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This thesis examines the origins of the journalistic style born during the early 1960s known 

as the New Journalism. Many notable newspaper and magazine writers of the era were 

practitioners—indeed, pioneers—of the new style: Tom Wolfe, Gay Talese, Terry Southern, 

Jimmy Breslin and Norman Mailer, to name just a few. However, for more than a generation 

there has been much confusion and discussion over who rightfully deserves credit for giving it 

life.  

Literary Journalism, one broad moniker for the overall genre, has many founders, the 

earliest of whom include the likes of Daniel Defoe and Charles Dickens in the 18th and 19th 

centuries, respectively. Even the term “new journalism” is anything but new: Its first use dates 

back to the 1880s. But the New Journalism as it is most commonly used today—the style made 

popular by Wolfe, Talese and their compadres—belongs to a relatively small historic time frame 

because it was born of the unique events of its era. 

Through analysis and interviews, this thesis offers an argument for who can really claim 

the title of father of the New Journalism and makes the case that the real father is not a writer at 

all but rather an editor: magazine legend Clay Felker. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION: THE PARTY’S OVER, AND MAN, WHAT A RIDE 

Long after the empty beer kegs had been hauled off and the blue motorcycle exhaust had 

drifted away, Rolling Stone magazine editor-in-chief Jann Wenner recalled his initial reaction to 

Hunter S. Thompson’s 1967 book Hell’s Angels and what kind of conjones it took for the 

world’s premier Gonzo journalist to report on the fearsome bikers. 

“It all seems so tame now,” he said, “but then it was the height of height of adventure and 

courage.”1 

The same could be said of the New Journalism. 

More than 40 years after it screamed onto the scene, grabbed the American public by the 

scruff of the neck and dragged it along for a merry romp, the phenomenon that would come to be 

known as the New Journalism is almost as comfortable as TV Guide. 

For most people born since the Johnson administration, names such as Tom Wolfe and 

Jimmy Breslin belong with Milton Berle and Will Rogers—vaguely familiar, someone your 

parents or grandparents knew about, but relevant? Not so much. Starting in the early 1960s and 

continuing until the late 1970s, though, the New Journalists reigned like alien conquerors. Their 

work was beyond relevant; it was they who identified who and what was relevant, and the speed 

and style with which they did it turned journalism virtually overnight from a ’52 Studebaker into 

a Rosso Corsa Ferrari. 

They had to. The times demanded it. Nothing else could have kept up. 

As one who was at the center of the vortex put it, “The Sixties was one of the most 

extraordinary decades in American history . . . the decade when manners and morals, styles of 

                                                 
1 Marc Weingarten, The Gang That Wouldn’t Write Straight: Wolfe, Thompson, Didion, and the New Journalism 
Revolution, (Random House, New York, 2006), 238. 
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living, attitudes towards the world changed the country more crucially than any political events . 

. . This whole side of American life that gushed forth when postwar American affluence finally 

blew the lid off—all this novelists simply turned away from, gave up by default.”2  

But while it is widely recognized as nothing short of a journalistic revolution, several 

questions remain: What did it really mean?  What did it accomplish? What were its true 

ramifications? And, of course, who really lit the fuse? The writers themselves most often get 

bragging rights, although there is no real agreement on who among them deserves the title of The 

One True Instigator. Many say it was Wolfe. Others claim it was Mailer. Still others give the 

mantle to Gay Talese. The problem seems to lie in part with the fact that it all occurred so 

quickly. As happens with so many great ideas, several principals were moving in the same 

direction simultaneously, drawing inspiration from each other while at the same time competing 

with one another. A collective consciousness develops so when the product finally emerges, no 

one is quite sure who really got there first. 

With the New Journalism, the problem is complicated by the subjective nature of the 

product. Unlike the invention of, say, the light bulb or the microchip, no one can hold up one 

particular story and say, “This was the first and I did it.” The very definition of New Journalism 

is a bit of a moving target, although some generally understood tenets stand out. Wolfe, who to a 

large degree became the self-appointed chronicler of the New Journalism’s history, listed them 

as scene-by-scene construction, the generous use of dialog, third-person point of view and status-

life details, which serve to give readers vivid clues as to who the players are and how they live.3  

                                                 
2 Tom Wolfe, ed. The New Journalism, (Picador, London, 1973), 44. 

3 William McKeen, Tom Wolfe (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995), 36-7. 
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One of the best summations of what comprises the New Journalism, though, may be this 

one from Marshall Fishwick. It so happens that Fishwick was a strong influence on Tom Wolfe 

when he was a professor at Washington and Lee University in the 1950s and Wolfe was his 

student. The excerpt is from Fishwick’s introduction to a collection of essays on the New 

Journalism that appeared in the Journal of Popular Culture in 1975: 

These essays do not even agree on the validity or worth of the material under discussion. 
They insist that today’s trends spring up from yesterday but do not name the father (or 
grandfather, or great-grandfather) of the New Movement. There is merit to the claims that 
Addison or Steele, or Daniel Defoe, or Benjamin Franklin, or Mark Twain, deserve the 
accolade. What about Lincoln Steffens and H.L. Mencken? And where can one find a 
better statement of ‘writing from inside’ than this one, from the Preface of Joseph Conrad’s 
The Nigger of the Narcissus: 

‘My task, which I am attempting to achieve by the power of the written word, is to make 
you hear, to make you feel. It is, before all, to make you see.’ 

To do that takes STYLE. That, rather than semantics or sociology, is the key to both 
popular culture and the New Journalism.4 

 

Even the origins of the term “new journalism” have been disputed, but historically it 

belongs to the British. It dates back to 1887, when English poet Matthew Arnold used it in 

reference to journalist W.T. Stead, editor of the Pall Mall Gazette. Stead had become known for 

tackling social issues of the day—for instance, child prostitution in London—by bringing it to 

life with interviews and vivid description, hallmarks of the first New Journalism.5 

Though not called new journalism, examples of similar writing styles pop up throughout 

the following half century. It remained primarily British turf. Before his famous novel 1984, 

George Orwell—his real name was Eric Blair—was a journalist. One of his most notable works 

                                                 
4 Marshall Fishwick, “The New Journalism, 2: A Style Befitting Our Times and Tastes.” Journal of Communication, 
September 1975, 190. 

5 Kevin Kerrane, Ben Yagoda, eds. The Art of Fact: A Historical Anthology of Literary Journalism (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1997), 17. 
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was Down and Out in Paris and London, an account of his adventures living among the 

downtrodden during the early 1930s in what then were still widely considered the world’s 

cultural and political centers of power and exposing the poverty that most people chose to ignore. 

But what may be the first real precursor to modern-day New Journalism came immediately 

after the end of World War II, courtesy of American John Hersey. Born in China to missionaries, 

Hersey attended Yale and Cambridge before becoming a war correspondent for Time, Life and 

The New Yorker. 

At the suggestion of The New Yorker editor William Shawn, Hersey decided to chronicle 

the human toll of the American atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The result was 

Hiroshima, which consumed the entire Aug. 31, 1946, issue of The New Yorker and later was 

released in book form.6 

The opening sentence is a perfect example of the level of detail with which Hersey 

approached his subject. It is a seamless, matter-of-fact blend of simple data, mundane daily 

routine and impending horror: 

“At exactly fifteen minutes past eight in the morning, on August 6, 1945, Japanese time, at 

the moment when the atomic bomb flashed above Hiroshima, Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a clerk in the 

personnel department of the East Asia Tin Works, had just sat down at her place in the plant 

office and was turning her head to speak to the girl at the next desk.”7 

The subsequent passages weave together the lives of six people and graphically describe 

their experiences coping with the aftermath of the world’s first atomic attack. It was no small 

                                                 
6 Weingarten, 21-4. 

7 John Hersey, Hiroshima (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985), 1 
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accomplishment. Hersey spent six weeks interviewing his subjects, piecing together their stories 

into a single tapestry that would total 30,000 words when finished.  

As riveting as it was, Hiroshima still did not prompt anyone to label it a new brand of 

journalism. That wouldn’t happen for nearly 20 more years, when Pete Hamill, then a New York 

Post columnist, used it as a title for a story he wanted to write about two of the genre’s leading 

practitioners, Gay Talese and Jimmy Breslin.8 

By then, the New Journalism was in full bloom.  

                                                 
8 David Abrahamson, "The New Journalism in the 1960s." Encyclopedia of American Journalism (New York: M.E. 
Sharpe, 2006). 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE CONTENDERS 

Which brings us to the eve of conception. 

