
Telling Details 
 
Are all details good details? Which of the following descriptions are good? 
 

1.​ Draped in a navy and gold-embroidered shirt, Dr. Susmita Bose … 
2.​ He was dressed in the sort of getup that a man wears when life hasn't presented 

him with many opportunities to wear a suit: a worn crewneck sweater and thick 
polyester khakis that hung low over cheap-looking brown leather dress shoes. 

3.​ Taylor Wood sits in a flower-patterned bean bag chair, next to her four month-old 

German Shepherd puppy, Maverick. 

4.​ As sirens wailed, the security guards below did not stir from their cigarettes and 

tea. Children continued to play in the courtyard. A family in the next building 

watched a TV comedy. 

5.​ One of the beat cops used a hose to wash blood from the grass into the gutter. 

 
 
1. Details fall into two main categories: Sensory details and character details. 
 

A. Sensory details are observations by the journalist or a source to capture the 
sights, smells, sounds, tastes and touch of a scene. These should be straightforward and 
matter-of-fact. 
 
When Susan Casey wanted to describe a swirling mass of plastic that floats in the Pacific 
Ocean – twice the size of Texas – she simply described what her subject saw:   “It began 
with a line of plastic bags ghosting the surface, followed by an ugly tangle of junk: nets 
and ropes and bottles, motor-oil jugs and cracked bath toys, a mangled tarp. Tires. A 
traffic cone. Moore could not believe his eyes. Out here in this desolate place, the water 
was a stew of plastic crap.” 
​  
We can also listen, as Joseph Mitchell did in this story for the New Yorker:  “The chairs 
are rickety - when a big man is sitting in one, it squeaks like new shoes every time he 
takes a breath.” 
 
Even the sense of taste and smell can be conveyed to the reader. Sebastian Junger, 
author of the Perfect Storm, describes a fishing harbor like this: “ … the smell of ocean is 
so strong that it can almost be licked off the air.” 
 

B. Character Details must be observed or reported. But they go beyond 
observation to provide a unique insight into the subject. 
 
Karen Dorn Steele, a reporter for the Spokesman-Review, reported on a miner who had 
been fined by the federal government for endangering people’s health by illegal 
dumping of toxic chemicals. The quote is telling, but so is Dorn Steele’s observation: 
 



"They can say anything they want to say. I'm not paying," he said, snapping off the filter 
on his cigarette before lighting up. 
 
Here’s another detail from the story, “A Lonely Death”: 
 
Mrs. Ito asked a neighbor in the opposite building for a favor. Could she, once a day, look 
across the greenery separating their apartments and gaze up at Mrs. Ito’s window? 
 
Every evening around 6 p.m., before retiring for the night, Mrs. Ito closed the paper 
screen in the window. Then in the morning, after her alarm woke her at 5:40 a.m., she 
slid the screen back open. 
 
“If it’s closed,” Mrs. Ito told her neighbor, “it means I’ve died.” 
 
 
 
​  
2. The best journalists follow an old maxim: Show, don’t tell. 
 
Oseola McCarty spent a lifetime making other people look nice. Day after day, for most 

of her 87 years, she took in bundles of dirty clothes and made them clean and neat for 

parties she never attended, weddings to which she was never invited, graduations she 

never saw. 

 

She had quit school in the sixth grade to go to work, never married, never had children 

and never learned to drive because there was never any place in particular she wanted to 

go. All she ever had was the work, which she saw as a blessing. Too many other black 

people in rural Mississippi did not have even that. 

 

She spent almost nothing, living in her old family home, cutting the toes out of shoes if 

they did not fit right and binding her ragged Bible with Scotch tape to keep Corinthians 

from falling out. Over the decades, her pay -- mostly dollar bills and change -- grew to 

more than $150,000. 

 
Reading that, what do we know about the subject? Bragg never tells us that his subject 
is poor – that would insult the subject, and “poor” is open to interpretation. After all, 
how do we define poor? 
 
But the details he provides are not open to interpretation. 
 
 
 
 



Feature ledes: 
 
Twenty Years Gone 
 
When Bobby McIlvaine died on September 11, 2001, his desk at home was a study in 
plate tectonics, coated in shifting piles of leather-bound diaries and yellow legal pads. 
He’d kept the diaries since he was a teenager, and they were filled with the usual diary 
things—longings, observations, frustrations—while the legal pads were marbled with 
more variety: aphoristic musings, quotes that spoke to him, stabs at fiction. 
  
