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PREFACE

READERS SERVED AND TEXT OBJECTIVES

Welcome to the fifth edition of Feature Writing for Newspapers and Magazines, a book
that has served in college and university classrooms for almost two decades. This staying
power, buttressed by trend-setting writing examples, periodic updates, and timely tips
from some of America’s best feature writers, has made it the premier text in its field and
the ideal guide for two types of writers.

One kind of writer will find work as a reporter with a weekly or daily newspaper.
Such a person will be hired primarily to cover the news: fires, club meetings, murders,
bake sales. At some point, it’s likely that some icy editor who doesn’t even know the
reporter’s first name will assign something called a “feature story.” The feature story may
at first appear to be on a hopeless topic—perhaps the story of a wealthy civic leader who
opens a boutique specializing in silk flowers—or it may be extraordinary, such as the
story of Edward Zepp by Madeleine Blais found in Chapter 2 of this book.

The other kind of writer to whom the book speaks is the aspiring magazine staffer
or budding freelance magazine writer. The magazine staffer will walk much the same edi-
torial road as the newspaper writer, though the twists and turns may not look and feel the
same. For the freelance writer, the path may be more tortuous. Freelance is another word
for self-employed. (And, in many cases, “self-employed” is a synonym for unemployed.)
Self-employed writers are in many ways like newspaper feature writers and magazine
staffers but are additionally burdened with the awesome tasks of finding and selling their
stories.

For either set of writers, this book’s purpose is to explain. With luck, the book will
explain well, and will show them—through suggestions and work from some of the best
newspaper feature and magazine article writers in the United States—how they, too, can
achieve excellence in writing.

WHAT’S NEW?

One of the true pleasures of guiding a textbook through five editions is the ability to
tweak and refine the editorial content to its maximum strength. The changes in this fifth
edition are significant. The book itself has been redesigned for easier reading. Several
new examples of writing excellence have been added to aid the student writer. All 10
chapters have been revised and updated to match the steady growth of journalistic tech-
niques and technology. Among the new materials you will find:

B Biographies of four new Pulitzer winners for feature writing—Angelo B.
Henderson of The Wall Street Journal’s Detroit bureau (1999), J. R. Moehringer of

xiii
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the Los Angeles Times (2000), Tom Hallman Jr. of The Oregonian in Portland
(2001), and Barry Siegel of the Los Angeles Times (2002)—now appear in Chap-
ter 1.

B A thoroughly revised examination of Internet-assisted research and data retrieval
has been provided in Chapter 4 to keep pace with one of the fastest growing aspects
of American journalism.

B Chapter 4 also contains an expanded examination of a burgeoning new market for
freelance writers—electronic magazines.

B You will also read case-history comments and writing aids from several new
Pulitzer winners—Henderson, Moehringer, and Siegel. These invaluable writing
tips are scattered through Chapters 5 and 6.

W In Chapters 5 and 6, you also will encounter excerpts from five new Pulitzer Prize—
winning feature articles. As with all writing examples in this book, the excerpts are
accompanied by a careful analysis of the authors’ writing techniques.

B In Chapter 7, you will read about the multimedia potential for the three Pulitzer
Prize—-winning stories featured there.

B Chapter 9 contains two new magazine stories, along with tips for writing magazine
reviews.

B And finally, in Chapter 10, you will see a fully revised treatment of the libel and
privacy laws so important to every potential newspaper and magazine feature writer
in search of true excellence.

DEFINING EXCELLENCE

Of course, excellence is difficult to define, which is why the authors have relied on news-
paper journalism’s best known award, the Pulitzer Prize, as one convenient gauge, and
major magazine honors, such as the National Magazine Awards, as another. As a result,
you will now find 25 years of Pulitzer feature material included in the book, and you’ll
read tips and comments from many of the award-winning journalists and magazine
writers.

The range of stories is far reaching. You’ll read riveting medical features (“Mrs.
Kelly’s Monster,” by Jon Franklin); sordid crimes (“Death of a Playmate,” by Teresa Car-
penter); truly inspirational profiles (“Like Something the Lord Made,” by Katie
McCabe); celebrity interviews (“Cybill Shepherd,” by Ed Weathers); sad stories (“Ashes
to Dust,” by Linda Wilson); massively researched backgrounders (“The Bureaucracy:
How Did It Get So Big?” by Saul Pett); even a couple of macho pieces from men’s ad-
venture magazines.

