Writing Obituaries

The only religious way to think of death is as part and parcel of life; to regard it, with the

understanding and the emotions, as the inviolable condition of life.

— Thomas Mann, German novelist

Obituaries—descriptions of people’s lives and notices of their deaths—compose one of the most popular sections of the newspaper. Relatives scrutinize obituaries, townspeople inpsect them and others who have moved away but still subscribe to their hometown newpaper peruse them.

Obituaries are popular because of their importance to the people involved. Few other stories are as likely to be laminated, pasted in scrapbooks, fastened to refrigerators or mailed to friends. Also, obituaries are well read because only newspapers report them. Radio and television stations might mention the deaths of celebrities, but most newspapers publish obituaries for everyone in their communities.

Obituaries report on the lives of people who have died. Well-written obituaries capture people’s personalities. They convey the feeling that the people they describe possessed uni​que personalities and sets of experiences. They make the person who died seem warm or interesting.
In some respects, an obituary resembles a feature profile—it describes a person’s life and work. Thus, reporters report and write obituaries as they would news stories about living people. Although journalists might be reluctant to question grieving relatives and friends, they soon discover most family members are willing to talk about the deceased.

Some critics contend that obituary writing requires the best writer on the staff—the one who has the most life experiences and understands what a death means to the family and to the community. Unfortunately, at some newspapers, the newest reporter is assigned to writing obituaries. Young reporters write obituaries that follow a standard formula, show little regard for the deceased’s character and lack quotes from family and friends. Often, obituaries are poorly written because newspapers devote inadequate resources to them. A single reporter might be assigned to write all the obituaries before deadline and must assemble the facts for the report without leaving his or her desk. As a result, obituaries often seem detached or unfeeling because journalists lack the time to go into depth.

Newspapers try to publish an obituary for everyone who lived in their circulation area and for well-known community members who might have moved away from the area. Newspapers in smaller communities usually publish longer obituaries. Everyone in a small community knows almost everyone else. In large cities, a smaller percentage of readers will know any of the people described on the obituary page. Thus, the amount of space devoted to obituaries varies with the size of the newspaper. Other decisions about space arise because newspapers have limited room for obituaries. The addition of headlines and perhaps photographs leaves even less room for each obituary.
At one time, reporters wrote all obituaries, which were free in all newspapers. That standard has changed in recent years because newspapers have fewer resources (reporters and page space) to devote to the obituaries section. Also, many family members want much longer obituaries than newspapers can afford to publish. And, whereas reporters write objectively, family members want to include words that subjectively describe the deceased.

Many newspapers do not charge for short death or funeral notices, but have a variety of fee structures for biographical obituaries appearing in the newspaper and online. Certainly there is no charge when a reporter writes an obituary or if an obituary appears as a news story in a different section of the newspaper. Some charges might seem invisible to the deceased’s family because the funeral home writes the obituary and its cost is included with the overall fee for funeral and burial arrangements. Other charges are applied directly to family members who want the obituary to appear exactly as they have written it. For example, the Seattle Times charges $88 an inch for obituaries appearing in the weekday paper and $100 an inch for the Sunday paper. Photos are an additional consideration at $140 to $160, depending on the day of the week. The Winston-Salem (N.C.) Journal charges $2.50 a line and $25 for a photo Monday through Saturday, and $2.75 a line and $27.50 for a photo on Sunday. However, the company also charges $20 for the first day the obituary runs.
Charging for obits gives everyone the opportunity to have an obit in the newspaper. In addi​tion, when family members write obits, the printed record is precisely as they want. A criticism of paid obituaries, however, is that newspapers lose their ability to check the obit for accuracy and completeness.

Obituary databases have become a popular part of online newspapers. Some newspapers, such as the Richmond (Va.) Times-Dispatch, offer death notices, archives, a search engine and notices by e-mail. Visitors can also write in a “guest book” for friends and family.

TYPES OF DEATH REPORTS

Death or funeral notices, biographical obituaries and feature obituaries are different types of articles that cover someone’s death. Death or funeral notices include only basic information—name, age, city of residence, date of death and funeral home. Biographical obituaries include more, such as lists of accomplishments and survivors. Feature obituaries are full stories on the news pages and cover noteworthy individuals whose names are familiar to most readers.

Death or Funeral Notices

Usually, funeral directors write and place short death or funeral notices, and the fee for publishing them is added to the cost of funerals. Some newspapers print death notices for free. Funeral notices usually run in alphabetical order, usually near the obituaries or among the classified advertisements. Most are one paragraph long. A paid funeral notice ensures publication of information about someone’s death. Thus, everyone with some type of memorial observation usually has a funeral notice, and some will have both an obituary and funeral notice (and perhaps a feature story, as well).

All death or funeral notices indicate the person’s name, age, when he or she died and the funeral home that is handling the arrangements. Thus, at a minimum, the notice announces someone’s death and the funeral home to contact for more information. Different funeral directors might also include the cause of death, the deceased’s profession and the times of the memorial or burial. The following is an example of a funeral notice:

Lizzanne Baker, 22, died while on a mission in Kirkuk, Iraq. Services 10 a.m. Saturday at St. Gerard Catholic Church. Arrangements by Tiffany Funeral Home.

Biographical Obituaries
The difference between a funeral notice and biographical obituary is that the funeral notice an​nounces who died and the funeral home making the arrangements. The obituary written by a news​paper reporter focuses on how people lived their lives.

Obituary Characteristics Information commonly presented, and its approximate order, in an obituary includes:

1.
Identification (full name, age, address).
2.
Unique, outstanding or major attribute.
3.
Time and place of death.
4.
Cause or circumstance of death.
5.
Major accomplishments.
6.
Chronology of early life (place and date of birth, moves, education).
7.
Place and date of marriage.
8.
Occupation and employment history.
9.
Honors, awards and offices held.

10.
Additional interests and accomplishments.

11.
Memberships in churches, clubs and other civic groups.

12.
Military service.

13.
Surviving relatives (spouse, children, grandchildren, etc.).

14.
Religious services (location, officiating clergy, pallbearers).

15.
Other burial and funeral arrangements.

Gathering Facts Funeral directors give newspapers much of the information they need to write obituaries. Funeral homes, eager to have their names appear in newspapers as often as possible, obtain the information when families arrange services. Some funeral directors have the families fill out forms provided by the newspapers and immediately deliver the completed forms to the papers. Just before their daily deadlines, reporters may call the funeral homes to be certain they have not missed any obituaries.

