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Din Walters, The Suervamenta Bee's politienl eolumnist,
hits been a force to be reckoned with in California stnce he
began his eolvmn for a rival newspaperin 1951, Three
wears ago he brought his resourees, iids skill and his
Sfollowers ta The Bee, In his long career, Walters, 48, has
worked af nearly every newspaper job from copy boy to
editor at papers in Eureka, Hanford, Oregon and
Sacramento, Most of his time, he says, iz spent gathering
information. His daily columns — he haswritten 1,700 of
them — take but 30 minutes to write and 15 minutes more
to trim to exact length. They are syndicated to 37
California newspapers., He iz also the author of o book,
“The New California.”

I"ve been in this business 27 vears. | started when [ was
16 years old. When | was a senior in high school, I got a
job as a copy boy in Eureka. I went to high school during
the day and worked on the paper at night. | turned down a
full National Merit Scholarship because I liked working
on the newspaper. Then, having turned down the
scholarship, 1 said with perfect logie, *If | turned down a
scholarship to college, there's not much point in finishing
high school.” 30 1 dropped out of high school with two
¢lasses to finish. [ had a straight-A average, maybe one B.
But at the time, other things were more
important — social life, playing poker, working on the
newspaper, having parties, hanging around.

I finished up one of the courses, To this day, 1 lack one
required class to graduate from high school. You know
what that class is? Civies.

I kind of represent the last of the old breed in the
newspaper business. Most of the people I knew in the
business when [ was a kid were not college graduates, In
those days, the newspaper business was not a profession;
it was more of a trade, almost a calling, It had an entirely
different social standing. It was composed mostly of poor
people or people who came from the wrong side of the
tracks. It was not a gentleman's profession.

The men were hard-drinking. | wasn't much of a
drinker, but 1 played in the all-night poker games. That's
where | learned to play poker, in the newsroom. I took a
master's degree in newsroom poker.

Newsrooms weren't like insurance offices the way they
are now. They were scummy, eruddy places with windows
vou couldn't see out of.

[ went to work for the Sacramento Union in 1973, I was
their Stockton bureau. My quota was 12 stories a day. |
covereid everything — poliece, City Couneil, schools. 1 took
pictures. I write awfully fast. You learn how after you've
been in this business a long time.

The ironic thing was, when I went to work for the Union
[ intended to stay only a short time. I had been an editor
for seven vears and | wanted to do editing. | liked being
the boss. I've always been a very independent person. |
prefer to be on my own, either in charge or solitary.

I loved being a police reporter. In the old days a police
reporter used to be able to run with the cops. He could
talk to the prisoners. | would just go back in the jail and
ask some prisoner, for example, why he killed his wife.

Police reporting isn't fun any more, The fun of this
business is watching it happen. Whatever it is. It's being
there, I don't like to write about things that | don't
personally know something about. I've never been one of
those people who can just sit in the office and make phone
calls. 1t's a lot more fun to be able to get into the
pgrittiness of it — smell it, as it were.

Polities is no different. It has a lot of things in common
with being a police reporter.

One of the reasons [ wanted to write a column on
politics was that [ felt the traditional story form did not
leave much room for the “why” of politics. The traditional
story form, when things have to be attributed, almost
forces vou to accept what politicians do at face value.

As a columnist, you have to be innately curious about
how things work and why things work, about how the
machine of government and polities works, about why
crime takes place, why somebody commits a crime and
why somebody else doesn’t. The why of things is not very
much gone into when you think about it because the why
of something is very difficult to figure out.

With a column you can make that next leap and say,
“Therefore, this is why this has happened.” You can make
deductions and take a lot of things seemingly
disconnected to one another and build a relationship
between them. It's important for the reader to understand
how everything fits into context.

I spend a lot of my time just hanging around the
Capitol, poking my head in here and there — I call it
creative loitering. If 1 see two or three heavyweight
lohbyists together in town, I figure something must be
going on. | pick up columns out of just seeing things,
dropping in and listening for a while.

