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The biography that the
New York publishing
giants wouldn't touch

BY JEFFERSON DECKER

han her agent told her that she hadjust gotten
a call from Phyllis Grann, Carol Felsenthal
knew drat it could orly be bad news. It was
last Januarv. two months after Felsenthal had

manuscript to her publisher, the New
York-based Viking imprint. Felsenthal, a Chicago-based author,
had spent four years composing the book, a biography of the
media titan S. I. "Si" Newhouse Jr., and Viking's lawyers were
supposedly vetting the copy. Now Grann, the president of
Viking's parent company, Penguin, Putnam Inc., wanted to talk
about the book with FelsenthalS agent, Flip Brophy.

One week later, over lunch with Brophy and Viking President
Susan Petenen, Grann dropped the bomb. The manuscript she
said, was great; Felsenthal a very good writer. She insisted that
she loved Felsenthal's previous books, especially her biography
of Washington Post publisher Katharine Gnham, which had been
published by Grann in 1993. Grann hadjust one problem widr the
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Newhouse book: There was hardly a page in the entire manu-

Grann, who did not retum calls from In Ihese Times,latet
disputed the details of the conversation to a reporter ftom
National Public Radio. But a Viking spokesman confirmed it
in substance. "The feeling here is that it would have been inap
propriate for Viking to publish the Felsenthal book because so
many people mentioned in the book are close to the new exec-
utives here," he explains. 'Carol's absolutely right"' insists Al
Silverman, who was Felsenthal's editor at Viking until he
retired in December 1997. 'She was dropped because of the
relationship between Newhouse and the top people at Viking
Penguin and the effect [ofthe book] on the publishing house."
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f, fter a decade of mergers, takeovers and high-profile sales.
l.lthe commercial publishing industry is largely owned by a
few huge conglomerates. According to a recent story in the
New York Times, just eight companies control more than half
of the entire US. book market. And each of these firms is
much more powerful than its market share. At any given time,
an author may be publishing his book with a publishing house
in one conglomerate, plaruring to sell an excerpt to a magazine
belonging to another, and hoping to get reviewed in the news-
papers and magazines owned by a third or fourth. Meanwhile,
his publisher is trying to sell paperback rights ofdozens of dif-
ferent books to imprints owned by the competition. This con-
cenhation of the industry has not escaped attention-
especially by joumalists and academics on the left.

Still, itb not always clear what's at stake. Some people con-
tend that the profit motive itself will ineluctably degrade the
quality and diversity of American books. Often worry that top
executives at behemoth media companies will be able to
impose their personal whims on a vast array of content, or use
their cultural arms to promote a hidden business or political
agenda. Some moguls, notably News Corporation chief Rupert
Murdoch, seem intent on proving their critics right. In Febru-
ary, Murdoch ordered the publisher HarpeCollins, which he
contols, to kill a memoir by Christopher Patien, the last British
govemor ofHong Kong. @atten is critical ofthe Chinese gov-
ernment in Beijing, and Murdoch, who has business interests
in China, wanted to make sure his most-favored-capitalist sta-
tus with the Communist leadership remained intact.)

Patten survived. His plight made the ftont page of the Wall
Street Journal andhis manuscript was quickly picked up by a
rir,zl publisher Felsenthal's trek was more arduous. Her case
suggests another, more disturbing, consequence of media
concentration-the complex web of incestuous relationships
that mergers and acquisitions breed. Any indushy that con-
tains a small number of firms, all headquartered in one city,
and whose employees often draw paychecks from two or three
firms at the same tirne, is difficult to scrutinize. And when
the industry in question happens to conhol the media used to
monitor it, the threat of self-censorship is startlingly real.

!elsenthal is no stranger to powerful media figures who like
I to shield their lives-private and professional-from pub-
lic view. In 1993, G. P Putnam's Sons published her Pou,a5
Privilege and the Post: The Katharine Gmham Story. Dense-
ly packed with information about Graham's personal life and
stories of intrigue at her publications, the book attempts to
provide a balanced take on the life of one of this century's
most important publishers. Felsenthal insists that she is nei-
ther a hagiographer nor a scandal-monger, but an "objective"

historian--or at least as objective as she possibly can be. "I'm

not Kitty Kelley," she says.
About a month after publication, Graham's lawyers sent a

letter to Putnam. Fifteen pages single-space4 the letter

detailed a list of grievances about the book. Felsenthal spent
two months going through boxes of index cards, files and
tapes, reproving the facts in her book one by one. Graham's
forces eventually backed off, but the damage had already been
done. During those two months, the book sank. Hard cover
copies didnt sell well. Ted Tumer's cable television network
canceled a deal to turn the book into a made-for-television
movie. And despite being excerpted in Vanity Fair and
reviewed in a dozen newspapers and magazines, no publisher
picked up the paperback rights. Felsenthal privately blamed
Phyllis Grann-then Putnam's president-for not doing
enough to support the book when it came under fire.

Still, Felsenthal says she "had no idea what real power was"
until she began to work on her book about Newhouse. Graham,
after all, has never had complete control over more than two
major media outlets: the Post and Newsweek Through Advance
Publications, the Newhouse family owns countless properties in
several different media. The list includes 26 local newspapers,
including the Cleveland Plain Dealer, the Newat* Star-Ledger
and the New Uleans Times-Picayune; all the magazines of the
Cond6 Nast publishing group, including GQ, Vanity Fair urd
Detailsi the New Yorker, which is technically not a part of
Cond6 Nast; and interests in book publishing. Until very recent-
ly, the Newhouses also owned Random House, America's most
prestigious publisher

In fact, the Newhouse empire is so vast that Felsenthal found
it difficult to find people who could talk to her without some
sort of conflict of interest. "If it wasn't the actual person I was
trying to interview who had a connection to Newhouse, then he
was involved with a woman who was working for [the New-
house-owned magazinef Glamour or had a book contract with
fNewhouse-owned imprint] Ballantine." At one point in the
process, she mailed interview requests to the editors or pub-
lishers ofthe Cond6 Nast magazines, the New Yorker, and each
of Newhouse's newspapers. She received but one reply. Ald
that was just her letter, returned to her with "Si demands his
privacy" scrawled on the side.

Still, Felsenthal tracked down more than 400 people who were
willing to be interviewed including high school classmates,
retired editors and a close family member. She reports on every-
thing, ffom Newhouse3 table manners (he is said to eat remark-
ably quickly, rarely pausing for conversation even at business
lunches) and what he wore to work during his early days at
Cond6 Nast (informal sweaters and loafen he slipped off while
in his office), to his discovery of a young British journalist
named Tina Brown, whom he convinced to take over yaniry
Fair, and his ousting of long-time New Yorker editor Mlliam
Shawn. The portrait that emerges, she says, is a of a "shy, pri-
vate, meek man" driven by a quest for prestige. "He fancies him-
selfto be a real intellectual, and I think he is," she says. "He likes
intellectual things, he likes good writing."

kr this sense, he is hardly a typical tycoon. His father, Sam,
amassed a fortune by gobbling up local newspapers, driving the
competition out ofbusiness, and then enjoying the huge profits
ofa monopoly. Si, on the other han( has tended to buy proper-
ties that are considered prestigious-even ifthey end up bleed-
ing red ink. "I'm not out to indict Newhouse," Felsenthal says.
"I iust think he's a foolish businessman. ... Si would never have
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