Remarks of Tim Waltner, publisher, Freeman (S.D.) Courier, in presenting Eugene Cervi Award from International Society of Weekly Newspaper Editors to the Gish family of The Mountain Eagle of Whitesburg, Ky. at 2010 ISWNE Conference in Richmond, Ky.
Forty years ago this fall, Bix and I arrived in Cincinnati, Ohio. We came as volunteers with Mennonite Central Committee, a church-related organization with a global mission of relief, education, service, and peace. We spent the next two years — from 1970 to 1972 — as part of a “unit” of volunteers working with the poor and disadvantaged in the Over the Rhine area of Cincinnati. There were scores of similar “units” scattered literally around the world — as far as way at Kenya on the continent of Africa and as close as Whitesburg, the small community nestled in the Appalachians hills of Kentucky.

We would occasionally meet with our fellow volunteers from Kentucky for retreats, renewal and the opportunity to learning about each other’s work. And it at one of those meetings that we first heard the names “Tom and Pat Gish.” Their names were shared with admiration and respect. They were the couple who ran the Mountain Eagle, the weekly newspaper in Whitesburg. The Gishes, we learned, were people who stood up for the common people, who gave voice to those who had none, who were willing to speak out even when it might be unpopular.

For us — idealistic youth out to change the world in that tumultuous era  — the Gishes were beacons of hope and light. They had staked a claim in their community as advocates for the people and they stood firm in their mission.

This, by the way, was before I had even considered a career as a community journalist. 

It was two years later, when we had returned to South Dakota, and I suddenly, unexpectedly, serendipitously found myself as the editor of a small weekly, that I began to realize just how remarkable the Gishes really were.

Others, of course, had realized that long before me.

Pat Burnett and Tom Gish met in a Spanish class at the University of Kentucky. Tom grew up in the Letcher County community of Seco, the son of a coal-mining superintendent, and was a mining engineering student at UK. It was Pat, the editor of The Kentucky Kernel, the student newspaper, who piqued his interest in journalism. They married in 1948,

Tom became a wire service bureau chief in Frankfort and Pat worked as a reporter for the Lexington Leader. The Gishes purchased The Mountain Eagle in Whitesburg in 1956 and published their first issue the first week of January 1957.

“There is no good answer as to why we bought The Mountain Eagle, other than it was the paper Tom had read as a child growing in a Letcher County coal camp, it was for sale and we shared the dream of so many reporters of owning our own paper,” they wrote in 2000.

For them, becoming the owners of a small newspaper was the fulfillment of a dream. 

What they hadn’t realized was that Eastern Kentucky’s economic and social problems ran so deep.

“We didn’t know that one of every two mountain adults couldn’t read or write,” they said in a 2000 article. “We didn’t know that tens of thousands of families had been plunged into the extremes of poverty, with children and adults alike suffering from hunger and some dying of starvation.”

They also didn’t know how closed local public institutions were. The school board and fiscal court passed resolutions banning them from meetings. “School board meetings were considered gatherings of friends and allies,” the Gishes wrote. “No reporters wanted, no news stories wanted.” 

They turned what had been a pleasant, chatty and inoffensive weekly into a journalistic crusade. When the Gishes bought The Mountain Eagle in 1956, its masthead declared it “A Friendly Non-Partisan Weekly Newspaper.” Under the Gishes, the slogan became “The Mountain Eagle. It Screams.”

The Eagle covered and challenged school boards that didn’t care about children, county governments that regularly failed the public, and economic development “experts” who mostly developed their own incomes. The Gishes wrote about strip mining and the Tennessee Valley Authority’s role in it, coalmine health and safety, and the malfeasance of local, state and federal officials.

Economic pressure was often used to try to silence the Gishes. Government agencies, local businesses and coal companies canceled ads in the paper and advised employees not to buy it. The Gishes would walk down the street in Whitesburg and no one would speak to them. Coal companies spread rumors that Tom was a communist. 

There were death threats against Tom, Pat, their children and their reporters. There was a time when a friend slept on their living room floor with a weapon so they felt safe enough to fall asleep at night. There were times that Tom felt it necessary to take a different route to work for fear that a coal truck driver might drive him into a creek or over a hillside.

In 1974, after the newspaper published stories about local police mistreating young people, a rogue Whitesburg city policeman, bankrolled by coal operators, threw a kerosene firebomb through a window at the newspaper, destroying the building.

The paper came out on schedule the next week, published on the Gishes’ front porch. It had a new motto: “It Still Screams.”

The Gishes have been the recipients of numerous awards for their tell-it-like-it-is journalism, including two Elijah Parish Lovejoy Awards for Courage in Journalism and a lifetime achievement award from the Society of Professional Journalists. And in 2005, University of Kentucky’s Institute for Rural Journalism and Community Issues established an award named for the Gishes; it is given to rural journalists who exhibit courage, tenacity and integrity in reporting the news.

“I don’t think you can find any better example of courage in rural journalism than Tom and Pat Gish,” said Al Cross, director of the Institute for Rural Journalism and Community Issues, who nominated the Gish family for the 2010 Cervi Award.

“There’s a lot discussion these days as to whether it’s proper for editors to take an active as well as an opinionated part in the development of their communities,” Tom and Pat wrote ten years ago.” 

“We decided early that we had to take an active role in bringing the problems of Eastern Kentucky and Letcher County to the attention of those who might need help.

“We’re still doing it. We also were determined to give our mountain readers the facts and information needed to confront their many problems. We’re still doing that too.”

Well, ten years later and there have been some changes.

Tom died in November 2008. Pat suffers from Alzheimer’s Disease.

But the Eagle still screams every week under the leadership of their son Ben, their daughter son-in-law Freddy Oakes and granddaughter Sally Oakes.

In the April 14 issue this spring, as an entire world was trying to understand what led to the deaths of 29 coal miners at Massey Energy’s Upper Big Branch mine in West Virginia, the Eagle editorial offered its perspective. And, not surprisingly, it was bold.

Why? 

Part of the answer to that question will have to wait until the federal Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) conducts its investigation of the disaster. Only then will we know precisely where the ignition point was and why methane was allowed to build to the point where it constituted 5 to 15 percent of the mine atmosphere — the range at which the otherwise inert gas becomes lethally explosive. 

But no one familiar with the coal mining industry will have to wait to answer the larger question: 

Why do coal miners die? 

They die because of negligence. They die because the company they work for cares more about running coal than making mines safe. And they die because the federal agency that is charged with protecting them fails in its mission. 

The editorial concludes by quoting veteran mine safety advocate Tony Oppegard, a former MSHA enforcement lawyer who now represents Kentucky miners: “Coal miners shouldn’t have to accept safety violations to earn a living.” 

“If that simple message ever sinks in at MSHA,” the Eagle editorial continues, “ — with or without regulatory changes — we’ll be on our way to a new era of responsibility and accountability. Until then, miners will die from negligence. 

For the past five decades the Gish family has continued to make a difference, not only in the community of Whitesburg, but literally across this country by sharing the news of giving voice to those who have none, by speaking out even when it is be unpopular.

Their commitment to their craft and to the people in their community reflects the highest ideals of community journalism.

I have no doubt that Eugene Cervi, the person for whom this award is named and incidentally, himself the son of a coal miner would be pleased that the Gish family is receiving this recognition from our organization.

And I am so pleased that Ben Gish is here to accept this award.