The purpose of the following biographical sketches is not to recount each contender’s life 

in detail. That ground has already been covered by others. The list of contenders also should not 

be mistaken for a list of the best, though they certainly are among them. Rather, it is to establish 

some basic information about the writer, how he came to be regarded as a New Journalism 

pioneer and why he should or should not be considered the real founder. They are laid out in 

roughly in reverse chronological order based on the timing of each writer’s watershed New 

Journalism piece.  

Tom Wolfe 

Long before he ever donned his first ice cream suit, Tom Wolfe was becoming known for 

his unusual writing ability.  

Thomas Kennerly Wolfe Jr. was born March 2, 1931, in Richmond, Va. His father was 

editor of the Southern Planter, an agronomy journal. Growing up in the world of classic 

Southern refinement, the younger Wolfe attended Washington and Lee University, graduating 

with a bachelor’s degree in English in 1951. It was at Washington and Lee that Wolfe’s potential 

became apparent to Fishwick, who taught a course in American studies. In particular, Fishwick 

remembered a paper Wolfe wrote for the class called “A Zooful of Zebras” about the conformity 

of academia.1 

Wolfe received his doctorate in American studies from Yale in 1957; his dissertation was 

titled “The League of American Writers: Communist Organizational Activity Among American 

Writers, 1929–1942.” He had already started his newspaper career the previous year, at the tiny 

                                                 
1 Weingarten, 84. 
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Springfield (Mass.) Union. In 1959, he landed a job with the Washington Post and in 1962 went 

to work for the New York Herald-Tribune, where his ability finally would begin to flourish.2 

That marked the beginning of his flirtation with the New Journalism. As he put it, “ . . . I 

arrived at the New York Herald-Tribune . . . This must be the place! . . . I looked out across the 

city room of the Herald Tribune, 100 moldering yards south of Times Square, with a feeling of 

amazed bohemian bliss . . . either this is the real world, Tom, or there is no real world . . . ”3 

Working alongside the likes of columnist Jimmy Breslin—Wolfe described the hunkered-down-

on-deadline Breslin as “a bowling ball fueled with liquid oxygen”4—he was finally in the 

element he had sought for so long. As much as he loved the atmosphere and his co-workers, 

Wolfe found himself stymied by the space and time restrictions of daily deadline journalism. He 

continually looked for his voice and finally began to find it when he was assigned to write for the 

Herald-Tribune’s Sunday supplement, New York, and an editor there named Clay Felker. Wolfe 

did not abandon his Herald-Tribune duties, but at last he had a venue that gave him room to 

work to his potential.5 

Wolfe was influenced by no single person as much as he was by Gay Talese. In July 1962, 

an article by Talese titled “Joe Louis: The King as a Middle-Aged Man” appeared in Esquire. 

Talese employed techniques that until then were virtually unheard of, at least to Wolfe: generous 

use of dialog, transporting the reader from one scene to the next and, perhaps most important, 

climbing inside the heads of his characters and letting the reader in on their inner-most thoughts. 

Wolfe was floored. 

                                                 
2 McKeen, 8. 

3 Wolfe, 16. 

4 Wolfe, 26. 

5 Weingarten, 89-90. 
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“What the hell is going on? With a little reworking the whole article could have read like a 
short story . . . At the time I hardly ever read magazines like Esquire. I wouldn’t have read 
the Joe Louis piece except that it was by Gay Talese. After all, Talese was a reporter for 
the Times. He was a player in my own feature game. What he had written for Esquire was 
so much better than what he was doing (or was allowed to do) for the Times, I had to check 
out what was going on.”6 

Chronologically speaking, that in itself removes Wolfe from the list of contenders for 

father of the New Journalism, but it by no means makes him an also-ran. On the contrary, it 

energized him to pick up the torch and run headlong into fray. Talese’s piece was just what 

Wolfe had been looking for, and he immediately set out to mold the new style in his own image. 

His first foray came in 1963—he was still working for the Herald-Tribune and New York at the 

time —in the form of a story for Esquire under the laborious title “There Goes (Varoom! 

Varoom!) That Kandy-Kolored (Thphhhhhh!) Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby (Rahghhh!) 

Around the Bend  (Brummmmmmmmmmmmmmm . . . ” When he published a collection of essays 

two years later that included the Esquire piece, the title was truncated to “The Kandy-Kolored 

Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby.” 

The Esquire story raised eyebrows throughout both the journalism and literary worlds. As 

the now well-known story goes, Wolfe had headed for California in search of the newly 

emerging youth movement, and he found it in car culture. Wolfe immersed himself in his 

subject, particularly car-customizing king George Barris. When the time came to put the whole 

experience down on paper, Wolfe came up dry. With the Esquire deadline looming large, he sat 

down at the typewriter, purged his brain in a memo to editor Byron Dobell and submitted it the 

next morning. Dobell did little more than remove the salutation; he ran the memo as a story.7 

                                                 
6 Wolfe, 24. 

7 Weingarten, 94. 
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Streamline Baby was a major shift because it created two camps: those who loved Wolfe 

and those who hated him.8 By extension, it also was the opening salvo in what would be a 

decades-long war over the New Journalism and whether it was even journalism at all. 

One of the first sharpshooters was Esquire’s own Dwight Macdonald. In an Aug. 26, 1965, 

critique for the New York Review of Books titled “Parajournalism, or Tom Wolfe and His Magic 

Writing Machine,” Macdonald skewered Wolfe and his fellow practitioners. He accused them of 

perpetrating “a bastard form” of journalism, “having it both ways, exploiting the factual 

authority of journalism and the atmospheric license of fiction.”9 

In 1965, Wolfe stepped in it again, this time deep. Possibly emboldened by his string of 

successes and high on a bit of hubris, he wrote two articles for New York that were guns-blazing 

attacks on The New Yorker, its editor, William Shawn, its writing style and what Wolfe viewed 

as its bloated reputation. The first was “Tiny Mummies! The True Story of the Ruler of 43rd 

Street’s Land of The Walking Dead!”, which was followed by “Lost in the Whichy Thicket.” 

The pieces were immediately greeted by howls of indignation, cries of cruelty and, most 

damning, fabrication. However, Wolfe’s editor at The New York, Clay Felker, said much later, 

“If somebody doesn’t agree with the theme, they say it’s inaccurate . . . [but] history has shown 

Tom was right.”10  

Criticism aside, Wolfe’s modus operandi was now solid. Popular culture was his for the 

taking, and take he did. His subjects over the next several years in pieces for Esquire and New 

                                                 
8 McKeen, 26. 

9 Dwight Macdonald, “Parajournalism, or Tom Wolfe & His Magic Writing Machine.” New York Review of Books. 
August 26, 1965. 

10 Chris Harvey, “Tom Wolfe’s Revenge.” American Journalism Review. October 1994. 
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York read like a laundry list of the ‘60s’ most influential players: The Beatles, Phil Spector, 

“Baby” Jane Holzer, Murray the K, Ken Kesey, the Mercury astronauts. 

Wolfe not only chronicled the ‘60s and American pop culture, he actually contributed to 

the lexicon by creating or popularizing terms that remain in use even today. Perhaps the best-

known example is “good ol’ boy,” which he first used in “The Last American Hero is Junior 

Johnson. Yes!,” a 1964 Esquire article about a North Carolina stock car driver. Other examples 

include The Right Stuff, the title of his 1979 “nonfiction novel” about jet-age test pilots and 

America’s Mercury astronauts; “the Me Decade” from a 1976 essay in the collection “Mauve 

Gloves & Madmen, Clutter & Vine;” and “radical chic,” from his 1970 book “Radical Chic and 

Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers,” an indictment of how rich white people used minorities and 

their causes to raise their own social standing. 

Ironically, his 1973 book “The New Journalism,” a collection of essays by writers he 

believed best embraced it, arrived as the New Journalism itself was beginning to lose forward 

speed. By then, even Wolfe had left newspaper and magazine writing behind, opting instead for 

books as his main outlet. In the 1980s, he would also abandon nonfiction for novels. 

Wolfe is repeatedly referred to as the father or founding father of the New Journalism. 

Repeatedly, he has eschewed it. 

But though it all, Wolfe served as a staunch—some might say strident—advocate of the 

genre he helped create. It’s fair to say, then, that Wolfe was, and remains, the Godfather of the 

New Journalism. 

