



Update LIV
Writing Obits

Good Practice for Students


A journalism textbook tells its readers. “The obituary is a routine story that no reporter 
enjoys writing.”


Contrast this Olympian observation with the reality of the newsroom where the obituary is 
recognized as one of the best-read sections of the newspaper and whose crafting is assigned to 
some of the most accomplished writers on the staff.  These writers often do more than trace for us lives 
well or ill spent. Their obits can reveal something about our times. 

In the obituary of the baseball player Willie Stargell, the obit writer recalls Stargell’s days in 
the minors when he played for the Roswell, N.M., and San Angelo, Tex., farm teams.  One day, 
Stargell was going into the ballpark in Plainview, Tex.:




Two men wearing trench coats 



approached him.  One of them pulled out



a revolver, uttered a racial epithet and said



that if he played that day, “I’m gonna blow



your brains out.”




Stargell remembered: “I was real scared.



But by the time the rest of the team got there, I decided


that if I was gonna die, I was gonna die doing 



exactly what I wanted to do. I had to play ball.”




Pluses and Minuses
An  obituary of an Alabama minister began this way:

The Reverend John Cross Jr.,

who was pastor of the 16th Street Baptist Church 

in Birmingham, Ala., in 1963, when four girls at 

his church were killed in a bombing that became 

a turning point in the civil rights movement, 

died November 15 at DeKalb Medical at Hillandale, 

in Lithonia, Ga. He was 82 and had had a series 

of strokes in recent years.

Cross was named pastor of the venerable Birmingham 

church in 1962 after serving at a Baptist church in 

Richmond, Va. Not previously identified as a civil-rights 

activist, he appeared to be a good match for the conservative 

black church, which was known for its educated congregation.

But when he stepped off the train in Birmingham and tried 

to hail a taxicab, Cross encountered a level of racial animosity he hadn't seen 

anywhere else.

"[I] don't drive coloreds," a white taxi driver told him, 

according to a 1991 article in the Boston Globe. "I'll tell 

you what," Cross said, leaning in the window. "I'm coming 

here to pastor a church. Before I leave here, you'll be hauling 

anybody who wants to be hauled."

With the encouragement of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Cross 



made his church a rallying point for the civil-rights movement in one

of the most volatile cities in the South. …

When The Rev. Frederick J. Eikerenkoetter--better known to his radio and TV followers 
as Rev Ike--died obituary writers did not hesitate to describe how his message of self-enrichment 
had enriched him.  In doing so, the writers showed us something about faith and hope blending 
into credulity:


The New York Daily News lead:



The Rev. Frederick Eikerenkoetter, known as Rev. Ike to a legion 

                   of his followers here and across the nation to whom he preached


       the blessings of prosperity while making millions from their 


       donations, has died. He was 74.


The Los Angeles Times referred to the minister’s “opulent lifestyle--he was given at one 
point to wearing a gold watch, a silver-and-diamond tie pin, a silver bracelet and a large gold ring 
studded with more than a dozen diamonds…”  The obituary added that “his church owned 16 
Rolls-Royces for his use as well as an undisclosed number of Mercedes-Benzes, Bentleys and 
other cars. (As he once put it, ‘My garages runneth over.’)”


In the obituary of Spiro Agnew, President Nixon’s vice president, The New York Times wrote: 
“He had to bargain as Vice President with prosecutors to avoid prison and finally pleaded no contest 
to tax evasion charges in a lucrative statehouse ward-heeling scheme that dated from his public service 
in Maryland politics but continued to reap payoffs even to his days as Vice President.”
Norma Gabler was a Texas housewife who became a crusader to rid schoolbooks of

what she and her husband considered anti-family, anti-American and anti-God.  When she died,

The Washington Post quoted a Rice University professor who headed the state’s Council

for Science Education that Mrs. Gabler and her husband were “the most effective textbook 

censors in the country.” The Post obituary writer continued: “Publishers produced their

books with a sense of the Gablers looking over their shoulders.” 
Life’s Mirror

The obituary can provide societal insights:



MARTIN, S.D.—The icy claw of winter claimed another 


         young life in Indian Country last week.



Twenty-year-old Sidney Brown Bear of Allen was found 


         dead in the back seat of a car in Martin the morning of March 5.

Companions said he had been drinking at a bar in

nearby Swett, S.D., the night before and fell down twice 

before leaving.


A preliminary autopsy placed his blood alcohol content

at almost four times the legal limit. …


The obituary of Stanley H. Kaplan, the founder of the company that 

hundreds of thousands of high school and college students seek out to prepare for 

SAT, GRE and many other tests, included this background:



Although he graduated Phi Beta Kappa and second in


         his class at City College in 1939, he was unable to get


         into medical school.  “I was Jewish, and I attended a 


         public college,” he wrote (in an autobiography).  I had


         a double whammy against me.” 