But no matter what the topic, the country’s best newspaper feature and magazine
article writers all offer about the same basic advice, guidance proffered long ago by
iconoclast and journalist H. L. Mencken of The Baltimore Sun. Said Mencken: “There are
no dull subjects. There are only dull writers.”

So read on. Then write hard. And write well.



PREFACE XV

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors wish to thank the following individuals for their contributions to the first
edition of this book: Robert Byler of Bowling Green State University, Jane Clarke of the
University of Missouri at Columbia, G. Robert Holsinger of Ohio State University, W.
Wat Hopkins of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, Bud Kliment of the
office of the administrator of the Pulitzer Prize Board at Columbia University, Clint
Miller of the office of the Attorney General of Arkansas, and Roy Paul Nelson of the
University of Oregon at Eugene.

The following reviewers of the second, third, fourth, and fifth editions are also
gratefully acknowledged: Mark Amold of California Polytechnic State University, Steve
Byers of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Steven E. Chappell of Truman State Uni-
versity, James P. Corcoran of Simmons College, John Erickson of the University of Iowa,
Jon C. Hughes of the University of Cincinnati, F. Mitchell Land of Stephen F. Austin
State University, Thom Lieb of Towson State University, John Lowery of Miami Univer-
sity, Gene Murray of Grambling State University, Cornelia Lynne Nash of Shippensburg
University of Pennsylvania, Alan Neckowitz of James Madison University, David
Okeowo of Alabama State University, and Larry C. Timbs, Jr. of Winthrop University.
The authors also wish to thank Bruce Plopper of the University of Arkansas at Little
Rock for a thoughtful review of libel and invasion of privacy law in Chapter 10.

Edward Jay Friedlander
John Lee



FEATURE WRITING
FOR NEWSPAPERS
AND MAGAZINES



CONTENTS

BOR B T O T T S S e

Preface xiii

CHAPTER ONE
The Newspaper Feature Story 1

THE FEATURE: HELEN’S STORY 1
An Overview 2

NEWSPAPER FEATURE STORY TYPES: NEWS AND TIMELESS FEATURES 5
Categories and Appeals 6

NEWSPAPER FEATURE WRITERS: THE RIGHT STUFF 12
A Profile of the Pulitzer Winners 14

THE ANATOMY OF A NEWSPAPER FEATURE STORY 22

“MRS. KELLY’S MONSTER” 24
by Jon Franklin of the Baltimore Evening Sun
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

THE FUTURE: TRENDS IN NEWSPAPER FEATURE WRITING 34

CHAPTER TWO
The Newspaper Feature Story Idea 37

WHAT NEWSPAPER READERS WANT TO READ 37

HOW TO GET IDEAS 39
Focusing Ideas 40
Ideas That Didn’t Work 42
Ideas That Worked 43
“Life on the Land: An American Farm Family” 44

“LIFE ON THE LAND: AN AMERICAN FARM FAMILY” 46
by John Camp of the St. Paul Pioneer Press
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

“Zepp’s Last Stand” 52



vi CONTENTS

“ZEPP’S LAST STAND” 53
by Madeleine Blais of The Miami Herald
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

CHAPTER THREE
The Magazine Article and Article Idea 65

HOW A MAGAZINE ARTICLE DIFFERS FROM A NEWSPAPER FEATURE 66
STAFF WRITER VERSUS FREELANCER 67

THREE NECESSARY SKILLS FOR THE FREELANCE WRITER 69
Stalking the Elusive Article Idea 71
Matching Ideas to Markets 73

“LIKE SOMETHING THE LORD MADE” 79
by Katie McCabe for The Washingtonian
A National Magazine Award Winner

“DEATH OF A PLAYMATE” 96
by Teresa Carpenter for The Village Voice
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

Taking the Next Step 111

CHAPTER FOUR
Researching for Newspaper Feature Stories and Magazine Articles 113
NEWSPAPER REFERENCE ROOMS 114
MAGAZINE REFERENCE RESOURCES 115
COMPUTERIZED RESEARCH 117
USING SEARCH ENGINES AND DIRECTORIES 119
ELECTRONIC MAGAZINES 120
TURNING RESEARCH INTO THE FINISHED ARTICLE 121

“THE BUREAUCRACY: HOW DID IT GET SO BIG?” 123
by Saul Pett of the Associated Press
A Pulitzer Prize Winner



CONTENTS

CHAPTER FIVE
Interviewing for Newspaper Feature Stories and Magazine Articles

KINDS OF INTERVIEWS 139

GETTING READY TO INTERVIEW 140
Who to Interview 140
Asking for the Interview 144
Persuading People Who Don’t Want to Talk 146
When and Where to Interview 146
Researching the Interviewee 147