Terry Southern 

If the other contenders wrote about the ‘60s, Terry Southern was the ‘60s. 
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“Southern seemed to be at Ground Zero of almost everything that was happening” in ‘60s 

popular culture.11 Who else can lay claim to having his face on the cover of one of the decade’s 

seminal albums (Sgt. Peppers Lonely Hearts Club Band), writing the dialog for two of the 

decade’s most memorable films (Dr. Strangelove and Easy Rider) and getting his byline in one 

of the decade’s most influential magazines (Esquire)? 

Southern stands alone among the contenders in terms of the wide-ranging scope of his 

work. Make no mistake, Southern did some splendid magazine pieces, but his other writing was 

all over the map. Nevertheless, he earns a spot among the potential fathers, not only because one 

of his Esquire stories has been cited as the first of the genre but also because he has in fact been 

called a father of it. 

Southern was born May 1, 1924, in tiny Alvarado, Texas, the son of Terrence, the town 

druggist, and Helen, a homemaker. His rural childhood was largely unremarkable in literary or 

journalistic terms, though he did adopt a habit of “rewriting” Edgar Allen Poe to entertain his 

school friends by inserting their names in place of the characters.’12 

After graduating from high school in 1941, Southern briefly attended North Texas 

Agricultural School, then transferred to Southern Methodist University in Dallas. With the dream 

of someday becoming a great writer himself, he read voraciously—Esquire, for whom he would 

later make a journalistic name for himself, and the Saturday Evening Post, as well as novelists 

such as John Steinbeck and F. Scott Fitzgerald. By then, though, World War II was in full swing, 

                                                 
11 Nick Gillespie. “Victim of the Sexual Revolution: Terry Southern’s Telling Trip from Hipster to Has-been.” 
Reason, October 2001. 

12 Hill, Lee. A Grand Guy: The Art and Life of Terry Southern. (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2001), 9-18 



 

18 

so Southern enlisted in the Army in March 1943. He would spend the war primarily in England 

and Europe, but he spoke little of his experiences.13 

Southern returned to college in 1946 to study English at the University of Chicago, then 

transferred to Northwestern University, graduating in 1948. He then opted to attend the Sorbonne 

in Paris to study English literature and immersed himself in the local culture. He also joined the 

literary crowd and began to dabble in short stories and had some of his work published in the 

then-new Paris Review. Soon after he married Pud Gadiot, the couple returned to New York, 

specifically Greenwich Village, the hub of the coming Beat movement.14 

During the next three years, Southern would befriend the likes of Jack Kerouac, who by 

then had already written On the Road, though it would not be published until 1957, and Beat 

poet Allen Ginsberg. Southern, however, remained detached from the Beats, but he did begin to 

feel a sense of disgust with the blandness and conformity of post-war American culture.15 That 

feeling would be translated into the publication in 1958 of Southern’s first novel, Flash and 

Filigree, a darkly humorous tale set in Southern California whose central character is a world-

renowned dermatologist. The book gained notice but not necessarily overwhelming praise. A 

review in the Sept. 29, 1958, issue of Time magazine noted, “Like the old two-reelers, Flash and 

Filigree lacks weight and discipline, but it also has an unfailing sense of the ridiculous, 

heightened by deadpan delivery.”16 

It also would play a big part in Southern’s 1959 novel The Magic Christian, in which the 

wealthy hero, Guy Grand, makes a mockery of middle-class life and values. 

                                                 
13 Hill, 16-18. 

14 Hill, 53-4. 

15 Hill, 56. 

16 “Mixed Fiction,” Time, 29 Sept. 1958. 
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Southern had returned to Europe in 1956 for another three-year stint as an expatriate. 

While living in Geneva, he would write not only Flash and Filigree but also two other novels: 

Candy, co-authored by pornographer Mason Hoffenberg, a sex-laced satire centered on a high 

school girl and her comical adventures; and The Magic Christian. He also would begin to 

experiment with writing screenplays for television, a skill he would later translate to film. He 

returned to New York in 1960.17 

Southern’s defining New Journalism moment came in 1962, though the idea for it 

belonged to David Newman, an associate editor at Esquire and a fan of Southern. Newman had 

read a news story about the Dixie National Baton Twirling Institute, which held its classes on the 

University of Mississippi campus. He telephoned Southern and asked him to go to Ole Miss and 

write a story about it. Southern accepted immediately. “He went down to campus,” Newman said 

later, “and wrote ‘Twirling at Ole Miss,’ which is a classic and it is now one of the canonized 

pieces of what is now called the New Journalism.18 

What appeared in the February 1963 issue of Esquire was an ironic first-person account of 

Southern’s experience in the heart of the racially divided South just as it was being swept up in 

the turbulence of the civil rights movement. The baton-twirling school was almost a backdrop. 

Arriving in Oxford then, on a hot midday in July, after the three-hour bus ride from 
Memphis, I stepped off in front of the Old Colonial Hotel and meandered across the sleepy 
square toward the only sign of life at hand-the proverbial row of shirt-sleeved men sitting 
on benches in front of the county courthouse, a sort of permanent jury. 

"Howdy," I say, striking an easy stance, smiling friendly-like, "Whar the school?"  
The nearest regard me in narrow surmise: they are quick to spot the stranger here, but a bit 
slow to cotton. One turns to another.  

"What's that he say, Ed?" Big Ed shifts his wad, sluices a long spurt of juice into the dust, 
gazes at it reflectively before fixing me again with gun-blue-cold eyes.  

                                                 
17  Hill, 70. 

18 Hill, 105. 
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"Reckon you mean, 'Whar the school at?' don't you, stranger?"19 

The official Terry Southern Web site, created and maintained by the Terry Southern estate, 

claims Tom Wolfe believes Southern invented the New Journalism with “Twirling at Ole Miss,” 

though evidence of that Wolfe quote seems to be nonexistent. What Wolfe did write in his 1973 

anthology The New Journalism was that it was “the first example I noticed of a form of 

journalism in which the writer starts out to do a feature assignment . . . and ends up writing a 

curious form of autobiography . . . The supposed subject (e.g., baton twirlers) becomes 

incidental.”20 In fact, what Southern had created was what later would come to be known as 

Gonzo journalism. 

With his ability now firmly established, Southern soon followed “Twirling” with several 

more pieces for Esquire, including “Recruiting for the Big Parade” about a CIA recruiter’s 

experience rounding up participants for the ill-fated Bay of Pigs invasion, and “The Road out of 

Axotle,” a short story about the adventures of an American and two Mexicans on a road trip 

through the Mexican countryside. About the same time, he began working with director Stanley 

Kubrick on “Dr. Strangelove (Or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb.)” The 

film began as an adaptation of the novel Red Alert about an American airbase commander who 

goes mad and sends a fleet of B-52s to nuke the Soviet Union. With Southern’s input, what 

emerged instead was a farcical satire of military culture that included a slapstick pie fight and 

ended with the now-memorable image of Slim Pickens straddling a nuclear bomb cowboy-

style as it falls from a Stratofortress.21 

                                                 
19 Terry Southern. “Twirling at Ole Miss.” Red-Dirt Marijuana and Other Tastes. (New York: Carol Publishing 
Group, 1990).145-6. 

20 Wolfe, 184 

21 Hill, 106, 116. 
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His next big-screen splash came in 1969 with the release of Easy Rider, which starred 

Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper and chronicled two long-haired, chopper-riding bikers as they 

cross the Southern United States and encounter a collection of unusual characters. Its jarring end, 

in which Fonda and Hopper are shotgunned by two rednecks, was Southern’s idea, and the film 

came to be viewed as a symbol of the disillusionment and apocalyptic events that marked the 

late-‘60s. 

But Southern wasn’t quite finished with magazine work. His last foray into the New 

Journalism and his swan song for Esquire came just as filming for Easy Rider was getting under 

way:  Esquire assigned him to cover the Democratic convention in Chicago.22 Accompanied by 

Esquire writers John Sack and John Berendt, who would later write the best-seller “Midnight in 

the Garden of Good and Evil,” French novelist Jean Genet and Beat-generation writer William 

Burroughs, Southern waded into the Windy City. Southern’s story, “Grooving in Chi,” was the 

result of the team not only observing the world-shocking melee that ensued but also joining the 

anti-war protesters.23 

The last two decades of Southern’s life went by with barely a public peep from him. Some 

say he was trapped in the hipster persona he created for himself in the ‘60s, that he was unable to 

change with the times. Others say he simply peaked too soon. Writing in the Paris Review after 

Southern’s death, Henry Allen said, “Maybe the silence of his last twenty years meant he was 

ahead of his time. And as any hipster knows, when you're ahead of your time, you become your 

own hardest act to follow.24 

                                                 
22 Hill, 176. 

23 Carol Polsgrove. It Wasn’t Pretty, Folks, But Didn’t We Have Fun? Esquire in the Sixties. (New York: W.W. 
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Southern’s obituary in the Oct. 31, 1995, New York Times  lays out his life and career 

largely in terms of how he influenced the ‘60s, but interestingly makes no mention whatsoever of 

“Twirling at Ole Miss.”25 

Since he had already died by the time his estate claimed he was the father of the New 

Journalism, he never had the chance to accept or deny the honor. Given his level of hipness, it 

may be most fitting to call Southern the Father of the Sixties. 