I dont think you ean report by scheduled events — you
let the politics dictate to you if you do that. You have to
make vour own agenda. Sometimes [ think college-trained
journalists have missed out on that. There's so much
emphasis on the technique of writing and the techniques
of the business and professionalism, just the idea of
having the nose for news gets lost in there somewhere,
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It's a Symbol of a System

To Walter Zelman, Assembly Bill 1500 is To Zelman, AB 1500 is & symbaol of the incensed that Zelman had the temerity (o
an important symbol. unhealthy relationship between moneyed lake ihe issue to his districl Somehow,
Zelman is director of California Com- interests and legislative action. The bill, Peace equated that perfectly legitimale
mon Cause and campaigns tirelessly for  the latest version of one that has kicked form of political action with “blackmail.”
the reform of legislative politics. around the Capitol for a few years, would Implicitly, at least, Peace was saying that
He contends, with the weight of massive engrave into law the monopolistic market- his constituents should remain ignorant
anecdotal and statistical evidence behind 108 agreements that cover the wholesaling about his actions in Sacramento unless he
him, that there is an expanding connec- of beer in California. about a §4 billion-a- chooses to tell them something.
tion between the dollars that flow from year industry, and bring monopoly to that And Assemblyman Michael Roos, who
special interest groups into legislators’ small segment of the beer market thal

Wias ag over the hearing, treated
ow operales on competitive, free enfer- seiman and other critics with ill-disguised

campaign treasuries and those legislators’ 0 _
votes on bills that affect those interests’ fi-  prise principles. contempt and rudeness.
nancial standing. There is, as Zelman and other critics The behind-the-scenes maneuvering

Zelman's ultimate goal would be an contend, no reason for AB 1500 to pass ex-  OVer AB 1500 was Intense, with incredible
overhaul of legislative campaign financ cept that the very influential California  pressure being placed on Pemocrats to
ing that would wean politicians from their  Beer Wholesalers Association wanis it o vote with Roos and some others from the
addiction to those private interest dollars  pass and the association is among the Democratic leadership who had commit-
and substitute public financing of cam- heavier contributors to campaign war ted themselves to this anti-consumer, pro-

chests — more (han £300,000 per year. monopoly legislation. Some resisted, oth-

To embarrass the Legislature into pass- Despite the smoke screen of self-serving €rs did not, but enough caved in to hreak
ing a campaign reform program and/or to  “information” thrown up by the propo- {he coalition and give the bill enough votes

nerate the political atmosphere for @ re- nents, the bill can only enhance the eco- to move to the floor. A few Republicans
form initiative, Zelman pores over finan-  nomic position of a few hundred big beer broke ranks as well.
cial records and voting records and jssues  wholesalers and, if anything, work against Zelman believes that AB 1500 is not only
a constant stream of reports that demon: the interests of millions of beer drinkers. @& symbol of how money and politics be-
strate the connection hetween money and state-sanctioned and unregulated monop- come intertwined but & test of whether
politics. olies inevitably produce higher prices. there is sufficient zeal among political re-

That does not make him an especially Last year, an unusual combination of formers and the public on the issue to

lar figure in the halls of the Capltol {ree enterprise Republicans and pro- con- changean increasingly corrupt system.
because politicians don’t like having sumer Democrats axed the beer monopo- “{f we can't stop this bill, we can't stop
spmeone — a Zelman. a journalist or any Iy bill in the Assembly Ways and Means anything around here,” says Zelman.
other citizen — suggest that their actions Committee after it had passed the Senate. So far, anyway, despite its obvious pub-
are less than pristine. They might have 1o The new version hit ways and Means lic policy flaws and its blatant benefits for
explain some of those actions o volers again this week and this time it was passed  One narrow group of businesses, that has
someday. as the coalition broke down on both sides.  not happened.

But Zelman plugs along, testifying at Zelman testified against the hill, as did The “beer baron bill," as many have
hearings, staging press conferences and consumer advocales and representatives dubbed it, continues to roll through the
ptherwise making a nuisance of himseil. of retnil stores. He was subjected to a Legislature.

tongue-lashing by one assemblyman, — Dan Walters
Democral Steve Peace, who was, he said.
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Pete Dexter, slight, grave and deceptively humble i
appearance, doesy t look the part of a fighter, Bul The
Saeramento Bee's local colummnisgt punches hard with his
words against the injustices and ineptitude e sees arownd
him. Dexter's columns run three times a week in The Bee
anid appear aeross the country through MeClatehy News

Service. Dexter, 43, worked as a reporter in Florvda and af

the Philadelphia Daily News and was o colwmnist al the
Daily News before coming lo The Bee, He has written tivo
hooks, “God's Pocket” and “Deadwood,” recently releesed
in paperback, He also pumped gas e Flovida. He has been
il The Bee a year.

It's been a long year. I'm in the middle of writing a very
difficult book and 1 lost 120 pages of it off the computer. |
gol some fragments back, but fragmentis don't mean
anything in themselves. A book doesn't fit together like
that. [ had to redo two months of work. I have no ndea
what things I'd lost. I just know 1 gol to the same end
point from the same beginning point.

The integrity of a book comes from the integrity of the
sentences. To me, that's what writing's about. The thing
that's got to have value for the book to have value is the
individual sentences. You've got to be able to take a
sentence out of the middle of that book and it should he
able to stand up. A lot of people disagree with that, but
that's how | look at what writing is: T'o me, it’s sentences.

