
pose, however oddly it is manifested.
5 a beginner I worked with a colleague who laid out eight
nk sheets of copy paper on a table before reporting a story.
then blocked out the elements of his tale as he'd preconceived
, assigning each a varying amount of space and a specific
ation in the layout. This mapmaking, this physical visualiza-
s'erved him well as a rough reporting and writing guide.
er, I worked beside another reporter who seemed to have
plan at all. Unlike most of us, who report first and write
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later, he did both in short, alternating bursts, following no
pattern I could see. After reporting for a few hours or a day or
two, he laboriously wrote one or two perfect paragraphs (not
necessarily related ones) and dropped them into a basket on his
desk. When the slips of paper reached optimal depth, he taped
them together. Amazingly, this seemed to work for him; he
apparently carried a detailed story map in his head and didn’t
need a physical one. _
Neither of these approaches may work for you. They certainly
don’t for me. Buf the specific techniques you employ aren’t
important. The only important thing is that you have a plan;
however loose and informal, and use it to good effect. The good
writers I know always do some kind of planning before they
report and again before they write. The people who rely on
divine inspiration to carry them from interview to interview,
from sentence to sentence, usually turn in gibberish or are found
sitting, stumped, before their VDTs long after the planners 70
hore. T
What follows is my plan. It’s not an outline, just a guide; I
don’t believe in strict outlines, which tend to murder spontan
ity and creativity. You're welcome to try it entire, to adopt only
" parts of it, or to dismiss it as unsuitable. It doesn’t work fo
every story and I'd be suspicious if it did. Semething has to be
wrong with a system that invariably turns out stories like so
many cans of peas. But it works for an amazingly high percent-
age of the pieces I do, makes them better, and helps me wo z
much more efficiently than I would otherwise. g
This guide nags me with questions about six different aspects
of every story I do, both at the beginning of the reporting and
later, when 1 write. Let’s see how the guide applies to the
reporting phase of the most common type of story, one that
centers on some kind of occurrence and its consegquences. We'l
discuss profiles later in this chapter, and learn in the next how
to use the guide in organizing the writing of the story, too.

" the six-part guide and ask this: How important, relatively speak-
~ing, are each of these six things likely to be in this particular
_ story? Usually only one or two of them need to be fully devel-
- oped in reporting and later in writing, with perhaps one or two
- others getting brief attention. But I start by considering all of
+them. They are:

I HISTORY

" A, Does my main theme development have roots. in the
past? What are they?

B. Is it a clean break with the past? How?

C. Is it clearly a continuation of the past? How?

D. If history seems a potentially relevant part of my story,
are there any historical details that I can use to lend
authenticity and interest? Can 1 relate them briefly?

: __We’re seldom interested in the past for its own sake, only in
Ifiow it relates to the present, but we've already seen how vital
this linkage sometimes can be. Without material on the unbro-
ken line of mountain men, we can’t see that Finis Mitchell is a
continuation of the past and not a throwback. Without Lt. Ives
viewing the howling desolation of the Colorado Plateau and
1dging that the white man will never come that way again, we
lose, when we look at Las Vegas today, the sense of a total break
with the past he lived in. (We also lose the chance to catch a
forecaster with his pants around his ankles, and that’s always fun.)
In the last item, D, we seek the little things that add glitter
points of contrast. A modern cowboy’s lunch of steak and beans
ay be a mildly engaging detail to those who always have
ami on onion roll, but it gains interest when we're also told
at'a century ago he would have been having son-of-a-bitch stew
tead. We can see that his life has changed in this small way.

11 SCOPE—How widespread, intense and various is my de-
lopment, the event or current of events that is at the heart of
y story? :
A. Quantitative Factor:

1. Can I partially define the scope of my development
. with numbers or other expressions of quantity? If so,
what numbers would be most meaningful?

Step 1: Noodling Around

My story idea is shaped and approved. I have a little informati
on hand, though probably not much. Now I look at my idea and
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B. Social: Are changes in culture, custom, morals or family
life likely to be affecting this story? How?

C. Political/Legal: Are changes in laws, regulations or taxes
affecting this story? How?

D. Psychological—Are such things as ego, vengeance, wish
fulfillment apt to be major driving forces in this story?
Does the personality of a major actor bear heavily on it?

2. Can I define it with comment and observation?
B. Locale Factor: N
1. What is the physical range of my development? Is it
international, national, regional, local? :
2. Where are the hot spots?
C. Diversity/Intensity Factor: o
1. In how many different weys is my development likely:
to show itself? to what degree are people, places an
institutions involved in it? o
2. Is my development waxing or waning, spreading or
contracting?
D. Perspective factor: ;
1. Do other developments bear on mine? Do they mag-
nify its importance or temper it? e

- 1 treat reasons separately because many of us get so wrapped
up in story action that reasons may be forgotten or dusted off too
lightly. Item D is neglected most often; emotional motives are’
difficult to dig out, and when they exist are usually hidden
behind a screen of other reasons erected as justification.

. Look closely for emotional motives and personality factors
when some action does not, on analysis, make convincing sense.
Company A, say, is trying to take over company B. It swears up
and down that the two will make sweeter music together than
they ever could separately, and that all shareholders will bene-
fit. But Wall Streeters are scratching their heads; A is already
overextended and the other company’s businesses don’t seem to
fit into A’s operations that well. This mystery is solved in part
when we can show that the chairman of A has a Napoleonic
complex and detests the chairman of B to boot. Hard material to
get? You bet—but necessary in a story like this.

