Chapter 11 – Storytelling and Feature Techniques

Exercises 


11-1. Feature Pulitzer Prize analysis

What would happen if one of the world’s greatest violinists performed incognito in a Washington, D.C. metro station during rush hour? Would people stop and listen? Would anyone recognize him? That’s what the Washington Post decided to explore, and the result was the 2008 Pulitzer Prize for feature writing.  Analyze this story for feature writing techniques. Discuss the feature writing techniques such as the use of detail, description and what you think about a story that is contrived by newspaper. Write an analysis of this story, which you can access at www.pulitzer.org under 2008 feature writing category; click on Works and read “Pearls before breakfast.”

11-2. Storytelling style for a crime story

Write this story using narrative writing style.  Here are your notes:


It is the Christmas season.  A woman was shopping at the Galleria shopping mall in Fort Lauderdale. A man robbed the woman after she got into her unlocked car.  The suspect has not been caught.  Police described him as a white man about 27 years old, 5 feet 7 inches tall, with brown hair and brown eyes.  He was described as clean shaven but unkempt.  He stole her wallet.   


You interview the woman who was robbed.  Her name is Pauline Cayia and she lives in Fort Lauderdale.  She said she finished shopping about 7 p.m. Sunday and returned to her unlocked car at the Galleria mall.  She said she had been shopping for about an hour and a half.  She manages a recording studio.  She said the robber was polite and well spoken. She said he took her wallet, but on Monday (a few hours before you interview her) she received a phone call that her wallet had been found.  It was returned along with her credit cards and driver’s license.  Only her $85 in cash was missing.


She said as she got into her car, she smelled a strong body odor.  She drove away from the shopping center at 2700 E. Sunrise Blvd. and a man popped up in the back seat and demanded her purse.  She said the robber went through her purse as she was driving south along Federal Highway toward Broward Boulevard.


“Before I got in the car, I looked around and didn’t see anything.  I smelled an odor when I put my packages in the front seat, and I checked the back seat, but I didn’t see anybody.  I suppose he was sleeping, because he didn’t say anything until I got to Federal Highway.  He said, ‘Ma’am, give me your purse and let me off here.’  I started going fast to try to attract the attention of a policeman, but I didn’t find anybody to stop me.  I was going fast, and he said, ‘You’re going to kill us.’ ” 


When she was driving toward Broward Boulevard, the robber returned her purse.  “He said, ‘Here’s your purse’ and threw it into the front seat, but he kept my wallet.


At Federal and Broward, Cayia slowed to turn and ended up hitting a car.  At that point, the robber jumped out and ran, even though the car was still moving.  She drove directly to the police station.  “I don’t know if I was scared or in control.  I just wanted to get the police.”


Based on a story from the Sun-Sentinel  (Fort Lauderdale, Fla.).  Used with permission.

11-3. Storytelling news feature

This storytelling exercise was devised by Alan Richman, former writer and writing coach for The Boston Globe and currently for GQ (Gentlemen’s Quarterly) magazine. Richman wrote this story when he was at The Globe.  His assignment was to follow up on a news story with a feature.   The news story is reprinted here; then you will get Richman’s notes.  Use those notes to write a feature of no more than 750 words – about 16 inches in a newspaper story.  The point of the exercise is to see how many details and rich quotes you can fit in that amount of space. As you read Richman’s notes, consider how much detail he gathered. You will also have to decide if you should use anonymous sources.

The news story: 



An East Boston man confessed to stealing a car last Thursday and spending most of the $10,000 in cash he found in the glove compartment before he was caught on Saturday, police said.


Michael Yanelli, 22, of 569 Bennington St., East Boston, was arrested at 9:15 Saturday night and charged with stealing a 1979 Cadillac belonging to Rene Gignac of Laconia, N.H.


The car, which had been discovered missing at 11:45 a.m. Thursday, had been parked in front of 880 Saratoga St., East Boston.  Police said that besides a briefcase, papers and wallet on the seat of the car, the glove compartment contained $30,000 in checks and $10,000 in cash.


