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New Graham Bio: A Tall Tale Told by Terminated Execs

Power, Privilege, and The Post: The Katharine Graham Story by Carol Felsenthal.  G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 511 pages, $29.95.

Any list of Katharine Graham’s achievements during her nearly 30-year reign at The Washington Post would have to include the principal role she played in the creation of a great newspaper and a major U.S. communications company.  It is very difficult, however, to find out how she did this by reading Power, Privilege, and The Post: The Katharine Graham Story by Carol Felsenthal.

Instead, the author attempts an anecdotal history based on the recollections—mostly nasty—of executives fired by Mrs. Graham.  The result is a distorted caricature of one of the most important figures in American publishing of the last half century.

When Mrs. Graham’s father, Eugene Meyer, bought The Post in 1933, it was bankrupt, a distant third in a three-newspaper town, with a circulation of only 50,000.  For the next 20 years, it didn’t make a dime; Meyer, who was extraordinarily wealthy, kept it alive out of his own pocket.  In 1940, his daughter Katharine, one of five children, married a brilliant young man named Philip Graham, a law clerk of Justice Felix Frankfurter.

Graham and Meyer in 1954 engineered the purchase of one of the paper’s principal competitors, the Times-Herald, and The Post for the first time began to make money.  Subsequent purchases of Newsweek and several TV stations laid the groundwork for the company The Washington Post is today.  Phil Graham, however, was manic-depressive and shot himself after a mad year shared with an Australian woman who was his secretary.

Enter Katharine Graham, a bit wobbly-kneed and ill-prepared to become CEO of a small communications company whose best-known property at the time was Newsweek.  As her friend Richard Clurman pointed out to her at the time, “The Post is not a good newspaper.”  That has all changed, of course.  The Post is both a good newspaper and well up in the Fortune 500.  But Ms. Felsenthal is not interested in how those changes were brought about.  She traces a different path, a random bulletin board of gossip and calumny, which, however amusing, doesn’t get close to the truth of how a great newspaper like The Washington Post is built.

The rise of The Post wasn’t accidental, a matter of being in the right place at the right time.  Rather, Mrs. Graham, together with Ben Bradlee, took a good local paper without any foreign or national coverage of its own to speak of, invested heavily in metropolitan, national and foreign coverage, and over 30 years created a news organization on a par with The New York Times.  Working at various capacities, including vice chairman at The New York Times for 16 years, I watched Mrs. Graham’s performance—both journalistic and financial—with envy.  The two don’t often go together, and at The Times, our profit margins were embarrassingly low.

In Ms. Felsenthal’s book, the building of The Post is treated largely in a single chapter, cloyingly called “Kay and Ben.”  At the outset, we are treated to a stage entrance into Mrs. Graham’s office by Mr. Bradlee that goes like this (as told by onetime Post editor Stephen Isaacs): “He entered the room and he had rolled up his sleeves …. He has extremely muscular forearms—and he had done it to reveal this muscle to Kay …. The sexual energy of him, and her titillation [were] about as obvious as my stomach.”  That description is only a brief sample of what follows in the chapter.

Watergate is given only five pages in the book, with only a small portion of those devoted to Mrs. Graham’s role, but a fair amount devoted to revisionist history crediting managing editor Howard Simons for the Watergate coverage rather than Ben Bradlee because Mr. Bradlee “sat in his office doing crossword puzzles that summer.”

A purchase of stock in The Washington Post Company near the beginning of Mrs. Graham’s tenure for $5 would now be worth $230 today.  The company was worth $160 million when Mrs. Graham took it public; today it is worth $2.8 billion.  It did not join the investment gold rush of the 1980’s but instead invested in cable and cellular licenses (now sold).  Its margin of profit is extremely high, and much higher now than when Mrs. Graham took over the company.

Rather than dealing with Mrs. Graham’s achievements, however, Ms. Felsenthal has a field day quoting terminated executives Mark Meagher (The Post) and Peter Derow (Newsweek) as to Mrs. Graham’s alleged deficiencies as a manager.  Together, Mr. Meagher and Mr. Derow are quoted or cited 62 times.  Some representative examples: “Kay is loyal [to employees] only when she feels like it” or “Katharine Graham is a myth” (Mr. Meagher); she is not “a typical CEO, if she had to work her way through any hierarchy and become a CEO, [she] would never have made it” (Mr. Derow).

They miss the point; the book misses the point, too, and so it is hard to take it seriously.  To be the successful head of a great publishing company, one must be devoted to quality and have the guts to stick to unpopular decisions.  Ms. Felsenthal took the low road, and she missed the real story.

The New York Observer
March 15, 1993
Volume 7, Number 10





84.doc

3

84.doc


