August Workshops


20 August 2003

Bruce Porter of Columbia University- “The one thing the city government of New York fears more than change of administration is a call from Wayne Barrett.”
Joined the Village Voice in 1979 and is now a senior editor.

Wayne Barrett

Jimmy Walker defeated LaGuardia in 1929.

"I'd rather be a lamppost in New York than the mayor of Chicago."

His discussion is on the mission and techniques of investigative reporting.

Lincoln Steffens, one of the original muckrakers of the Teddy Roosevelt era.

Our job as journalists is to make it very tough for the corrupt to go about their business.

"We are detectives for the people."

We have a duty to never forget our real constituents, the people who rely on us for information to shape their lives.

There is too much commonground between the parties.

Albany - the hopes and interests of every New Yorker are always on the auction block.

Politics is not a business.

Technique:

Mix documents with street reporting.

Documents show the preciousness of the public record.

Tips: 

1. Stick with a beat over the long haul and cultivate sources.

To the degree you can, find a beat that matters in your own life and in others and stick with it.

Have a real relationship with law enforcement officials. Go for the grunts and detectives.

2. Most important single skill is you have to have peripheral vision and see the whole game. 

Visualize the story that you will write. 

A daily revision of a task list. What needs to go into a story.

It forms an outline.

3. Write when you have something. Don't wait until you have everything. Deadlines can be useful. A piece can tell readers only one thing they need to know.

4. Find a central theme to a piece early in the project and stick to it.

5. Know when to drop a story.

Ambiguity does not make good copy. Move on.

6. Keep a bullet in the chamber.

Let a subject know that you aren't using everything you've got.

7. Circle the subject.

Don't go to him before you're ready.

You don't know if you'll get a second shot. 

Save the toughest question for last.

8. Sources don't know what they know. 

Interviews with cooperative sources should be rambling conversations.

For key interviews, prepare.

At the top of the page, he puts one word slugs of questions on a legal yellow pad.

Less cooperative sources are delicate.

Show them you know something, but not too much.

Be straightforward and fair with subjects.

Ask the hard questions face to face.

No one who cooperates with a story should be surprised by it.

9. Examine the motives of your sources, but never let an evil motive kill a fact.

10. Spend at least as much time hunting documents as you do talking to people.

File FOIA

Meet bureaucrats on documents

DMV Check, registration cards, bankruptcy, campaign contributions, SEC records.

11. Tape people.

If you think they may recant, tape it, especially of a criminal nature.

12. Never throw anything away.

13. Never lose a sense of outrage.

Compassion without anger can be sentiment and pity.

Anger improves lucidity, audacity, persistence and memory.
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