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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by Sari Botton, writer, essayist and 
editor at Longreads. Sari is the editor of Goodbye to All That: Writers on 
Loving and Leaving New York, and its New York Times best-selling follow-up, 
Never Can Say Goodbye: Writers on Their Unshakable Love for New York. 
She’s also editorial director of the TMI Project, a non-profit storytelling 
workshop. She writes a regular column for the online literary magazine The 
Rumpus, and her work has appeared in publications such as The New York 
Times, Harper’s Bazaar, and Marie Claire.  
 
Sari, thank you for joining me.  
Thank you for having me.  
 
Sari, your goodbye anthologies on leaving New York brilliantly evoked the 
seductive draw of the city and its frustrations. Do you think New York is the 
greatest city on earth? I know we’re here now at the moment, so perhaps it’s 
biased. 
I do still think New York City is the greatest city on earth. I miss it terribly, but I also 
really love living in Kingston, New York right now. And when I come back to visit, I 
find it… jarring. I kind of have lost my New York City groove in terms of how to deal 
with bumping into people and crowds, and the crowds are bigger than they were, but 
an interesting thing does happen if I come for a longer time. Like if I come for a 
week, when I first arrive I just don’t know how anybody could live here, and then by 
the end I’m like, “How do I go back? I can’t leave again.”  
 
How do I not live here.  
Yes. It’s kind of addictive.  
 
It’s strange, because I visit New York two or three times a month; I’m here 
almost every other week with work for a week. So even though I don’t live 
here, I kind of semi-live here. It’s an odd dynamic really. But like you, at the 
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end of it I think, “Why am I going back?” and then when you’re home you just 
think, “Oh, this is amazing.” 
Yes, exactly. It’s a strange place in that way. Actually, I think part-time is the best 
way. Like, full time New York City immersion, unless you’re really rich, can be really 
taxing on you. 
 
What, in terms of financially, or energy, what is it?  
Both.  
 
Optimism?  
Financial, energy… the pace can really get to you. I do remember, when I did live 
here, there were moments where I thought, “Am I going to be stuck here for the rest 
of my life?” Of course, I was living in a hovel. Well, a hovel by 2004 standards is now 
like a very desirable apartment.  
 
Tell us about the move then.  
So my husband and I were living on the corner of 8th Street and Avenue B in an 
amazing rundown Bohemian loft that we paid very little money for, and then it got 
landmark status and our landlord did all kinds of crazy things to renovate the place in 
a way that nearly killed us. We went to housing court, lost the apartment, and for 
what we were paying we couldn’t find anything here, so… but the year in housing 
court was so horrible that it kind of prepped us for leaving. So we initially moved in 
2005 to a little town called Rosendale, New York which is almost like a bedroom 
community of Kingston, or New Paltz, and then almost four years ago we moved to 
Kingston, which we really love. We found another loft, and promptly, in the last year, 
our building that we lived in was bought by a New York City developer and it’s all 
starting again, and we’re probably going to get kicked out. The gentrification is 
following us. 
 
Relentless.  
Yes.  
 
And following you as well, it’s a bit like the Terminator, isn’t it? 
Yes, well, we’re part of a wave. We’re creatives who don’t make a lot of money, and 
what I’m learning now is that I need to be engaged in… it’s really not the artists who 
are the problem, it’s the legislation that the cities enact after the artists move to make 
it easy for developers. You know, policies that favour developers, favour people with 
money. I think I’m realising that I have a responsibility to become engaged, and also 
not only to make sure that I and other artists don’t get displaced again, but also 
people of colour, people who have been living there longer, people at the lower 
rungs of the economic ladder. So I brought Jeremiah Moss, vanishing New York 
blogger and author of the book by the same name, I brought him up to Kingston for a 
chat at city hall in August, and it was amazing. Like 100 people came out, and we 
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talked about gentrification, and the audience was full of people who moved to 
Kingston from New York City who were just about to have the same thing happen to 
them. 
 
The problem is, of course, in society that people who have the least money 
have the least means to stand up for themselves against the people with 
money. 
Exactly. So we need to all stand up. 
 
Does it further irk you, of course, that you’re in an industry that doesn’t pay 
very well, that society seems to value lawyers, public relations people like me, 
you know, my wife’s a writer and she’s not paid… what she does is of 
immense worth to society, but in terms of financially she earns a pittance, and 
I’m a public relations person who earns a reasonable living. It doesn’t seem 
fair really that society literally places very little economic value on that which 
is very important culturally. 
It is hard. And I don’t have any other skills! I’ve been doing this for a long time, I’ve 
been involved in publishing and websites for many years, and it’s always been a 
struggle, but in 2008 when the economic bubble burst, and publishing was really hit 
hard, it really had a very bad effect on me financially. I’m hanging in there, and I feel 
like the work that I do for a Longreads and TMI Project, I am paid fairly, which is 
nice, but it’s all a very different scale than it used to be. The industry is has really not 
rebounded, and it is frustrating, because it’s important work. And now, because of 
the digital world, there there’s a 24-hour news cycle, and so there’s a need for 
content constantly, but it’s diminished. There’s a diminishing returns when you have 
so much going out all the time. 
 
