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HELL AND HIGH WATER: 
The Battle to Save the Daily New Orleans Times-Picayune 

 

By Rebecca Theim 
 

In late May 2012, the New York Times broke the story that Advance Publications, the New York-
based owner of about three dozen US newspapers, would put its 175-year-old New Orleans 
Times-Picayune at the center of a risky experiment in the U.S. newspaper industry. The 
Picayune—which won fierce local devotion, international acclaim, and two Pulitzer Prizes for its 
heroic coverage of the aftermath of 2005’s Hurricane Katrina—would become a three-day-a-week 
publication and shift its focus to its much derided website, leaving New Orleans as the largest US 
city without a daily newspaper. The profitable newspaper, with the country’s highest readership 
penetration in a city its size, then purged its veteran newsroom, antagonized much of the region and 
the industry, attracted negative national and international attention, and jeopardized its vaunted 
reputation—all in an effort to create a new blueprint for the profitable operation of American 
newspapers in today’s increasingly digital world. This is the story of the eclectic mix of Uptown 
elites, the owner of the New Orleans Saints, raucous community activists, and newspaper 
employees and alumni around the country who waged a vociferous grassroots battle to save the 
daily paper. This is also the story of Advance and its controlling billionaire Newhouse family, 
which began their “forced march to digital,” as one newspaper analyst described it, in 2009, with 
their eight small newspapers in Michigan, and now have continued it at its larger newspapers 
stretching from Portland, Oregon, to Mobile, Alabama.  
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Rebecca Theim is a former staff writer with the Times-Picayune and the South Florida Sun-
Sentinel, and previously a regular Chicago Tribune freelancer. Following a fifteen-year career in 
corporate PR after leaving the newspaper business, she became involved in the ultimately 
unsuccessful efforts to save daily publication of the Times-Picayune. Theim also founded the 
nonprofit dashTHIRTYdash to raise awareness about the changes at the newspaper and money 
for the hundreds of employees who lost their jobs. A portion of the profits of this book will 
benefit dashTHIRTYdash. Theim holds undergraduate and graduate degrees from Northwestern 
University’s Medill School of Journalism, and also earned a master’s degree from Ohio State 
University, where she was a fellow in the Kiplinger Mid-Career Program in Public Affairs 
Reporting. She and her family live near Las Vegas, Nevada, but her heart has returned to New 
Orleans. 
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HELL AND HIGH WATER: 

The Battle to Save the Daily New Orleans Times-Picayune 
 

By Rebecca Theim 
 
The tale of the fierce grassroots battle to save New Orleans' beloved 175-year-old, Pulitzer 
Prize-winning newspaper, and the changes that continue to roil it and other Advance 
Publications properties from Portland to Mobile. 
 
In May 2012, the New York Times broke the story that the Pulitzer Prize-winning New Orleans 
Times-Picayune would become a three-day-a-week publication, laying off hundreds of 
employees and shifting its focus to its unpopular website. Despite vociferous and sustained 
community outcry, the newspaper's owner refused to relent and used this same template to 
remake other papers nationwide, from Portland, Oregon, to Mobile, Alabama. Drawing upon 
nearly one hundred interviews and thousands of pages of industry documents, author Rebecca 
Theim, a former Times-Picayune staff writer, chronicles this dark yet fascinating chapter of the 
troubled print newspaper industry. 
 
Praise for Hell and High Water 
 
“Rebecca Theim tells a story steeped in a particular newsroom culture, but set against an 
industry-wide convulsion that is upending newspapers everywhere. It’s a data-rich case study 
wrapped around a moving human drama, a story of startlingly inept front-office maneuvering 
and the fears, anger and dreams of journalists whose careers have been wrecked. Anyone who 
cares about the future of news media needs to read this clear-eyed book. So, too, anyone with 
fond feeling for the strange and fascinating place called New Orleans.” 
—Jed Horne, former metro editor of the New Orleans Times-Picayune and author of Breach of 
Faith: Hurricane Katrina and the Near Death of a Great American City 
 
“What happened to the American newspaper industry in the 21st century? Readers need only 
turn to Rebecca Theim’s extraordinarily compelling and richly detailed Hell and High Water: 
The Battle to Save the Daily New Orleans Times-Picayune.” This book vividly portrays the 
lives of the journalists caught in a battle to save their city’s beloved newspaper only a few years 
after Hurricane Katrina nearly destroyed it. The serious questions raised by Theim in this 
gripping account should worry every American concerned about the future of journalism in our 
democracy.” 
—Thomas Maier, author of Newhouse: All the Glitter, Power, & Glory of America’s Richest 
Media Empire & the Secretive Man Behind It 
 