Sometimes an entire tale rides on this one element. In 1976
Roy Harris convincingly showed that the rise and fall of Rohr
Corp., a humdrum but profitable aviation subcontractor that
transformed itself into to a leader in urban mass transit and
then failed in that business, was traceable to the mesmerizing
personality of its CEO, Burt Raynes. Highly intelligent, a genu-
ine visionary and a man of enormous magnetism, Raynes exerted
Such a powerful influence on those he worked with that they
became blinded to the faults in his thinking and failed to chal-

This last factor puts the story in wider context. For example, if '
the U.S. is losing prime farmland at a rapid rate, the importance.
of that single development is magrified if we also are told tha
per-acre crop yields are flattening out; that pressure .for fa_r_m‘.i
exports is soaring; and that the warehouse of new agmcultur_al::
technology is almost empty. Against this background, the loss,_?f 4
land is more ominous. If instead we learn that export demand i
down and new high-yield grains are on the way, the importang_:
of land loss would be tempered.

Obviously, the scope section gets stress when the central d :
velopment itself is newsy. But even when that deve_lopment is
not the focus of the piece, if we're concentrating instead
impacts or countermoves, we still will use the factors of scope 1
help define those other action sections. So in one place or ar
other, scope is a consideration in almost every story. Notice th
variety of elements it includes: We are trying to come at th

reader from several angles, not bash him over the head rep
edly with the same class of material. o

111 REASONS—Material that shows why something is ha
pening now. i
A. Economic. Is there money in this? Where does the mon

trail begin and end?

The story detailed this process and emphasized the irony of
hat happened in . the end: Raynes’ great vision, imagination
and leadership ability, qualities much prized in executives, helped
shatter his own dreams for his company because he had these
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gifts in such abundance. It was a case of too much of a good'

thing.

IV IMPACTS —The consequences of a development.
A. Who or what is likely to be helped by what is happening?

How? What is the scope of that help? (See section II and

apply it here.}

B. Who or what is likely to be hurt? How? What is the scope

of the damage? (See section II again.)
C. What is the emotional response of those helped or hurt‘?

The last is missing from many stories in which it shoulgi"
appear. You can bring it out by asking actors in the tale how they

feel about what is happening as well as what they think about
it. The answers may be very different in character and intensity.

A woman in Detroit, let’s say, running a federally funded

preschool for ghetto kids, has to close it because her funding has

been eliminated. Ask her what she thinks about the closing and
she may say she wishes the government’s priorities leaned less:

toward weapons and more foward the poor. .

Then say to her, “You said you’ve been doing this for 10 years_;_:
you must have a lot of yourself tied up in the school. How does
all this make you feel, personally?” And she may reply, “It just

rips my guts out. The day I heard there wouldn’t be any more
money I went home and cried for hours.”

When we ask people what they think, many will automati-:

cally suppress emotional response or cloak it in reserved, reason-
able language that doesn’t fully express what’s going on inside

them. That’s because we're showing interest only in their minds
and not their hearts. When we ask them what they feel, we give
them license to express that other side of their natures. The'

reader then gets a whole person, not half of one.

V COUNTERMOVES—The gathering and action of co
trary forces.

A. Who is likely to gripe loudest about what is happenmg‘7'

What are they saying?

B. What actually is being done to offset, combat, change
deflect the impacts of the development? What is the

scope of this effort? (See Section II and apply it here.)

€. How is this effort working out?

Countermoves is the last action element and one present only
In a mature story. In gauging the likely importance of this
section in his own piece, a reporter should give more weight to
what is being done than to what is being said. Talk is cheap,

-action precious.

If the story is still pretty raw—i.e., the central development is

fairly new and still building—often the only countermove ele-

ment that has had time to develop is the grousing and handwring-

:ing of those opposed. By all means include one or two such
‘lamentations, but keep it brief; if talk is all that’s going on, your
.countermoves section will be of minimal inferest. A lazy man
“could do well as an editorial consultant, even build a reputation
‘as a guru, by scrawling the same criticisms on almost every
‘piece of copy without bothering to read it, and playing golf the
-rest of the day. The criticisms: Less talk, more action. Fewer
1;op1n1ons more facts.

VI FUTURES—What could happen if my development rolls

: along unchecked.

~ A. Are there formal studies or projections that address the

_ future of my development, and what do they say?

“ B. What are the informal opinions of both observers and
agctors on the scene? How do the latter see their own
futures?

C. Can I indicate what the future might hold?

In C, note the use of the word “indicate.” We have no business
rawing flat conclusions about the future—but we do have a
ight and a duty to present material the suggests what may
appen, particularly if there seem to be holes in the projections
thers.

In the story about the Colorado River, for example, the weight
‘reporting showed that the Southwest was already overusing
he river resource and that the problem would become eritical if
apid growth of the desert civilization continued. A minority,
owever, treated the threat less seriously, maintaining that the
olorado’s flow could be raised sharply through cloud seeding. I
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found the evidence for that less than overwhelming and closed’
the story this way: :

B. What qualities of ¢ypicalness does my subject have? How
is he/she/it like others in the same class? (Emphasize
this in a microcosm profile.)

1. Do they share certain characteristics? Which ones? -
2. Do they share experiences? Which ones?

I VALUES AND STANDARDS (replaces reasons section)

A. What does my subject believe in most strongly? How
does this shape the subject’s actions in striving toward
goals?

B. Are these beliefs different from or similar to those held
by others in the subject’s class? In what ways and to
what extent?

C. Where did these values, standards and goals come from?

:IV IMPACT

-- A, How dees my subject affect those around him or other

members of his class? What are these effects, both posi-

. tive and negative?

B. How is my subject being affected by circumstances or
those around him or other members of his class? Again,
: positives and negatives.