CONDUCTING THE PERSONAL INTERVIEW 148
Making Friends 148
Asking Questions 151
Attribution Guidelines 155
Gathering Material 157
Fixing Quotes 163
Description 164

EXCERPT FROM “THE BOY BEHIND THE MASK” 165
by Tom Hallman Jr. of The Oregonian
A Pulitzer Prize Winner
EXCERPT FROM “CROSSING OVER” 165
by J. R. Moehringer of The Los Angeles Times
A Pulitzer Prize Winner
Closing the Session 167

THE INTERVIEW STORY 167

“CYBILL SHEPHERD” 168
by Ed Weathers of Memphis magazine

EXCERPT FROM “CYBILL AT FORTY” 178
by Ed Weathers of Memphis magazine

139

CHAPTER SIX

Writing the Newspaper Feature Story 181
BEGINNING THE PROCESS 181
STORY STRUCTURE 183
WRITING THE LEAD 186



viii CONTENTS

A Dozen Lead Categories 187

EXCERPT FROM “ANGELS AND DEMONS” 188
by Tom French of the St. Petersburg Times
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

EXCERPT FROM “HOW SUPER ARE OUR SUPERCARRIERS?” 189
by Steve Twomey of The Philadelphia Inquirer
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

EXCERPT FROM “A GIFT ABANDONED: DAY ONE—JACK-IN-THE-BOX” 191
by Sheryl James of the St. Petersburg Times
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

EXCERPT FROM “AIDS IN THE HEARTLAND: CHAPTER 1” 192
by Jacqui Banaszynski of the St. Paul Pioneer Press
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

EXCERPT FROM “ASHES TO DUST” 193

by Linda Wilson of The Daily News, Longview, Washington

A Pulitzer Prize Winner
EXCERPT FROM “BEING BLACK IN SOUTH AFRICA: FOR MANY, THE
STRUGGLE IS FINDING WORK” 194

by David Zucchino of The Philadelphia Inquirer

A Pulitzer Prize Winner

EXCERPT FROM “TOXIC SHOCK” 195
by Nan Robertson of The New York Times
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

EXCERPT FROM “A DAUGHTER REMEMBERS DAD AS HE LIVED, AND DIED” 196
by Tad Bartimus of the Associated Press
A Pulitzer Prize Finalist
EXCERPT FROM “LIFE ON THE LAND: AN AMERICAN FARM FAMILY”’:
PART 2 197
by John Camp of the St. Paul Pioneer Press
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

EXCERPT FROM “FAMILY, TOWN, GRIEVE THREE DROWNED BROTHERS”’ 199
by Tad Bartimus of the Associated Press
A Pulitzer Prize Finalist

EXCERPT FROM “MAKING IT FLY: BUYING A JETLINER—AN ACT OF FAITH” 200
by Peter Rinearson of The Seattle Times
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

EXCERPT FROM “MRS. KELLY’S MONSTER” 200
by Jon Franklin of the Baltimore Evening Sun
A Pulitzer Prize Winner



CONTENTS

EXCERPT FROM “MAKING IT FLY: THE BIG GAMBLE” 201

by Peter Rinearson of The Seattle Times

A Pulitzer Prize Winner
EXCERPT FROM “A FATHER’S PAIN, A JUDGE’S DUTY, AND A JUSTICE BEYOND
THEIR REACH” 201

.by Barry Siegel of the Los Angeles Times

A Pulitzer Prize Winner

WRITING THE BODY OF THE STORY 203
WRITING THE END OF THE STORY 206

EXCERPT FROM “CRIME SCENE: BEYOND THE STATISTICS, A DRUGGIST
CONFRONTS THE REALITY OF ROBBERY” 207

by Angelo B. Henderson of The Wall Street Journal

A Pulitzer Prize Winner

ANALYZING TWO FEATURE STORIES 208

“A BOY OF UNUSUAL VISION” 209
by Alice Steinbach of the Baltimore Sun
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

“ALL SHE HAS, $150,000, IS GOING TO A UNIVERSITY” 220
by Rick Bragg of The New York Times
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

CHAPTER SEVEN
Writing the Specialized Feature Story 225

THE DEADLINE FEATURE SIDEBAR 226

“ASHES TO DUST” 228
by Linda Wilson of The Daily News, Longview, Washington
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