But that’s one of the reasons why I’m such a huge personal fan of Longreads. 
You know, this fast-paced, 24/7 rolling news agenda. One of the things I 
absolutely love with my weekly Longreads email list is to pocket, literally to 
save it to Pocket, and then when I am flying all round the world I open it up and 
you can just immerse yourself and do a deep dive in something, it’s amazing. 
Sometimes I’m annoyed that it’s come to an end because I’ve got that got into 
it that much! What was the genesis behind Longreads, and tell us about its 
success. 
Well, Longreads was founded, I believe in 2009, by Mark Armstrong, and I think he 
started it because he was commuting, and he had like an hour commute on public 
transit and wanted to be able to easily find articles and things that were longer that 
he could really sink his teeth into while commuting. So he started it with a hashtag of 
#longreads on Twitter, so that people could share what were the long reads that they 
were reading that they enjoyed. What were things that were 1,500 words or longer 
that you could invest a little time in, and lose yourself in? And it was such a hit, the 
hashtag, that it led to the website. And initially the website was just aggregating long 
reads from around the web, and then a few years ago they started doing originals, 
which is really going well. It’s fantastic. We’re investing in original journalism, original 
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personal essays, local news with blog posts… I mean, I am so honoured to be a part 
of it because it’s really supporting very necessary writing. 
 
And it’s become quite the phenomenon. I don't know whether you’re able to 
show any metrics, but what kind of impact has it had? 
I don’t know the metrics, and I guess I should probably refer you to other people at 
Longreads for that. But I do know that we just did a member drive, $50 a year you 
can become a member, and you get the newsletter, and you can read things without 
ads on the site, and you get a tote bag, really nice quality tote bag.  
 
Worth the $50 alone!  
So we did a member drive with a goal of $25,000, and we made $35,000, and also 
WordPress matches it three times. We are owned by WordPress. The company was 
sold to WordPress, which also is owned by Automatic, a few years ago. And that 
goes right into our story fund. So it was really amazing to have, and we made the 
$25,000 two weeks ahead of our goal. It was a month-long drive looking to make 
$25,000, it made that $25,000 in the first two weeks, and then made another… 
maybe it was $37,000. So that turns out to be more like $140,000 into our story fund, 
and it allows us to do really critical reporting. 
 
So tell us about the process. How do you determine what is going to become a 
long read? I get the regular newsletter, presumably that’s yourself that decides 
what goes in that?  
Well, we have a team of editors who every week vote. So each week we are all 
responsive for finding around the web, aggregating pieces that we find around the 
web, or that people submit to us, and you can submit a suggestion either by putting a 
hash tag #longreads on Twitter, or emailing us at hello@longreads.com to let us 
know about something that is 1,500 words or longer that you enjoyed reading. So we 
each make editors picks of those, and then sometimes we blog about them, and then 
every Thursday we all vote, we nominate, which will be in the top five, and based on 
what gets the most votes it goes into the top five newsletter that members receive 
every week. 
 
Is it quite an agonising process? Because you’re having to choose. 
It can be! Lately, this year, there’s just so much breaking news all the time, and so 
many… it’s just been an astonishing time to be alive, for better and worse, and the 
worst things are also bringing about the best things. Like all this news about sexual 
harassment and assault and misconduct is actually bringing about change. And so 
what’s happening is there have been all these really interesting think pieces, and all 
these interesting pieces of reporting. And so every week it’s like, “How do we 
choose?” It’s very hard some weeks. 
 
Gandhi said, very famously, that there’s more to life than merely increasing its 
speed. And I wonder whether it’s this kind of what Stephen Covey would have 
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called the ‘urgency addiction’, that’s actually driving some of the shallowness 
of the fact that we don’t seem to be taking time to reflect where things are 
going. You only have to look at Donald Trump; it almost seems obvious in 
hindsight now, but back at the time no one thought he would win. 
Well, that was the biggest surprise for me, and that happened in 2016 but I am still 
reeling from that. But there are so many surprises. That is the theme, I think, of the 
moment, is that like not everything is going to happen like you always assumed how 
things work. There are things you don’t know about people that you think you trust, 
you know, and so it generates a lot of news. And also, when you have a president 
who… there was a period where like, every Friday just as everybody’s getting ready 
to go home, he’s breaking news. He’s firing Scaramucci on Friday at 4 o’clock, you 
know, there’s just been so much news that the news cycle is just crazy. And when I 
acquire people’s personal essays and I put them on a calendar, I say to them, “Just 
bear in mind, I’m giving you this calendar date, but it’s not a guarantee, because 
we’re asking people to be flexible, because of this crazy news cycle.” You don’t know 
what news is going to break that’s going to make it so that it’s the wrong climate for 
your piece, or there’s something that needs to go sooner because it’s timely. It’s 
really hard to go into all things. 
 