“V COUNTERMOVES

A. How are others actually responding to my subject and
his/her/its actions and attitudes? Show me in action where
possible.

B. How is my subject responding to circumstances, those
around him or members of his class? Again, show me in
action.

VI FUTURES

JA. What does my subject think his/herfits future looks like?

- B. What do others think it looks like?

But what if there are few clouds to seed? More than 700 years ago
the Classic Pueblo civilization reached its apex. Nourished by streams-
and rivers flowing from the mountains, the Indians irrigated land,
built cities, and developed a culture. In 1276 a great drought grippe
the region and this civilization withered, leaving behind only the'_j
empty, eerily silent pueblo cities nestled under cliffs. _

That drought lasted about 25 years. Today’s desert civilization
relies on the Colorado’s two main reservoirs, Lakes Powell and.
Mead, to tide it over during drought. They hold a four-yea '
reserve.

The conclusion is unstated but nonetheless clear: One flick o
nature’s tail and all the mighty dams and plumbing works aiong :
the river system, all the plans and projections, are junk.

The above guide is little more than an assembly of the kind o
commonsense guestions good reporters address in planning and:
executing stories. But considering these ordered, written ques
tions in advance has helped to make me a more complete and
efficient reporter. I can see what kind of material I probably wi
need, and I can cheek off the material as I get it. Above all, th
structure of the guide compels me to consider and include wher
possible some of the most important dimensions of storytelling
time, scope and variety in particular. _

As written, the guide applies to nonprofile stories. For proﬁle

I use a slightly altered version, as follows:

I HISTORY

A. How has my subject’s past shaped the nature of h1
her/it today?

11 QUALITIES (replaces scope)

A. What are the qualities of dlfferentness—personal pr_
fessional or other—that make my subject worth writin
about? (Emphasize this in a general profile.)
1. What kind of actions or behavior by my subject woul

reveal these gqualities? _
2. How have these qualities affected my subject’s fe'
tunes and his life? :

This profile guide stresses action and reaction. Without such
ém_inders, the reporter may be seduced by an engaging and
arrulous subject and produce an overly talky piece in which
le really happens. The profile subject he found so charming
hen becomes just a windy bore in print.
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- it’s hardly the sort of place where patrons throw bar stools or fire
 six-guns into the ceiling. Tennis courts, a modern new school and a
community center with an Olympic-size pool have been hacked out
. of the sage. There is Little League now, and yoga lessons. '
- If Wright is a bit on the quiet side, it is also a refutation of the
fear that rapid energy development must overwhelm the West with
" the so-called boomtown syndrome—sudden, overheated growth that
_strains services until they break down, creates terrible housing
-shortages and promotes crime, crowding and social problems.

Step 2: Setting Priorities

By now you may be thinking that all this seems a lot.of fuss to
go through in planning a newspaper story. A(ftuaily, it takes a.
great deal more time to explain it than to do it-I ugualiy take
no more than an hour—and the story plan arrived at 1s‘aiu'zays a
1ot less complex and demanding than the guide mighfc indicate. .
I do consider briefly all the sections and gquestions in the plan,
but at the same time I'm tossing out or deciding to play down-
those that at first don't seem particularly important .to th_e par-’
ticular idea I'm working on. What emerges from this prllorlty
setting is a far simpler plan, focused on conly a few essentials. .
In a typical nonprofile, for example, I’l! inspect the Whole_
.potential action sequence already descrlbe‘d—development/_"_
impaets/countermoves, but in my story plan will §tress only the.
newsiest. If the story is juvenile, I know I'm going to have to
pour maximum effort into detailing the central develc?pment"
itself, the concern of the scope section in my guide. Adapting the
questions in that section to my story, I'll try to answer as many-j_:
of them as I can. But if the story is mature, everyone may
already be so familiar with the central development that I onl
have to mention it, not report it out fully. Instead I'll bear down
on impacts and/or countermoves. '
Reazcjl the following boomtowns story, which I wrote in 1981
and see if you can identify the section of the guide that gets the:
main emphasis:

WRIGHT, Wyo.—This is no Paris of the prairie. There isn't a.
sidewalk cafe in sight—or a doctor, theater, auto mechanlc or pizza
parlor. And outside this town of 1,600 people there is only the ocear
of scrubland relling to the horizons, scogred by a ceaseless wind. -

Still, Wright is a noteworthy place. It is a custom-built boomtow_'x_l
not a brick or board of which was in place five years ago. o

Wright was planned and created by Arco ?oal Co., a unit o
Atlantic Richfield Co., to serve workers at Arco’s huge B}ack Thun:
der mine nearby. By conjuring up a slice of suburbia in the sage
brush, Arco is seeking to keep its workers content. - I.

Apparently they are. For a hoomtown, Wright is remal_‘kab
sedate—dull, even. There is one bar, buf; it shares space in th
glossy new shopping center with the family-style restaurant, ari

'Better Defenses

- -Visits to Wright and other energy centers suggest that much of that
fear is unjustified. For one thing, states have greatly expanded
.their taxes on minerals, funneling the money into boomtowns to
‘ease the strain, In addition, experience with chaotic energy develop-
‘ment in the early '70s has given state and local authorities more
“savvy in planning for the present boom, along with the toughness to
-demand that resource companies do a lot more to help.