Gay Talese 

By the time Wolfe was knocked off of his feet by Talese’s 1962 Joe Louis piece, Talese

 had been turning out stellar copy for a decade. 

Gaetano Talese was born Feb. 7, 1932, in Ocean City, N.J., an island just south of Atlantic 

City. His father, Joseph, immigrated to the United States from Italy in 1922 and was a tailor—

hence the younger Talese’s lifelong reputation as a sharp-dressed man. His mother, Catherine, 

was a buyer for a department store. Early on, Gay Talese felt like an outsider and with good 

reason: Not only was he from an immigrant family, he was an Italian Catholic living on an island 

populated primarily by Protestants, and he attended a school dominated by Irish Catholics.26 

That circumstance played a big role in establishing his journalistic interest in losers rather than 

winners.   

Like so many of his journalism contemporaries, Talese became interested in sports, 

particularly baseball. His first foray into journalism happened during a high school baseball 

game. Talese’s assistant coach asked him to call the newspaper, the Ocean City Sentinel-Ledger, 

with the game highlights. Talese turned the opportunity into a two-year stint as a sports writer 

and then reporter and columnist.27 
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Talese attended the University of Alabama, which as a New Jersey Italian must surely have 

reinforced his outsider perspective. He worked for the student newspaper, The Crimson-White, 

throughout his four years at Alabama, the last two as sports editor. Talese graduated in 1953 with 

a bachelor’s degree in journalism and promptly got a job as a copyboy at The New York Times. 

Although the job involved no writing, Talese managed to slip stories to editors and gain their 

favor.28 

Having been in Army ROTC at Alabama and graduating as second lieutenant, Talese was 

called up for two years of active duty in 1954. After writing for the base paper at Fort Knox, he 

returned to the Times and finally launched his professional writing career on the sports desk. 

Like Wolfe, Talese soon felt limited by the tight restrictions of routine daily journalism, which 

became even more pronounced when he was promoted to cover New York state politics in the 

Times’ capitol bureau in Albany. In February 1960, he contacted Esquire editor Harold Hayes 

and began freelancing for the magazine.29 

His first Esquire piece, “New York,” an unconventional look at the unnoticed things 

behind the façade of daily living in the Big Apple, received plenty of notice and acclaim. It 

began, now famously: 

New York is a city of things unnoticed. It is a city with cats sleeping under parked cars, 
two stone armadillos crawling up St. Patrick's Cathedral, and thousands of ants creeping on 
top of the Empire State Building. The ants probably were carried there by winds or birds, 
but nobody is sure; nobody in New York knows any more about the ants than they do 
about the panhandler who takes taxis to the Bowery; or the dapper man who picks trash out 
of Sixth Avenue trash cans; or the medium in the West Seventies who claims, "I'm 
clairvoyant, clairaudient and clairsensuous.30 
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“New York” not only led to the publication of his first book the following year, “New 

York—A Serendipter’s Journey,” it also established him as a major player at Esquire, giving him 

the freewheeling outlet he was looking for.31 But Talese’s most direct connection in the lineage 

of New Journalists was the Joe Louis piece that had so wowed Wolfe. Boxing was Talese’s forte 

“because it was a metaphor for just about everything—personal redemption, race, celebrity, and 

especially the trying art of losing.32 The Louis piece was especially notable because it employed 

not only the use of dialog but also because it created the illusion that the reader was inside the 

character’s head. This is the passage that stopped Wolfe in his tracks: 

 ‘”Hi, sweetheart!” Joe Louis called to his wife, spotting her waiting for him at the Los 
Angeles airport. 

‘She smiled, walked toward him, and was about to stretch up on her toes and kiss him – 
but suddenly stopped. 

‘”Joe,” she said, “where’s your tie?” 

‘”Aw, sweetie,” he said, shrugging, “I stayed out all night in New York and didn’t have 
time—“ 

‘”All night!” she cut in. “When you’re out here, all you do is sleep, sleep, sleep.” 

‘”Sweetie,” Joe Louis said, with a tired grin, “I’m an ole man.” 

‘”Yes,” she agreed, “but when you go to New York you try to be young again.”33 

Talese left The New York Times in 1965 to write for Esquire, where he would continue to 

expand his New Journalism repertoire. During that period, he would do some of his most 

memorable work, concentrating on subjects whose stars were fading. “Frank Sinatra Has a 

Cold,” which ran in April 1966, was the account of Talese’s efforts to get close enough to Ol’ 
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Blue Eyes to write a story about him but not having much luck. In July 1966, “Silent Season of a 

Hero,” captured Joe DiMaggio as he made his peace with the downhill side of his glory days.34 

After publishing “The Kingdom and the Power,” an insider’s look at The New York Times, 

in 1969, Talese was firmly in the book camp. Newspapers and magazines no longer were 

adequate for his burgeoning work. 

As for being the father of the New Journalism, as many have tagged him (including Tom 

Wolfe) Talese not only denies it, he denies being a New Journalist at all. In a 2004 interview 

with MediaBistro.com, he said, “I'm often given credit for ‘starting’ the New Journalism . . .  

and, while I was kind of flattered that people were, for the first time, starting to take notice of 

what I was doing, I have always kind of thought of myself as rather traditional in my approach 

and not so ‘new.’”35 

In a 2003 interview with The Boston Globe, Talese was considerably more succinct. “Nor 

does he subscribe to the widespread notion that he, along with Tom Wolfe and Hunter S. 

Thompson, was one of the godfathers of New Journalism. “What the [expletive] did I do that was 

new?” he asks.36 

Who’s arguing? Instead, call him the Father of Unnoticed Detail Journalism. 

Norman Mailer 

Unlike Wolfe, Mailer started as a novelist before trying his hand as a journalist. That may 

well have given him the background to write the piece many say was the premier example of the 

New Journalism when it appeared in Esquire in 1960. 
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Born Jan. 31, 1923, in Long Branch, N.J., and raised in Brooklyn, Mailer was the son of 

Jewish immigrants: his mother, Fan, from Russia, his father, Barney, also from Russia but by 

way of South Africa. As a child, Norman was an avid reader of science fiction and wrote his own 

first “novel,” The Invasion of Mars, at age 7. He began attending Harvard in September 1939, 

the same month the Nazis invaded Poland and World War II began. Though his major was 

aeronautical engineering, he took an interest in a freshman English class that sparked his real 

yearning to become a writer. His favorites included Hemingway and Steinbeck. At the end of the 

year, he wrote a short story for his English instructor and received an A+.37 

Emboldened by his success, Mailer delved further into writing and joined the board of the 

Advocate, Harvard’s literary magazine. After graduating in 1943, Mailer spent nine months 

waiting to be drafted, during which time he wrote a 700-page novel, A Transit to Narcissus, 

based on his experiences working at a mental institution while he was in college. The novel was 

published only much later, in 1978, as a collectible. Also in 1944, Mailer married Bea, the first 

of what ultimately would be his six wives, and Mailer finally was drafted into the Army. Though 

college graduates typically went in as officers, Mailer instead enlisted as a private, a move he 

claimed was motivated by his desire to see combat.38 

Mailer’s unit was sent to the Pacific, specifically the Philippines, but even as a rifleman, 

Mailer saw little action. When the war finally was over, Mailer was sent to Japan as part of the 

American occupation force and served as a cook. He was discharged in May 1946 and upon 

returning home began work almost immediately on what would become his first published and 

most famous novel.39 
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Published in 1948, The Naked and the Dead was an instant sensation. Its subject was a 

combat reconnaissance platoon in the South Pacific, the psyches of its members and the 

interaction among the men and their superior officers. It also examines what Mailer viewed as 

the corrupted mindset of the upper-echelon commanders and the overall futility of war. The book 

was welcomed with rave reviews, though some were more reserved than others. In his review in 