Do you think that that Longreads is part of this slow news agenda, that we do 
need this depth of analysis more so than ever? Because everyone seems to be 
getting their news either via app, or 24-hour news, that seems to condense 
incredibly complex issues into bite-sized chunks, where, yes, you know a 
bomb’s gone off and you might know that someone’s been arrested, but you 
know nothing about all of the background information in terms of all of the 
parties in a way that you might have done 10, 15, 20 years ago. 
I love being part of the slow news movement. I mean, we need the fast news, and 
we need to be able to react to it, but I also love that there are people who are 
reading thoughtful, longer pieces that are giving you perspective on the crazy 
breaking news cycle. You know, the things that are the stories that are breaking. It’s 
exciting to me that we’re doing well, that we made nearly 50% more of our 
membership goal, at a time when so many publications are either folding or pivoting 
to video, that there are people who want to support long-form journalism and essays. 
That means a lot to me, and it says that people value that, people value the kind of 
writing and reporting that lets them consider different angles of things and the deeper 
meanings of things. 
 
Tell us about the journey from – I say ‘mainly curation’ but I don’t mean that in 
a negative way – but in terms of curating pieces and suggestions of pieces 
that were out there to commissioning pieces now. It seems to me that there’s 
been an editorial shift there. 
There has in the past year or two. And I think it is because parent companies are 
very supportive. That’s part of it. They have the means and the interest in supporting 
what we’re doing. They believe in it, WordPress and Automatic, and I think we also 
have a membership that really is supporting it, and so I would say maybe beginning 
in 2016, we had a budget that we didn’t have before that allowed us to begin 
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creating, producing more original work. Again, I would probably refer you to Mark 
Armstrong or Mike Dang about that. 
 
How do you choose your contributors? They’re an amazing eclectic group. 
Well, I am the editor of the personal essays section, and I take submissions at 
sari@longreadscom. If you go to my Twitter, which is @saribotton, there’s a link to a 
blog post explaining what I am looking for and how to pitch me. You know, I go 
through the slush pile. There are weeks where I get over 100 submissions and 
there’s a lot to go through, and I can’t respond to everybody. 
 
Do you have to skim read the long reads then. 
I ask people to give me a one-paragraph synopsis. 
 
So a really powerful kind of précis of what it is. 
Yes. And that helps. Sometimes that draws me in, and then the piece, maybe the 
writing isn’t strong enough… but that’s the place where I start, is that one paragraph. 
I want to see in that paragraph if somebody can really get a thought across in a 
compelling way. So that’s sort of the first gate. But I try to create a diverse group of 
writers, different backgrounds, genders, ethnicities, levels of experience, and we’ve 
had a couple of people this year who had never published before. I had given them 
their first opportunities. 
 
How does it work from a commissioning editor point of view when you are 
presented with an article with views and conclusions that you don’t agree with, 
but you really admire the writing? Because there’s always this issue when 
people tweet and it says “retweets do not constitute an endorsement”.  
Ah!  
 
I always kind of yawn of that really. But how does it work in terms of your own 
process?  
That’s interesting. If someone has a perspective that is really, really different from 
mine, it’s hard for me to choose it. But if I do, I’m going to challenge that writer to 
persuade me, and have enough argument behind that perspective, that someone 
else could really see that, and see where they’re coming from. 
 
For me, the analogy I always use in my own mind is, I am a left of centre 
political person and I am a member of the Labour Party in the UK. If I was here 
in America I would be a Democrat. There are Republicans that I don’t agree 
with, but I have a huge amount of respect for – Senator John McCain, for 
example, would be one. And then there are other Republicans, like for example 
Donald Trump, who I wouldn’t even be interested in engaging with, because 
I’ve already concluded that he’s not a nice person for a variety of reasons. 
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Whereas someone like John McCain, even I would disagree with some of his 
conclusions, I would respect his process and respect him. 
I’m not really publishing op-eds, although occasionally there is a little bit of an op-ed 
aspect, but I think most of the people who – and this is speaks to bubbles that we all 
live in – but most of the people who pitch me are coming from a liberal perspective, 
and I haven’t really encountered a lot of that. One of the challenges lately is some 
men who submit things without a real awareness of the implications of some of the 
stories they’re telling, and that they’re not fully aware of their entitlement privilege. 
The stories maybe are a little bit sexist, even in even the subtlest ways.  
 
How do you deal with that, then?  
It’s very hard, I just had to turn them down.  
 