If the person who died was prominent, reporters might learn more about the person by going to their newspaper’s library and reading previous stories published about him or her. Journalists can also call the person’s family, friends and business associates to obtain additional information and a recent photograph. Most people cooperate with reporters; they accept the requests for information as part of the routine that occurs at the time of death. Also, people want their friends’ and relatives’ obituaries to be accurate, thorough and well written.
The Lead After reporters have gathered the details they need, they begin the obituary by establishing as the central point the unique, most important or most interesting aspect of the person’s life or some outstanding fact about that person, such as a major accomplishment. The lead also includes the person’s name and identification:

Arizona D. Markham of North 13th Street died when a car hit her while she was jogging two miles from her home Saturday. She was 42.

REVISED: Arizona D. Markham, who never missed a trip in 23 years to gamble at the Kentucky Derby, died Saturday at the age of 42.
Michael J. Jacobs, 68, of Eastwood, died Wednesday at his home surrounded by family and friends.

REVISED: Michael J. Jacobs, who was an award-winning fisherman and avid sportsman, died Wednesday at the age of 68.

The original leads contained dull, routine facts: the people’s ages, addresses and causes of death. Dull, routine facts make dull leads. The revisions contain more specific and interesting facts about the lives of the people who died and their accomplishments. Other good leads might describe a person’s interests, goals, hobbies, philosophy or personality. Here are two examples of leads for obituaries written about Molly Ivins, a well-known syndicated columnist. The third example is a paid death notice for Ivins that ran in The New York Times:

USA TODAY: Molly Ivins, the iconoclastic syndicated columnist who skewered conservatives and tickled liberals, died Wednesday at her home in Austin after a long battle with breast cancer. She was 62.

Ivins casually announced that she had cancer at the end of a column on Dec. 14, 1999. “I have contracted an outstanding case of breast cancer, from which I fully intend to recover,” she deadpanned. “I don’t need get-well cards, but I would like the beloved women readers to do something for me: Go. Get. The. Damn. Mammogram. Done.”

Voice of America News: Molly Ivins, a popular U.S. newspaper columnist and best-selling author, has died at the age of 62.
Ivins passed away Wednesday at her home in the southwestern city of Austin, Texas, after a long battle with breast cancer.

Ivins was an unapologetic liberal who used down-to-earth humor to make fun of politicians regardless of their political party, especially those in her native state of Texas. But she targeted most of her biting wit on President Bush, who served as Texas governor before his election to the White House in 2000. Ivins dubbed the future president “Dubya” and “Shrub” while criticizing his policies, and co-wrote two best-selling books about him.

In one of her final columns last month, she urged readers to oppose the war in Iraq, saying “we are the deciders.”

The New York Times: IVINS—Molly. The American Civil Liberties Union and the ACLU of Texas deeply mourn the passing of longtime ACLU friend and legendary columnist, Molly Ivins. Ivins was a much-loved member of the ACLU family and highly respected for her staunch commitment to the protection of civil liberties. Whether it was promoting racial justice, exposing discrimination or protecting a woman’s right to choose, Ivins was a champion of the rights of all people. Throughout the years, Ivins not only exercised her own right to free speech, but also defended that of her political opponents.

The Body An obituary’s second and third paragraphs should immediately develop the central point stated in the lead. For example, if the lead reports the deceased was an electrician who also won ballroom dancing contests, the next two or three paragraphs should describe that person’s work and hobby.

Mistakenly, inexperienced journalists quickly shift to chronological order and, in their second paragraph, report the earliest and least interesting details of the person’s life: the dates of birth, graduation from high school or marriage. Instead, if time and space are available, reporters should include anecdotes about the person’s life and recollections of friends and relatives, as well as other biographical highlights.

Direct and indirect quotations make obituaries more interesting, as shown here in the first few paragraphs of the obituary appearing in the Lansing State Journal for Michigan’s former lieutenant governor:

Martha Griffiths, the matriarch of Michigan politics and one of the nation’s greatest advocates for women’s rights has died.

Griffiths, 91, died Tuesday night at her home in Armada in Macomb County.

The 10-term U.S. House member led the fight to pass the Equal Rights Amendment in Congress and added language banning sex discrimination in the 1964 Civil Rights Act.
She continued spearheading women’s rights as the state’s first female lieutenant governor.

“I would not be determining legislation today if it were not for all the women who went to jail so that all of us could vote and for women who have worn their shoes out getting me into office,” Griffiths once said in explaining why she pushed to outlaw gender bias in the Civil Rights Act.

Described as crusty, passionate, saucy, unpredictable, fiercely independent, out​spoken and controversial, Griffiths had a way of persuading people.
The following obituary illustrates how facts are generally ordered in obituaries:
Flags flew at half-staff Thursday morning near the family home of Charleston High School graduate Jimmy John North, who died while on a mission in northern Iraq on Tuesday.

The 27-year-old Army infantryman was killed near Kirkuk, the third-largest city in Iraq, when North’s unit, the 74th Long Range Surveillance Detachment, parachuted into Northern Iraq to survey the area and encountered combat with Iraq loyalists.

“He always thought for himself,” his mother, Linda Bowen, said. “He wanted to make things right in the world, and joining the military was his way of doing that.”
She described her son as a kind, self-disciplined man, who always managed to stay close to the family. “He kept saying they’d have to build new telephone poles because he was wearing out the old ones with all his calls and e-mails home.”

Margaret Mead High School counselor Micah Reeves recalled being impressed that North knew he wanted to join the military so early in life. He called North an outgoing student with many friends. “He did a lot of laughing and was popular with the other students.”

North was an independent movie buff, who introduced family and friends to the work of film directors before they became well-known. He was a fan of country music, despite growing up with a brother who played in a rock ’n’ roll band.

North was born in Charleston on July 20, 1981, and graduated from high school in 1998 before going into the military. North also served in Afghanistan. His unit was attached to the 173rd Airborne Brigade, part of the elite Army Rangers.
His father had marched with the Rev. Martin Luther King and died in 2000. North’s survivors include his mother, Linda Bowen, and two siblings, Isabella and Tommy Lynn, all of Charleston.

The family will receive visitors from 1 to 3 p.m. Saturday at the Skyline Funeral Home, 2340 Murrin Road in Charleston. The funeral service will be 3 p.m. Sunday at the First Presbyterian Church of Charleston with the Rev. Lacy Gray officiating. Burial will follow immediately in Memory Gardens in Charleston, where North will be placed beside his father.

The family asks that friends donate to the local chapter of the YMCA Children’s Scholarship Fund instead of sending flowers. Condolences may be sent to www.skylinehome.com.