.The companies are responding by ladling out cash grants, lending
‘a hand with finaneing of schools and other facilities, building hous-
ng and cooperating in joint planning efforts. “There’s a whole new
‘tone being taken by towns and counties, and the companies have
‘been listening,” says Burman Lorenson, the director of the Federal
Energy Impact Office for the northern Rockies and Plains. Often
they have to; some local and state authorities now require that

mining, oil and power concerns agree to help before work is allowed
to begin.

care Stories

. This tougher stance grows out of the well-publicized troubles of
places like Rock Springs, Wyo., which was the archetypal boomtown
the early "70s. Rapid development there doubled the population
‘four years, sent crime rates and housing costs through the roof
and left the town one of the ugliest and most despoiled in the West.
Other communities took note.

In recent years, they have been further alarmed by numerous
icken Little studies suggesting that Rock Springs could be
uplicated many times over in the current boom. Exxon Corp., for
example, in a report speculating on the buildup of a $3 trillion
synfuels industry in the West by the year 2010, figured that more
han a million miners, plant workers and construction tradesmen
ght have to be poured into a few thinly populated areas. There
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- from but controlled by the district, and that body issued the bonds.
The power group then guaranteed them, making them salable at a
ock-bottom interest rate. When the buildings were up, the district
iia;e;i thert[}la fzéom tll'ldebnonpil}'oﬁt gl;‘oup-—at rates scaled to the prop-
Tty taxes that would be colleeted from th i
waé poeas th : om the new power plant when it
~Communities currently being hit by development are studyi
towns affected earlier. A delegation from towng in North Dak(})ré::’g‘
ower Triangle, an area in and around Mercer County where huge

wouldnt be enough water, so the Missouri River might have to be’
diverted to supply it.
To most experts, it now is clear that there will be a lot less:
development, spread over a longer period, than such studies sug-
gest. Some proposed projects have already been delayed, canceled or’
scaled down, meaning that the West will have more breathing space:
to deal with the boom that is already oceurring. :
But existing growth is brisk enough, and in the effort to offset its
ill effects, the turnabout in corporate attitudes has been striking. A
few years ago, says an official of one power company, “Most outfits
would say, ‘Don’t bother us with this impact stuff; take it out of o
property taxes.’” o
Now there is a growing conviction that cushioning the effects of a
boom is simply good business. Companies are learning that un-
checked development can so spoil a town that the skilled worker,
flee. As labor turnover soars, productivity sinks. In one Rock Springs
mining operation, the entire work force had to be replaced in a year,
and on one construction project turnover cut preductivity to about a
third of what was expected. E
So there’s less reluctance now to open the corporate coffers. Che
ron USA, a unit of Standard Gil Co. of California, and Amoco Produ
tion Co., a unit of Standard of Indiana, have each given $500,000 £
local authorities in southwest Wyoming struggling with a monste
oil boom on the Overthrust Belt., Arco Coal has donated money fi
roads, land, and water rights near one of its Colorado operations:.
That company also has spent $17 million building Wright. ]
figures it will be lucky to recover 75% of that through lot sales an
other income. But it’s worth the expense, Arco insists. To recru
and train a single heavy-equipment operator for Black Thunde
costs $15,000; if he leaves quickly because he can’t find a decer
home for his family, the retraining costs and lost productivity h
Arco Coal’s pocketbook hard. Thanks largely to the town Arco buil
turnover at the mine is only 10% a year. ' :
The lesson hasn’t been lost on others. Exxon is building Battle
ment Mesa, a community eventually expected to house 20,0007
25,000 people, near its Colony Oil Shale Project in western Col
rado. And in Utah, Plateau Resources, a unit of Consumer Powe
Co. in Michigan, is building the uranium town of Ticaboo.
Resource companies also are using “creative financing” in helpin,
some towns build their own facilities. One such town is Wheatlan
Wyo., where power-plant construction by a consortium led by Basi
Electric, a big co-op based in Bismarck, N.D., threatened to overta
-schools. Already bonded to the hilt, the school district could do litt
to add space. S
So the power consortium helped create a nonprofit entity separ

Today’s boomtowns also have more revenue sources. Before 1975
i:,ate; taxes on production of oil, gas, coal, uranium and the like
dn t exist or were too low to yield much; now they are expected to
eld billions in income per year.

he Salvation of Zap

The taxes range all the way up to Montana’s 30% levy on co:
thich recently weathered a Supreme Court challenge by ‘ges chca?:glj
ng it was excessive. If anything, there is more pressure than ever
kqep on jacking up severance taxes. Wyoming, for one, just raised
g 0il and gas levy to 6% from 4%, a move that by some estimates
-é}.add $t9i nulllo? 30 its severance-tax take. '
oome states, including Wyoming, Alaska and New Mexi
iming to build billion-dollar trust funds against the inevitai:?fé cia;.;
en the resources run out. In the meantime, a varying but sub-
antial part of the severance-tax money is being funneled into
ast-growing towns for new roads, schools, police and a host of other
ecessities. (One Montana town used such funds to buy a street
e‘eifer—}and then came back for more money to build streets to
e it on. '
To Zap, N.D., a town tucked into the hills of the Power Triangl
h i;'}mds make a big difference. “We've been studied halfg 1?(;
th, says town auditor Chip Unruh, "when what we needed was
oney. It’s the state coal impact office that has put up a good deal
: front-end funding we needed. They’ve been our salvation.”

and Disharmony

either state nor industry aid ean compl i .
3t pletely insulate Western
$ from the problems boom can bring. Planning can go awry, for
thing. Hayden, Colo., sold bonds to expand its water system in -
Patlon of a certain level of coal mining nearby; when it didn’t
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fully materialize, neither did the revenue needed to meet the bond
payments. '

Elsewhere, there is less than complete harmony between locali- ~
ties and some of the companies that want their resources. Garfield
County, Colo., commissioners recently voted, in effect, to withhold
approval of a big expansion of Union Qil Co.’s proposed oil-shale
operations nearby. They want Union-President Fred Hartley or
another executive with power to act to appear before them and
give assurances that the effects will be mitigated. “We need some-
one with authority and a checkbook out here,” says one commis-
sioner. “Getting cooperation from Union has been like pulling -
teeth.”