It must be difficult to e-mail someone back and challenge them in that way. 
It is very hard. And often people don’t appreciate that. But I feel like this is a moment 
right now where we really need to redefine things. I’m finding for myself, you know, I 
can’t engage with a lot of media that I used to engage with, entertainment that I used 
to love. I can’t watch Arrested Development, which was a favourite show of mine, not 
only because of the allegations against Jeffrey Tambor, but also so much has come 
out about David Cross, and how he has treated women. And also there’s content, 
stuff about gender. In the last six months, so much has changed in my perspective, 
and so many people’s perspectives, that my head is spinning. 
 
I used to watch Friends, and Chandler, now it looks like he was bullying his 
transgender father, played by Kathleen Turner, and making a horrible amount 
of jokes. Back then I found them funny. 
Exactly! Nothing is funny any more!  
 
Not only is it not funny, it’s also horrendous.  
Yes! It’s amazing. So this veil, I feel, has been lifted in the past year or so, and each 
month, like especially once the #metoo, the Weinstein allegations broke, and 
everything, the dam broke, and so much has come to light about how men have 
treated women in media and elsewhere. And it’s like, suddenly I don’t laugh at 
anything any more. Nothing’s funny. And so there are pieces that I accepted six 
months ago for later publication that I am now having to say, “You know what? I can’t 
look at this. This isn’t working any more.” This flirtation that’s happening in this piece, 
actually, what used to seem like a cute flirtation now looks like objectification to me, 
and it’s just so suddenly there’s this new lens, or removal of a lens, or something, but 
it’s not just me, it’s like… things don’t hold up the way they did. My husband I started 
watching The Last Man on Earth. We figured, “Well, we like Will Forte, we like 
Kristen Schaal, let’s give us a chance.” And it’s the same old sexist tropes of like, 
The Honeymooners. But six months ago we may have actually liked it. 
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Does that interest you though that the speed by which things are changing 
now? I mean, it’s only been a few months ago that Ashley Judd famously came 
out and actually wrote about Harvey Weinstein, and within a week or so his 
career was completely over, and now he’s facing charges across a number of 
different countries. To me, that’s one of the things why we should be quite 
excited about this. For example, we had Joanne Lipman on the podcast, she’s 
editor-in-chief of USA Today, and she was saying when she started out as a 
cub reporter, she was sent on a business story, and she interviewed a local 
businessman, and when she walked in to his office to interview him on 
something he locked the door and then took his clothes off, and just sat there 
in his underpants. Now, she laughed it off at the time and went through the 
interview and got the story, but her manager just said, “Boys will be boys.” 
And she congratulated itself on being tough and not reacting to it. Now, of 
course, you would just call the police immediately because that would be 
utterly horrendous. But she makes the point that she didn’t know how to react, 
and at that time it seemed to be more acceptable than it is now. 
It’s amazing that social mores can change. This is part of that theme of surprise in 
2017. Like, who knew that I was going to not be able to… I used to love Woody 
Allen, old Woody Allen movies. I actually stopped being able to watch Woody Allen 
movies after Deconstructing Harry, which was in the ‘90s.  
 
I have the same problem.  
Yes, but now I can’t watch Play It Again, Sam and Bananas and Annie Hall. The 
jokes like, you know, “I luuurve you, I loave you, I luff you,” from Annie Hall. I can’t 
say that any more to my husband because it’s like, “Eww, Woody Allen.” You know? 
It’s just amazing what a shift is taking place, and it’s changing the way that I curate, 
and the way that I select, and also what I want to write about. I feel like I’m taking a 
moment right now as a writer to sit and just kind of figure out what I think. 
 
You are very well respected, a very prominent writer in your own right. I 
wanted to mention about your columns, because you’ve never shied away 
from covering very difficult issues like abortion, alcoholism, the Al-Anon 
recovery group. Are they quite cathartic to write? 
They are. It is cathartic to write about things that have been taboo, things that have 
been secrets, things that have shame attached to them. But there’s also some 
trepidation, and there are consequences. It’s not easy. You don’t just put that stuff 
out into the world and feel, “Oh, now I feel great.” There’s also consequences. 
 
Do you feel a vulnerability as you hit the publish button? 
Very much, yes. It’s terrifying, but it’s also good and important. And what we’re 
seeing now, through the #metoo movement, is that storytelling is really powerful. I 
mean, we knew that storytelling was powerful but it is much more important than 
ever before. Lauren Duca, who writes for Teen Vogue and is very vocal on Twitter, 
she had a story somewhere, maybe it was on Salon, and the headline was, “Let’s 
dismantle patriarchy with storytelling.” And that’s what we’re doing. That doesn’t 
mean that there isn’t backlash, that doesn’t mean that, you know, we’re… things 
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have not really caught up. Just because some men are losing their jobs, you know, 
environments… we all have so much conditioning that needs to be overridden or 
rewritten, and it’s going to take a long time before there aren’t consequences for 
speaking out. 
 