Yanelli’s arrest came after a police investigation and tips from neighborhood contacts.  A police spokesman said Yanelli admitted to the theft in a deposition and said he had spent most of the money he found.  He turned over $2,682 in cash and $1,972 worth of plane tickets, the spokesman said.


Yanelli was charged with larceny over $100, and will be arraigned in East Boston District Court tomorrow morning, police said.
from The Boston Globe. Used with permission. 
•
•
•


Three days after this story appears an editor decides that it should be followed up.  The editor wants to know: Who is this guy?  How did he manage to spend more than $7,000 in less than two days?  How does he feel about his windfall?


You are assigned to write the follow-up story.   All you know, in addition to what you read in the brief news story, is that Boston has one of the highest car theft rates in the United States, and East Boston, one of the neighborhoods within the city, has the highest car theft rate in Boston.  It’s a lower-middle class, blue-collar neighborhood.


You go out to report your story.  This is what you find out:

•
•
•


Yanelli lives on a tree-lined residential street not far from Wonderland, a greyhound racetrack.  A church, St. Mary’s Star of the Sea, is across the street from his home.  In the same building, below his apartment, is Carlo’s Cold Cut Centre, a tiny neighborhood grocery.  The building he lives in is a little seedy, with a broken window, ugly asphalt shingle sidings, no names on the mailboxes.


You talk to a teenage girl with deep lavender eye shadow.  She is walking down the street.  She won’t give her name.  She knows Yanelli, says he’s a little slow.  She says, “If I found $10,000, I wouldn’t tell anyone.  I’d get right out of the car.”


You go to 880 Saratoga St., which is four blocks from his apartment.  Its one address in a series of garden apartments called “Brandywine Village.  You stop three elderly ladies walking down the street.  They won’t give their names, but they tell you that Gignac was helping his mother-in-law move and the money in the glove compartment was for a down payment on a new house or condominium for her.


“The daughter told me that,” the first lady says.


“I wouldn’t leave that money in a car,” says the second.  “I’d put it in my bloomers.”


You go to the local police precinct, District Seven.  They know Yanelli by reputation.


“He’s a little addle-brained,” one cop tells you.


The crime report is down at District 1, police headquarters.  You call and find out that Yanelli is charged with larceny of a motor vehicle worth more than $9,000, stealing $10,060  in U.S. currency, stealing three credit cards and three checks.  He pleaded not guilty and was sent to Charles Street Jail, the city jail.  He did not post bail.  His court attorney is Paul Luciano.  You call him but he is out of town.


The detective investigating the case tells you, on background, that Yanelli destroyed the checks, kept the cash and bought two first-class airline tickets to Las Vegas for $1,800.  He kept the money in a brown paper bag.  He changed plates on the car.  The tips came when he was seen flashing a lot of money around the neighborhood.


At the East District Court, people tell you that Yanelli is a big kid with a shaved head, a little slow.


You find it interesting that everyone you speak to tells you how dumb Yanelli was to keep the car.  Everybody – even the policemen – says that he should have ditched the car as soon as he found the cash.


You try to call Rene Gignac in New Hampshire.  He has an unlisted number.


The Charles Street Jail is run by the Suffolk County sheriff.  You call and ask to speak to Yanelli.  A public relations official for the sheriff’s department says she will make the request.  She says she will also advise Yanelli to talk to his lawyer before talking to you.  You get lucky.  Yanelli tries for more than a day, but his lawyer is still out of town.  He says he’ll talk to you. The following are your quotes from the interview:


You:  What did you feel when you saw the money?


Yanelli:  My heart went 90 miles an hour.


You: Describe what the money looked like.


Yanelli: It was about this big.  (He makes a 4-inch space with his hands.)  It was 100s, 50s, 10s.  The glove compartment was open.  There was a briefcase in the front seat with $60 in it.


You:  Why did you steal the car in the first place?


Yanelli: A joyride.  Just to take the car.  It’s a habit with me.  It ain’t going to happen anymore.


You:  What did you think after you got in the car and were riding around?