Sometimes action hasn’t been taken until very late in the day. In
the Overthrust Belt around Evanston, Wyo., some 35 concerns have
joined the Overthrust Industrial Association to help local communi-:
ties get funds, make studies and otherwise deal with superheated
growth. But the association wasn’t even formed until 1980, five.
years after the oil boom began. By then area roads were already
crumbled by heavy trucks, housing was critically short, and sér:
vices were overloaded.

“Now theyre trying to apply Band-Aids to the problems out
there,” says John Gilmore, senior economist at the Denver Research’’
Institute and an expert in the boomtown syndrome. .

provides, there is a price for boomtowns to pay. The people of
the rural West know it well. “The days when c}:nyold pers%n %VhO,S
~ lived here all his life could walk down the street and know and
greet everyone—that’s all gone,” says a resident of Forsyth, Mont.,
affected by mining and power-plant construction. And on the open
plains of the North Dakota Power Triangle, where shovels claw at
the rangeland and draglines tower over hills of coal like giant black
mantises, many ranchers lament the changes now occurring.

One is Werner Benfit, 50 years old, who has been ranching here
311 his life, Part of his spread is being torn up by power shovels now.
- “*We fought them for three or four years, but we lost,” he says. 1
- wish they’d never come.”

- Breaking this story down, we see that the scope section, as it
_ applies to the central development (the drive for resources) is
barely covered at all. The development is treated as a given.

- Instead almost all the reporting effort is poured into counter-
~ moves——what is actually being done to alleviate the impact, and
how that is working out. There is a smattering of history, lim-
ited to what companies and towns have learned from past expe-
riences, but the only detail given is about Rock Springs.

"By contrast, George Getschow’s Mexican migration piece has
0o countermoves element to speak of. It is powerfully centered
n reasons, particularly economic ones, with history and local
mpacts as subsidiary elements. In the Colorado River story, the
itress is on the scope of the main development—overuse of the
iver-—and the futures of those dependent on it.

:__'Deciding in advance of reporting what will be important and
What will not is, of course, a risky, subjective exercise. We can’t
now enough at that stage to set most story plans in concrete. So
he reporter must stay flexible and reassess his plan periodically
as he works through it.

~If this is done the advantages of a plan distilled into a few
'_lements outweigh all uncertainties and risks. First, most thought-
_ul' plans do work out well in execution; surprises occur, but they
eldom are ones that dictate big changes in direction. Usually,

Making Growth Palatable

Overall, however, there is no doubt that the lessons learned from.
the past, together with the new tax funds and altered corporate:
attitudes, are taking much of the pain out of the current boom. “Al
this is substantially raising the threshold at which growth becomes
intolerable,” Mr. Gilmore says. S

That threshold is still going up. Recently Rio Blanco County, in
western Colorado, retained the heavyweight Washington law firm
of Arnold & Porter to negotiate a sweeping and possibly precedent
setting agreement with Western Fuels, a coal operator wanting fo
develop a mine to feed a power plant just over the Utah line
Essentially, the agreement is constructed so that taxes and fees now
paid by present residents won’t go up a penny to meet the needs o
the new population that will be living and working in the ares
including the extra teachers, police officers and the like who will be
needed. It is expected that this will cost Western Fuels $15 million
to $17 million. - :

But even with the amenities supplied by corporate and tax money
and even with the jobs for local youths that energy. developmen
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whom have had scrapes with the law. Our reporter resolves—

orrectly—to spend time at a center or two and does so. He

ongratulates himself for getting to the nitty-gritty. His story

describes the center, its clients and the routine they follow. It is

ull of quotes and information from the director and his trainers
ahout how hard it is for these young men to break the cycle of

ailure in the ghetto.

- Sorry, not good enough. The real story remains:locked in

he minds, hearts and life experiences of the sullen and pos-

1b1_y hostlle young blacks and Hispanics who are the purpose of

he center’s existence. The information about them is second-
iand. The director and trainers are close to the lowest level
" the action, but not quite at it. Only the direct testimony
of_their clients carries maximum weight in this particular

one section the reporter thought might be moderately significan
becomes a little more or less so, that’s all. Second, what at first
appeared to be a sprawling, daunting enterprise gets resolved into
something simpler that looks doable and is doable. Finally, th
reporter is apt to produce a better story in less time, one i
which the main elements grow in power and importance becaus
secondary ones have been stripped down or omitted. This con-
trast in emphasis gives the story strong highlights it might othe_
wise lack.

After finishing my stripped-down story plan, I add one mor
element to sections I expect to emphasize. I call it focus pomts:-
and people. This element is my command to myself to descend
to the lowest level of the action in those crucial parts of my
story, my reminder that I can’t really succeed if I don't, m
accuser when I dog it or shy away from getting the material

It’s often hard to get, involving inconvenient and wearyin
travel and/or tedious telephone work. By contrast, experts wh
can provide sweeping overviews and statistical data are muc
easier to find because they're locked into a permanent symbiotic
relationship with the press; we know who they are or can find
out easily, and we publicly validate their credentials as author
ties while we feed off them. They are accessﬂale because it's
their advantage to be accessible.