And the problem is not just conscious bias, it’s unconscious bias as well.  
Yes.  
 
I mean, I try to do the right thing but I’ve taken online tests before, that say, 
“Do you have any unconscious biases?” and the results say that I’m mildly 
biased, even on an unconscious level. 
Oh, we are. We are. And I think the most important thing is that we admit that we 
have blind spots, and look to clear them up. What’s really upsetting is when people 
insist, “I am not racist,” or, “I’m not sexist.” You know, women are conditioned to be 
sexist against women. People of colour are conditioned to be racist against 
themselves and their fellow… so we all need to acknowledge that we have blind 
spots, and be willing to learn, and that’s a shift that hasn’t… 
 
We have the class system in England as well.  
Yes, yes.  
 
“You’re working class, know your station,” type thing. 
Well, class, yes, that’s another huge place where people have blind spots, and 
there’s structural racism, structural sexism, that affects and is affected by class. 
 
So as a storyteller yourself, as someone involved in the curation of this kind of 
writing, which we’ve seen is it is capable of changing the world for the better, 
often at a very quick pace, that must be quite heartening.  
It is.  
 
I mean, don’t get me wrong, anyone would be miserable to see the world in the 
state that it is in terms of the things that are wrong with it, but does it excite 
you that you’re actually part of a movement that can affect real change now? 
Oh, it’s thrilling. It is so validating and thrilling. This is a really important moment, and 
everything I’ve ever believed in is being validated in this moment. Yes. The slogan 
for the non-profit TMI Project is, “Changing the world, one story at a time.” And that 
is how you do it. 
 
Your interview column on The Rumpus is called Conversations with Writers 
Braver Than Me. What was the concept behind that?  
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Oh, well, you know, I write personal essays, I’ve also been working on a memoir for 
a long time but been afraid to publish, because I’m afraid of upsetting people, and it’s 
a longstanding… I’m not the only writer who has ever faced this issue, and there 
have been some consequences for things that I’ve published, essays. People in my 
family, friends, exes not happy with what I’ve written. And I felt like I really wanted to 
just talk to other writers, essayists, memoirists, you know, how did they do it? How 
did they write the things that their parents… you know, they don’t want their parents 
to read about them. How did they write about other people and their stories? And I 
approached Stephen Elliott, who was then the editor of The Rumpus, and asked him, 
and he said, “Well, why don’t you do one and we’ll see how it goes?” And I 
interviewed Vivian Gornick, who is the author of one of my favourite memoirs, Fierce 
Attachments, about her relationship with her mother. And it was very popular, it went 
well, so we went from there. And I guess I’ve interviewed maybe 19 people on The 
Rumpus, but I’d like to keep going with that, I have some other ideas, I’m thinking 
maybe about a podcast. 
 
You’ve ghost written multiple books. Is it frustrating having other people take 
the credit while you’re in the background, or is it something that you enjoy? I 
know a few ghost writers myself; some of them love the process, others say, 
look, it keeps the rent paid, and allows me to do the other stuff, and I don’t not 
enjoy it but it’s not the most exciting thing. Where are you on the ghostwriting 
spectrum? 
I wrote an essay for an anthology called Scratch: Writers, Money, and the Art of 
Making a Living, edited by Manjula Martin. It’s a wonderful anthology about writers 
making a living. And I’ve mostly stopped ghost writing, in part because it’s a really 
complicated collaboration, and things go wrong. I’ve had some really good 
experiences, but I guess over time the net has been more bad experiences. 
Especially when you’re working with famous people who are accustomed to not 
treating people well who work for them. Yes, my last couple of experiences were 
particularly bad. In terms of other people taking the credit, mostly I’ve never really 
wanted my name on someone’s book. In fact, it’s something that I would say, “I don’t 
want my name on your cover. I’d rather have more money and be more in the 
background then have the credit on the cover.” I never wanted to be a career 
ghostwriter, it was a means to an end, making a living. Sometimes it was really 
satisfying, helping someone who wasn’t famous and really needed to tell their story. 
In those cases, I felt like I was doing kind of a mitzvah, but in the end it’s a hard thing 
to collaborate on someone else’s book, to get it into their voice, and also you’ve got 
to please their editor and them, and they don’t always have the same… and you 
have to please the reader. The editor is more interested usually in the reader’s 
experience. The writer is so self-conscious about how they’re going to come off. And 
trying to please the editor and the writer… being stuck in the middle of that can be 
really hard.  
 