Cause of Death Why a person died is often newsworthy information, so some newspapers try to report the cause of every death. However, other newspapers do not because that information is difficult to obtain. Family members and funeral directors might be reluctant to announce a cause of death. Some causes of death have social stigmas attached to them. People were once reluctant to mention cancer, so obituaries used the euphemism that people “died after a long illness” or “died after a lingering illness.”

Suicides and drug overdoses also are delicate issues. Some newspapers consider suicide a family matter and never report it in an obituary as the cause of death. Because family members clip and keep obituaries, they might not want a reminder that a relative committed suicide. Drug overdoses sometimes are suicides, or they could be accidental overdoses of illegal drugs. In either case, the information might upset family members. When newspapers do report suicides and drug overdoses, they carefully attribute the determination of the cause of death to some authority, usually the coroner. Although the cause of death may be known and reported, the obituary rarely includes details of how a person died because its central point is a review of the person’s life.

Many obituaries simply note that the person died. Clyde Haberman of The New York Times addressed in the first few paragraphs of the following obituary how journalism icon David Halberstam died, but did not dwell on the details:

David Halberstam, a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and tireless author of books on topics as varied as America’s military failings in Vietnam, the deaths of firefighters at the World Trade Center and the high-pressure world of professional basketball, was killed yesterday in a car crash south of San Francisco. He was 73, and lived in Manhattan.

Mr. Halberstam was a passenger in a car making a turn in Menlo Park, Calif., when it was hit broadside by another car and knocked into a third vehicle, said the San Mateo County coroner. He was pronounced dead at the scene.

The man who was driving Mr. Halberstam, a journalism student at the University of California at Berkeley, was injured, as were the drivers of the other two vehicles. None of those injuries were called serious.
Mr. Halberstam was killed doing what he had done his entire adult life: reporting. He was on his way to interview Y.A. Tittle, the former New York Giants quarterback, for a book about the 1958 championship game between the Giants and the Baltimore Colts, considered by many to be the greatest football game ever played.

Tall, square-jawed and graced with an imposing voice so deep that it seemed to begin at his ankles, Mr. Halberstam came into his own as a journalist in the early 1960s covering the nascent American war in South Vietnam for The New York Times.

Survivors Most newspapers no longer print the specific street address of the deceased or the survivors. One reason for the omission is that burglars assume the house will be empty during funeral services. Another reason is that swindlers often prey on a deceased person’s relatives. Also, journalists try to preserve the privacy of survivors.

Newspapers sometimes name the deceased’s immediate family members who have already died, usually if the person died young or to establish lineage. The list of survivors normally includes only an individual’s immediate family. It begins with the name of the person’s spouse and continues with the names of parents, brothers and sisters, and children. Many newspapers list the number but not the names of grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Few newspapers list more distant relatives, such as nieces, nephews and cousins, unless they are the only survivors or are themselves people of note. Some newspapers list the names of other survivors—nonrelatives, such as live-in friends who played an important role in the person’s life.

Normally, the names of surviving relatives and the times and places for the religious services and burial appear at the end of an obituary. The information should be as specific as possible so that mourners will know when they can call on the person’s family, and when and where they can attend the funeral and burial.

When writing obituaries, journalists remember that they are describing a person, not merely a subject or event.

Jenna Mae Hollingsford Merryman, a community activist who championed equal opportunities for children, died of cancer Saturday. She was 86.

She was a force in the community, an advocate for improving the region’s schools, said former mayor Miriam Cauldron. “She just had a passion for it, and it all began with families and children,” Cauldron said.

“She enjoyed being active in the community, right up to the end,” said her son, Josiah Merryman, a trustee of Delaware University.

Merryman was born in Travis County to Maria (Bassett) and Jacob Hollingsford. She was graduated cum laude in education at Delaware University, where she met her husband, John K. Merryman. They moved to Cedar Falls the following year.

From 1958 to 1962, Merryman served as the first female president of the local branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. In 1993, she received the Star Award, presented by the Cedar Falls City Council, for her dedication to the city.

Merryman was the first minority person to act as secretary for the Delaware Legislature, and she was secretary for DU’s College of Education and a DU specialist on training minorities and women. In addition, she held many volunteer leadership positions with civic, church and human-service organizations. She was a a charter member for DU’s presidential Women’s Steering Committee, Black Faculty and Administrators Association and the non-academic Women’s Advisory Committee.

Merryman is survived by her husband, John, and her daughter, Angela Beckett of Chicago, and two sons, Robert of Grand Haven, and Satchel of Cedar Falls. She has four grandchildren.

JIM NICHOLSON: NO. 1 IN OBITUARIES

Jim Nicholson started working on the obituary page for the Philadelphia Daily News in 1983.

Earlier, Nicholson worked as an investigative reporter and was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize. While working for the Daily News, Nicholson has become famous and has repeatedly been honored as the nation’s best obituary writer.

Whereas most newspapers publish long obituaries only for celebrities, Nicholson writes colorful obituaries of ordinary Philadelphians. Nicholson writes about bus drivers, school crossing guards, sanitation workers and retirees. He calls these people the real heroes in our society:

Most people never make the paper because they never murdered anybody, dealt in narcotics, got locked up or elected to public office. But what I write about are the most important people in the world—[those] who make your water run, your streetcars and buses operate, deliver the vegetables. Who would you miss more when he goes on vacation, the secretary of state or your garbage man?

A colleague at the Philadelphia Daily News adds:

On Jim’s obit page, you read about laborers, plumbers, pastors, housewives; you read about their pride and their small kindnesses. You read about the security guard who died with no survivors and few possessions who was a World War II hero. You read about the elderly storekeeper who gave away as much as she sold, and listened to her customers’ troubles.

Nicholson calls his job “the most rewarding I’ve ever had.” He explains that, as an obituary writer, he has “touched more lives positively than I have with anything else I’ve done.” In addition, an obit “is the last—and sometimes only—time we can say someone lived a life and their being here mattered.”

Any one of my obits will outlive any investigative thing I’ve ever done. People save these forever. Some people will Xerox 200 to 300 copies and take them to the funerals. They’ll put them next to the register and people will sign in and take a copy. People laminate my obits and give them to friends.

Friends may call from 2 to 4 and from 7 to 9 p.m. Tuesday at the Pine Woods Chapel, 540 E. Pine Woods Dr. The funeral will be held at 4 p.m. Wednesday at the Pine Woods Chapel, with the Rev. Donna Johnson officiating. Burial will follow in Pine Woods Cemetery.

The family requests that memorial contributions be made to the American Cancer Society or to the education department of Delaware University for a scholarship in Merryman’s name.