The yellow pads appeared to have the earnest beginnings of two different novels. But 
the diaries told a different kind of story. To the outside world, Bobby, 26, was a charmer, 
a striver, a furnace of ambition. But inside, the guy was a sage and a sap—philosophical 
about disappointments, melancholy when the weather changed, moony over girlfriends. 
  
Less than a week after his death, Bobby’s father had to contend with that pitiless still life 
of a desk. And so he began distributing the yellow legal pads, the perfect-bound diaries: 
to Bobby’s friends; to Bobby’s girlfriend, Jen, to whom he was about to propose. Maybe, 
he told them, there was material in there that they could use in their eulogies. 
  
One object in that pile glowed with more meaning than all the others: Bobby’s very last 
diary. Jen took one look and quickly realized that her name was all over it. Could she 
keep it? 
  
Bobby’s father didn’t think. He simply said yes. It was a reflex that he almost instantly 
came to regret. 
 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/09/twenty-years-gone-911-bobby
-mcilvaine/619490/ 
  
 
The Bravest Woman in Seattle 
Trigger warning: This story includes graphic accounts of sexual assault and violence. 
  
The prosecutor wanted to know about window coverings. He asked: Which windows in 
the house on South Rose Street, the house where you woke up to him standing over you 
with a knife that night— which windows had curtains that blocked out the rest of the 
world and which did not? 
  
She answered the prosecutor’s questions, pointing to a map of the small South Park 
home she used to share with her partner, Teresa Butz, a downtown Seattle property 
manager. When the two of them lived in this house, it was red, a bit run-down, much 
loved, filled with their lives together, typical of the neighborhood. Now it was a 
two-dimensional schematic, State’s Exhibit 2, set on an easel next to the witness stand. 
She narrated with a red laser pointer for the prosecutor and the jury: These windows 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/09/twenty-years-gone-911-bobby-mcilvaine/619490/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/09/twenty-years-gone-911-bobby-mcilvaine/619490/


had curtains that couldn’t be seen through. These windows had just a sheer fabric. 
  
Would your silhouettes have been visible through that sheer fabric at night? 
  
Probably. She didn’t know for sure. When she and her partner lived in the house, she 
noted, “I didn’t spend a lot of time staring in my own windows.” 
  
Everyone in the courtroom laughed a small laugh—a laugh of nervous relief, because 
here was a woman testifying about her own rape, and the rape and murder of her 
partner, and yet she was smiling at the current line of questioning, at the weird 
perceptual cul-de-sac to which it led. She appeared to understand why people might 
need to hear these answers, though. What happened to her and Butz in that house in 
the early morning hours of July 19, 2009, is hard to comprehend. A juror, in order to 
ease into the reality of what occurred, might first need to imagine how the man picked 
these two women. At least, then, there’d be some sort of arc to the story. 
  
https://www.pulitzer.org/winners/eli-sanders 
 
 
The Really Big One (One the earthquake faultline in Seattle) 
 
When the 2011 earthquake and tsunami struck Tohoku, Japan, Chris Goldfinger was two 
hundred miles away, in the city of Kashiwa, at an international meeting on seismology. 
As the shaking started, everyone in the room began to laugh. Earthquakes are common 
in Japan—that one was the third of the week—and the participants were, after all, at a 
seismology conference. Then everyone in the room checked the time. 
  
Seismologists know that how long an earthquake lasts is a decent proxy for its 
magnitude. The 1989 earthquake in Loma Prieta, California, which killed sixty-three 
people and caused six billion dollars’ worth of damage, lasted about fifteen seconds and 
had a magnitude of 6.9. A thirty-second earthquake generally has a magnitude in the 
mid-sevens. A minute-long quake is in the high sevens, a two-minute quake has entered 
the eights, and a three-minute quake is in the high eights. By four minutes, an 
earthquake has hit magnitude 9.0. 
  
When Goldfinger looked at his watch, it was quarter to three. The conference was 
wrapping up for the day. He was thinking about sushi. The speaker at the lectern was 
wondering if he should carry on with his talk. The earthquake was not particularly 
strong. Then it ticked past the sixty-second mark, making it longer than the others that 
week. The shaking intensified. The seats in the conference room were small plastic desks 
with wheels. Goldfinger, who is tall and solidly built, thought, No way am I crouching 
under one of those for cover. At a minute and a half, everyone in the room got up and 
went outside. 
  