It sounds like a nightmare.  
It is a nightmare. 
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I am also getting the hint, and I don’t want you to name names, but it sounds 
like all the big famous people you’ve worked with have had huge egos and 
have been surrounded by sycophants, and there you are to try to bring some 
objectivity to it and it’s not worked out well. 
Yes… 
 
Is everyone famous just horrible? 
I don’t think everyone famous is horrible, but there’s a story I tell about this one 
person. We were in her house, we were talking about her kid having special needs, 
and I asked, you know, “Have you considered a gluten free diet?” I’m coeliac, so I 
eat gluten free, and I know it’s been prescribed for all kinds of conditions, so I said, 
“Have you considered a gluten free diet?” She said, “No, I couldn’t give my kid what 
the other kids… they have to eat the same thing.” And she said, “For example, 
tonight I’m making spaghetti, and I can’t give him special spaghetti. He has to have 
what everyone else is having.” We finished our interview, we walk into the kitchen, 
and there is a woman there in an apron making spaghetti. And I thought, “She thinks 
she’s making spaghetti by having someone else do it for her.” And then later on, 
what happened with that person was she went on the radio and said that she didn’t 
have a ghostwriter.  
 
So she denied your existence.  
And she denied the spaghetti maker’s existence. This was a person who… 
 
That’s a tenuous connection to reality, frankly.  
And she talked again and again about how she never had babysitters. So after she 
went on the radio and said that the publisher hired her ghost writer, and the ghost 
writer got fired because she was no good after the first chapter, and that she wrote it 
all by herself in five weeks, I thought, “Oh, she had babysitters!” So anyway, that was 
really demoralising for me. 
 
It’s also demoralising if that poor child needed gluten free spaghetti and it 
could have quite easily been cooked in a pot alongside the regular spaghetti… 
By someone else who was cooking spaghetti! 
 
And the same sauce, and then they wouldn’t have had a problem. I’ve got 
multiple problems with that person. 
Yes! So that was like a really particularly bad experience. 
 
The problem that you have there is the problem that we have sometimes with 
clients that we’ve actually moved on from. We work with ultra-high net worth 
individuals all around the world, and often they’re surrounded by sycophants. 
We have people where they have a dedicated PR person, and often the 
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problem is the client, but because their entire eggs are in that person’s basket, 
and their rent and their mortgage is in their gift, they can’t stand up to their 
boss as much as they should do. And it’s one of the reasons why I wanted to 
get more than one or two clients, because I wanted to be able to challenge my 
own clients if they did something wrong that I didn’t agree with. I don’t want to 
lose a client, of course not, but in a sense that money situation creates a 
conflict of interest. 
Definitely it does. And also, I think part of our culture is to not give women credit. 
Many people have like “work wives”, you know, women who’ve been secretaries who 
just do and do and do, for men and women, and don’t get seen. And it’s like we’ve 
been so conditioned to do and do and do for people, that the people don’t even know 
what we’re doing for them. We just published a piece by Alison Devers, who goes by 
A.N. Devers, where she reversed the erasure of an editor at The Paris Review, a 
woman, Brigid Hughes, who had been the editor of The Paris Review. She was the 
second editor.  
 
She was edited out of existence.  
Exactly. She succeeded George Plimpton, she had been the editor for a year, and 
she was just erased from the record. 
 
Which is obviously disgraceful. 
And that’s one example, but there are so many examples of women who are part of 
support systems, women who have whole jobs where they just get overlooked. 
People, and maybe it’s not only women, but people who have less power are often 
overlooked. And hopefully that’s one of the things that’s changing. 
 
I was going to say, “Do you enjoy the portfolio career existence?” but that 
presumes that you class yourself as having that. Do you have multiple revenue 
streams, or as a writer would you rather commit full time to being at, say, 
Longreads?  
It’s something I’ve been thinking about lately. I don’t know, maybe. But I’ve been 
freelance since 1996, and it has afforded me flexibility, but also there have been 
some really lean years, especially since 2008, but I have thought about that lately. I 
have definitely been working pretty close to full time for Longreads in the last year, 
with an additional part time job with TMI Project and my own writing. I’m doing too 
much, and I am hopefully going to pull back on some things in the coming year. But 
I’ve thought about it, yes.  
 
Yes, because the problem that you have as well, as a creative, and as someone 
for whom… you’re selling, in a sense, your judgment, and therefore your 
attention. Is the more that you spread yourself too thinly, the more hours you 
put in… it’s not like the more hours you put in the more work you can achieve, 
actually the sum total might actually be less. 
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Well, it’s absolutely true, and I am trying to make some strategic decisions going 
forward about how to use my limited 52-year-old brain to its optimal capacity! 
 
It’s difficult as well, because we’re back to the capitalist system, aren’t we? 
I’ve been involved in media training over the years, and the reality is that you 
can media train someone in about three hours. You help them with their 
messaging, you give them a chance to rehearse it to boost their confidence, 
and then you’re away after three hours, but a lot of people feel that they need a 
day’s media training, and they want to buy a day’s media training. So what you 
end up doing is stretching that three hours into a day. I mean, it doesn’t serve 
any additional purpose other than the fact you then get hired. And also a lot of 
type A, alpha male chief execs want you to go in at a super intense level like 
the President or the Prime Minister might be interrogated. But the reality is that 
journalists never go in at that level, so you end up training them to an intensity 
level they’ll never actually need, purely, subconsciously, to satisfy their ego. 
And again, we’re back to that conflict that capitalism creates.  
Yes. 
 