Feature Obituaries

If a newsworthy individual dies—someone most readers know—newspapers will publish a feature story in their news pages about events in the person’s life and circumstances surrounding his or her death.
Obituaries for national celebrities emphasize different types of information from that in obituaries for ordinary people. Newspapers almost always report the cause of death when a celebrity dies. Politicians, athletes and entertainers have lived their lives before the public, and the public usually wants to know what caused their death. When the celebrity’s family tries to withhold the cause of death—for instance, when the celebrity dies of a drug overdose or of AIDS—reporters will work to uncover it.
Because few readers are likely to know a national celebrity personally and attend the funeral and burial, the obituary might not mention those services. Instead, it will emphasize the celebrity’s personality and accomplishments. Sometimes, journalists repeat what the person had said on earlier occasions to show the character of the individual. Sometimes the person’s personality will come through in quotes from family and friends.
Here are the first few paragraphs of the obituary for football coach Bill Walsh that appeared in the Los Angeles Times. These paragraphs describe Walsh’s major achievements and the cause of death, and they include quotes from people who knew him and were influenced by him.

His ideas once were considered too gimmicky and too risky, especially in a league in which smashmouth football was the norm. But Bill Walsh’s West Coast offense created a dynasty with his 49ers of the 1980s and eventually spread in some form to nearly every NFL team.

Walsh, nicknamed “The Genius” for his innovative, pass-oriented attack, died at 75 yesterday at his San Francisco Bay Area home after a long battle with leukemia.

Walsh went 102-63-1 with the 49ers, winning three Super Bowls and six divisional titles in 10 seasons. He was Coach of the Year after the 1981 and 1984 seasons and was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1993.

“His coaching accomplishments speak for themselves, but the essence of Bill Walsh was he was an extraordinary teacher,” NFL commissioner Roger Goodell said in a statement. “If you gave him a blackboard and a piece of chalk, he would become a whirlwind of wisdom . . . He revolutionized the game with his offense and will always be remembered as one of the most influential people in NFL history.”

Walsh’s system, which relied on quick passes, influenced many of today’s coaches, including Mike Shanahan (Broncos), Mike Holmgren (Seahawks), Jon Gruden (Bucs), Brian Billick (Ravens) and Andy Reid (Eagles). Walsh served two stints as the 49ers’ general manager and coached at Stanford after leaving the 49ers.

Said Shanahan: “I don’t care if he was teaching high school kids or pros three- to five-step drops, he enjoyed it. He was very good at it, very smart. The best way to describe him is passionate about everything, and that’s one of the reasons he was so successful.”

Todd Spangler of the Associated Press wrote the following first paragraphs about Fred Rogers. The journalist summarized Rogers’ outstanding work, showed his cause of death and used quotes to describe his traits:

Fred Rogers, who gently invited millions of children to be his neighbor as host of the public television show “Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood” for more than 30 years, died of cancer early Thursday. He was 74.

Rogers died at his Pittsburgh home, said family spokesman David Newell, who played Mr. McFeely on the show. Rogers had been diagnosed with stomach cancer sometime after the holidays, Newell said.

“He was so genuinely kind, a wonderful person,” Newell said. “His mission was to work with families and children for television. . . . That was his passion, his mission, and he did it from day one.”

The Boston Globe’s Bob Hohler began a feature obituary about Ted Williams by retelling his greatest accomplishment and describing his illness and death.
Ted Williams, an American icon who rose from the sandlots of San Diego to realize his dream of being recognized as “the greatest hitter who ever lived,” died yesterday at a hospital in Inverness, Fla. The Red Sox legend, who hit .406 in 1941 to become the last player to break the .400 barrier, was 83.

Mr. Williams died at 8:49 a.m. at Citrus Memorial Hospital, a few miles from his home in Hernando. He suffered cardiac arrest upon arrival at the hospital, and doctors were not able to revive him.

In the winter of his life, Mr. Williams battled an array of ailments, including a debilitating bout of congestive heart failure. The Hall of Famer suffered two strokes in the 1990s that impaired his once-remarkable vision and sapped his energy. Surgeons operated on his heart for 9½ hours on Jan. 15, 2001, after implanting a pacemaker two months earlier.

No funeral is scheduled, but the Red Sox are considering holding a service at Fenway Park July 22.

“Baseball has lost one of its very best today with the passing of Ted Williams, someone I considered a great hero and a close friend,” said George H.W. Bush, father of the current president. “The entire Bush family, as did so many baseball fans, loved Ted. On and off the field he believed in service to country and indeed he served with honor and distinction . . . I will miss him.”

The Splendid Splinter, as he was known in baseball’s Golden Age when he and Joe DiMaggio ranked as the biggest stars on the national stage, whispered a mournful goodbye to friends and former teammates in his last public appearance, a ceremony Feb. 17 at the Ted Williams Museum near his home.

USA TODAY began Williams’ obituary by Sandy Grady with the following paragraphs. Readers get a better sense of Williams’ personality and his background, but less about the circumstances surrounding his death:

Ted Williams loved to watch John Wayne movies. By some peculiar osmosis, as he grew older, he began to look and talk like Wayne—same arrogant, big-shouldered swagger, same booming voice, same flashes of combativeness.

But, as others remarked when he died at 83 this past weekend, there was a difference: Williams did everything in life that Wayne merely faked on the screen.

After all, Wayne hadn’t racked up all of the hitting records in what was arguably baseball’s greatest era. He hadn’t been a pilot in two world wars. He hadn’t flown as John Glenn’s wingman in Korea. Or crash-landed a flaming F-9 Panther jet. Or managed in the major leagues. Or become a world-renowned fisherman.

Yep, Williams was the real—as opposed to reel—John Wayne.

Reporting the Good and the Bad Newspapers and magazines devote a lot of space to a celebrity’s obituary. Obituary writers may recall anecdotes or tales that will reveal more about the person’s life and character. They often describe the hurdles that the celebrity overcame. Many journalists also insist that obituaries should not simply praise individuals, but should report their lives: both the good and the bad.

An obituary in Time magazine for the Queen Mother Elizabeth recalled an anecdote during World War II to describe her conduct: “During the war, the couple became highly visible symbols of the nation’s resolve, climbing over rubble as they visited bombed-out areas of London. The queen defiantly insisted on staying by her husband’s side even during the Blitz, prompting Adolf Hitler to call her the most dangerous woman in Europe. Her sense of duty and steadfastness never waned, even when Buckingham Palace itself was bombed. On VE Day, when she stood waving on the balcony, the palace’s windows were still obscured by blackout shutters.”

