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Mirror-Exchange acquires The Fayette Falcon

The Standard Banner, Jefferson 
City, is in the unique position of 
advancing in two different direc-
tions simultaneously.

As a business that keeps the 
pulse of Jefferson County in the 
present, its management team 
and staff keep track of news and 
information in print and online 
formats. Concurrently, staffers 
seek to make archival searches, 
and there has been progress on 
both fronts with a new online 
presence and a partnership with 
newspapers.com.

As to the future, the publica-
tion’s new website (standardban-
ner.com) went live Oct. 1 and 

offers subscribers an informa-
tional product that Publisher Dale 
Gentry and Production Manager 
Kim Trent agree is more accessi-
ble, offers more aesthetic appeal, 
and provides some features out-
side of a paywall.

“First, I think it’s simpler to 
navigate for our readers, and it of-
fers some new capabilities that we 

The Mirror-Exchange, Inc. 
has acquired one of the oldest 
newspapers in the state of Ten-
nessee. On Wednesday, Oct. 2, 
The Fayette Falcon was added to 
the Mirror-Exchange newspaper 
ownership. The Fayette Falcon, 
located in Somerville, has served 
the community for more than 185 
years. 

Editor Carolyn Rhea and her 
late husband, Butch, purchased 
the newspaper in 2002 and have 
operated it since. Ms. Rhea will 
stay on and lead the staff through 
the transition period.

Butch Rhea began working for 
the Fayette Falcon in 1965, and 
except for military service in 
1968-1970, he worked for and later 
co-owned the newspaper with 
his wife until his death in 2020. 
Carolyn Rhea began working for 
the newspaper in 1995.

The Mirror Exchange is head-

Standard Banner debuts new website, archives

See complete results 
for the 2024 TPA Ideas 
Contest awards in the 

December issue of 
The Tennessee Press

This “Ladies Night Out” ad from 
The Daily Times, Maryville, made 
a big splash in the 2024 TPA Ideas 
Contest, winning a first-place award. 
Complete results will be available in 
next month’s. TTP. A total of 406 en-
tries were submitted for this year’s 
contest, with 187 winning awards.

SUBMITTED
The Mirror-Exchange, Milan
October 6, 2024

Submitted

The Mirror-Exchange, 
Inc., Milan, acquired 
one of the oldest 
newspapers in 
Tennessee on Oct. 
2, when The Fayette 
Falcon, Somerville 
was added to the 
Mirror-Exchange 
newspaper ownership. 
Owners Scarlet Elliott 
and Victor Parkins 
purchased the historic 
publication from  
Carolyn Rhea, who 
with her late husband, 
Butch, had owned and 
operated the newspa-
per since 2002.

See FALCON Page 3

See NEW WEBSITE Page 2

ed by Victor Parkins and Scarlet 
Elliott, members of the Parkins 
family that have published the 
community newspaper for nearly 
60 years. Scarlet and Victor’s par-
ents, Bob and Dorris Parkins, start-

ed the Mirror-Exchange in 1966. 
The media company also owns 
The Trenton Gazette, The Tri-City 
Reporter, The Humboldt Chroni-

MARK BROWN
The Standard Banner, Jefferson City
October 3, 2024

Photo by Mark Brown, 
The Standard Banner, Jefferson City

Standard Banner Publisher Dale 
Gentry and Production Manager 
Kim Trent have worked together 
in developing the publication’s 
new website. Trent has also 
worked with Newspapers.com to 
add more than 100 years of local 
publications to their website.

didn’t have our with old website,” 
opened Gentry. “In general, it’s 
more user-friendly and it’s really 
designed more for our kind of 
newspaper, which is community 
driven, while our other site was 
designed for larger papers. This 
new system fits us so much better, 
and it will start building a search-
able archive from now moving 
forward.”

