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“
B

rett Forrest has reported on everything from 
international sports scandals to a reclusive 
and brilliant Russian mathematician. He’s 
flown in an armored helicopter above the 
crime-ridden slums of Rio de Janeiro, been 
part of Moscow’s anything-goes nightlife, and 
has seen, up close, a traditional Mongolian 
goat roast in a remote corner of that remote 
country.
 Writing from all corners of the globe—as 
well as from his New York City digs—the 

unassuming 39-year-old freelancer, who grew up in Cherry Hill, NJ, has 
published one non-fiction book (about the one-season-long debacle that 
was the XFL), and took to a remote Brazilian fishing village to work on 
second (this one, fiction). Reporting from more than 30 countries, 
Forrest’s work—often focusing on international intrigue, like his reporting 
on sexy Russian spy Anna Chapman—has been published in some of the 
world’s most popular publications, including Vanity Fair, The Atlantic, 
Playboy, ESPN magazine, The New York Times, Rolling Stone and National 
Geographic, to name a few.
 It’s been an interesting journey from South Jersey—where Forrest spent 
his formative childhood years and where his parents still live—to reporting 
about diverse topics from around the world and living overseas (five years 
in Russia; two in Brazil and one in Ukraine).
 The youngest of three children, Forrest moved with his family from San 
Francisco at age five, when his father, Mike, landed a job in Philadelphia as 
a sports reporter and anchor with KYW-TV. His mother, Marcia, operated a 
popular florist shop, Forrest Flowers, in Marlton, NJ.
 Growing up, Forrest says, he enjoyed a “typical suburban upbringing” 
that included helping out his mom at her business, and, eventually 
getting to experience first-hand the excitement of his father’s reporting 
career, which, by his teen years, was with ESPN.
 “I went from carrying equipment, and on the audio at games he would 
cover,” Forrest recalls. “I was barely 13 and this was an amazing experi-
ence for a young kid.” Especially one with a passion for sports: “When my 
dad was covering the Eagles, I got to stand on the sidelines; for the Phillies, 
I was in the dugout; for the Sixers, I was on the court.”
 It was an introduction to a world that put Forrest at ease with celebrities 
at a young age: “I’d be in the locker room with all my heroes. It was like, 
‘Oh, there’s Dr. J. There’s Wayne Gretzky.’ It made me somewhat comfort-

able around famous people and big productions, which came in handy 
later on.”
 An avid ice hockey player as a teen, Forrest attended a private boarding 
school—St. Paul’s in Concord, NH—for high school. A rigorous academic 
environment with a long tradition of hockey, Forrest says the prep school’s 
college-like environment proved “an amazing experience.” 
 “Your teachers are also your coaches, so you’re always around people 
who are instructing you in life and in academics,” Forrest recalls. But, he 
adds, being away from home at such a young age required him to “figure 
things out and develop personal disciplinary habits.”
 After graduating from St. Paul’s in 1991, Forrest chose to attend the 
University of Michigan, deliberately selecting an environment he felt 
would not be “a continuation of boarding school life.”
 It was, he recalls, a “huge transition,” going from a high school were 
everyone knew everyone’s name to a massive campus with 35,000 
students of all races, religions and backgrounds. 
 “Michigan is unique in that it combines two things that are often hard 
to find in the same place—high academic standards and the big, classic 
American college experience, right down to the football team and huge 