It was March. There was a chill in the air, and snow flurries, but no snow on the ground. 

https://www.pulitzer.org/winners/eli-sanders


Nor, from the feel of it, was there ground on the ground. The earth snapped and popped 
and rippled. It was, Goldfinger thought, like driving through rocky terrain in a vehicle 
with no shocks, if both the vehicle and the terrain were also on a raft in high seas. The 
quake passed the two-minute mark. The trees, still hung with the previous autumn’s 
dead leaves, were making a strange rattling sound. The flagpole atop the building he and 
his colleagues had just vacated was whipping through an arc of forty degrees. The 
building itself was base-isolated, a seismic-safety technology in which the body of a 
structure rests on movable bearings rather than directly on its foundation. Goldfinger 
lurched over to take a look. The base was lurching, too, back and forth a foot at a time, 
digging a trench in the yard. He thought better of it, and lurched away. His watch swept 
past the three-minute mark and kept going. 
  
Oh, shit, Goldfinger thought, although not in dread, at first: in amazement. For decades, 
seismologists had believed that Japan could not experience an earthquake stronger than 
magnitude 8.4. In 2005, however, at a conference in Hokudan, a Japanese geologist 
named Yasutaka Ikeda had argued that the nation should expect a magnitude 9.0 in the 
near future—with catastrophic consequences, because Japan’s famous 
earthquake-and-tsunami preparedness, including the height of its sea walls, was based 
on incorrect science. The presentation was met with polite applause and thereafter 
largely ignored. Now, Goldfinger realized as the shaking hit the four-minute mark, the 
planet was proving the Japanese Cassandra right. 
  
For a moment, that was pretty cool: a real-time revolution in earthquake science. Almost 
immediately, though, it became extremely uncool, because Goldfinger and every other 
seismologist standing outside in Kashiwa knew what was coming. One of them pulled 
out a cell phone and started streaming videos from the Japanese broadcasting station 
NHK, shot by helicopters that had flown out to sea soon after the shaking started. Thirty 
minutes after Goldfinger first stepped outside, he watched the tsunami roll in, in real 
time, on a two-inch screen. 
  
In the end, the magnitude-9.0 Tohoku earthquake and subsequent tsunami killed more 
than eighteen thousand people, devastated northeast Japan, triggered the meltdown at 
the Fukushima power plant, and cost an estimated two hundred and twenty billion 
dollars. The shaking earlier in the week turned out to be the foreshocks of the largest 
earthquake in the nation’s recorded history. But for Chris Goldfinger, a paleoseismologist 
at Oregon State University and one of the world’s leading experts on a little-known fault 
line, the main quake was itself a kind of foreshock: a preview of another earthquake still 
to come. 
  
Most people in the United States know just one fault line by name: the San Andreas, 
which runs nearly the length of California and is perpetually rumored to be on the verge 
of unleashing “the big one.” That rumor is misleading, no matter what the San Andreas 
ever does. Every fault line has an upper limit to its potency, determined by its length and 
width, and by how far it can slip. For the San Andreas, one of the most extensively 
studied and best understood fault lines in the world, that upper limit is roughly an 



8.2—a powerful earthquake, but, because the Richter scale is logarithmic, only six per 
cent as strong as the 2011 event in Japan. 
  
Just north of the San Andreas, however, lies another fault line. Known as the Cascadia 
subduction zone, it runs for seven hundred miles off the coast of the Pacific Northwest, 
beginning near Cape Mendocino, California, continuing along Oregon and Washington, 
and terminating around Vancouver Island, Canada. The “Cascadia” part of its name 
comes from the Cascade Range, a chain of volcanic mountains that follow the same 
course a hundred or so miles inland. The “subduction zone” part refers to a region of the 
planet where one tectonic plate is sliding underneath (subducting) another. Tectonic 
plates are those slabs of mantle and crust that, in their epochs-long drift, rearrange the 
earth’s continents and oceans. Most of the time, their movement is slow, harmless, and 
all but undetectable. Occasionally, at the borders where they meet, it is not. 
  
https://www.pulitzer.org/winners/kathryn-schulz 
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