
The Untouchable
W*if'i::':{;{":f:':"?i]lf:
their latest work reviewed in the Netu
Y,r'k Tinre' Boo/< Rer ietr . Bur lor biogra-
pher Carol Felsenthal, the NYTBR
tumed into a nightmare.

In the Dec. 20, 1998, issue, Tom
Coldstein, dean of the Columbia Uni-
ver.iry Craduare School of Joumalism,
di'mis.ed Crnren N ewhouse: Pornat of a
Media Merchant, Felsenthal's unaurho.
rized look at the rise and follies ofS.l, "Si"

Newhouse Jr., as "a rather dull hatchet
job.' In an unduly har'h tone, Gold.tein
complained about the book's title, oddly
nit-picked ar a fex short passages on the
Newhou.e-owned C bt eland Plain - De alzr,
and concluded, "let rhis book be the last
of is kind." Ouch.

"l imagined as I read rhis thing that
there were umpteen book editors with.
drawing assignments, saying, don't both.
er, the llme.s has just given thls book
such a complerely negative review," says
Felsenthal, who prevrously wrote well.
rece  rved b iographre .  o {  Kathar ine
Graham, Alice Roosevelt Longworth
and Phyll is Schlafly. "Why assign this
unworthi book when there are so many
others and such Iittle spacel"

lndeed, only a handful of o*rer papers
bothered to review the book; it was
trashed in the New Yc'rk Observer and the
Washingron Posr, but both Chicago papers
p nted positive reviews. As owner of
more than 20 newspapers, rhe Cond6
Nast magazine group (which includes The
New krker, Vanirl Foi and Vogle) and,
until recer-rtly, Random House, Newhouse
is perhaps rhe most powerftrl man in the
media-but no one else would touch the
book. Felsenthal was a pariah.

By then, she was getting used ro the
feeiing. As ]efferson Decker first report.
ed in this magazine a year ago, when
Felsenthal rumed in her completed man-
uscrrpt o[ (-inlen Nerrhouse ro Viking.
Phyllis Grann, president of Vikingt par.
ent company Putnam Penguin, decided
to cancel the book. Her reason wasn't
the quality of Felsenthal's work, Grann
explained, but because a friend appeared
on nearly every page. Rarher than jeop-
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ardize personal or business relationships
rn rhe rnce'tuou, w.,rlJ of publishing,
she chose self-censorship. Eventually,
alter all rhe uther big publi"her. pa""ed,
the book was picked up by the small,
independenL publisher Seven Stories.

While the book is not flawless,
Felsenthal is no hack. Its biggest shortcom-

ing is Newhouse himseli who even the
author admits "is kind of a rnope." Bur the
book is an insighdul, entenaining look at
lhe "altemately boneheaded and balhanr
moves" Newhouse has made. Taking the
opposire approach of his father-who
creared che newspaper bu'rness a. if he
was running the comer grocery store-
the son has emphasized style ovef sub-
stance and buzz over the bottom line (as
evidenced by the huge advances given to
the likes of Nancy Reagan and Dick
Morris that cut into Randorn House's
profits or the millions
lost at The New Yc <er
under Tina Brown).

Any author who gets
pnnned is suspicious ofa
reviewer's connections

Decenber 1996, bur did not take over as
dean unti l July 199?.

Ofcourse, for one of rhe country's rich,
crt men-Forbe( <.t int ,re> Neu hou>e i"
worth $4.5 billion, and he once spent

$1? millic'n on a single painting-this
money is a pittance. Still, it compounds
the question of wherher Goldstein, part
of whose 1ob is r.- ' place hts studenr. in
jobs and intemships with Newhouse pub-
iications as well as ro raise money for the
'choo l , .h , ,u lJ  hdvc  pa ! -ed  nn  rhe , r . . rgn-
ment. At the very least, he should have
acknowledged any ties to Newhouse. (As
In These ll 'res wenr ro pre\\, Cold:tein
was unavailable for comment.)

It should be noted thar, rvith every-
thing Newl.rouse owns, it\ hard to find a
top.level joumalist without some connec-
tion to him. No one is suggesting that he
drrectly pre'.ured Crann or O"ld.tern.
But rhrough his sudden hirings, firings,
sales and acquisit ions, Newhouse has
made it ciear that he can make life
unpleasant for those who fall our of favor.
As media companies continue to consoli-
date, ir will become harder for Felsenrhal,
or any writer, to cover these moguls.

For Feisenrhai, vindication would be an
editor\ note in rhe llmes. noting a con-

fl ict of inrerest. Far chance. Charles
"Chlp" McCrath, ediror of rhe NITBR, is
a former depury editor ofThe NetL Ycnkzr.
He repeateJly refused ro be interviewed
for Felsenthal's book because, as he put tt
rn a lerter, it did not have the "explicit

approval" of Nervhouse.
Has Fe l " rn  rh . l  I  l .a rned anych ing i

"One lesson is not to write about pub-
lishers, because the one subject thar
publishers don't want to cover is rhem-
.e l res , '  >he sayc .  "But  l l l e  rea l  les .on  t '
to speak up."

ls it l  Or, as magazines and book pub-
iishers {ali into ferver and ferver hands
will more authors sirnply leave tht
Newhouses, Murdochs and Turner.
alone, hoping to get aheadl I

The one subject that
publishers don't want
to cover is themselves.

and morives, or if he even read the book,
but Fel5enrhal Insisr. thar Coldsrein had a
conflict of interest. "lf it had been sourc-
one else who wrote the review, who was-
n't dean of Columbia Joumalism Schcrcl,"
she says, "l would have let it go."

lnvestigating her claims, ln Tfuse 
'limes

filed a Freedom of lnformation Act
requerl wrth rh. New York attomey gen.
eral's office. According to its records, the
Samuel l. Newhouse Foundation, through
whjch rhe family does mosr of irs grvng.
gave $30,000 to the Columbia Joumalism
School in bodr 1996 and 1997 (the most
recent yea$ for which records are avail-
able). In 1989, it gave another $?0,000 to
sponsor a series of seminars on media and
)o( i ( ry .  Co lJ ' te ln  was appo in teJ  in