But they are seldom the story, only assistants in its tellin;
The story is happening on streets where there are no PR me
strewing palms in the reporter’s path, no computers disgorgin
blocks of seductive statistics, and a lot of people who have not
ing to gain from doing pirouettes for the press. This territory ca
be tough on strangers, but we have to go there to gather det,
and direct experiences that show the reader what we're talkin
about, that convince him of the truth of the sweeping asserti
made by us and our desk people. Most of all, we go ther
convince ourselves.

By the lowest level of the action, I mean the very lowest. L
say a reporter is-doing a story about how big cities are resp__o

. ing to a growing crisis in minority youth unemployment
sponsoring live-in job training centers for young men, mari_

rier. By failing to give them first priority and by not persist-
'n trying to talk to them, he has left a credibility gap in his

ep 3: Reporting
‘me, the most important part of reportmg is knowing what
' I_le.ed to make the story go, and we've already been through

_ _ters on maintaining order and priority in reporting, and on
ermewmg to get certain storyteller values into the piece.
he ﬁrst people a reporter may want to talk to are the Wlse

:?._We ve already seen how helpful they can bein originating
_:shaping story ideas. Put to work as sources, they're equally
uable in providing leads for further reporting, insightful
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person at or near the scene of the action who gives the reporter
helpful local background and leads him to others who can assist
him. Often, he helps find and recruit the profile subject.

© I view the above work as a preamble to the most important
reporting—getting down to the lowest level of the story action
‘and collecting the details, anecdotes and actors that give the
piece life and power. I prefer to delay this until I have a grasp of
the broader aspects of the story, because without that I may not
know what to look and listen for when I'm on the ground. That
isn't always possible, though, and if an opportunity suddenly
arises to collect low-level material early on, I'll seize it. We
always have to take what the story will give us when it decides
{0 give it—or as my favorite politician, a cheerfully venal Iili-
nois machine boss, once put it: “If you can’t get a steak, take a
sandwich.”

2 It’s true that some stories don’t lend themselves to copious
illustrations from life. It’s equally true that a lot of others ought
to include them but don’t. And there is one class of story—1I call
it-the hanging-around piece—that can’t be done at all without
focus points and people. One I've always admired is the follow-
ing 1977 ground-level view of how the Agriculture Department
works (or doesn’t work) by Karen Elliott House:

- WASHINGTON—Dalton Wilson has a nice salary, a long title
and a clean desk.

- Mr. Wilson, 52, is an assistant to an assistant administrator for
management in the Foreign Agricultural Service of the Agriculture
Department. The other day, when a reporter dropped in to chat, Mr.
Wilson’s desk top held a candy bar, a pack of cigarettes and Mr.
Wilson's feet. He was tilted back in his chair reading real-estate ads
the Washington Post.

Exactly what, the reporter asked, does a man with that title do?
“You mean, what am I supposed to do?” said Mr. Wilson with a
chuckle. “Let me tell you what I did last year.”

It turns out that Mr. Wilson, whose annual pay is more than
$28,000, spent the entire year trying to assess the adequacy and
Imehness of the department’s fats and oils publications. He says
1977 is shaping up as another slow year; he is planning another
study, this one designed to justify the use of satellites to forecast
¢rop production.

overviews of the topic and, above all, informed and dispas-
sionate criticism of the reporter’s early thinking. They may
not appear in the finished piece, but they often inﬂuence its
direction.

Wise Men are rare. To gualify, a source must have a broad
range of knowledge about the topic; he is a student of it. He is
unselfishly cooperative, interested in helping because he likes.to;
see true stories get told about matters he’s deeply interested i
He's able to tell us not only what events are but what they mean
or possibly mean; he analyzes and speculates, but not wildly;
Finally, he must have detachment and balance. The Wise Man
may work for an organization that is partlsan and he may
have his own feelings and opinions, but he is able to stand
apart from them and examine the issue from all angles, includ-
ing the viewpoints of people with whom he disagrees. He has the
same power of empathy that the storyteller tries to bring:to
his work.

Depending on their positions these worthies may also prowde
documentation, but more often this comes from the next level of
sourcing, the Paper Men. They work for entities that study a
count things, and regularly disgorge masses of printed informa-
tion about their findings. Some have little deep knowledge o_f
their own and exist to facilitate the passing of the paper. W
don’t need to talk to them, except to request the names of others
better informed. But it’s a good idea not to talk to those experts,
either, until we've seen their paper.

The reason is practical. A reporter doing a story about butter-
flies may consult a leading lepidopterist at the National Butterﬁy
Institute or whatever and get a grueling, one-hour entymolo;
lecture which he then has to puzzle over for another hour befo
he can make sense of it. Three days later, he gets a packet from
the institute containing most of the same material in ordered
written form. So, read first and question later.

If the story is a profile, Wise Men and Paper Men may be
little help. The reporter needs a Rabbi. In the New York City
Police Department, a Rabbi is a man with experience and good
contacts who uses both in smoothing the career path of a youn;
officer. In profile reporting, a Rabbi usually is a knowledgeable
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and being the first one out the door each evening.” Sometimes the
humor is unintentional. *T'd like to be sick tomorrow,” a woman
“tells her elevator companion, “but I ecan’t. The woman I work with
plans to be....”

Motivation is difficult for many employees because their tasks
seem pointless. Paul Beattle in the department’s Agriculture Mar-
keting Service spent much of last year drafting a standard for
watermelons, including sketches illustrating a good one. He con- .
cedes that the standard, which defines a bad melon in terms of its
deformities and disfiguring spots, is rarely used by growers or
retailers. Anyway, he says, most consumers know a good water-
melon when they see one.