The new site was developed 
via a partnership with ourhome-
town.com, a company that began 
as a new player in community 
journalism by hiring reporters 
and photographers. According to 
its website, team leaders decided 
that local papers needed partners 
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It is now time to push back against 
government gatekeeping practices

If there’s one thing that drives 
journalists crazier than perhaps 
anything else, it’s having to fight 
their way through media relations 
departments to get the answers 
they need from government 
agencies. 

Journalists obviously prefer to 
speak directly with the public em-
ployees who keep the government 
running on a daily basis. After 
all, these are usually the people 
who are best equipped to answer 
reporters’ questions.

But far too often, public rela-
tions professionals shield govern-
ment employees from the news 
media, unnecessarily delaying 
the newsgathering process and 
sometimes preventing the public 
from getting the straight answers 
they deserve.

There’s a simple reason why 
government agencies — local, 
state, and federal — rely on this 
age-old gatekeeping practice: By 
forcing members of the press to 
route their inquiries through me-
dia relations offices, they are bet-
ter able to control their message. 

This practice may serve the 
agencies you cover, but it certainly 
doesn’t serve the members of the 
public who rely on the govern-
ment to clearly communicate 
how it is educating their children, 
protecting their communities, and 
managing their tax dollars. 

While journalists have long 
complained about the practice 
and, in some cases, published 
editorials decrying it, government 

agencies continue to prevent 
employees from speaking directly 
with the news media. But we may 
have finally found a way to break 
through this gatekeeping and 
reform agency practices. 

Earlier this year, journalist 
Brittany Hailer reached a settle-
ment agreement with Allegheny 
County, Penn., that required offi-
cials to revise policies barring jail 
employees from speaking with 
members of the press and public 
about matters of public concern 
without permission.

The settlement came months 
after Hailer filed a federal lawsuit 
challenging the policies with free 
legal support from my colleague 
Paula Knudsen Burke at the Re-
porters Committee for Freedom of 
the Press and the Yale Law School 
Media Freedom and Information 
Access Clinic.

As part of the settlement, 
Allegheny County agreed to make 
substantive revisions to several 
Bureau of Corrections policies, 
including rules governing em-
ployees’ access to the news media 
and their use of social media, 
acknowledging “that its employ-
ees and contractors have constitu-

tional rights to speak on matters 
of public concern when acting as 
private citizens.” 

In the wake of the settlement, 
the Society of Professional Jour-
nalists called on journalists across 
the country to push back against 
government policies that restrict 
public employees’ ability to speak 
with the news media. The nation-
al call to action said journalists 
should consider filing similar 
lawsuits or writing editorials to 
“educate the public about the dan-
gers of such censorship.”

“This settlement is of historic 
importance,” said SPJ National 
President Ashanti Blaize-Hopkins. 
“Gag rules are being adopted in 
all kinds of federal, state and 
local agencies, from congressional 
offices to schools and police de-
partments. The settlement shows 
journalists that they can fight 
these widespread restrictions — 
and why they should.”

I hope you’re as inspired by this 
settlement as I am, and that you 
seriously consider heeding SPJ’s 
call to action here in Tennessee. 
We may not be able to reverse 
these gatekeeping policies over-
night, but by working together, 
newsrooms in Tennessee can put 
pressure on agencies to reform 
their practices.

Paul McAdoo is the Tennessee 
Local Legal Initiative attorney 
for the Reporters Committee for 
Freedom of the Press. He is based in 
Nashville.

On
The
Docket
Paul McAdoo

to better digitize and present the 
quality journalism already being 
produced at the local level.

“One thing nonsubscribers will 
like is that obituaries are no longer 
kept behind the paywall,” noted 
Trent. “And we think that will 
appeal to local residents and those 
outside of Jefferson County.”

Subscribers who get their mail 
in Jefferson County pay $52 per 
year to receive the print edition 
and get online access as a bonus. 
Tennesseans in the state’s other 
94 counties can get both editions 
for $65 annually. Those who live 
in other U.S. states or the District 
of Columbia have the same option 

for $72. An online only option is 
available for $46 per year.