THE PROFILE 232

“ADAM & MEGAN: A STORY OF ONE FAMILY’S COURAGE” 235
by Dave Curtin of the Colorado Springs Gazette Telegraph
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

THE FEATURE SERIES 249

“FIRST BORN, FAST GROWN: THE MANFUL LIFE OF NICHOLAS, 10” 252
by Isabel Wilkerson of The New York Times
A Pulitzer Prize Winner

THE SPECIALIZED FEATURE STORY AND MULTIMEDIA 258



X CONTENTS

CHAPTER EIGHT
Marketing and Writing the Magazine Article 259

CASE HISTORY 259
The Idea 259
The Market 260
The Query Letter 261
The Waiting Game 265
Gathering the Information 267
Organizing the Story 268
Sitting Down to Write 270
The Aftermath 278

STARTING IN GREENER PASTURES 279

“WRITING FOR THE TRADES” 281
by John B. Simpson for The Retired Officer Magazine

CHAPTER NINE
Writing and Rewriting Like a Pro 285
WRITERS MUST BE VERSATILE 286

REVISING YOUR COPY 291
Useful Writing Devices 292

AVOIDING COMMON MISTAKES 298
Common Writing Problems 299

WRITING SUBJECTIVELY 303
PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 304

“STAR WARS: ROGUE SQUADRON 3D” 306
Game Review for PC Accelerator

“MEDAL OF HONOR: ALLIED ASSAULT” 308
Game Review for MacAddict



CONTENTS

xi

CHAPTER TEN
Legal and Ethical Considerations for Writers

LIBEL 312
INVASION OF PRIVACY 314

COPYRIGHT LAW 315
Copyright Protection 315
Copyright Infringement 317

ETHICAL GUIDELINES 318

Credits 325

Index 327

311



CHAPTER ONE

THE NEWSPAPER FEATURE STORY

THE FEATURE: HELEN’S STORY

“Foxborough,” says the editor. “I’ve got an assignment for you.”

The city editor of the Chronicle hands Helen Foxborough a sticky yellow note bear-
ing only a name and telephone number.

“It’s a feature story,” the editor says. “The chief mechanic at the biggest cab com-
pany in the city says he can get 300,000 miles out of an ordinary automobile engine be-
fore it has to be rebuilt, and he’s willing to tell us about it. Most of our readers would love
to discover some way to get that kind of use out of their cars.

“This could be a very well read story.”

Foxborough, less than ecstatic, takes the note. She is hoping for a major, hard-news
story. Instead she gets a feature. Foxborough, two months out of college and just trans-
ferred to the Chronicle’s city desk after a probationary period rewriting news releases
from public relations sources, barely remembers how to write a feature. Walking to her
desk, she strains to recall the features she wrote in college.

The concept, she remembers, is to write something like a nonfiction short story:
quotation-filled, descriptive, entertaining, informative.

As Foxborough taps out the mechanic’s telephone number, she hopes writing this
feature will be like swimming after years of little or no practice; she hopes the technique
will return to her naturally, and quickly, before she sinks to the bottom of the pool or, in
this case, finds herself banished back to rewriting news releases.

The mechanic agrees to an interview. But first Foxborough needs to do some re-
search. She checks the newspaper’s electronic library for previous stories about the cab
mechanic, then calls the service managers of the city’s three largest automobile
dealerships to determine whether coaxing 300,000 miles from an auto engine is as un-
usual as it sounds. The service managers confirm the oddity. Foxborough knows the story
will be even stronger if she contacts a nationally recognized source, so—on a tip from
one of the service managers—she calls the National Institute for Automotive Service Ex-
cellence (NIASE), which tests and certifies many automobile mechanics. Eventually, she
reaches an expert, who—Ilike the service managers—confirms the novelty of the
mechanic’s claim. Using several key words garnered from the interview with the NIASE
expert, she conducts multiple Internet searches to locate examples of high-mileage
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automobile engines and the service techniques used to achieve long engine life. She also
makes a note to talk to some of the cab company’s employees after she finishes inter-
viewing the mechanic.

Then Foxborough hurries out to her first professional feature interview.

Just over an hour later, she returns to the newspaper with her assorted pages of in-
terview notes. Three hours after that, the mechanic’s story is told to the Chronicle’s read-
ers on page one of the newspaper’s local news section. And with that, Foxborough has
successfully passed one more test of her journalistic ability.