The New York Times, David Dempsey writes that Naked was “not a great book, but indistbutably 

it bears witness to a new and significant talent among American writers.40 

While Mailer was waiting for the release of The Naked and the Dead, he and Bea moved to 

Paris and enrolled at the Sorbonne. Like Southern, Mailer joined the literary set, but the Mailers’ 

stay was relatively brief and they returned to New York in summer 1948. His next two novels, 

Barbary Shore, published in 1951, and The Deer Park, 1957, were far less successful than The 

Naked and the Dead and were both panned by the critics. Humility, however, was not Mailer’s 

natural fall-back position. His answer came in 1959 with the publication of Advertisements for 

Myself, a collection of some of his earlier work such as excerpts from novels and political essays 

interspersed by running autobiographical commentary and insights as well as his views of his 

literary contemporaries, which accomplished considerable feather ruffling among those who fall 

under his crosshairs. Nevertheless, Advertisements was an inspired breakthrough and gave 

Mailer’s career a much-needed boost.41 

It also served as the stepping stone to the next phase of his life; Advertisements caught the 

eye of editors at Esquire magazine, which had recently undergone a transformation from pin-up 

mag to a sophisticated guide for living for the 1950s version of the male Yuppie. Editor Harold 
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Hayes bought first serial rights to Advertisements, and excerpts appeared in the magazine’s 

November 1959 issue.42 

Inventing the New Journalism was the last thing Mailer had in mind when Esquire editor 

Clay Felker hit him with the idea of covering the 1960 Democratic convention in Los Angeles. 

Felker had read Advertisements but found it to be “long-winded and self-indulgent.”43 Yet he 

recognized Mailer’s enormous potential and remembered it when the two ran into each other in 

at a swanky New York restaurant, the Five Spot. Mailer and his second wife, Adele, had a 

boisterous argument that prompted Adele to storm out. Felker filled in the awkward silence by 

asking Mailer if he had ever considered political writing. The two quickly came to an agreement 

on Mailer covering the convention.44 

Felker traveled to Los Angeles with Mailer to help him make connections among the 

Hollywood set, but Mailer had enough name recognition to stand on his own. Though Mailer had 

no real idea how he would approach the story when he arrived, he spotted the focus right away 

when the Kennedy motorcade arrived at the Biltmore. 

“One saw him immediately. He had the deep orange-brown suntan of a ski instructor, and 
when he smiled at the crowd his teeth were amazingly white and clearly visible at a 
distance of fifty yards. For one moment he saluted Pershing Square, and Pershing Square 
saluted him back, the prince and the beggars of glamour staring at one another across a city 
street, one of those very special moments in the underground history of the world, and then 
with a quick move he was out of his car and by choice headed into the crowd instead of the 
lane cleared for him into the hotel by the police, so that he made his way inside surrounded 
by a mob, and one expected at any moment to see him lifted to its shoulders like a matador 
being carried back to the city after a triumph in the plaza.”45 
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“Superman Comes to the Supermarket” appeared in the October 1960 issue of Esquire, just 

before the November elections, and took the journalism world by storm. Pete Hamill, who at the 

time was a reporter for the New York Post, said the effect in the Post’s city room was 

phenomenal. “All the young guys were going, ‘Holy shit, what the hell is this?’ He just took the 

form and exploded it, and showed writers that there were other possibilities.’”46 Later, journalist 

Jack Newfield called “Superman” “the single greatest piece of magazine journalism I've ever 

read . . . It was the first piece that caught the Hollywood domination of politics, the influence of 

marketing and public relations on politics. That piece blew my mind. It was like the first time I 

heard Bob Dylan and Charlie Parker. It opened a whole new room in my imagination of what 

journalism could be.”47 

What also stood out about “Superman” was the prominent treatment Mailer gave to 

Kennedy’s personality, something that journalists up to that point had, by and large, avoided. He 

also inserted himself into the story—again, something that previously had been strictly forbidden 

in straight-laced journalism. Mailer, never one to underestimate his own importance, later saw 

something beyond the story’s effect on journalism; in his opinion, “Superman” had gotten 

Kennedy elected.48 

While the credit for that more likely goes to Kennedy and his charisma, style, youth and 

good looks, Mailer certainly deserves credit for being astute enough to pick up on the 

significance of those qualities. Hayes wrote in his introduction to “Smiling Through the 

Apocalypse: Esquire’s History of the Sixties,” that the ‘60s began, at least for politicians and 

journalists, when Nixon’s face registered defeat during his televised 1960 debate with 
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Kennedy.49 American Review editor Theodore Solotaroff wrote in 1969 that the decade actually 

began with the 1960 Democratic convention, “which as Norman Mailer foresaw in his essay '

Superman Comes to the Supermarket' marked the changing of the generations . . . ”50 

The magazine’s treatment of Superman did not quite jibe with Mailer’s vision of what it 

should be, though. Esquire co-founder Arnold Gingrich called it “just smearing anything on the 

page that comes into [Mailer’s] head” and removed any reference to the story from the 

magazine’s cover. Gingrich also changed the title at the last minute to “Superman Comes to the 

Supermart,” which so enraged Mailer that he wrote a scathing letter to the editor of Esquire 

about it and did not write for the magazine again for two years.51 

When he did return, it was to write a regular column, 12 in all, that ran the gamut in terms 

of topics. Mailer became an Esquire fixture that Hayes realized was helping circulation along 

nicely. Though he would continue his magazine writing for many years to come, his biggest 

impact was in books. After publishing the novel Why Are We in Vietnam? in 1967, he was 

invited to participate in an anti-war march on the Pentagon that would lead to his arrest. More 

important, though, the march became the material for “The Steps of the Pentagon,” which ran in 

the March 1968 issue of Harper’s. That piece, along with “The Battle of the Pentagon,” 

published in the April 1968 issue of Commentary, were published together in book form under 

the title The Armies of the Night. For Armies, Mailer received both the Pulitzer Prize for 

nonfiction and the National Book Award in 1969.52 

                                                 
49 Ronald Weber. The Reporter as Artist: A Look at the New Journalism Controversy. (New York: Hastings House, 
1974), 154. 

50 Weber, 161. 

51 Polsgrove, 46. 

52 Weingarten, 189-98. 



 

31 

Not surprisingly, Mailer, like Wolfe and Talese, denied playing any part in pioneering the 

New Journalism. In fact, Mailer pointed out in his 1976 collection “Some Honorable Men: 

Political Conventions,” that he actually seemed to be receiving more notice as a New Journalist 

than he ever did as a novelist. “That is an irony that tempts me to spit to the wind: I never 

worked as a journalist and never liked the profession.”53 

Mailer had a point: Even today, more than 30 years later, his entry in the Encyclopedia 

Britannica begins, “American novelist and journalist, best known for using a form of 

journalism—called New Journalism—that combines the imaginative subjectivity of literature 

with the more objective qualities of journalism.”54 

New Journalist or not, Mailer could easily be recognized as the Father of Modern Political 

Campaign Coverage.
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CHAPTER 3 
AND THE WINNER IS . . . 

While many have been tempted over the years to give a writer credit for being the father of 

the New Journalism, a good case can be made that Clay Felker was the first to have the vision of 

what journalism needed to become in order to chronicle the blindingly fast cultural and societal 

changes that the 1960s would embody. 

Felker was the lynchpin, the keystone, the one man who was in the right place at the right 

time to bring all the elements and talent and players to the table and lay out the feast. The 

Chinese may have invented the rocket and Neil Armstrong may have been the first man to walk 

on the moon, but it was John F. Kennedy who seized the perfect moment, giving an entire nation 

the tools and the inspiration to tackle the New Frontier and put him there. 

Likewise for Felker and the New Journalism. 

Born October 2, 1925, in Webster Groves, Mo., Felker came by his interest in journalism 

naturally. His father was managing editor of The Sporting News, a weekly newspaper, and editor 

of the monthly trade publication Sporting Goods Dealer. Felker’s mother was a women’s editor. 

