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DEPT. OF HOOPLA
AN ANALOG TOAST TO 
THE DIGITAL AGE

It was name-dropping paradise the other night in the Four Seasons Grill Room, at a party thrown by Toni Goodale—identified in impressively comprehensive publicity handouts as a big-time fund-raising and management consultant for social services, performing arts, education, and whatnot; and as a competitive tennis player, youth hockey coach, and an awful lot more.  Her husband, James Goodale, was identified likewise as a big-time First Amendment lawyer, Times general counsel during the Pentagon papers case, Yale grad, and host of the PBS talk show “The Digital Age.”  The purpose of the party was to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the show.

The ceiling of the Grill Room was covered with thousands of giant balloons, and the floor held a lot of the people who had appeared on Goodale’s show discussing such “Digital Age” topics as “Is There a Place for Two Tabloids in N.Y.C.?” (Mort Zuckerman); “If I Were to Do It All Over Again in the Digital Age” (Dan Rather); and “Can an All-Newspaper Company Make It?” (Arthur Sulzberger, Jr.).  Right off the bat, the “Digital Age” alumna Robin Byrd turned up, grinning to beat the band and partaking of the lobster and caviar canapés.  She was wearing an Austrian-crystal-studded leather bustier, black leather pants, and black patent-leather mules with six-inch stiletto heels.

“This is a great mix,” she said enthusiastically, looking around the room and spotting Dan Rather, William Bratton, Howell Raines, Charlie Rose, Peter Duchin, Carl Bernstein, and Kenneth Starr.  “It looks like not many are under the age of fifty or sixty.  Nobody’s talking digital to me,” she said.  “I was one of Jim’s first guests.  I pioneered cable twenty-five years ago.  Time Warner tried, but failed, to get me off the air.  I’m not digital, but I have a Web site and I want to get a Webcam at my house on Fire Island.  I could be in my apartment on Sixty-seventh Street and see the ocean and waves in front of my house.  Otherwise, all that digital means to me is higher electric bills.”

Victor Navasky, who is the publisher and editorial director of The Nation, and who has an elegant, patriarchal white beard, said he wasn’t digital, either:  “Everything starts with print on paper.”  Navasky said that he had assigned one of his students at the Columbia School of Journalism to come to the party.  “I asked her to find out if the media élite go to parties with each other in order to do business together,” he said.  “And, if so, is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

Ben Bradlee was in no mood to consider such philosophical questions.  “I’m here because my wife, Sally, was Toni Goodale’s roommate at Smith,” he said.  He opened his hands, spread his fingers, and held them up as though in surrender.  “It has nothing to do with the digital age, if that’s what we’re in.  I use my computer only as a word processor.  I don’t do E-mail or go on-line.”

“Me, neither” said Morley Safer, the “60 Minutes” man.  “I’m not giving up my typewriter.”

“Me, neither,” said Avery Corman, the author.  “I’m here for Toni.  I met her in tennis.  She was fourth in doubles.  I’m working on a musical with Cy Coleman about the American Yiddish theatre.  But I’m not a computer person.  I don’t even know anybody at this party except Toni.  Who’s the new media?”

“Me,” answered a skinny young man.  He was the youngest-looking person in the room.  “Jeffrey Dachis,” he said, offering his hand to anyone who would take it.  He offered it to Michael Bloomberg, who took it coolly.  “I’m Razorfish. C.E.O.,” Dachis said.

“Razorfish?” a woman nearby asked.  “What is it?”

“We design Web sited for companies,” Dachis said.

“I know what you do,” Bloomberg said evenly.

Dachis blossomed.

“The digital divide is closing between the haves and the have-nots,” a man in a dark suit murmured to the young C.E.O.

Bloomberg turned and headed in the direction of Ben Bradlee and Harold Evans and Tina Brown and Arthur Sulzberger and Tom Brokaw.

A gentleman introduced himself as Tom Goodale, the brother of James.  Tom, unlike his sibling, looked well rested, tanned, and carefree.  He said that he knew hardly anybody at the party.  “I go on cruise ships and dance with all the single ladies,” he said.  “I don’t worry about the digital age.  I’m out of it.”

Robin Byrd approached, and Tom Goodale stared hard at her bustier.

“Somebody said I was just talking to Kofi Annan,” she said.  “But I wasn’t.  It was Carl McCall.  Everybody is addressing him as ‘Governor’.  Is he running, or something?”

“The Goodales are taking the McCalls to St. Bart’s after Thanksgiving,” somebody said.

James Goodale got up to make a speech.  “For a media lawyer, this is a media fantasy camp,” he said.  “My friend Ben Bradlee has been bucking me up by saying, ‘Hey, Goodale!  There are more people here tonight than watch your show.’”  (Much laughter.)  He plowed gamely on: “We are truly in the digital age.  I like to think I am in the middle of the greatest revolution since the Industrial Revolution.”  (Much applause.)

Victor Navasky paused at the head of the stairs leading to the exit.  He said that his student had reported back to him about whether the media élite did business with one another at parties.  The answer, she told him, was yes, and when she and Navasky were back in class, somebody would decide whether this was a good thing or a bad thing.

—Lillian Ross
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