“Hell and High Water is a labor not only of love but also passion for a battered craft. Rebecca 
Theim’s story of the corporate gutting of a great newspaper is an intensely observed, deeply 
reported microcosm of the worldwide devastation that has enveloped print journalism.” 
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—Henry Kisor, author and retired book editor of the Chicago Sun-Times 
 
 
“With probing research and righteous passion, Rebecca Theim chronicles the demise of the daily 
Times-Picayune, a newspaper once beloved by New Orleanians for its heroic coverage of 
Hurricane Katrina, now a media property reduced by a cold ownership, gauging profits in firing 
reporters and erasing institutional memory. This book should be read in every newsroom and 
university where journalism is taught.” 
—Jason Berry, author, director, and investigative reporter 
 
“This is an important story, not just about the specifics of a 175-year-old newspaper’s struggle to 
survive and the steps and missteps taken by its fifty-yearlong owner Advance but about the 
broader issues of strategy and the role of a daily newspaper in the life of a community. Rebecca 
Theim goes inside the paper … and reveals the naïveté of many of the staff to the stark realities 
facing the business, as well as probing the questions of what should consumers expect to pay for 
independent quality reporting and who should own daily newspapers.” 
—Christie Hefner, former CEO of Playboy Enterprises 
 
From the Jacket 
Internationally known for its heroic role chronicling the death, destruction, and public ineptitude 
during and after Hurricane Katrina, the New Orleans Times-Picayune’s unofficial rallying cry 
became “We publish come hell and high water.” Despite plummeting circulation and ad 
revenues after the storm and during the economic recession, the newspaper remained profitable 
and boasted the country’s highest readership penetration in a city its size. 

But New Orleans in 2012 faced “Katrina without the water,” as one veteran reporter 
described it, when the newspaper’s owner, New York media conglomerate Advance 
Publications, put the 175-year-old newspaper at the center of a risky experiments in US 
newspaper journalism. The Times-Picayune would become a three-day-a-week publication and 
shift its focus to its derided website, making New Orleans the largest US city without a daily 
newspaper. Advance and the newspaper’s upper management slashed its veteran newsroom, 
antagonized much of the region and the state, and ultimately jeopardized the newspaper’s 
vaunted reputation. This is the story of those who waged a vociferous grassroots battle to save 
the daily Times-Picayune, and the surprising old-fashioned newspaper war that battle has now 
precipitated. 
 It is also an examination of Advance’s “forced march to digital,” which is remaking 
publications stretching from Portland, Oregon to Mobile, Alabama. As newspaper owners 
ranging from billionaire investor Warren Buffett to the Gannett Company reject Advance’s 
“digital first” strategy, the future of print-newspaper journalism remains uncertain. Author 
Rebecca Theim examines the upheaval at the Times-Picayune and other Advance newspapers in 
the context of the rapid-fire digital age, and documents an important event in the newspaper’s—
and the industry’s—history. 
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About the Author 
 

Rebecca Theim 
 

Hell and High Water: The Battle to Save the Daily 
New Orleans Times-Picayune 

 
Rebecca Theim is a writer and former news reporter. Her interest in 
social issues and aptitude for writing and reporting led to a career as a 
print newspaper reporter, during which she worked at and for several 
publications, including the New Orleans Times-Picayune. 
 
After earning her undergraduate degree in journalism from 
Northwestern University, Theim interned at several newspapers and 
magazines, including the Seattle (WA) Post-Intelligencer 
(coincidentally one of the nation’s first major newspapers to go “all-
digital,” in 2009) before joining the staff of the Tribune Company-
owned newspaper now known as the South Florida Sun-Sentinel. She 
then moved to the Times-Picayune, where she fell in love with New 
Orleans and became a prominent political and investigative reporter at 
the newspaper. While at the Picayune, Theim was selected for the Kiplinger Program in Public 
Affairs Journalism at Ohio State University, then a one-year fellowship endowed by the 
Kiplinger media family. 
 