Yanelli:  This guy (Gignac) is so stupid.  I got to talk to the guy.  I’ve only been charged with larceny of a motor vehicle.  I wasn’t charged with stealing money.  If I have to do any time, I want them to prove it.  I have three previous larcenies of motor vehicles – all the cars had keys in them.  One in Malden, one in East Boston, one in Winthrop.  This is the fourth.


Yanelli continued:  I drove away and noticed the car was on empty, so I went for gas.  I opened the briefcase.  There was $60 in it.  I put $20 in and got half a tank.  I opened the glove compartment, looking for something to blow my nose.  I threw out a white envelope.  20s and 50s and 100s piled out.


You:  What did you spend it on?


Yanelli:  I was going to Vegas the next day. Thursday afternoon I had the money.  I bought a couple of things, a color television for my best friend because he was getting married.  I went out and bought $600 worth of clothes, paid back a couple of debts.  The two airline tickets to Vegas cost $1,972.  I was going to go, but didn’t.  I was going to take a friend but he said he wanted to stay home for the 4th of July.  My brother said to me, “Get rid of the car.” Yeah, I know, I know.  Why didn’t I? I almost did.  I even drove to Revere (a small city adjoining Boston) on Thursday to Cerretani’s parking lot (a grocery store), wiped my fingerprints off the car.  I was throwing the keys away.  I hesitated.  I said no.  I needed a couple more things.  I went to lunch.  I took a cab home.  I went to the dog track, lost a couple hundred.  Thursday night I went to Jeveli’s (a restaurant) in East Boston and ate.  I went home.  Friday morning a friend of mine picked up the briefcase.  He gets rid of the briefcase.  This guy (Gignac) is completely stupid – there’s $60,000 - $70,000 in money orders in the briefcase.  The checkbook shows 80,000 bucks.  I’m down on this guy.  It’s his fault.  Friday morning I went back to get the car.  A friend and I went to Suffolk Downs (a thoroughbred racing track in East Boston).  I end up winning $1,500.  I had the perfecta in the last race.


 (The perfecta is a type of bet based on winning first and second place finishers. Note:  You check the race results.  In the 10th at Suffolk Downs, Fleet Concessioner, an 8-1 shot, finished first and Marshua’s Romeo finished second.  The perfecta paid $115 for a $2 bet.)


Yanelli:  I said to my friend, “I’ll go get my mother and father a color TV.  A Sears TV.”  My mother turned it back.  She wouldn’t take it.  I spent $1,700 on a TV for a friend’s mother and father, a Sony Trinitron.  I gave the store $50 to have it delivered.  Friday night another friend and I went out to the Kowloon (a glittery Polynesian restaurant).  We were there from 8 until 11:30.  We had four pu-pu platters.  We ditched the car in Lynn (another city) and went home.  They never would have found it; I hid it so good.  On Saturday, Tommy and Jimmy, two cops who arrested me before, came to my house.  They told me I might as well admit it.  They’re good cops.  I gave them the rest of the money.  I told them where the car was.


(He thinks that Gignac saw him in the car and picked him out from a mug book.)


Yanelli: I know all the guards.  They like me.  (He has been in Charles Street Jail before.) I got to learn my lesson sooner or later.  I got to serve time so I don’t do this anymore.  And tell people to leave their cars locked up and don’t leave $10,000 in the car where anybody can get it.  He left his wallet in the car, too.  This guy is a complete idiot.


(Yanelli tells you he’s 22, unemployed, living in East Boston practically his whole life, graduated from Boston Technical High School in 1978 and is well liked around the neighborhood.) 


Yanelli:  I can’t hold on to a job.  I got a temper and a half.


You: Did you have a good time?


Yanelli:  Yeah.  It was great.  I love flashing 100s around. I spent it on true friends, though.


You:  What else did you buy?


Yanelli:  Watch, clothes, ring, radio, 4 Beatles tapes.   If I do time, I want to do it here (Charles Street Jail).  I like it here.


He is dressed in a T-shirt, Army fatigue pants and basketball shoes.  He 
says he also bought four pairs of basketball shoes.  

The editor tells you to write it in 750 words.

PAGE  
11-1