Because what you are doing is they’re buying outcomes really, what they 
really want is they want to feel confident that they’re saying the right things 
and saying it well, but also then you have to pander to their unspoken 
demands, which is, “I want to buy a day’s media training, and I want, for 
flattery, to be trained at an intense level.” Because they want to believe that 
they’re going to be trained at that level. It’s fascinating because ultimately 
you’re selling an outcome, aren’t you, rather than a particular process? No one 
wants to buy three days of your time. Ultimately, they want your judgment, 
your insight and all of that.  
My editing. Absolutely, yes. 
 
How do you square that circle? 
It’s hard! I have a lot of people’s stories going through my head, that’s one hard 
thing. Sometimes I have dreams at night of people’s stories. It’s crazy. Especially if I 
am working at Longreads, and then also like, leading TMI Project workshops where 
people are telling me their stories. 
 
What have been the most memorable stories that you’ve worked on? And do 
you ever get them confused? Because I do that as well. Sometimes even 
between clients! I’ll say, “Oh, that client’s doing that,” and my team will be like, 
“Er, no – that’s an entirely different client. What on earth are you talking 
about?”  
Actually, I have this crazy memory, and I remember people’s stories, and I 
remember details. It’s almost frightening. It’s like, how much data storage do I have 
up there? And I wonder if I’m not using it up. Like, how is there always more room for 
more stories? But it’s hard to pick the most memorable. There are so many amazing 
stories that I am honoured to be part of shepherding. 
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Well, actually, that brings me onto the TMI Project. You’ve mentioned it in 
passing already a few times. But tell us about it. It holds storytelling 
workshops in jails and shelters. That seems to me to be an incredibly worthy 
initiative.  
Okay. So TMI Project is a non-profit that does true story-telling workshops, 
somewhat with the general public but more these days with at risk populations, and 
also as part of a social justice initiative. We work with people to help them put 
together like mod style 10-minute monologues based on experiences they’ve had. 
The workshops can be anywhere from one day to 10 weeks, depending on the group 
and availability. And we help people look at their stories from a different angle using 
particular writing exercises and prompts, and often there is a transformation that 
happens where people access these stories, either stories that they’ve been telling 
and telling and telling and they see them from a new perspective, or stories they 
forgot about that they don’t realise have something to do with what they’re living with. 
And they process them, and then there’s almost always a cathartic or transformative 
experience after they’ve told the story, after someone in the audience comes up and 
says, “You’ve just told my story, thank you for telling it.” People let go of shame and 
stigma, and it leads to social change, and also personal change. So we do 
workshops, we did one for a long time with teen boys who were incarcerated. We’ve 
worked with domestic violence survivors. We work with the Mental Health 
Association all the time. We are leading a workshop at Kingston High School with the 
football team, in collaboration with an organisation called A Call to Men, where we’re 
working on toxic masculinity with them. And Mary Stuart Masterson is making a 
documentary about it, she has opened a film studio in Kingston, New York called 
Stockade Works, and so she’s making a documentary about that workshop that 
we’re doing with the Kingston High School football team and A Call to Men. Also, in 
March, we did a workshop called Black Stories Matter where we had 10 people of 
colour tell their stories at a black church in Kingston, we had an audience of over 500 
people, and over 10,000 downloads. It was a Facebook Live event. So we work with 
lots of different people, helping them to tell the stories they need to examine and 
release. 
 
We’re back to the power of storytelling, aren’t we, in terms of… America does 
many things very well, but one of the things it doesn’t do well is any attempt to 
challenge recidivism in offenders, for example, and I imagine that these are 
quite amazing transformative experiences that you give people that are 
currently in prison. 
Oh, absolutely. Especially these teen boys, who were given a first chance to really 
reflect on things. 
 
And a chance to be heard.  
Yes.  
 
I imagine one of their frustrations is that no one has actually truly heard what 
they have to say. It’s more about delivering “justice”, according to what the 
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newspaper would say, you’ve committed a crime and therefore we should just 
incarcerate you or warehouse you all en mass for decades. That doesn’t seem 
satisfactory to anyone. 
No. And it’s really important for people to be heard. And that’s one of the reasons we 
started the community outreach initiative, I think in 2012, which is the arm through 
which we go to at risk populations. We go to people who need to be heard, and 
haven’t been heard, and it is so powerful to witness people having that experience. 
There are also a lot of reality checks. I remember being with the teen boys in jail, 
doing a workshop with them, and one of them said, “Well, have you ever been 
arrested?” And I said, “No.” And he said, “Well, why?” And I said, “Well, by and large 
I don’t break the law.” And he said, “I bet you do. Did you ever go through a red 
light? Ever smoke pot?” And he listed a number of things, and I was like, “Yes, I’ve 
done all of those things,” and he said, “Well, if you were black, you might have been 
arrested for them.” And it was like, “Whoa. Thank you. You just gave me… by 
sharing with me, by this dialogue about stories and storytelling and the lens through 
which we look at our stories, you just helped me understand my privilege, and your 
lack of privilege, and what’s wrong.” So it’s really an incredible experience, talking to 
so many people about their lives, their experiences, giving them voice. 
 