Obituaries reported the hurdles Katharine Meyer Graham overcame in her personal life as she transformed a mediocre newspaper, the Washington Post, into one of the world’s most important media companies. Newsweek published that “Katharine Meyer grew up in a kind of chilly grandeur. She was surrounded by governesses and private tutors, but once had to make an appointment to see her mother. Agnes Meyer was a self-dramatist who fed her own ego by trampling on her daughter’s.” The Orlando Sentinel reported that her father invited her husband, Philip, to become publisher at 31 and later gave him the newspaper. “Eugene Meyer also arranged for him to hold more stock in the company than his daughter because, he explained to her, ‘no man should be in the position of working for his wife.’ ” U.S. News & World Report reported: “Manic-depressive illness turned Phil into an erratic, abusive husband who played upon his wife’s insecurities. Taunting her before friends with the nickname ‘Porky,’ he briefly abandoned her for another woman.”

Another example of reporting the bad happened years ago in Europe—with good results. Alfred Nobel was born in Stockholm in 1833 and became a chemist and engineer. Nobel invented dynamite and other explosives, became an armaments manufacturer and accumulated an immense fortune. In 1888, Nobel’s brother died, and a newspaper in Paris published an obituary for Alfred by mistake. The newspaper’s obituary called Alfred “a merchant of death.” Nobel was so shocked by the obituary’s description of him that, when he died in 1896, he left the bulk of his estate in trust to establish the Nobel Prizes for peace, literature, physics, chemistry and physiology or medicine. Thus, Nobel used his wealth to honor people who do the most to advance humanity “rather than simply kill them off, as his products had done.”

Newspapers are more likely to publish negative information about public figures than about private citizens. Also, large dailies are more likely than smaller daily and weekly newspapers to mention a person’s indiscretions. Smaller newspapers tend to be more protective of their communities and of the people living in them. Journalists in smaller cities might know the people who died and find that the critical information will anger friends and relatives and disturb the entire community.

Preparing Obituaries
The Associated Press and other news services prepare some celebrities’ obituaries in advance and update them periodically. When a particular person dies, a reporter adds final information to the lead, and the news service disseminates the obituary across the country. The prewritten obituary is stored in a computer system until it is needed. An outline of Bob Hope’s canned obituary was miscoded and inadvertently appeared on the AP’s Web site for 45 minutes. The headline on the obit copy read: “Bob Hope, Tireless Master of the One-Liner, Dead at XX.” The lead said: “LOS ANGELES (AP)—Bob Hope, the master of the one-liner and tireless morale-booster for servicemen from World War II to the Gulf War, xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx. He was xx (born May 29, 1903).” His death was announced on the floor of the U.S. House of Representatives. A Hope spokesperson declared the lawmakers were misinformed. “Well, Congress has been wrong before,” he said.

Journalists need to be careful when strangers call with obituaries. The callers might provide all the necessary information. They also might explain that a funeral home will not be announcing a service or burial because the deceased’s body will be cremated by a private burial society or donated to medical research. Or callers might say the deceased had been a member of the community but moved to another town. Most such calls are genuine, but sometimes they are hoaxes. Later, the people described in these obituaries call the newspaper, insisting that they are not dead. Because of the possibility of a hoax, editors often require their reporters to call a second source and confirm the details in every obituary before it is published.
Even the information provided by funeral directors should be checked for errors. Survivors might be upset and flustered about the death of their friend or relative. Thus, when they make funeral arrangements, they could be mistaken about some of the information they give to funeral directors. They might not know or remember some facts and might guess at others. Furthermore, funeral directors might make some mistakes while recording information and could misspell names, especially names of unfamiliar individuals and cities.

Obituary writers must be especially careful and accurate. Obituaries are usually the last stories written about a person. If a reporter makes an error, it is likely to infuriate the person’s friends and relatives. The error could also be difficult to correct.

OBITUARY WRITING CONSIDERATIONS

1.
Obituaries become more interesting when reporters go beyond the routine and do more than list the events in a person’s life—that is, when they take the time to include additional details and to explain their significance. For example, instead of just saying that a woman owned a flower shop, the obituary might include what inspired her to buy or open the shop and how her shop differed from others. In addition to reporting that a man enjoyed playing chess during his retirement, the obituary might describe his favorite spot to play, how often he played and whether he was any good at the game. The reporter might describe the person’s character and physical appearance. If the person who died was young, his or her goals or hobbies might be reported.
2.
The addition of ancedotes and quotations from family and friends gives a personality to the person in the obituary.
3.
Reporters should avoid euphemisms for “died,” such as “departed,” “expired” or “succumbed.” Airplanes depart, driver’s licenses expire and defeated athletes succumb to the victors, but people die. Obituary writers must also avoid the sentimental language used by funeral directors and by grieving friends and relatives—terms such as “the loved one.” They should also resist the temptation to write eulogies—speeches praising the deceased.
4.
Obituary writers encounter problems other reporters rarely face. Many people hesitate to reveal a deceased relative’s age, particularly if the relative had falsified or kept it a secret. Reporters should always double-check ages by subtracting the date of birth from the date of death. Also, obituary writers might prefer to report that someone died in a hospital, but not identify the hospital because the information might unfairly harm its reputation.
5.
A woman is survived by her husband, not her widower. Similarly, a man is survived by his wife, not by his widow.
6.
A Catholic funeral Mass is celebrated, said or sung, and the word “Mass” is always capitalized.
7.
Because burglars sometimes break into surviving relatives’ homes while they are attending a funeral, most newspapers no longer print survivors’ addresses in obituaries.
8.
Many editors object to reporting that a death was “sudden,” explaining that most deaths are sudden and a more accurate term may be “unexpected.”
9.
Medical examiners conduct autopsies to determine the cause of death. When that happens, simply report, “an autopsy will be (or has been) conducted.” If you report, “an autopsy will be conducted to determine the cause of death,” you will be stating the obvious—and thus wasting your readers’ time and your newspaper’s space.

10.
Avoid suggesting that one relationship is inferior to another. Unless the family requests that you do so, do not create separate lists of natural children and adopted children, or of sisters and half-sisters, for example.