At the age of 8, Felker started his own neighborhood newspaper, which he described as “the 

publishing equivalent of a lemonade stand.”1 

Felker entered Duke University in 1942, before graduating from high school, and  

worked at the student newspaper, The Chronicle.  He quickly earned a reputation as an 

editor who could bring out the best in his writers. In one famous instance, he cajoled Peter Maas, 

an investigative reporter who later went on to fame penning books such as Serpico, to go to Duke 

Hospital and get an interview with auto workers union president Walter Reuther, who had been 
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shot in what appeared to be a gang-style hit. Other reporters were having no luck getting in to see 

Reuther, but Felker exhorted Maas to get the interview anyway. Maas did, slipping into the 

hospital by posing as a student.2 

The following year, Felker’s college education was interrupted by a three-year stint in the 

Navy, where he worked for a Navy newspaper, Blue Jacket. He returned to Duke and the 

Chronicle afterward.3 

It was during that brief interlude—one fall semester as the Chronicle’s editor—that 

lightning struck. 

Felker was standing in the Duke library perusing historic materials in search of models to 

follow at the Chronicle. He was thumbing through some bound Civil War-era issues of the New 

York Herald-Tribune when the whole idea washed over him. 

“’I spent the whole afternoon reading these things; I didn’t even realize where the time 
went because they were so gripping,’ said Felker. ‘They were written in a narrative 
structure. And I realized that they were so much more interesting than the newspaper 
stories I had grown up reading.’ The stories, with their vivid descriptions of life in the 
trenches, changed Felker irrevocably. American journalism had to move in this direction; 
reporters should be meticulous and exacting when describing events, have a novelist’s flair 
for language, and enliven their stories with headlong momentum.”4 

 
In a 1995 interview with The New York Times, Felker expanded on that a-ha moment: 

“And I discovered that the writing was as fresh and as dramatic as anything being written 
and I said, how come I don't read daily newspapers with the same fascination as I'd read 
this stuff? The reason was that although these were written by basically more or less 
uneducated people—they didn't have the broad education that most journalists do now—
they were using all of the classical literary techniques of storytelling, narrative flow. And 
so I said, hey, there's another way to write, and I began looking for writers who could write 
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that way. I said, we are going to express our opinion. It's got to be fair and accurate, but it 
has to be based on a lot of reporting put together in this dramatic form.5 

The die was cast, but Felker had some other dues to pay before he would be in a position to 

turn his vision into reality. After graduating from Duke in 1951, he landed a job as a sportswriter 

for Life magazine. Once again, he beat the New Journalism writers at their own game, and by a 

long margin. A full 15 years before Talese wrote “The Silent Season of a Hero,” his famous 

portrait of past-his-prime New York Yankees icon Joe DiMaggio, Felker got his hands on a 

secret Brooklyn Dodgers scouting report that contained a line pointing out that DiMaggio’s 

throwing arm was history. "Well, DiMaggio is a very proud man” Felker recalled later. “And 

although he had a very good series, he quit baseball after that. And the Yankees never forgave 

me: They accused me of causing DiMaggio to quit baseball."6 

That remarkable knack for recognizing significance in the seemingly unimportant would 

serve Felker well throughout his career. It was a trait he would share with Wolfe and also made 

him particularly well suited for the New Journalism. New York Herald-Tribune editor Shelly 

Zelanick, whom Felker would later succeed as editor of the paper’s Sunday supplement, New 

York, once said that his coolness radar could pick up on the next big thing “whether it was that 

the neckline of women’s dresses would soon be descending to the nipple, or that pro football was 

soon to replace church on Sunday.”7 

Restless and temperamental with a razor’s-edge mind and a probing curiosity about wildly 

disparate subjects, Felker possessed another trait that would make him uniquely tailored for the 
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status-sensitive world of New Journalism: an appreciation for the finer things in life. Living in a 

duplex on New York’s East Side, Felker also owned the de rigueur summer home in the 

Hamptons and an antique silver collection.8 After launching New West, a magazine venture in 

the mid-1970s, Felker was criticized for allowing his executive staff to do its work about town in 

leased Alfa Romeos, paid for through magazine expense accounts.9 

When they met years later in the offices of New York, Wolfe must surely have felt he found 

a kindred spirit in Felker in terms of eruditeness and sophistication. A bon vivant of top-drawer 

quality, Felker was known as a world traveler and a hail fellow well met. He could stroll down a 

Paris avenue and have no compunction about stopping at a sidewalk café, introducing himself to 

French intellectual Simone de Beauvoir and asking her to write a story for Esquire about Brigitte 

Bardot.10 

The Paternity Ward: Esquire 

Felker helped launch Sports Illustrated in 1954, then moved on to become Life’s political 

correspondent in Washington, until 1957. That’s when the chance to finally realize the vision 

that first gripped him in the Duke library finally arrived. Felker was hired as features editor at 

Esquire, where he would work for the next five years. Esquire would prove to be what Bliwise 

described as “an inviting laboratory to put into practice the Greeley-inspired notion of reporting. 

Its pages saw some of the earliest expressions of the New Journalism, which applied, Felker 

says, ‘the standard literature techniques rather than the standard newspaper techniques—

narrative structure, scene-setting and characterization, dialogue.’”11 
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At Esquire, Felker would gain a somewhat ill-fitting partner, Harold Hayes, though the 

two had crossed paths earlier without Felker knowing it. A North Carolina native and World War 

II Navy veteran, Hayes was a graduate of Wake Forest University, where he worked on the 

student magazine, appropriately named The Student. At a conference he attended in Raleigh, 

N.C., Hayes was impressed by an editor at Duke University student newspaper who had 

organized the conference. The organizer was none other than Felker.12 

After returning to the service in 1950 for a two-year stint during the Korean War—this 

time, he served with the Marines—Hayes went into magazines, first as an assistant editor at 

Pageant, then at Tempo, where he helped create a new magazine, Picture Week. He finally 

landed at Esquire in 1956.13 

While Felker was the embodiment of style, Hayes was cut from more traditional newsman 

cloth. Felker spent his younger years working in Life’s Washington bureau hobnobbing with the 

Kennedys.  Hayes came up through the journalism ranks in more customary fashion, battling 

deadlines at United Press covering state politics. Ralph Ginzburg, who shared editorial duties 

with Felker at Esquire, recognized the stark difference in the two men; Hayes was a competent 

and diligent worker but not exactly a stellar intellect, while Felker was the more polished one 

who was headed for big things. During a heated argument during a story meeting in 1958, Felker 

put a fine point on the difference when he shouted at Hayes, “The trouble with you is, you just 

don’t know.”14 

Hayes knew he didn’t know. To make up for his shortcomings, he enrolled in 1958 in a 

yearlong Neiman Fellowship at Harvard. In his absence, Felker’s stock began to appreciate 
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rapidly. One story he assigned, a profile of Sammy Davis Jr., came later to be recognized as one 

of the first precursors of the New Journalism. The writer, Thomas B. Morgan, stuck to Davis for 

10 days and turned out “What Makes Sammy Davis Jr. Run?” a lively piece with a fiction-like 

feel, complete with generous use of detail and plenty of dialog. Morgan, again with Felker’s 

guidance, then did a similar story on television personality David Susskind.15 

Clearly, Felker’s talent for coming up with good ideas, finding the right writers to execute 

them and then massaging the writing into print-ready form was finally coming into full bloom. 

He had found in Esquire a home for his own talents, and in turn he was able to nurture the talents 

of the writers who came under his wing. 

Many years later, Tom Wolfe would describe Felker’s editing style this way: “The 

difference was Felker’s vision of The City and his insistence on in-depth reporting—‘saturation 

reporting,’ I called it. The reporting Felker demanded became one of the great breeding grounds 

for the New Journalism, as Pete Hamill called it, the use of the devices of the novel and the short 

story while observing journalism’s rules of accuracy.”16 

What may be the best example of that editing gift came in 1960, when Felker hit on an idea 

that would lead to a story many have described as the first genuine piece of New Journalism: 

assigning Mailer to cover the Democratic convention in Los Angeles. Felker saw in Mailer the 

potential to bring a fresh eye to the changing political scene, and over Hayes’ objections, he gave 

the job to Mailer. Although he was primarily a novelist, Mailer accepted the challenge. Upon 

arriving in L.A., Mailer quickly singled out a young, charismatic senator from Massachusetts 

named John Kennedy as not only the star but also the rising new face of American politics. The 
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piece, “Superman Comes to the Supermart,” was “a new hybrid—think piece, personality profile, 

and polemic. It was unmistakably journalism, but a newspaper editor would be hard-pressed to 

place it.17 

The piece, however, almost did not make it into print. While Felker though it was great, 

Hayes and Gingrich hated it, especially Gingrich, who called it “the worst piece of dreck he had 

ever read.” With 16 pages already reserved for the story, the battle among the three raged for 

days until, just three hours before the magazine had to be sent to the printer, Felker finally won.18 