-~ Ava Rodgers, the department’s deputy assistant administrator for
home economics, says she spends half her time traveling the coun-
try to coordinate activities of 4,000 home economists. Asked to
describe a typical day in her office, Miss Rodgers says. “I've an-
swered the phone a couple of times this morning. That’s about it.
It’s a normal day.” She is paid $33,700 a year.

:Flsewhere in the department, 2,000 people are busily planning
new dam projects even though there is a 10-year backlog of such
projects already planned and awaiting construction. Secretary Berg-
land says he issued an order several weeks ago halting further
dam-construction planning, but Joe Haas, assistant administrator
for water resources, says he hasn't heard of such an order. . . .

One Bureaucrat for 34 Farmers L

Mr. Wilson's pace is typical of life at the Agriculture Departmen
With 80,000 full-time employees, the department has one bureau
" erat for every 34 U.S, farmers. Now that President Carter is setfing:
out to reorganize the government to make it more efficient, a close:
look at the Agriculture Department provides a vivid picture of the
problems he faces. S

As the number of farmers has declined in recent years, the Agri--.
culture Department has turned increasingly to self-promotion and
has adroitly managed to continue doing old jobs while thinking up
new jobs to do. The result is a huge bureaucracy engaged in scores
of dubious tasks and seemingly beyond direction. :

“No Secretary of Agriculture runs the department,” says Wash
ington Democrat Thomas Foley, chairman of the House Agriculture:.
Committee. “It’s too big.” ' :

The department’s full-time employees, plus 45,000 part-time help
ers, occupy five buildings in Washington and spill out across the -
country into 16,000 others. Its employees direct self-awareness pro-.
grams for women, write standards for watermelons and measure
planted acreage for a dozen crops-—even though government limita-:
tions on planting no longer exist.

Agriculture Secretary Bob Bergland, we're then told, will soon'
ask every employee to submit a written justification for his job.

_'__And so on. This portrait of a bureaucracy of drones, running
v its own internal momentum toward goals that are often
senseless or hopelessly dated, would have been impossible to
draw convincingly without these and other revelatory anecdotes
House provided. She got them in the simplest way possible—by
hanging around the department and asking people about their
work.

There are too few hanging-around stories done, for reasons
good and ill. The genre is risky; we can preconceive these stories
all we want, but what if we hang around and nothing much
happens? Who'll sign the expense account then? And these pieces
are’time-consuming. Even when they work, the reporter will
have spent hours, days, even weeks of dead time waiting for
something to happen.

Finally, these stories require a different interviewing touch
than some of us are accustomed to. We're trained to collect data,
and no one questions that ours is an information function above

But employees don’t seem worried. “He’ll never do it,” says-a.
young statistician, heaving his feet onto his desk. "He wouldn’t”
have time to read them,” a second man adds. A third man says
“Don’t worry, guys—those with the least work to do will have th
most time to justify their jobs.”

Even a casual stroll through the department suggests something
is awry. Throughout the main office building, old clocks are stopped
at various hours as if time, too, had stopped. At all hours, hundreds:
of people mill about the corridors or linger in the large, sunn
cafeteria. : E

Loafing became such a problem last year that the secretary’
office sent a memo to supervisors requesting a crackdown on “sig
nificant problems of attendance in the Washington, D.C., complex.
A second memo went to all employees warning that “tardiness
eating breakfast immediately after reporting for work, extende
coffes breaks, excessive lunch periods and early departures” conve
a “poor image to the public.” B

Today, laziness is still apparent and is a standard source of
humor, Says a young man resting on a bench outside the cafeteria
“My only concern about work is breakfast, lunch, two coffee breaks
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all. But this orientation can lead to a laundry-list interviewing
approach; the reporter carefully drafts a series of specific ques-
tions geared to bring out facts and then fires them at his sources
like bullets. If facts are all we're interested in, this approach
may work. But it seldom works for the reporter doing a hanging-
around story. He depends less on factual responses to specific:
questions than on his eye and ear for people and situations he:
encounters by chance. He must realize that he may get little
good material at first because his sources must become accus-
tomed to his presence, and overcome their suspicions of him and
his motives, before they begin acting like themselves. If he
barges in and starts firing peinted gqueries at them, he only.
confirms their stereotypes of the pushy newsman.

This is worth remembering in doing all sorts of stories. Good
reporting means getting the facts, but gooed storytelling requires
more. At the lowest level of the action, we get what we need only
by showing genuine interest in the source as a fellow human
being, not a lemon we are trying to squeeze dry in as few.
minutes as possible.

I know reporters who are chromcally nagged by their fallure:
to get good quotes. The people in their stories appear wary,;
blandly cautious in their statements, unwilling to show them-
selves. I suspect they're reacting to a quick squeeze by the
reporter, who is conducting his interviews as cold, businesslike
transactions when they should be conversations. -

I don’t enjoy conversing with people who aren’t interested i
me but only in what I can do for them. Story sources are no
different, so it’s often a good idea to try to form what amounts to
a 30-minute relationship with the source. The reporter may
introduce his business in an offhand way and, if the source is
not too busy, express some interest in what he does for a living
and in his setting—the town, the organization, the company, the
issue in which the source is involved. This is not deceit. The
reporter is interested, or should be, because this kind of talk can
give him an idea of what the source is like, his degree of influ-
ence, his outlook on life. These are important in assessing What'
he says later.

The reporter’s initial questions are broad, nonthreatenmg and

_designed to give the source a few minutes to size up the ques-
~tioner and decide that he can be trusted. After this, the reporter
. gradually gets more specific and pointed. Usually, he'll get franker
‘and fuller answers to these queries than he would have if he'd.
“fired them at the source as soon as he entered the room.