I remember once, one of the most memorable things Barack Obama did when 
he was president, he was talking at an interview a couple of years into his first 
term, and I remember, he wasn’t even making a big point about it, but he 
mentioned that when he was a senator, that he still used to have difficulty 
hailing a cab because he was black, and this is from someone who is not a 
serial complainer and is definitely part of the solution. And that, for me, it 
wasn’t even a big part of what he’s trying to say, but it just struck me that I just 
never even considered that even a senior very well-respected senator, law 
professor, would have difficulty hailing a cab on the streets of Chicago just 
because of the colour of his skin. Clearly he did.  
And that’s storytelling. He’s telling a story. He’s telling you about his experience. We 
did a workshop on Huguenot Street in New Paltz, which has many historic dwellings 
from French Huguenots dating back to the 1600s, and the Huguenot Street 
Settlement has long told these stories of those people, but never until recently 
brought to light that there were slaves. They were slave owners. And so, we did a 
workshop with Huguenot Street Settlement, the Slave Dwelling Project and TMI 
project, and a number of people slept in the slave dwellings, in the stone houses, in 
Huguenot Street, and then told stories. And they were mostly black people, and they 
told the stories. They didn’t even realise the connection to local dwellings that had 
slave quarters. The history of the United States and slavery has been so sanitised, 
and… I don’t even know the right word for it. But there’s just been not nearly enough 
information. And these people told stories about sleeping in a slave dwelling, and 
only first now realising their own connection to their slave ancestors in a way they 
never had before, and then they told the stories and we were like, “Wow, there’s just 
so much about slavery we never hear.” It’s like, “Okay, everything’s fine now, we had 
a black president.” I’m not articulating this well, but… 
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No, but I agree with you. And in fact, even now, I am shocked when I realise 
that there are still so many people in de facto slavery, even now. 
And living with the effects of slavery. You know, structural racism, people who can’t 
get jobs and have been living in poverty. 
 
But you’re right, the lens through which we look at these things is sometimes 
sanitised, like for example when I was at school and we learnt about slavery, it 
was all about slavery being what the War Between the States was about. It 
wasn’t in any way about Britain’s shameful role in enabling this, we were often 
the guys who abducted these poor people from Africa and then shipped them 
over to you guys. I mean, that wasn’t something that we learnt about. 
But also, the way that the story books tell the story, like slavery ended, you know, 
emancipation, boom, done. What about the after effects? What about people who 
had nothing, trying to build their lives and have opportunities? What about deeply 
ingrained racism and the ways that people were so far from being post racist. And 
every day there are news stories that educate me, enlighten me, and it’s so 
important, whether it’s Longreads or TMI Project, or whatever we’re reading in the 
news, it’s so important to pay attention and realise where our blind spots are, and 
whether they’re the fault of our education or because we’ve just been living… you 
know, the problem with your blind spots is you can’t see them. 
 
Yes. I re-watched Roots a couple of years ago, the original version. I watched it 
when I was a kid, it was on television in Britain. And again, I was beside myself 
with anger and upset, because it’s okay reading about it in the abstract almost, 
in the history book, but to have it brought to life, this sheer horrendous 
injustice, it was just…  
And the injustice that isn’t seen from between then to now, like the injustice of 
inequality and no reparations… 
 
And it was normalised as well. 
Yes, normalisation, that’s what I meant, not just sanitising but normalising, and then 
this year with the alt-right protest in Charlottesville, it made me realise, and it’s been 
a topic of discussion that the Civil War never really ended.  
 
Incredible.  
Yes. So it’s all very much alive. 
 
What’s next for you then over the next few years? You’ve mentioned working 
fewer hours. I’d say working less but that’s the wrong way of doing it. 
I haven’t figured that out! But I do need to put more attention to my own writing, 
because I have a few book proposals out there with my agent, and I have some 
books I want to write. So that’s going to be the most important thing for me, and also 
shepherding TMI Project to the future – we’re training other workshop leaders 



 
 

 17 

because you can do that for so long. And growing Longreads, growing with it. So, 
yes, that’s where I see myself. I see myself writing and publishing books that aren’t 
anthologies that include… it’s just my own writing. That’s where I’m going. 
 
Sari, it’s been a pleasure to talk to you. Thank you ever so much for your time. 
Thank you so much for having me. 