The experience made him a champion of standardized


         tests when others attacked them. If there had been a 


         medical school admissions test, he said, he could have


         shown the medical schools he was the equal of students


         from private universities.





Sent on With a Smile
The obituary can wink as well as weep:



Selma Koch, a Manhattan store owner who 


         earned a national reputation by helping women


         find the right bra size, mostly through a discerning


         glance and never with a tape measure, died Thursday


         at Mount Sinai Medical Center.  She was 95 and a


         34B.

          
That’s the work of Douglas Martin of the obituary desk at The New York Times.

When Sammy Baugh, the great Washington Redskins quarterback died, his obit 
recalled Baugh’s first practice session with his coach, Ray Flaherty:



“They tell me you’re quite a passer,” Flaherty is said


         to have remarked.



“I reckon I can throw a little,” Baugh replied.



“Show me,” Flaherty said. “Hit that receiver in the eye.”



To which Baugh supposedly responded, “Which eye?”





 Obit Assignments


Some instructors make writing an obit one of their early assignments. 
Students are asked to interview one another for an obituary; they are told to
write an obituary of a local personality or someone whose Google entries 
provide ample background information. A colleague asks her
students to write her obituary.

For a challenging obit-writing assignment, see the exercise slugged 
Swimmer in the online Workbook available as follows:





www.mhhe.com/mencher11




Online Learning Center





Student Edition





Choose One: Workbook





Select  Chapter: 19





Exercise: Swimmer
Fixing Quotes
Help the Source or Use As Is?


The senior vice president for communications at CBS was quoted
in a sports story defending Dick Enberg’s refusal to allow Juan Martin del Porto 

to say a few words in Spanish after winning the United States Open tennis

tournament: 



“It was Dick’s job to get through those 

                     as quick as he could.”


Should the reporter have made Enberg grammatical by changing his 

quick to quickly? Should the copyeditor? Some newspapers have an iron-clad rule: Never 
change a quote.  If it is obscene, incomprehensible, ambling, then paraphrase.  
The New York Times quoted a Canadian miler who had just defeated 
an American rival: “He’s  afraid to lose.  We should run this race again so 

I can kick his rear one more time.”  A reader emailed the Times to say he had

heard the Canadian runner on TV say, “…so that I can kick his ass one more 

time.”


An editor instructed the Times staff, “We shouldn’t have changed it to

‘rear.” We don’t change quotes. (Since we wouldn’t want to use the word ass 
the proper course would have been a paraphrase.)” 

A few newspapers and stations do extend a helping hand by fixing a quotation:
 When an Arizona senator endorsed a balanced budget amendment to

the U.S. Constitution, he announced, “It’s going to be a great day because

we’re going to finally wrestle to the ground the gigantic orgasm that is just out

of control, that absolutely can’t put itself together.” 


The reporters who used the quote substituted organism

for the senator’s orgasm. 


But some use the whip of the exact quotation. Arnold Gingrich,

when editor of Esquire magazine, said, “The cruelest thing you can do to

anybody is to quote him literally.”  Years back, when Richard Daley was 
mayor of Chicago, reporters delighted in quoting him:

“We will reach greater and greater platitudes



of achievement.”

                In introducing Carl Sandburg as the city’s poet laureate, he described

Sandurg as the city’s “poet lariat.” 

 A Bit of History
Recalling Safire and Agnew

The recent death of New York Times columnist William Safire

reminded a few obit writers of his connection to Spiro Agnew. 
Before Safire’s political column and, later, his Sunday column 

on language, he was a political speech writer for Richard Nixon.

But it was for Vice President Agnew that Safire wrote two memorable lines of

political invective.

An article in the current Journalism & Communication Monographs 

about developments in journalism ethics refers to Agnew’s “scornful denunciation” 
of the media.  The author quotes Agnew calling for the public to 

“let the networks know that they want their news straight and objective.”
 
The tame quotation hardly reflects Agnew’s media salvos. Mouthing 

the lines of his speechwriters Pat Buchanan and William Safire, Agnew pelted 

the press. Probably the most well-known was Safire’s “nattering 

nabobs of negativism” that Agnew lobbed at the “liberal media.”   Also:




“...the effete corps of impudent snobs”



“…hopeless, hysterical hypochondriacs of history”





On the Take


Agnew merits another footnote in political and journalism history. 

It begins after Agnew’s nomination for vice president. Jerry 

Landauer, an investigative reporter for The Wall Street Journal, told me:


There was something too tanned, too manicured


too tailored for the guy to have been living on a governor’s


salary, with no known other sources of income. So I started


going down to Towson, seat of Baltimore County, the bedroom


community where Agnew got his political start; talked to lawyers who


frequently appeared to be on the losing side of zoning cases, 


to engineers who didn’t seem to be getting a fair share of state


business.  After a couple of visits some started talking.


