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Ctrol rttutlnl

Hard Gopy
It wasn't easy
getting the poop on
publishingl to? dog.

BY KAit  LYoEtraEx

cr i Newhouse isnt the sort of
Poerson you'd want as an
..r.-y. Viil. researching hcr biogra-
phy of the billionaire publisher, Carol
Felsenthal wrote to ovcr a hundred of
Newhouset employees and associates
to reouesr intcrviews. She received
only one reply, ner own letter sent
back with a mcssage scrawled in the
margin: "I can't talk."

Newhouse's inf luence over the
publishing industry secmed over-

"It f  terr ibly incestuous and al l
abour pcople covering their bac}s,"
sa1's Felsenthal. "lt's abour jouroalists
as carcerists-if I say this about this
pcrson, how wil l  that affect my
career? In the 

'20s and 
'30s jouroal-

ism wasn't a profession-journalisrs
were drunkards and gamblers with no
ethics and a brown bag of liquor in the
desk drawer Now it's trained people
ftom hy kague schools." !?hen Tina
Brown resigned as editor of the ly'cz
I/ortar. Felsenthal decidcd to add a
chaprer to her book and writing it was
an education io iaelf 

"l gathered all
the press coveragc the day aftcr Tina
resigned," she recalls, 

"and you could
see righr away which journalists vanr-
ed to worL for Tina Browo in the
furure. Then a few days later it was
obvious who wanted to work For

selccted her successor bchind closed
doors before relling Vhitoey she was
retiting. 

"She was an excellent, highly
cohpetent cditor who had turned
Glamour into the most succcssful
CoodC Nast magazine, irs cash cow,"
Felsenthal said. 

"But shc wasnt a par-
ricularly glamorous uTsttul-sh3
wasnt Si's gpc."

Felsenthal considcrs the Newhousc
empire a perfect illustration of how
the publishing media have been cor-
ruoted. Sit fathcr, Sam Newhouse,
amassed his wealth by buying daily
ncwspapers and ddving their compe-
tition out of business. Evcn now, says
Felseothal, these papers ale lhe
lifcblood of Advance Publications:
"For the most part these are mediocre
papers which you wouldnt give a sec-
ond tholohr to B't  r l ' -"" -^""



1{.-
publishing industry selmcd qy!& obyiqus who wantcd to work for ond tho,rgh.'.". But thcyie moncy

emnick, machines. Sam madc his fortune oo
on him. monopoly papcrs-rhc magazincs are

just cphemcral." Newhourc claimed
rt a pcr- he bought C,oodt Nast as an annivcr-
Lormous sary present for his wife Mirzi, who
r rhrear- coveted. ownership of /o3za. Now Si,
use will and his youngcr brother and partoer,
rually in Donald Newhousc, own a formidable
letting arrey of newspapcrs and magazines,

:olurnns including thc Cbuhtd Plzin Dcabt
ella, thc thc Ncuatk Stzr-Lcdgcr, rhc Ncw

in March to.thc- Gcrman _giaot formcr cditor of Vogu, dtditlam of Orlczts Tincs-Piezjtnc, Vogrc,
Bcrtclsmann AG for $1.4 billion-) her replaccnient by the srylish Anoa Gbmoxt, Ge ar,d, thc Nc. yoirct
Thc vcry rhcmc of Felscothel's Vintour until a'fricnd ieard thc Thcir empirc i valued at $9 billion.
boot-dc clubbiocrr of thc publirh- oars oo relcvirion. And according to I
iog oonopolic+-guarentcd e wdl Fclscathd, whcn Ncwhouse wa-rircd In the mid-7Os. on bteak 6om hcr
ofsilcocc arouod drc ocumtig rcclu- ro gct rid of Ghmout cditor Ruth graduatc studies at Boston College,
sivc, saturhungry mcdia titan. Whimey aftcr morc than 30 ycars, he Felsenthal walked into the Cbic'ago



Daily Ncus offices and landed an
assignment as a book reviewer, fol_
lowing up with publications in the
Tiibuxc, t\e Sun-Timcs, and Chicago
magazini. Her biography of Vash-
ington social i te Al ice Roosevelt
lnngworth led to a 1993 book about
Katharine Graham, the former owner
of rhe lYashington Post. Pouer,
hiaihgc znd the Pox: Thc Katharinc
Gtaham Story, publ ished by G.P.
Putnamt Sons, dished plenry of dirt,
de ta i l i ng  Graham 's  ru th l essness ,
scr€aming f i ts, and anti-Semit ism.
Before long Phyllis Grann, chairman
of Putnam, heard from Graham's
artorneys. 

"Whcn Kay contacted
Phyll is, she jusr freaked out," said
Felsenrhal. 

"She said she would never
publish an unauthorized biography of
a l iving person again." Felsenthal
claims that Putnam failed ro supporr
her adequately against attacks from

Sl,l l,[{/6t

Graham's Iawyers; though she
rebuned the lawyers' complaints with

Ncubousc: Portrait of a Mcdia
Mcrchant Felsentlnl signed with
Vikiog, but in 1996 Viking's parent
company, Pearson, bought G.P
Putnam, and io the reorganizarion
Phyllis Grano wound up in charge of
Vking. For a year Felsenthal -huried

ro complete her manuscripr, worrying
all thc while that rhere would be hell
to pay whcn Grann found out about
rhc project. She kept asking Al
Silverman, her editor at Viking, if
Grann knew she wes working on an
unauthorized biography of Si
Newhouse: 

"He would sort of avoid
the question."