Well, I mean | like nouns. | like the names of things. |
like uncomplicated kind of talk. I don't like tricks. It'sa
hard thing to explain. “Deadwood” is a fairly complex
hook: Things go on in there intentionally worked on a
couple of levels. But [ think if vou do that by writing
vomplicated sentences or by purposely being obtuse . |,
look, things are hard enough to understand when youo say
them clear

I never read a book until 1 was 20, maybe 21 years old. |
just wasn't interested. One of the first things | did read
was a little Robert Frost. Back in high school, they made
vou memorize “The Road Not Taken.” That stuff stuck
with me where everything else didn't. When [ finally did
pick ap a book and read it all the way through and see

that that was possible, the next book 1 picked up was
Robert Frost. Then the thought oceurred to me that |
might like to do something like that. Not as good. | never
aspired to do as well as Hobert Frost because 1 don't think
anybody could. But I had some insight for some reason of
what went into those poems. I have no idea why, but [
could see it a little bit.

[ wrote some poems mysell, which weren't very good.
The National Endowment of the Arts gave me a grant to
write poetry. [ was 22 or 23, I knew pretty quick that was
nothing I wanted to do on a full-time basis. [t's the
hardest kind of writing there is, 1t's real delicate: You
have to be g0 careful. I didn’t want to spend that much
time making something perfect. T want to be able to gel
something about right and do more of it

I met Gregory (Favre) when we worked together at the
West Palm Beach Post. | was a reporter, sort of. [ think 1
must have written three stories in two vears. Greg wias
the kind of person that . . . he'd come and =ay, "o you
think vou could work a little faster? He just has an
instinct not to push. Greg doesn't stand over your head
cracking a whip.

| was perfectly content to let Greg work 70 hours a
week. | figured he was working 40 for him and 30 for me,

Greg left West Palm Beach because they made him
endorse Nixon, | left too. We went on to Daytona Beach. |
staved for two months, he stayed for six. The people
running it were erazy. Greg went on to television, I went
on to pumping gas. | think 1 had the hetter job.

The very best reporters are something I'm just in awe
of. I wasn't the best writer at Palm Beach; this guy named
Dan Geringer was. | wasn't the best writer at the gas
station, either, because they hired Dan Geringer there,
too. And | wasn't the best writer at the Philadelphia
Diaily News. He's there, too. That guy follows me
everywhere,

I became a columnist at the Philadelphia Daily News. |
was a reporter there for a couple years, and not a good
one, and they didn't know whatl 1o do with me so they
made me a columnist and that worked 2 little bit.

The first thing you need to do to do what 1 do is you
have to establish your enemies. You have to let them
know up front vou don't like the way they are, I don't like
SMUD (Sacramento Municipal Utility Distriet). I don’t
like their name. I don't like anything about them. I'm
probably not one of the District Attorney's favorite
people here, but everything I write about him I think is
true. He's not some sore on mankind. 1 don'’t think the
man’s dishonest. | think he's mediocre. Then you got that
wimp running the Rocklin police department. | don't like
him. [ don’t like what he does, I'm not erazy about the
whole administration up in Auburn, And [ don't like
lawyers, usually.




The thing this town has, because of its huge
hureaucracy, is a lot of dissatisfied medium-size people
stepping on a lot of little people just because they can.
That's a rich field. There's a lot of there to write
about. I react to it If I can't reaet to it, then | can’t wrile
it to make anybody clse react to it

I have a deep and natural revulsion to power and
authority. If there's nothing there besides a title, you
don't have authority over me. When I see someane taken
advantage of, that offends something in me. I don't love
everybody that's poor, but I love them a lot mare than
most people 1 find running things.

Usually the reason you get a column is because you're a
better writer than reporter. A lot of what you see in
columns is people writing for themselves. They show off
and turn colors around in nature and think that’s good
writing. The language should be the same as you find in
the rest of the paper. After all, it goes in the trush with
the rest of the paper.

adverhs or adjectives in my
gel over softening things, If you

.sﬂ'ften-.thingsi_yn:&-nlm weaken them. You either commit

yoursell to a sentence or you don’t.

If peaple are sitting around trying to figure out what
vour column means, you didn’l write a good column. The
aim of il is to entertain. People have got to react to what
you write or why have it? Some columnists want to sit
there and contemplate the cosmos, but you've got to be on
the streets with the people.

I feel like the obligation of this column is that I'm here
mostly to entertain, but I'm here also to say what's on my
mind. If you're going to bring it up, you ought to have the
courage to say it all the way. If you can't do that, then
find something else to write about.