Landauer kept investigating and  found out that Agnew was receiving 
payoffs, first as Baltimore County Executive, then as governor. Agnew became 
vice president but later resigned the office in a deal with prosecutors after he was threatened 

with prison for his bribe-taking, which had  continued when he was vice president. 

Landauer advised students in my class in investigative reporting: “Look for 

the people who lose out on bidding for contracts. They usually know the lay of

the land.” 
The Decline of Print

Will the Public Be Informed?


In the last few months, the accelerated death throe of traditional print

journalism has attracted the attention of concerned commentators. Bill

Keller, executive editor of The New York Times, deplored the “diminishing

supply of quality journalism,” which he defined as journalism “that involves

experienced reporters going places, bearing witness, digging into records, 

developing sources, checking and double-checking, backed by editors who 

try to enforce high standards.”
Mark Bowden, a national correspondent for The Atlantic, a former reporter for 

The Philadelphia Inquirer, writes in the magazine’s October issue:



There is more here than just an old journalist’s


        lament over his dying profession, or even over the 


        social cost of losing great newspapers and great TV-news


        operations.  And there’s more than an argument for 


        the ethical superiority of honest, disinterested reporting


        over advocacy. … (These reporters) can shake preconceptions


        and poke holes in presumptions.  They can celebrate the


        unnoticed and puncture the hyped.  They can, as the old


        saying goes, afflict the comfortable and comfort the 


        afflicted.  A reporter who thinks and speaks for himself,


        whose preeminent goal is providing deeper understanding, 


        aspires even in political argument to persuade, which 


        requires at the very least being seen as fair-minded and 


        trustworthy by those--and this is the key—who are 


        inclined to disagree with him.





Not to Worry…Maybe


Michael Massing is unworried by declining print readership. He writes 

in The New York Review of Books:




Yet amid all this gloom, statistics from the 


       Internet suggest that interest in news has rarely been


       greater. According to one survey, Internet users in 


       2008 spent fifty-three minutes a week reading newspapers


       online, up from forty-one minutes in 2007.


 Massing writes that the Pew Project for Excellence in journalism was buoyed by its

finding that the increase “was fueled in particular by young people.”  Massing says that 
the “Obama generation…craves” news.

Let’s see, 53 minutes a week figures out to between seven and eight minutes 

a day of online news reading, about the time it takes to scan maybe  three online stories. 

Massing does say that should some of the large metropolitan dailies

go under that “would be a catastrophe for the public.  As gatherers and

purveyors of information, newspapers are without peers, and the 

retrenchment they are undergoing is seriously eroding their ability to

enlighten and expose.”


Indeed. More than three-fourths of the news that is broadcast and 

appears online originates in the work of a print reporter. 


In his book, Losing the News: The Future of News that

Feeds Democracy,” Alex Jones, a former New York Times reporter, 
describes these secondary sources as derivative media. Newspapers, he

writes, are the best guardians of the “news of  verification.” What he 

sees on blogs and TV is the “news of assertion,” which I have described 

as he-said, she-said journalism.


Jones writes, “The revolution in news now taking place will be

critical to defining what kind of nation we become in the years ahead.”


Reviewing Jones’s book in The Dallas Morning News, Elizabeth 

Bennett wonders: “Will there be any news media left, except perhaps

The New York Times and The Washington Post, to serve as watchdogs

over government and hold the powerful accountable?”





Behind the Lamentations


Print is fading because advertisers are fleeing. The sellers of goods

and services recognize their buyers’ migration to the quick read and their

fascination with technology. No surprise to those in the academic grove

where students have replaced their notepads with laptops and Wikipedia

has succeeded research in the stacks. In freshman English, Tolstoy’s War 

and Peace has been succeeded by the comic novel that supposedly  
speaks to our times. 

     
Print reading, it seems, is a luxury reserved for retirement.   
Miscellany: 
    
Missions, Mistakes and Misdeeds




Spellcheckers Beware

An obituary in The New York Times of Mollie Sugden—Mrs. Slocum in the sit com 
“Are You Being Served”—reported:



         Lavishly upholstered and quaffed with hair 

                             that changed color with each episode but seemed

 
                 to favor purple hues…

            Thirsty follicles? 





Accreditation


“Accreditation processes, in the name of assessment and accountability, 
wind up reducing what is, in my opinion, inherently unmeasurable—
teaching and learning—to things that can be put into a language of accounting, 
a language that lends itself to neat little matrices.  This accounting then comes to represent 
what we do, who we are, and how we are to be judged.”