CHECKLIST FOR REPORTING AND WRITING OBITUARIES
1.
Gather basic information about the individual’s life: name, age, occupation, area of residence, activities (hobbies and organizational memberships), honors and awards, survivors and funeral arrangements.
2.
Find the unique trait or ability of the individual that makes this person stand out from all other individuals, and that can be expanded into another paragraph or two.
3.
Paint a picture of this person, using character traits and personality and, perhaps, physical characteristics.
4.
Gather quotes from family and friends. Maybe repeat something the deceased had said, if it reflects his or her personality.
5.
Consider the good and not-so-good. No one is perfect, and it is often people’s quirks that make them human or give them character.
6.
Add some historical context to give readers a better feel for what it was like to grow up or live as this person did.
7.
Remember that the obituary is about a life, not a death.

EXERCISE 1

WRITING Leads for OBITUARIES

Write an interesting lead from the following facts. Use your judgment, based on what you have read in this chapter, as to what should be remembered about the person.

1.
Carmen L. DeLaurent, 9, of Spencer, died of head injuries Sunday. She fell in gymnastic practice at the Riordan Studio at 5045 Grant Ave.
· Was the daughter of Steven and Marie DeLaurent.
· Fell while practicing for the Youth Gymnastic State Meet to be held here next month.
· Studied gymnastics since age four at Riordan Studio and hoped to be in the Olympics one day.

· Was a student at Ridgeville Elementary School.
2. William Robert Bailey of Westwood died of heart failure while mowing his lawn at home Thursday. He was 88.
· Graduated from City Industrial College in 1951 with a B.S. degree in business management.

· Was a bombardier in the U.S. Army Air Corps stationed at Harrington, England, in World War II and was shot down by the Germans over Belgium.
· Owner and President of Bailey’s Hardware in Westwood.
· Started Bailey’s Thanksgiving Table in 1953 to serve 35 hot dinners to people in need. The annual tradition now serves more than 600 dinners at the City Industrial College Auditorium and relies on 75 volunteers.
3.
Eva M. Longworth, 37, was a fourth-grade teacher at Central Elementary School in Middlebrook. She died of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma on Monday in Mercy Hospital.
· Was among the first group of patients to receive a bone marrow transplant at Mercy Hospital in Middlebrook 12 years ago.

· Started the cancer survivors’ park for teens at Mercy Hospital.
· Accepted a teaching post at Central Elementary School after graduating from Lakeview College in 1991.

4.
Ronald (Casey) H. Sikes, 62, of East Landon, a mechanic for T.K. Best Co. gasoline stations, died Saturday.

· Restored 1960s-era Corvette convertibles and owned three—one in red, yellow, and blue.
· Graduated from Landon High School in 1963 and worked for Truck & Motor Assembly until it closed in 1987.

· Drove one of his Corvettes in the East Landon Labor Day Parade, beginning in 1966.
5.
Elizabeth (Liza) Sasso, 20, of Middlebrook, died at Mercy Hospital on Friday after a brief illness. She was the daughter of Catherine and Thomas Sasso.
· Was a sophomore at State University.

· Loved hiking and exploring rivers and streams.

· Joined SU’s Environmental Group as a freshman.

· Photographed her outdoor excursions and posted them on her Web site, and advocated against harmful pollutants in regional waterways.
EXERCISE 2

WRITING OBITUARIES

Write obituaries based on the following information. Use your judgment, based on what you have read in this chapter, in deciding whether to use the most controversial details. Be sure to check facts in the City Directory.

OBITUARY 1: CAROL SHADGOTT

Identification: Carol Shadgott. Born in March 20, 1956. Address: 8472 Chestnut Dr.

Circumstances of death: Died yesterday at Sacred Heart Hospital of melanoma at 9:20 p.m. She underwent treatment for six weeks in the outpatient cancer clinic before being admitted to the hospital two days ago.
Funeral services: The memorial service will be at Mt. Zion Apostolic Church at 11 a.m. Friday. The family plans on receiving visitors at the church’s Cartwright Library from 9 a.m. to 10:30 a.m., before the service. She will be buried in Washington Gardens cemetery immediately following the service. Donations may be sent to the Sacred Heart Hospital Community Sports League Fund and to the Metro Art League Scholarship Fund.

Survivors: Second husband Frank D. Shadgott, M.D., daughter Amanda Blake, sister Alice Cyclor of the City Council, stepson Bill Shadgott—all from this city. She is the daughter of Nora Hoffsinger and the late Robert Hoffsinger of this city. Her first husband was Mark Evans, a county social worker. They divorced in 1985.
Accomplishments: She obtained a bachelor of fine arts degree from State University in 1977, and was employed as director of art education at Mt. Zion Apostolic Church Summer Camp in the 1980s. She also was a member of the choir for many years.
Additional Information: She was active in the Volunteer Alliance at Sacred Heart Hospital, and has been chairman of the membership committee, secretary, vice president and president. Her favorite project was the hospital’s annual street fair for better health. She also enjoyed watercolor painting and designed a promotional poster for the health fair in 1992. She liked to garden, and paint vegetables and flowers on greeting cards. Mainly, she sent her cards to friends, but she also sold some at the Metro Art League to raise money for art scholarships.
OBITUARY 2: CATHY VERNEL

Identification: Cathy S. Vernel. Born in July 29, 1963. Address: 1010 Vermont St.

Circumstances of death: Died at 4 p.m. today in Roosevelt Hospital. Vernel was admitted to the hospital almost three weeks ago and very slowly died from the AIDS virus.

Funeral services: A memorial service at All Faiths Church will be held at 4 p.m. Saturday. Burial immediately following at Clover Field Cemetery. There will be no viewing of the body. The family will receive visitors Friday from 5 p.m. to 7 p.m. They request no flowers and that expressions of sympathy be in the form of contributions to All Faiths Church.

Survivors: An ex-husband from years ago, Joe Simmons of Hawaii; an adopted daughter, Raynelle of this city; parents, Barbara and Paul Wyman of this city; lots of cousins.

Accomplishments: Born and attended elementary and high schools in this city. Was graduated with honors from State University with a degree in accounting about 20 years ago. Worked as an accountant for IBM in Chicago for about 15 years, the last five as a senior accountant, and the last two as head of the department.

Additional Information: Quit accounting to become a cab driver in this city. Bought a horse farm. Got into debt and had to sell some of the horses. Was trying to save money to open a horse riding business for little kids. This was something she had always wanted to do.

OBITUARY 3: JOEL FOULER

Identification: Joel Fritz Fouler. Born March 13, 1984. Address: 2006 Hillcrest St.

Circumstances of death: Taken to the emergency room at Mercy Hospital at 1 a.m. yesterday, where he died shortly thereafter. An autopsy will be conducted because police found some drugs in his residence, which he shared with another student.

