Remarks of Laurie Ezzell Brown, accepting the Tom and Pat Gish Award on behalf of the Ezzell family, Lexington, Ky., April 20, 2007

A friend tells me that experience is what you get right after you need it. If that is so — and certainly it has the gut-tugging feel of truth — I’m going to be much better at this tomorrow than today.

My dad, who died in1993 having—with my mom—owned and published The Canadian Record for 40-plus years, was mighty experienced in many things. But he himself might have admitted that this evening, and this award, are once-in-a-lifetime experiences for which little prepares us.
He would have loved to be here tonight. Since he isn’t, I’d like to read an excerpt from his book, The Editor’s Ass.

“I’ve just driven two thousand miles to whip your ass!”

The blocky figure in the doorway looked fully capable of doing it. It was Saturday afternoon and Main Street in the background was deserted as was the front office of The Canadian Record, except for its editor whom I had just admitted being in response to my visitor’s opening question, “Where’s the editor?”

We eyed each other across the twenty feet of open space between the editor’s desk and the Main Street doorway, neither moving for a few moments, and the comic aspect of the situation struck me. I carried about 130 pounds in those days, sparsely distributed on a six-foot frame, and my visitor, a total stranger to me, was shorter but packed about 250 muscular pounds and wore a pair of ears that showed evidence of some not-overly-successful experience in the boxing ring.

I laughed and said, “It doesn’t look like it was hardly worth the trip, does it?”

That was the right note—maybe those ears had absorbed a few too many punches. He shook his head, blinked a couple of times and...still not moving...demanded: “Well, don’t you want to know why I’ve come to whip you?”

That was a relief—experience had taught me when an irate reader wants to talk first, he’s probably not too eager to start swinging.

	“Sure,” I said, “why don’t you tell me?”

“I don’t like the things you’ve written about my Mom and Dad and the dead dogs in their swimming pool.”

The light dawned. We had just been through a city bond election, which the newspaper supported editorially, to build a municipal swimming pool...the town’s first. The alternative was a run-down, privately-operated pool at the edge of town, owned by an elderly couple, and this had to be the non-resident son of whom I’d heard but never met. I had also heard the dead dog legend, in many versions, but had never published it in any form in the newspaper. Our successful campaign for the new municipal pool had been a positive one, avoiding any mention of the old pool or its problems.
	“Have you ever read any of those things?” I asked.
	
	“No, but I’ve heard about them.”

“Well, I could tell you that I’ve never written anything about dead dogs in your Mom’s swimming pool,” I replied, “but you wouldn’t believe me. But since you’ve driven this far, don’t you think you ought to see for yourself? I’ve got files of the newspaper here for years back and you’re welcome to look through ‘em...or if you’d prefer, you can read them at the public library...”
	
I’d already guessed that my visitor wasn’t a reading man. He glared for a few moments, turned, and slammed through the door, then, sticking his head back inside, got in the last word: “You’d better not ever write anything else about them dogs.”

I don’t know exactly why, but people who get all worked up about editors always seem to be obsessed with that particular portion of the editorial anatomy. What they really have in mind, probably, is bashing in the editor’s head...but they invariably express it by threatening to “whup your ass.”
	
That’s an occupational hazard of small-town newspapering. Editors of city daily newspapers are usually blessed with some anonymity...and have offices comfortably removed from public streets and a battery of receptionists and other staffers in between—but the editor’s desk on the typical small-town newspaper is only a few steps from Main Street and easily accessible to anyone who wants to bend the editorial ear...or beat on it.

And that, believe it or not, is one of the great rewards of small-town journalism. You’re mighty close to the people you’re writing about...not always an unmixed blessing...but it keeps life interesting and never boring.

Only once in half a century of newspapering, most of it as the editor and publisher of an editorially outspoken liberal weekly in a conservative community, have I actually been physically assaulted by an irate reader...although threats have not been infrequent. Verbal assaults are another matter...and sort of routine.

The early years were the hardest though. It takes a while in a community to arrive at an understanding about who is going to run the newspaper. Once people discover to their satisfaction that neither physical nor verbal violence is going to materially alter the editorial policy, it gets easier. It is while the testing process is still going on that life gets pretty hectic.

Courage comes in many flavors. A friend of mine, an airforce reservist, was called back to active duty in Iraq last month. We communicate via e-mail on occasion.

A former Canadian school trustee, David expressed great relief in a recent e-mail that he was no longer on the board—as he has frequently, since retiring from that office last year. At issue this week is a $3 million indoor athletic facility—part of a $5 million capital improvement project using voter-approved bonds. Trouble is, the voters didn’t know, nor were they told, that well over half of that would go toward an athletic facility.

Following a detailed report of the project in last week’s Record, and an editorial critical of it, board members were inundated with calls opposing such extravagance. Many of those callers attended Tuesday’s board meeting to speak and to stand witness.

Their protests were effective. The facility was voted down by a somewhat reluctant 6-1 majority.

But the irony of my friend David’s relief at being in the volatile Iraq war zone working as a flight navigator, rather than sitting through another heated school board debate, was not lost on me.

Courage comes in all flavors.

Many of the citizens who called their board members, and who also called me, had much to fear. Their children are their greatest point of vulnerability, and where are children more defenseless than in our public schools, where angry administrators or teachers, or worse—coaches—can exact their retribution.

In doing so, they demonstrated courage—and gave their children a priceless lesson.

My father was the most courageous man I’ve ever known—at least, until I met and spoke with Tom Gish this evening, and now, I’d have to put them side by side on that pedestal. It is a description that probably would have surprised my dad, because really, he was just doing his job—a job he loved, and for which he had an innate gift.

My mother, who is here tonight with me, was his other love. I cannot even fathom what depths of trust and affection carried them, as one, through their 50-year marriage and newspaper partnership.

I do know, though, that as difficult as it sometimes is to be the community’s lightning rod, it requires even greater courage to be in such direct proximity and not bolt and run. My mom never even flinched, and has set her own fine example for her children and grandchildren.

We are honored to be here. We are honored to accept the Tom and Pat Gish Award—even to be considered in the same company as these journalistic warriors. We are honored to be in the company of each of you, who because of the jobs you do, are exemplars of courage and tenacity in your communities.

Thank you, Bill Bishop, for nominating the Ezzell family for this honor. Thank you to our hosts, the Institute for Rural Journalism and Community Issues, for bringing us all here together to enjoy this fellowship and to share our stories with each other, so that we can return to our homes refreshed, better informed, and we hope, emboldened to report the truth—without flinching.
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