--Benjamin Baez, associate professor of education, Florida 
International University




Public Service Journalism


“…but what has always worked for journalism is the public-service mission, 
the idea that it is crucial to have people who make their living by going out into the world and 
doing their imperfect best to tell us what is happening there and why—especially 
when it involves those things that powerful people and institutions would rather we not know.”







--Editorial, Columbia Journalism Review, 
July/August 2009




Faith in Print


“I believe that our work—the serious work of reporting and writing will endure… 
I also believe that people in a democracy have to read as if their lives 
depend on it and that our work has to make them believe that they have to read…I
have faith that a new generation of ink-stained wretches will go 
out into the world and bring back news from nowhere.  They’ll bring back the information 
by which to detect lies and take on politicians, plutocrats, power brokers 
and other leaders who mislead.”







--Tim Weiner, author of Legacy of Ashes,
 the History of the CIA




Wanted for Journalism Faculty:





         Money Grubbers

“Successful candidates for these positions will show outstanding promise of 

sustaining a vigorous program of original research and publication with 

potential for external funding….”







--Midwestern university want ad
Screen Literate


“We are becoming people of the screen. The fluid and fleeting symbols on a screen pull us 
from the classical notions of monumental authors and authority.  On the screen, the subjective again 
trumps the objective. The past is a rush of data streams cut and rearranged into a new mashup, 
while truth is something you assemble on your own screen as you jump from link to link.  
We are now in the middle of a second Gutenberg shift—from book fluency to screen 
fluency, from literacy to visuality.”







--Kevin Kelly, Wired





Distracted


“The technology distraction level is accelerating to the point where thinking deeply 
is difficult.  We are overwhelmed by a constant barrage of devices and tasks. … We 
increasingly suffer from the Google syndrome.  People accept what they read and believe 
what they see online is fact when it is not.”







--Michael Bugeja, director Greenleaf School 
of Journalism and Comnmunication, Iowa State University





Secular Substitute


“As I settled into the National Desk, I gradually realized I had found the guide in my 
life I had been searching for. It certainly wasn’t religion in the classical sense; it was a secular 
substitute for religion.  It was journalism as practiced at The New York Times.”







--Robert H. Phelps: God and the editor: My Search for







  Meaning at The New York Times. 
  Syracuse University Press.





Objectivity’s Limitations


“When the official view is portrayed as an objective view, it gives voice mainly 
to the powerful. … In domestic reporting, the poor and minorities often become invisible, 
unless they break the law. And then their depiction contributes to a divisive stereotype.  
Objectivity has encouraged passivity and invited official manipulation.  Reporters 
who pursue the public’s tough questions as opposed to merely covering what 
government and corporate leaders say or do are sometimes accused of  “having 
their own agenda, making news” rather than “covering” it.  Objectivity, at least as some
construe it, can results in journalists falling back on a “he said, she said” approach to 
reporting. Likewise, it can push them towards a false balance—equal time or space—
when two or more sides do not have equal evidence for their positions.”







--John H. McManus, “Objectivity: It’s Time 
to Say Goodbye,” Nieman Reports, Summer 2009





Empty


“But we are not well served, in my view, by a news business that tears down 
aspirations and dwells on ordinary human imperfections, errors, and vulnerabilities for no larger
purpose.  We have all been buffeted about by a public discourse over the last four decades 
that defaults to cynicism, emphasizes divisions, offers a platform for extremism, but is 
fundamentally empty of ideas.”







--Ellen Fitzpatrick, Professor of History, University of







   New Hampshire




Blogs, Bloggers, the Blogosphere


*More than 12 million American adults have a blog. 


*More than 57 million read blogs.


*More than 120,000 blogs are created daily.


*Almost a fourth of the Web’s most popular sites are blogs.


*Blog readers spend an average 23 hours a week online.









--Danny Schechter, Mediachannel.org




Platforms


Working reporters already know that if they want to make it out of

this business alive, it behooves them to file early and often on whatever platform

management puts in front of them.







--David Carr, The New York Times





Replacements


Work formerly done by reporters and producers is now routinely 

performed by political operatives and amateur ideologues of one stripe or

another, whose goal is not to educate the public but to win. This is a trend

not likely to change.







--Mark Bowden, The Atlantic
 




Assignments






Laptops


A history professor at Eckerd College says that instructors confront “the problem of a class full

of students staring at computer screens. …with a laptop available it is also tempting to check e-mail

browse the Web, go to Facebook or chat online.”  She says she has “observed quite a few blank-

faced students mesmerized by their computer screens during a class session… .”


Assignment: Do some, a few, many instructors at your school prohibit laptops in lecture classes?

                                ###