stadium,” Forrest said. Attending a public university was a “great fit” for 
him and one that quickly wiped away any potential remnants an “elitist, 
boarding school mindset.”
 “Michigan was a very egalitarian environment, which is what life 
should be I think,” he adds.
 Forrest was especially impressed by the college’s century-old student 
newspaper—The Michigan Daily—a 30-page broadsheet written and 
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produced entirely by students. Before long, he was on the paper’s staff 
and had a beat; by his senior year, Forrest was a Sports Editor, traveling 
to away games and earning a salary in the process.
 “I totally threw myself into it and I totally loved it,” he recalled: “You’re 
writing on deadline all the time; you’re in the press box with professional 
journalists, you’re laying the paper out; you’re learning everything you can 
about the newspaper business and you’re having a lot of fun doing it.”
 The summer of Forrest’s junior year at Michigan, he landed a gig that 
would be the launching pad for his future writing career—that of a fact 
checker/reporter for Sports Illustrated in New York City. The magazine put 
Forrest (and its other interns) up in a NYU (New York University) dorm, 
paid all his living expenses and “threw me right into the mix.”
 “They were very inclusive with interns, which was very exciting,” 
Forrest recalled. From taking part in high-level meetings to allowing him to 
do fact-checking on that summer’s biggest story—the O.J. Simpson murder 
trial—Forrest says it was a heady experience for a 21-year-old. And it led to 
his first post-college job, that of a fact-checker at Men’s Journal magazine.
“That was the start of a lot of fun and a lot of learning,” Forrest recalled. “I 
started editing and started writing in earnest.” The magazine was located 
on the same floor as Rolling Stone; Forrest soon landed some writing 
assignments at that acclaimed magazine, where he met everyone from 
Tom Wolfe to Johnny Depp.
 He reached a point, however, where he was confused about this future 
direction: “I’m thinking, ‘Am I an editor or am I a writer?’” Forrest recalls. 
He decided he wanted to be a full-time writer and made it a point to learn 
from and emulate the most successful writers he worked with, figuring out 
“what makes them good at it and what makes them viable.”
 After determining that he didn’t want to be an editor, didn’t want to 
work in an office, and didn’t have it in him to “win at the office politics 
game,” as he puts it, Forrest made the “noble but not realistic” choice to 
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strike out on his own as a freelancer. 
 The transition, while ultimately successful, was challenging for quite 
some time: “It’s hard to describe how difficult it was. Suddenly, I had no 
salary and no assignments and I was naive about how to go about it; how 
to cultivate editors, that sort of thing.”
 Willing to “write for anyone about anything,” Forrest—still in his early 
20s—landed a regular freelance writing gig with the now-defunct Marlboro 
Unlimited Magazine. It proved to be an ideal learning ground.
 “It went to two million people through the mail; you couldn’t buy it 
on a newsstand, which was great for me, because I was still learning how 
to be a writer, and wasn’t going to be judged in the same way,” he said. 
Over time, he made more connections as a writer, finding more—and more 
unusual—things to write about.
 “I felt I was progressing and I certainly got some fun assignments, like 
one for Details magazine where I got my taxi driver’s license and drove the 
night shift—then wrote about what that was like,” he said. A magazine 
assignment writing about the made-for-TV XFL—a short-lived American 
football league founded by World Wrestling Entertainment owner Vince 
McMahon—led Forrest to write his first book, 2002’s “Long Bomb,” which 
Kirkus Reviews called a “well-told tale of ego and excess run amok in big-
time sports.”
 That same year, Forrest decided to change direction completely, moving 
to a part of the world he thought of as “incredibly fun and endlessly fasci-
nating”, Russia.
 “I experienced a jump forward just before I left for Russia,” he said. “It 
felt like suddenly the writing came very quickly and much easier, and it 
was all coming together in a fluid manner.” Moving to Moscow, Forrest be-
came friendly with some “very powerful and well-connected people who 
went 1,000 miles an hour and invited me along for the ride.”
 “This was only 10 years after the fall of the Soviet Union and things were 
changing rapidly, almost weekly,” he recalled. Forrest became fluent in 
Russian and began work as a foreign correspondent, writing for everyone 
from Vanity Fair, Fortune, Time, Wired, and The New York Times, which 
was a transition that required him learn more about his new environment 
and what about it would be of interest to an American reader. 
 After a few years, Forrest decided to write a novel, set in Russia, which 
he summarizes as being about “what it’s like to go insane and then realize 
that it suits you.” Deciding he needed a change—somewhere “the opposite 
of Moscow,”—he traveled to Brazil, eventually ended up in small fishing 
village located a day’s bus ride north of Rio, where he wrote his as-yet-un-
published novel. Forrest eventually moved to where the action is, spending 
a year in Rio, where he covered an array of stories, including some about 
the city’s crime and drug-ridden favelas (slums).
 There was another move back to Ukraine for a year; then to Vermont. 
In 2011, Forrest was back in New York City, where he’s been busily writing 

stories from around the world, including his recent one about bodog—
“a gory, characteristic” Mongolian dish—for Roads+Kingdoms, which 
publishes international conflict, food and culture reporting. While in Mon-
golia—where he was on assignment for Playboy, working on a piece about 
the international black market for dinosaur fossils - Forrest also filed stores 
for Bloomberg Businessweek and the International Herald Tribune. 
 “It’s a hustle, but it’s the only way,” as Forrest says, adding that his 
career has required discipline, self-motivation, concentration and an open 
mind.
 About half of his writing assignments—which generally range from 
3,000 to expansive 6,000 word articles—originate with the media outlets; 
others he comes up with and pitches to editors.
 “I am constantly pitching; constantly researching ideas,” Forrest said, 
adding that he believes “a journalist owes it to himself to stay up on current 
events.” For him, that means world events, not just U.S. news and sources 
that can range from The New York Times to “some website in the Congo.”
 “If you’re following topics over a period of time, you’re able to recog-
nize when something of note takes place within them,” he explains. “And 
that could lead you to the character and the story within that topic that 
would be worth telling.” Other sources? People, and the ability to “keep 
your eyes and ears open” when on assignment for “whatever else might 
be going on there.”
 Reporting from remote regions of the world that don’t garner much me-
dia attention enables Forrest to “take the temperature of that place [by] 
talking, listening, reading, and watching,” as he puts it. 
 “I’m always looking for the story within the topic,” Forrest said. “In 
other words, who are the main characters and where is the conflict. Sitting 
with people and talking to them and filtering through the stuff they’re telling 
you, you get to the essence of the story they have that they don’t even 
recognize.”  n
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