Funeral services: The family will see people at Safe Haven Funeral home from 2 to 4 p.m. tomorrow and the funeral follows at 5 p.m. Burial immediately following at Glenn Acres Cemetery. Donations can be made to the school for a scholarship in Fouler’s name.

Survivors: His parents, Barbara and Fritz of 88 Eastbrook Avenue.

Three sisters, Wendy, Sierra and Regina, all at home. A brother, Frederic, a soldier stationed in Germany. Also, his college roommate of the last two years: Timothy Bolankner, also of 2006 Hillcrest St.

Accomplishments: In the top 10 percent of his graduating class at Central High School, where he was a member of the baseball, basketball and soccer teams, a member of the student council, a member of the National Honor Society. Now, a sophomore studying veterinerary medicine in hopes of becoming a veterinarian someday. He maintained a 3.8 GPA in college and was on the Dean’s List. He was also on the baseball team.

EXERCISE 3

WRITING OBITUARIES

Many newspapers give blank obituary notice forms to funeral homes and ask the people working there to fill out the forms when friends and relatives come in to arrange a funeral. The system makes it easy for newspapers to obtain all the information needed to write most obituaries. Use the information in these forms to write obituaries for the individuals they describe.

OBITUARY NOTICE

Please supply the information asked for below and send to the newspaper office as quickly as possible after death. Relatives, friends and neighbors of the deceased will appreciate prompt reporting of this news so that they may attend funeral services or send messages of condolence.

Full Name of Deceased Terrence C. Austin
Age 81

Address 418 Cottage Hill Rd.

Date and Cause of Death Died late last Sunday of cancer of the throat

Place of Death Mercy Hospital

Time and Date of Funeral 4 p.m. Friday afternoon so his entire family have time to travel here for the funeral.

Place of Funeral St. Mark African Methodist Episcopal church

Place of Burial All Saints Cemetery with a reception afterwards at the family home.


Officiating Cleric The Rev. James J. Burnes

Place of Birth Chicago

Places and Length of Residences Mr. Austin moved here as an infant with his family and lived in the city all his entire life except three years service in the marines during the Korean War.

Occupation Retired. Former chef at Deacosta’s Restaurant

Did Deceased Ever Hold Public Office (When and What)? None

Name, Address of Surviving Spouse Wife Anna Austin, 418 Cottage Hill Rd.


Maiden Name (if Married Woman)

Marriage, When and to Whom Married to his widow the former Anna L. Davis 56 years

Names, Addresses of Surviving Children Three sons. Walter J. Austin and Terrence L. Austin both of Atlanta. Also James K. Austin of Chicago. Two daughters who live locally, Heather Kocembra of 388 31st St. and Betty Sawyer of 2032 Turf Way Apt. 512.


Names, Addresses of Surviving Brothers and Sisters Brothers Edward John Austin of Chicago and Robert Wesley Austin of Montreal in Canada.

Number of Grandchildren (Great, etc.) 14 grandchildren, 27 great grandchildren and 2 great great grandchildren.

Names, Addresses of Parents (if Living) Mother Lulu T. Austin died 10 years ago and his father Frank died 27 years ago.

Other Information Mr. Austin was a retired chef for Deacosta’s Restaurant for more than 25 years. He was also a member of the New Day Singers male chorus and a member of St. Mark African Methodist Episcopal church. After retiring from the restaurant he and his wife catered for weddings and other social gatherings. He learned to cook as a child from his mother, and was further trained as a cook in the Marines but then was moved to rifleman, winning two purple hearts and a bronze star during service in Korea. After returning home he got a job in a restaurant kitchen and learned more via on-the-job training. In recent years he never tired of playing with his grandchildren and great grandchildren. He said he missed spending as much time with his own children as he wanted since he often went to work at 11am or 12 noon and didn’t get back home until after midnight.


Reporter’s Additional Notes—Interviews with Friends, Relatives and Co-workers:
His wife said, “He worked hard cooking all week at work and then relaxed by cooking at home, but he refused to do the dishes which was fine with us. Until he retired his job didn’t often allow him to be with the family for the holidays. Those were the times he worked 12 hours a day preparing other people’s feasts. Since he retired he just loved singing at church. But he smoked those damn Camels, 2 or more packs a day, and that’s what killed him, caused his cancer. I wanted him to stop but he was hooked, really hooked on ’em ever since Korea.”

His son Walter said, “Dad loved to cook, and he loved working with people. During the holidays and family gatherings he’d cook up a storm. As soon as we stepped in the door we’d smell the hams, turkeys, greens, and baked pies. He liked Deacosta’s because they let him use his imagination to create new dishes and they gave him a big bonus every Christmas. He always went right out and spent every penny of it on toys for us kids and things for the house and Mom, which made Christmas a really happy time for our family.”

Peggy Deacosta said, “His specialty was creating dishes filled with edible colors and designs using fresh fruits and vegetables. Plus desserts, he made the best desserts in town.”

OBITUARY NOTICE

Please supply the information asked for below and send to the newspaper office as quickly as possible after death. Relatives, friends and neighbors of the deceased will appreciate prompt reporting of this news so that they may attend funeral services or send messages of condolence.

Full Name of Deceased Anne “Kitty” Capiello
Age Twenty

Address 8210 University Boulevard, Apartment 311


Date and Cause of Death Police say apparent suicide via overdose of prescription drugs

Place of Death Corpse found at 7:40AM this morning on a bench in Riverside Park.


Time and Date of Funeral Not yet scheduled. Body awaiting autopsy. Coroners report on cause of death is due in a few days.


Place of Funeral University Chapel

Place of Burial Body to be cremated/no burial


Officiating Cleric Campus ministry/The Reverend and Professor Mildred Berg

Place of Birth Mercy Hospital in this city

Places and Length of Residences A life-long resident of the city.

Occupation College student currently in her 2nd year of study, major in pre-med.


Did Deceased Ever Hold Public Office (When and What)? no


Name, Address of Surviving Spouse Parents said she was committed to her boyfriend, Jorge Alberto Coto. The two shared a college apartment.


Maiden Name (if Married Woman)

Marriage, When and to Whom Never married

Names, Addresses of Surviving Children Gave up her only child for adoption 3 years ago, a baby girl.

Names, Addresses of Surviving Brothers and Sisters A brother, Burt, age 17, and a younger sister, Amy, age 15, both still living with their mother and stepfather.


Number of Grandchildren (Great, etc.) None

Names, Addresses of Parents (if Living) Mother Sara Knoechel and stepfather Alvin Knoechel; father and stepmother Otto and Sandra Capiello.