Foxborough’s experience with the Chronicle is not at all unusual. Most of
America’s daily newspapers have a circulation of less than 25,000. Assuming that you’re
lucky enough to find a job with a daily newspaper, you’ll likely begin your career at a
small one such as the Chronicle. Beginning reporters working for small-circulation dai-
lies are expected to be able to write both news and feature stories. Often a reporter’s first
months on the job may consist of even more feature writing than weighty news writing,
until a “beat” is assigned or the reporter otherwise gains the confidence of the editor.

Feature writing, then, is a crucial weapon in the arsenal of writing talents required
of the professional print journalist, particularly in the twenty-first century, when televi-
sion news and various new media forms are focusing more and more on such popular
stories.

An Overview

As Foxborough correctly remembered, a feature story is a journalistic article that is typi-
cally both original and descriptive. Some feature stories are geared toward entertainment
with little information. Other features inform, but entertain little. The best combine both
aspects.

Let’s take another look at that definition, step by step.

A feature story is original in two ways. First, it is original in respect to the way it is
written. Simple news stories are commonly written in what is called the inverted pyramid
style. This rigid form, which began to evolve at about the time of the American Civil War,
demands that a story begin with a one-paragraph lead of one or perhaps two sentences
summing up the essence of the story. The lead is short, typically less than 35 words. The
rest of the story is written in a declining order of importance, with information proceed-
ing from the most important to the least important.

The inverted pyramid made sense during the Civil War because stories often were
filed using telegraph lines, which could be disrupted at any time. In that situation, it obvi-
ously was a good idea first to send a summary—or what journalists today call the lead of
the story—and then to transmit the rest of the story with information in a declining order
of importance. The inverted pyramid style of newswriting makes even more sense today,
for two reasons. First, readers can quickly scan the story by reading the lead and perhaps
a few additional paragraphs. Second, busy editors can cut news stories simply by remov-
ing less important material from the bottom of the story.

Unlike the news story’s inverted pyramid style, the feature story’s form is more
fluid. Feature stories probably date to the beginning of world journalism, but they began
to assume their modern form in the United States in the “penny press” of the 1830s. They
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most strongly resemble short stories in structure. For example, they have distinct begin-
nings, middles, and ends. Feature stories, unlike news stories, aren’t intended for the
scanning reader. They must be read completely in order to make sense. They also must be
edited carefully by removing various sections from throughout the text, rather than just
from the end.

Features are also original because they can be about virtually any subject that falls
within the realm of “human interest,” unlike news stories, which presumably are written
only because they cover newsworthy events.

Human interest obviously means what “interests people,” and a good rule of thumb
is that anything that interests the feature writer and the editor is also likely to interest a
substantial number of readers. Human interest stories can be about both “people” and
“things,” but journalists know that “people” stories typically are more interesting and are
more often read than are stories about “things.” For that matter, stories about unusual
events are more interesting than stories about usual events, but you’ll read more about
that later.

In summary, if you’ve found a story about a person, and something about that indi-
vidual is unusual, you probably have a good feature story idea.

In that sense, Foxborough’s cab mechanic article is an example of an acceptable
feature story. What the cab mechanic accomplished by getting 300,000 miles of service
from an automobile engine isn’t breaking news by anyone’s definition. Most readers, for
instance, probably have a friend of a friend who has nursed a family sedan almost that far.
But the story has a human quality because it is about the mechanic and his ideas rather
than about an automobile engine. The story also carries an element of oddity because
obtaining that much mileage from an engine is, in fact, unusual.

Actually, feature stories need not even have the element of oddity for them to con-
tain human interest. Some feature writers maintain they can write a good feature story
about absolutely anyone and have, in fact, proved it by opening the city telephone direc-
tory at random, pointing to a name, and then doing a feature story on the person they’ve
selected.

How? Let’s look at an example. Pretend you have opened your city telephone direc-
tory and randomly selected page 72. You stab your finger at a name halfway down the
first column.

The name you have picked is Roger Grub. Grub lives in a middle-class suburb of
the city. On the surface, you have nothing that would suggest a feature story. Your next
step is the city directory (found in almost every newspaper office), which lists name, ad-
dress, and occupation. From the directory you learn that Grub is the manager of the pro-
duce section of a large supermarket.

This fact suggests that you might be able to interview him for expert tips about how
shoppers can select the choicest samples of produce. You call him, ascertain he is still the
produce manager, explain your story idea, and set up an interview.

During the interview, you discover that Grub is a third-generation produce manager
and that, indeed, he does have strong ideas on how shoppers can best select fruits and
vegetables.

As the interview progresses, you discover there are other, even better feature possi-
bilities with Grub. For instance, you learn that he is an amateur historian who has a large