Journalists around the country were bowled over. Although he did not consider it “new” in 

the sense of New Journalism, renowned journalist Jack Newfield, a college student when 

Mailer’s story was published, wrote later that “blew my mind. It also blew Pete Hamill’s and 

Jimmy Breslin’s. Mailer opened a door with that piece.19 

Despite the professional recognition from others and the fact that he had conceived it, 

Felker was not to find his efforts rewarded at Esquire. In fall 1961, Gingrich named Hayes 

managing editor. Felker soon realized it was time to move on, though he would stay on at 

Esquire for several more months before finally making the break—or having it made for him—

on Oct. 1, 1962. He would spend about a year as a consultant at Infiniti magazine and dabbling 

in other projects before happening upon his next leap.20 

The New York Herald Tribune Years 

In a fine example of serendipity, the closing of the door at Esquire coincided perfectly with 

the opening of a window at the New York Herald Tribune. Once a giant in the journalism world 

                                                 
17 Weingarten, 55. 

18 Weingarten, 56. 

19 Weber, 301. 

20 Weingarten, 67. 
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tracing its roots back to the New York Tribune of the mid-1800s and editor Horace Greeley, the 

Herald Tribune had become a perpetual small dog nipping at the heels of the big-dog New York 

Times. Though its alumni included the likes of Homer Bigart, Red Smith and Walter Lippmann, 

the Herald Tribune was performing badly in the financial arena. As a result, the paper was in the 

midst of a makeover in fall 1963 when editor Jim Bellows hired Felker as a consultant to help 

with the re-birth. Felker subsequently was put in charge of the paper’s newly revamped Sunday 

supplement, New York. The position had been recently vacated by Sheldon Zalaznick, who had 

been named editor of the entire Sunday Herald Tribune.21 

Felker believed New York, a city he had come to love, was a place where only people at 

the top of their games—a category in which he clearly placed himself—could survive. He also 

was drawn to such people, which is likely why he and Tom Wolfe got on so well. Felker had 

inherited a stunning pair of relatively new young writers who already were getting noticed: 

Wolfe and Jimmy Breslin, each of whom was to produce one piece a week for New York.22 

Until then, Wolfe had been a daily reporter for the Herald Tribune. Now, Felker would 

give him the chance to spread his literary wings in what can only properly be described as a 

“journalistic marriage made in heaven.”23 

Or as Chet Flippo put it: 

“It was there that Wolfe and Jimmy Breslin and Pete Hamill and others were encouraged to 
try new avenues in journalism . . . The Trib’s ad campaign was, “Who says a good 
newspaper has to be dull?” and Felker let his writers take the bit and run. They were 
encouraged to go beyond the “objective” journalism that ruled daily newspapers, and the 
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result was crisp, alive writing that, more than anything else, made its subjects personal the 
way fiction did.”24 

The first example of Felker’s influence on Wolfe appeared in the Dec. 6, 1964, issue of 

New York, “Girl of the Year.” Ostensibly, it was a profile of “Baby Jane” Holzer, then 24, the 

latest of the young, attractive, well-to-do women the fashion press singled out each year to lavish 

with attention. Wolfe tackled the project by creating a technique that would become a hallmark 

of the New Journalism: “The full objective description, plus something that readers had always 

had to go to novels and short stories for: namely, the objective or emotional life of the 

characters.25 

The story opened: 

Bangs manes bouffants beehive Beatle caps butter faces brush-on lashes decal eyes puffy 
sweaters French thrust bras flailing leather blue jeans stretch pants stretch jeans honey dew 
bottoms éclair shanks elf boots ballerinas Knight slippers, hundreds of them these flaming 
little buds, bobbing and screaming, rocketing around inside the Academy of Music Theater 
underneath that vast old moudlering cherub some up there—aren’t they super-marvelous! 

“Aren’t they super-marvelous!” says Baby Jane, and then: “Hi, Isabel! You want to sit 
back stage—with the Stones?”26 

Under Felker’s influence, New York soared. Its reputation, as well as that of the Herald-

Tribune, improved dramatically, and increased advertising in New York reflected that. The 

driving force behind the magazine’s growing stature was Felker. His wide-ranging selections of 

writers and subject matter, combined with his natural curiosity and constant mission of looking 

for new story ideas, pushed New York into the top echelon of cultural and intellectual mainstays. 

As Richard Kluger put it in “The Paper,” Felker “must be counted on the short roster of inspired 

                                                 
24 Chet Flippo. “The Rolling Stone Interview: Tom Wolfe.” In Conversations with Tom Wolfe, ed. Dorothy M. 
Scura, 129-57. Jackson, Miss.: University Press of Mississippi, 1990. 

25 Kluger, 705. 

26 Kluger, 705. 
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editors of the Tribune because he helped reshape New York journalism and redefined what was 

news.27 

Wolfe’s and Felker’s run-ins with The New Yorker may have helped enflame a running 

battle over the validity of the New Journalism, but they also served the purpose of further raising 

the magazine’s profile. By 1966, John Tebbel wrote in a Saturday Review piece on the growth of 

Sunday newspaper supplements, “Far in the lead is the New York Herald Tribune’s New York 

magazine, whose editor, Clay Felker, is turning out a brilliant, sophisticated product that has 

broken new ground.”28 

But New York’s heyday, at least as part of the Herald-Tribune, was to be short-lived. The 

paper’s fiscal shakiness finally caught up with it. On March 21, 1966, management announced 

that the Herald-Tribune would merge with the Journal-American and the World-Telegram & Sun 

to form the World-Journal-Tribune. Eight months later, that, too, sank.29 

The Herald-Tribune’s hefty contributions to the New Journalism would not go unnoticed. 

In a 1970 piece titled “The Newspaper as Literature/Literature as Leadership,” Seymour Krim, a 

noted essayist with solid roots as a member of the World War II literary generation, wrote a well-

earned epitaph for the paper. He praised it as the first mainstream newspaper to embrace the New 

Journalism and took particular note of Wolfe and Breslin—Felker’s wunderkinds.30 

Felker, however, was far from finished. Having dreamt for years of running his own 

freestanding magazine, Felker bought the name of the magazine from former World-Journal-
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42 

Tribune president Matt Meyer, in late 1967. The new New York debuted in early 1968, with 

Felker, Breslin, Wolfe, Steinem and a host of others on board for the maiden voyage.31 

Felker would run New York until 1977, when Australian publishing giant Rupert Murdoch 

wrested control of it from him. Murdoch, well practiced in the art of the deal, had outwitted 

Felker by going behind his back, negotiating directly with the shareholders and gaining 

ownership of the company. Felker scrambled to save the magazine but to no avail. At a court 

hearing where the final details would be ironed out, Felker sat with Murdoch and watched his 

baby slip away. "It was an unhappy meeting,” Felker said, “to sit there with a former friend, to 

have to negotiate the end of one's dream.”32  

                                                 
31 Weingarten, 201-2. 

32 “The Battle of New York.” Time, 17 Jan., 1977. Time, Inc. June 20, 2007. 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,918594,00.html 
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CHAPTER 4 
CONCLUSIONS 

So why not Hayes? After all, he emerged victorious in the battle for supreme rule over 

Esquire and remained there long after Felker. The difference lies in timing and approach. 

By all accounts, Hayes was an editor of extraordinary ability who cared deeply about 

maintaining high journalistic standards and ensuring Esquire kept its readers on the edge of their 

seats each month. He continually urged his staff to turn new soil and seek out unexpected 

approaches to issues, and he later would play a distinct and vital role at Esquire when it came to 

the New Journalism style of writing, Talese being one of the chief beneficiaries of his editing 

(incidentally, Hayes was one of those who denied any such writing style even existed.) But 

Hayes didn’t always have the same kind of long-range vision as Felker when it came to 

individual story ideas and tended to be slower on the uptake when it came to seeing the potential 

in his writers. 

For instance, had it been up to Hayes, Mailer’s “Superman Comes to the Supermarket” 

might never have been written. Felker made it happen over Hayes’ objections. In another 

example, Wolfe’s “Streamline Baby” made it into Esquire only because editor Byron Dobell 

persuaded Hayes to let Wolfe have a crack at it.1 And when John Sack wrote to Hayes in 1965 

with the idea of getting at the real story behind what was going on in Vietnam by following a 

group of soldiers on their way there, Hayes’ response likely was not what Sack hope for: “Dear 

John, Jesus Christ, how much would all this cost?”2 Sack’s coverage, of course, proved to be 

nothing less than phenomenal. 