Other Information An honors student at Kennedy high school in this city and on the deans list at your college with a 3.92 GPA (only 1 B and all her other grades As) during her first completed semesters of college. The winner of several scholarships. Enrolled in your colleges Honors Program. Not a member of a sorority or any church. Secretary of the Pre-Med Club. To help pay her college expenses she worked part time, twenty hrs. a week, as a clerk in the Student Health Center.

Reporter’s Additional Notes—Interviews with Friends, Relatives and Co-workers:
Friend Thomas Alvarez said, “She was a top student, got As in everything. She was very giving, caring, and I think that’s why she wanted a career in medicine. She was a smart, beautiful person, but never very secure. She’d do anything for you and never ask anything in return.”

Sue DaRoza, another friend, said, “At first she wanted to major in engineering, then switched to pre-med, but wasn’t always certain if she wanted to be a nurse or a doctor. She loved kids and wanted to help them, kids with special needs. I think she really wanted to be a doctor, but her family couldn’t afford to send her to med school, and she didn’t want to be a burden.”

Friend Patricia Richards said, “Ann was very serious, very competitive, always pushing herself, trying to do better, to be Number One. We’ve been friends since elementary school. She was 14 when her parents got divorced, and that really hurt her. I’d gone through the same thing and we were always talking about it, trying to understand it. She wanted to marry Jorge but he said he wanted to wait until they finished college, and then they started having problems a couple months ago, and she caught him with someone else. They’d been going together since high school, and it was hard, so hard for her.”

OBITUARY NOTICE

Please supply the information asked for below and send to the newspaper office as quickly as possible after death. Relatives, friends and neighbors of the deceased will appreciate prompt reporting of this news so that they may attend funeral services or send messages of condolence.

Full Name of Deceased Kevin Barlow
Age 34

Address 3365 Andover

Date and Cause of Death Cycle accident yesterday

Place of Death In the city—the intersection of Cortez Av. and Alton Rd.

Time and Date of Funeral 2 p.m. Saturday afternoon with visitation at the funeral home from 7-9pm Friday evening and 10-12 noon Saturday

Place of Funeral Woodlawn Funeral Home

Place of Burial Body donated for transplants, with remains to be cremated & scattered.


Officiating Cleric Friends and fellow members of the Resurrection Life Center

Place of Birth Regional Medical Center in this city

Places and Length of Residences Mr. Barlow was a native of the city, attending Hawthorn elementary school and Kennedy high school then served 3 years in the marines. He attended college a year, didn’t like it, and joined the police dept. 11 years ago.

Occupation City police officer


Did Deceased Ever Hold Public Office (When and What)? Elected Secretary, then Vice President, and was currently serving in the latter position of the local Police Officer’s Benevolent Assn.

Name, Address of Surviving Spouse See below

Maiden Name (if Married Woman)

Marriage, When and to Whom See below

Names, Addresses of Surviving Children No children

Five years ago Mr. Barlow celebrated an “Eternal Commitment” ceremony at the Resurrection Life Center with Seth Bernaiche with whom he shared his home.


Names, Addresses of Surviving Brothers and Sisters 3 older sisters. Molly Palomino, 374 Douglass Rd. Jennifer Haself, 544 Beloit Rd. Dorothy Moravchek, 1487 14th St.


Number of Grandchildren (Great, etc.) None

Names, Addresses of Parents (if Living) Stephen and Harriot Barlow, retired to Fort Lauderdale, Florida

Other Information 3 years ago Mr. Barlow was named the police dept.’s “Officer of the Year”. He was 2nd runnerup in the competition for the states “Officer of the Year” since that year he pulled a woman and her 4 children from a badly burning house he spotted while on routine patrol, saving their lives while himself receiving some painful 2nd and 3rd degree burns. For his action he received the dept’s “Medal of Valor,” its highest decoration. He was a member of the dept’s Emergency Response Team and was also a Training Field Officer. He loved motorcycles and, while riding with friends yesterday, was hit by an apparently drunk driver who went though a stop sign. He idolized his grandfather, a policeman in the city, served as an MP in the marines, then returned to the city to become a police officer. Raised a Catholic, he left to join the Resurrection Life Center.

Reporter’s Additional Notes—Interviews with Friends, Relatives and Co-Workers:

His sister Dorothy said, “It made perfect sense for him to become a police officer. When he was growing up he always like to see things done right. He expected everyone to do the right thing. He saw his job as a way of helping the community—putting the bad guys away, keeping the streets safe for children, mothers, and the good guys.”

His mother said, “He was big, 6 feet 4 and 200 pounds, He always liked lifting weights and working out. He lived with us before we retired to Florida, and he’d come home with his uniform all torn and dirty after chasing someone. It scared me, but he always laughed and said there wasn’t anyone who could get away from him. He liked tackling. To him it was a game, like when he played football in high school.”

Chief Barry Koperud said, “Officer Barlow was very committed to the community. All in all, he was an excellent officer. A better person you’ll never meet.”

His partner Manual Cortez said, “It was hard for Kevin, especially at first, being a gay cop. He never tried to hide it, and some officers, even today, gave him a hard time, were real asses about it. But most of us admired him, his courage and all. When you needed help Kevin was always the first one there, always.”

exercise 4

WRITING OBITUARIES

1.
Write an obituary for another student in your class. Assume the student died of unknown causes early today and the student’s funeral arrangements have not yet been made. Do not write a news story about the person’s death, but an obituary about his or her life. Include the student’s philosophy and goals and interesting experiences or major accomplishments. You might also describe the student’s physical traits. Avoid generalities and clichés.

2.
During a two-hour class period, go out onto your campus and look for two people together, both strangers to you. With their consent, interview one of those persons to write an obituary about the other person. Continue the interview until you obtain some good quotations and specific details about the “deceased.” Then return to your classroom and write an obituary before the end of the period. Assume the person died of unknown causes early today and the funeral arrangements have not yet been made.

3.
Write an in-depth obituary for a celebrity. Briefly report the person died of unknown causes at home last night and the funeral has not been scheduled. Do not make up any other facts or report only what you remember about the person. Instead, use your campus library to thoroughly research the person’s character and accomplishments. (Consult and, on a separate page, list a minimum of 10 sources you used while writing the obituary.)

After your lead, immediately report additional highlights—interesting and important details—that help describe the person’s life, character and accomplishments. Avoid dull lists, and avoid reporting the information in chronological order. More routine details (such as the person’s place of birth, education and survivors) should be placed near the end of the obituary, not near the lead.

Celebrities about whom you might write an obituary include musicians, athletes, political figures, journalists, entertainers and authors. You might write an obituary on your mayor, governor, senator or representative.