. Finally Grann read the 800-page
Newhouse manuscript. She had norh-
ing but praise for the book, bur she
refused to publish it. "She called my
agent up, invired her out to lunch,
and tr ied to f inesse i t ,"  says
Felsenrhal. 

"She praised lhe maou-
script br.rt she said, 

'Thercs a friend of
mine on every page-l cent gct away
with publishiog it.' lt wasnt that she
read it and said, 

'This is boring' or
'There are lots of potentially libelous
rhings in here.' She said ir was a good
book bur she didn't want to offend
peoplc by publishing it. If thatt the
way she thinks, she shouldn't be in
publishing. She should have a hair-
care products store or somcthing,"

Viking paid Felsenthal her ful l
advance and offered to help her 6nd
another publisher, but she declined.
Having always been published by
major houses, she was conident shed
find another taker. But Newhouse's
shadow was long indeed. 

" l  
don't

rhink Si ever told Phyllis or anyone
else to censor this," she says. "l think
ir was just taken for granted thar they
would. I wenr to the other usual sus-
pects, and rhcy said they didnt evcn
want to see ir. And I was coming ro
them as a credible author wirh a long
publishing history not like a nobody
coming from the right or left wing.
They're wimps. They're just protect-
ing their bottom line, 6guring, Why
rake on Si Newhouse? I m sure they'll
all be very inceresred to read it when
ir comes out, but they would rather
havc someone else publish ir."' 

Though he igoored her interview
requesr and shet never seen him in
person, Felsenthal seems to know morc
abour Newhouse than he does. 

"He's

kind of likable in a strange way," she
says, noring that her book is 

"not 
a

hatcher job.l In fact Felsenthal found
many similari t ies between Graham
and Newhouse: both were born into
ex r reme  wea l rh ;  bo th  deve loped
haughry, cutthroat styles to compeo-
sate for their personal insecurities and
social awkwardness. 

"He had a very
unhappy, lonely childhood, and het a
very unprepossessiog, neurotical ly
shy, riny litrle guy who wants !o go in
a comer aod look at the wall at par-
ties. But paradoxically he has this
need for prcstige and glamour and

quesrion them the wholc t ime so rhey

.rnt cven ear rheir food..rnd bcfore

they can touch it he'll signal the rvaic

er to take it away." Newhouscs wofk

habits are equally imperious. 
"He' l l

arrive at his office at 4 AM and read

cvefy paper and trade journal fronr

Nast's competiror] Cosmopolitan has

an ad. that Gkmotr doesnt have, and

ask the editor how that haPPeoed

People come to work in the morning

"f."id of th. 
'yellow rain'-all rhe

memos on their dcsk from Si,"

Despire his professional fixations,

says Felsenthal, Ncwhouse is a terrt_

ble businessman. 
"Donald makes the

monev and Si spendJ it," she saYs In' 
1985 i\ewhousi bought the venerable

Nar Yo*et fot $168 million in cash'
"He wanted the lVaar l/ar,&ar to be like

rhis old movie studio with a glam-

orolrs almosphere, where rhe editors

and wrirers'were stars,_ Felsenthal

said. 
"Thcy startcd throwing these

lavish part ies and making i t  l ike

Hollwood." Newhouse ftred manY

of the old writers' hiring hotshot edi-

tors and writers, giving them huge

sa la r i es  and  un l im i t ed  exPense

accounts, and reshaping the magazine

least $12 million a Year.
Felsenthal did eventual lY f ind a

home for her book, turning ro Dan

Simon at Seven Stories Press, a small

independenr publisher in New York'

Cit izen Neuhouse is due out tn

Ocrober, and Seven Stories will also
publish a paperback cdition o( Power'
't+iuihgc 

ini the Pott. 
'Dan wanrs his

book reuiewed in the New Yorker as

much ar anyone else, says Felsenrhal'
"Bur he's in publ ishing for dif ferenr

re350ns.
Now Felsenrhal i :  considering hc'

next Prolecl.  She maY wrire a book

about rhe Sulzberger dyna!ry'  wnlch

owns rhe Nea, Yorh Timts or a6our

her interest in rhe east_coasc power

elite, Felseorhal has no plans to leave

Chicago 
"ltt because I live in Chicago

that I"can *rite about these rhings if

we lived in New York or \Veshington'

our kids would go to school with tht'e

people! kids' and mY hu'band lan



Whcn shc tumcd hcr attcntion to
Ncwhousc, Fclsenthal realizcd that
Cd1m w.as a pussy.cat by compari-
aon, Dut she Pfesscd on, canvassinq
thc couruy and filling tbc upsteiri
oficc ofhcr Lincoln pit to^. *i.t

sry, rm), l|rue guy wno wants to go in
a corncr and look et the wall at-oar-
ties. But paradorically he has this
oeed for prestigc and glamour and
attention-. He's inrcnsely private and
hc doesnt.wanr anything at all writ_
ren aDout brm, circcpr he wanrs to bc
mcndood in thc gossip column Likc,'Beautifir.l 

Mr. So-and-So wrc sccn at
chc Four Seasons with the glarnorous
billionaire Si Ncwhouse.' "

Given Newhouse! cravinq for
privacy, somc of thc revclario-ns in

potato, which hdll inhale. Then hill

wc lived in New York or Vxhington,
bur kids would go to school with these
peoplet kids, and my husbaod [an
attorney] would work wirh these peo-
ple. I can only write ihis way because
I 'm  an  ou t s i de r - ' r