‘I'm not suggesting that we strive for a bogus chumminess
with sources. Most can spot this immediately and their wariness
‘Increases instead of abating. I'm only saying that storytellers
“roust freat sources as something more than data banks. The
_reporter who can’t or won't is probably better off programming
“computers for a living.

- Other reporters talk too much. One chatty subspecies likes to
ut himself at or near the level of his expert sources by pretend-
“ing to know a lot more about their subject than he does. He's
~afraid of appearing ignorant, when in fact he is ignorant and
~ought to confess it at the start. He’s forgotten that by doing so,
v approaching the source as a pupil does a teacher, he can tap
he innate desire of experts to show what they know. By feign-
‘ing knowledge instead, he usually gets one of two responses,
‘both unfortunate.

The source may see quickly that the reporter is a phony and
_dismiss him, then and possibly always. Or, worse, he may fall
or the reporter’s act. Our expert may then begin talking jargon
-and referring to arcane background matters he assumes the
reporter is familiar with; the latter, trapped, is reduced to mum-
ling acquiescences and making noises like the knowledgeable
ellow he is not, all the while wondering what this man is
alking about. The material gathered in such a fumbled encoun-
er can be as dangerous as cobra venom if the reporter is stupid
nough to use it in his story. _
“Investigative reporters sometimes feign knowledge they don't
ave to wring admissions or verifications from sources. Let’s
isten in on this fanciful exchange between one journalistic blood-
ound and a union official he suspects of corruption:

' REPORTER (who has no hard evidence): Why did you secretly
drain $50 million out of the union pension fund and give 1t fo Fat :
Louie (The Neo-Platonist) Benedetto?




92 THE ART AND CRAFT OF FEATURE WRITING

Planning and Execution 93
i|

UNION OFFICIAL (aghast): Geez, whereja get that? It was only
$2 million. .

REPORTER: Gotchal . .

This is the way it works in the investigative reporter 5
opium dreams, anyway. In practice the union official is unreach-
able. He's probably in Acapulco helping Fat Louile spend the
pension fund, but we can’t prove that either.

The reporter who has to fill the silences in his interviews w1th-
his own chatter blows chances to get good quotes. Let the source
fill the silences. If you ask him a question and don't believe his
answer is complete or really shows what he thinks or feels, just
wait. He may start to get a bit uncomfortable. He may sense that
he has somehow failed to satisfy you—and often he’ll suddenly add
something to his earlier statement or recast it. What he says at
this moment often is more revealing than what he said at first.

Help him too much and you may get nothing. A reporter
interviewing a cowboy, for example, wants an expression of the
plainsman’s feelings about his job. “Slim,” he asks, “if the pay is
so low and the job is so menial and exhausting, why do you keep
doing it? What do you love about it?” This is a difficult question
for anyone, and Slim, no orator, mutters something about liking
the outdoors. This is not sufficiently dramatic, and our man
rushes in to pin him down. “Tell me, Slim,” he babbles, “is it the
look of sunrise over empty land, is it the way of horse and cow, is
it the rugged independence of the life?”

The cowpoke’s gratitude is almost pitiful. “Yep,” he says, much
relieved. “That’s about it.” The reporter just did his work for hlm
without payment. Make your sources do their share.

But when have you done your own share? When do you stop
reporting and begin writing? Most reporters I know have to be
torn away from the telephone because theyre never satisfied
that they've gotten all the material they need. Often that’s
because they don’t have a story plan that allows them to see how
the material they already have relates to what they require. ©

In reporting, I go straight at the jugular of the piece—the one
or two or three {at most) sections I've identified as potentl_a_lly
most important. When I've done enough reporting on them to
convince myself, and enough to give readers the varied proofs

and detailed examples I know they require, I think about writ-
ing. Usually enough material on the secondary sections of my
story has fallen over the transom while I've reported the pri-
mary ones, so starting to write becomes possible.

I'm frequently uncomfortable about starting, but I try to recall
" that all stories overwrite themselves and that probably I'll have
* to omit much of my reporting anyway, if the piece is to be kept
within bounds. In all these years, I've never had a reporter tell
me that he'd talked to everyone he could think of and had
written a story that was too short. I've had plenty fret about the
thinness of their reporting while writing page 11 of what should
be a seven-page story.

Realistic deadlines help. Arbitrary ones plucked out of the air
without thought of the individual story requirements, without
allowance for unexpected interruptions, are no help at all. So
inspect your story plan closely and gauge how much time the
reporting and writing are likely to take. Make some allowances
for work that looks difficult. Then add a few days more if the
piece is a major one. This gives you no excuses for failing to
bring it in on time.

- If the story isn’t hooked to some future event or isn’t urgently
topical, don’t set a date for completion. Just give yourself a
specific number of work days to finish it. This allows for matters
you can't anticipate or control—an unexpected breaking story
that you must spend a day or two working up, a bout with the
fly, sitting in for a colleague who’s out of town, or whatever. But
every day you are at work and have no unexpected duties is a
day you must charge against that story or any other you have in
progres&wwhether you actually get anything done or not.

. This system mercilessly 1gn0res the usual report0r1a1 work
evasions. You spent the morning reading magazines, the early
afternoon at a long lunch, the late afternoon conferring with
colleagues (i.e., telling Polish jokes)? Fine. But it costs you every
time and, Wlth only a bit of bookkeeping, you will be able to see
immediately what it cost you and how much time you have left.
As the days remaining dwindle, you’ll be goaded into working
harder at what you really need to do. As Samuzl Johnson said,

“When a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concen-
ates his mind wonderfully.”




