John Nelson remarks on receiving James Madison Award, Sept. 20, 2010

Thank you, Judy. And my deepest appreciation to my daughter, Julie, to David Thompson and to Jon Fleischaker for conspiring to make this happen. You truly caught me by surprise.

I will begin my brief remarks tonight in inverted pyramid form, leading with the most important of information — the acknowledgement of my family's presence. My wife Mary Jane is here -- we celebrated our 36th anniversary just last week -- along with my daughter Julie and her husband Dwain, and my son Patrick. 

Julie and I would like to thank Mary Jane, Patrick and Dwain for tolerating our shop talk over the years. We know that with two journalists in the room it must seem as if every conversation begins and ends with skepticism.

I am both proud and honored to accept this award tonight, but I think I know how James Madison himself must have felt at times, if not literally, then figuratively. The Father of our Constitution stood just 5 feet, 4 inches tall and must have spent a lot of time looking up to those around him. When I consider the names of those who have received this award before me, I am most assuredly looking up. Judith Clabes, Jon Fleischaker, Tom Loftus and David Hawpe all are professionals for whom I have the deepest of respect, and whose example I am honored to follow.

Perhaps more than any of this group, I owe my recognition tonight to dozens of others. I asked them to work, and they responded. The state's first public records audit was made possible by the Kentucky Press Association board of directors and staff. It was organized by a committee of dedicated editors and educators who had to keep our plans a secret for the better part of a year. It was eagerly carried out by students of journalism at universities across the commonwealth, including this one, enough students to audit four agencies in each of almost all 120 counties. The results were reported through a cooperative effort between the newsrooms of our larger papers and published in a special section through the generosity of The Courier Journal. That section was distributed as an insert, at no charge, in KPA member newspapers across the state and at the state capital. And, it resulted in legislation that required better instruction to local officials across Kentucky about our Sunshine laws.

During that same year, 2004, Jon Fleischaker and I also asked the KPA to challenge the legality of the state's juvenile code. The case went to the U.S. Court of Appeals where a ruling against our request to declare the law unconstitutional prevailed, but the court interpreted state law in a way it had never before been interpreted, giving judges an opening to allow the press into the courtroom at their own discretion. That interpretation is being tested today in a Louisville case, and openness in juvenile and family courts has been a topic of discussion in the years since the ruling in offices from the executive branch's Cabinet for Families and Children to the office of the state supreme court justice. We take a large measure of success from the fact that those conversations are still ongoing.

The KPA spent almost $100,000 in this effort, and Jon probably did an equal amount pro bono. So, again, I asked for work from others, being paid for from the bank accounts of others. In a way, it was just another day at the office.

A few years before these efforts, I found myself at a workshop at the Seigenthaler First Amendment Center at Vanderbilt University with a dozen or so editors from our company. One session was led by Gene Policinski of the Freedom Forum. He asked us as a group to shout out the five guarantees of The First Amendment. We got them all, but it took longer than it should have, and I was embarrassed by the level of my contribution.

I left there that day with a new appreciation for the freedoms of religion, speech, press, assembly and petition, and a determination to know the 45 words by heart, to be willing and eager to explain their importance to others, and to do so regularly. I hope someday I can be associated with that simple task as much or more than I am with the efforts to promote open government.

Thank you so much for listening, and my sincere thanks go to the selection committee for this honor, and for regularly calling attention to the importance of the First Amendment.