                                                 
1 Polsgrove, 86. 

2 Polsgrove, 148. 



 

44 

Unlike Felker, Hayes had a personality that became an obstacle when it came to dealing 

with temperamental writers. Although he understood the importance of keeping good writers on 

board and making Esquire an unconventional and groundbreaking force in American journalism, 

he could not bring himself to indulge the quirks and demands of the talent that would be required 

to make that happen. He prompted the departure of writer Tom Morgan after a dispute over how 

much Morgan thought he should be paid for his work. Morgan wanted $1,500 per piece; Hayes 

countered with $1,450 and refused to budge. He lost Mailer over a disagreement over the title of 

a story on the 1964 Republican national convention. Hayes assigned and approved a  piece on 

James Baldwin in 1964 that was so unflattering, as was the accompanying photo, that it would be 

years before Baldwin would write for Esquire again.3 

Gloria Steinem, who worked with both Hayes and Felker at Esquire, said Hayes seemed 

authoritarian and expected writers to prove his ideas, while Felker would take a writer’s idea and 

“make it grow.”4 Breslin took full advantage of Felker’s willingness to go above and beyond the 

call of duty to accommodate his writers. Well known as a prima donna, Breslin would call 

Felker at any hour after filing a column and expect immediate attention. Felker dropped 

whatever he was doing and gave it. “I knew goddamned well I couldn’t trust him to leave the 

piece,” Felker said. “For a daily journalist, he took himself very seriously and needed that daily 

feedback.”5 

As for the issue of timing, simply put, it was Felker who was directly guiding the most 

gifted writers at that critical time in the very early 1960s when the New Journalism was 

emerging. In a 1972 article for The Bulletin of the American Society of Newspaper Editors, 
                                                 
3 Polsgrove, 115-19. 

4 Polsgrove, 57. 

5 Kluger, 729. 
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Lester Markel described Felker as “patron saint and one of the keepers of the [New Journalism] 

aviary.”6 

Of the three pieces most commonly cited as the first examples of the New Journalism—

Mailer’s “Superman Comes to the Supermarket,” Talese’s “Joe Louis” and Wolfe’s “Streamline 

Baby”—Felker had some connection to each. He was Mailer’s editor when he wrote the 

Superman piece; though he did not edit Talese, he had already cast the new mold at Esquire by 

the time Talese wrote “Joe Louis;” and he was Wolfe’s editor at the Herald-Tribune when Wolfe 

wrote “Streamline Baby” as a freelance story for Esquire. 

Time magazine recognized Felker’s influence 30 years ago, even as he was still reeling 

from the loss of New York to Rupert Murdoch. A story in the Jan. 17, 1977, issue quoted Felker’s 

friend Malcolm Glaser describing Felker as “very abrasive, very argumentative.”7 But the story 

went on to explain: 

The list of writers for whom he has provided a springboard is also impressive. As features 
editor of Esquire from 1957 to 1962, he helped steer Norman Mailer into reportage and 
published some of the first so-called New Journalists, most notably Tom Wolfe. On the old 
New York Herald-Tribune, where he edited the Sunday magazine that was to be 
reincarnated as New York, he gave free rein to such emerging stars as Jimmy Breslin, Dick 
Schaap, George (“Adam Smith”) Goodman.8 

It seems abundantly clear, then, that Felker was the pivot point for the creation of the New 

Journalism, although the full extent of his contributions has largely been overshadowed by the 

literary fighter pilots who pulled it off: the writers. But there also seems to be at least some 

growing recognition of Felker and his importance to the movement. Consider this passage 

                                                 
6 Lester Markel. “So What’s New?” In The Reporter as Artist: A Look at the New Journalism Controversy, ed. 
Ronald Weber. 255-59. (New York: Hastings House, Publishers, 1974), 256. 
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written by Kerry Tremain, editor of California Monthly, the alumni magazine for the University 

of California-Berkeley, where Felker taught in recent years. Tremain’s piece was an introduction 

to a collection of tributes to Felker from some of his closest friends and colleagues: 

 “Together with artist Milton Glaser, whose sketch of Felker graces our cover, he founded 
New York magazine in 1968, which under his leadership became not only a nucleus of 
great writing, but also the progenitor of an entire genre of writing that came to be known as 
the “New Journalism.” This genesis has been so obscured (and, sadly, sometimes 
degraded) by the many subsequent iterations of the form that its original genius can be 
overlooked. Inspired by influences as diverse as new psychological theories and the 
innovative films of the period, New Journalism was emotion ally charged and cinematic; 
its writers crafted dramatic, often socially portentous scenes for readers. They trash-canned 
what they regarded as the pseudo-objective third person of traditional journalism in favor 
of a deeply reported and boldly colored style of first-person writing. They took sides in the 
cultural conflicts of the time, and aimed squarely at the big social issues. No minimalism 
here.”9 

Felker, Wolfe, Talese, Mailer and the rest of the crew reached the top of their games 

during that brief, shining moment when America was at the zenith of its post-war power and 

prestige, the early 1960s. They came into their own just as the nation began its rollercoaster-like 

plunge into the Vietnam War, campus unrest, the drug culture, the women’s liberation 

movement, the civil rights movement and a plethora of other issues that very nearly left the 

country permanently disabled. And they were there to document all of it, giving the nation a way 

to make sense of it all. 

In the end, the New Journalism profoundly and undeniably affected professional writing 

and reporting, continues to today and likely will for generations. While some may fret over the 

bad imitators, blaming Wolfe and his cohort for such inadequacies is “like blaming the Beatles 

for the Monkees.10 

                                                 
9 Kerry Tremain. “Agonizing Ecstasies.” May 2005. California Magazine. University of California Berkeley. 10 
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“Forty years from now, when Wolfe’s book, I predict, will still be in print, our 

grandchildren will be celebrating his role in resuscitating the narrative form. They’ll marvel at 

his hack-like abilities to get just enough of the hard-to-get portions of the acid legend to tell the 

complete story with authority. And they’ll be carrying a copy of The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test 

in their hip pockets.”11 

If today’s bloggers offer any clues, that prediction appears well on its way to fulfillment. 

Here is an excerpt from mediapost.com, a Web site that caters primarily to online advertising and 

marketing professionals: 

“For those who are more familiar with the history of blogs than magazines, Felker is the 
guy most directly responsible for the "new journalism" of the ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s. He's the 
guy who created New York magazine and spawned an entire genre of city magazines that 
transformed the publishing world. He's the guy who discovered such brilliant young 
journalists as Tom Wolfe, Jimmy Breslin, and Gay Talese.12 

“Discovered” may be too strong word for what Felker did. Coax, cajole, coach, urge, 

counsel, prompt, demand, suffer gladly, commiserate—those are better words. 

After all, that’s what fathers do. 

                                                 
11 Shafer. 

12 “Fetes of Clay.” 23 Nov. 2004. Real Media Riffs. 10 June 2007. 
<http://publications.mediapost.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=Articles.showArticle&art_aid=21039> 
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AFTERWORD 

In early April 2007, as this thesis was in progress, I had e-mailed Tom Wolfe, Pete Hamill 

and Gail Sheehy, Clay Felker’s wife, with several questions. Felker was in poor health, so it was 

understandable why Sheehy might not respond. The e-mail address I used for Hamill was a 

general address available to the public, so a response, although possible, seemed unlikely. Wolfe, 

however, I still hoped to hear from. Shortly before 5 p.m. on the Friday I submitted the first draft 

of this thesis to my committee chair, an e-mail arrived in my in basket. It was from Wolfe, 

responding to my request for his thoughts on the idea of Felker being the father of the New 

Journalism. It was brief, elegant and straight to the point: 

“::::::::::::::::::::::::I never thought about it that way before, but I think you are probably 

right.  The red-hot centers (to use an Esquire term) of the NJ were New York Magazine as long 

as Clay edited it and Esquire, where he had been a prominent editor until he went to work for the 

NY Herald Tribune in 1963.  Clay didn't merely accept the NJ approach.  He was its greatest 

exponent.” 

I was elated. What better validation than from one of The Contenders himself, the one who 

arguably is most closely and frequently associated with the genre? Wolfe’s reply, I believe, 

constitutes the most compelling evidence of all that Clay Felker was, indeed, The One True 

Instigator. 

The Godfather had spoken. 
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