After a brief return to New Orleans, Theim then relocated back to Chicago and earned a second 
master’s degree, in marketing communications, also at Northwestern, and pursued a corporate 
PR career with companies including Playboy Enterprises, Encyclopaedia Britannica and 
international forestry and energy company UPM. She now works as a writer for R&R Partners, 
the advertising agency behind the “What happens here, stays here” campaign for Las Vegas. For 
her work in business communications, she is a multiple recipient of the International Association 
of Business Communicators’ Gold and Silver Quill Awards, and is a previous winner of the 
Public Relations Society of America Bronze Anvil Commendation. 
 
A survivor of corporate layoffs herself, Theim sought to help her former Times-Picayune 
colleagues when the Advance axe fell. She founded dashTHIRTYdash to provide financial 
assistance to former Picayune employees who have not yet secured new employment. Her work 
with dashTHIRTYdash has been recognized by the New Orleans Press Club, PR News’ 
Nonprofit PR Awards, and the R&R Partners Foundation. 
 
Theim now lives in Las Vegas with her family, but her heart has returned to New Orleans. 
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Details of the fateful day in late May 2012 when the news broke, courtesy of the New York 
Times, that New Orleans would soon become the largest U.S. city without a daily newspaper, 
and that the celebrated staff of the 175-year-old, four-time Pulitzer Prize-winning Times-
Picayune would be gutted. Initial staff and community reaction. 

 
II. “I knew we were in trouble as soon as I heard about Ashton.” 
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which acquired it in 1962. Origins of the Pledge, the extraordinary Advance job security pact 
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Introduction of new publisher Ricky Mathews. Teaser of the coming big changes. 
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The carnage of June 12, 2012, when 30 percent of the Times-Picayune’s employees lost their 
jobs, including one-half of the newsroom, and 400 employees at Alabama’s three largest, 
Advance Publications-owned newspapers were terminated. Discusses subsequent layoffs at 
the Syracuse N.Y. Post-Standard, Harrisburg, Penn., Patriot News, the Cleveland Plain 
Dealer and Portland Oregonian. By September, at least 1,600 of 2,000 journalists terminated 
in 2012 worked at six Advance newspapers. Details disproportionate impact on older 
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heart-rending accounts, and how the storm’s aftermath and the overall decline of the 
newspaper industry laid the foundation for the end of the daily Picayune. 

 
V. Katrina Without the Water 

The outrage only grows, inside and outside of the newsroom, and widespread staff defections 
begin, prompting the paper to “unfire” employees it already had slated to lay off. “Save the 
Picayune” yard signs pop up everywhere. Media coverage by outlets including “NBC News 
with Brian Williams,” Al Jazeera, Los Angeles Times, and NPR; (“60 Minutes” even comes 
to town.) Birth of dashTHIRTYdash, themed jewelry, t-shirts, glassware and cocktails further 
publicize the saga and benefit soon-to-be-laid-off staffers. 
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VI. Ricky Go Home 
New Orleans civic and business community efforts continue with a second, more pointed 
letter to the Newhouses, imploring them to reverse course. The grassroots backlash against 
new Times-Picayune publisher Ricky Mathews, and the continuing national reaction, 
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vociferous New Orleans backlash temper severity of changes in other markets? 
 

IX. The Ricky, Jim & James Show 
A look at the three NOLA Media Group execs running the show: new publisher Ricky 
Mathews, a master of self-promotion; longtime editor Jim Amoss, the inscrutable leader 
whose motivations behind staying are a mystery; and newly promoted state editor James 
O’Byrne, an early online disciple who drew the ire of colleagues by derisively nicknaming 
the print paper an “Inkasaurus.” 
 

X. Black, White & Read All Over 
The final weekend of print publication included a reunion that attracted almost 200 current 
and former employees representing seven decades and lured alumni now living in 10 states, 
from Hawaii to New York, a fundraiser for dashTHIRTYdash that drew more than 300, and 
silent auction donations from CNN’s Anderson Cooper, The Ellen Show, the “TODAY 
Show,” “Meet the Press,” and other media outlets and celebrities.  
 

XI. Saint Georges Gonna Save Us Now? 
Billionaire New Orleans businessman John Georges’ acquisition of the Advocate and hiring 
of former T-P managing editors Dan Shea and Peter Kovacs, along with almost three dozen 
of their former T-P colleagues—and the Picayune’s reaction via TPStreet. 

 
XII. “Time to turn in my license.” 

Fate of the Times-Picayune’s “severed” staff. Highlights Bruce Nolan, the longtime religion 
writer whose May dress-down of the newspaper’s management made him a hero of the rank-
and-file. 
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