Trent is equally excited about 
newspapers.com’s digitization of 
Standard Banner going back to 
1965, and its predecessor publica-
tions dating as far back as when 
Chester A. Arthur was in the 
White House.

“Well, what it says on our 
newspapers.com site is from 1882 
to 2022,” Trent explained. “Those 
early publications are here and 
there, depending on when they 
were actually produced, but there 
are some from more than 140 
years ago. They include The Dan-
dridge Banner, The Jefferson Stan-
dard, and The Grainger County 
News, among other predecessors.”

She went on to note benefits 
made available via newspapers.com, 
including a Strawberry Plains-relat-
ed article in last week’s edition.

“It really helps with research 
for information and photos of past 
events, like the story of the Navy 
bomb that fell through Judge 
(James) Parrott’s home in 1971.”

Trent credits Carson-Newman 
University Archivist Al Lang with 
being an important part of the 
process in sending the institution’s 
Standard Banner trove of microfilm 
to the Ancestry.com-backed compa-
ny. She also expects more informa-
tion will be added in coming weeks.

Basic newspapers.com subscrip-
tions start at $7.95 per month and 
are offered through the website.

NEW WEBSITE from Page 1
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November 2024
7-10: “For the Love of Journalism” 

Convention, sponsored by Jour-
nalism Education Association 
and National Scholastic Press 
Association, Philadelphia, PA.

14: TPA Fall Board of Directors 
Meeting via videoconference at 
9:30 a.m. Central Time.

January 2025
9-10: Association of Community 

Publishers (ACP), 2025 Leader-
ship Retreat, Orlando, Fla.

13-17: January 2025 Investigative 
Reports & Editors (IRE) Data 
Journalism Bootcamp -  Google 
Sheets Deep Dive, Columbia, MO.

31-Feb. 2:  Southeast Journalism 
Conference, Mississippi State 
University

March 2025
6-8: 2025 ACP Spring National 

College Media Convention, 
Associated Collegiate Press 
and College Media Association, 
Hyatt Regency Long Beach, 
Long Beach, CA.

24-28: March 2025 IRE Data 
Journalism Bootcamp - Google 
Sheets Deep Dive, University of 
Missouri, Columbia, MO.

April 2025
14-16: America’s Newspapers 

Mega-Conference, JW Marriott/
Disney Springs, Orlando FL.

June 2025
26-28: Tri-State Press Convention 

(Arkansas, Mississippi & Tennes-
see Press Associations), Hilton 
Memphis, Memphis, TN.

28: TPA State Press Contests 
Awards (Newsroom) Luncheon, 
Hilton Memphis

July 2025
9-13: The International Society 

of Weekly Newspaper Editors 
(ISWNE) 2025 Conference, 
South Dakota State University, 
Brookings, SD.

September 2025
11-12: Association of Community 

Publishers (ACP), Conference & 
Trade Show, Mobile, AL.

For Your Calendar
October was a great month 

for Advertising. Tennessee Press 
Association (TPA) held its annual 
Advertising Awards show via 
Zoom on October 10. This year, 
there were more than 406 entries 
from 22 newspapers. Congratula-
tions to all the winners, especially 
the Brownsville States-Graphic, 
which took Best of Show.

The States-Graphic’s anniversary 
section, The Phoenix, had great 
content. But the advertising is what 
made the section special. The ads 
were built to look like old-timey 
ads. The throwback graphics and 
layouts made the readers feel nos-
talgic. For your next anniversary, 
talk to Brownsville about how they 
created the content, the layout, and 
the ads. It will be one of your best 
sections ever.

For the first time in a long time, 
your TPA staff was able to host 
in-person advertising training 
seminars. We made sure that we 
came to you, or at least closer to 
you hosting one in Jackson and 
the other in Knoxville. For those 

that attended, “Thank You” for 
being there. We hope that you 
learned a lot. 

Our speaker lineup was enter-
taining and educational. 

John Montuori from WEH-
CO media discussed how we as 
advertising sales representatives 
can become “trusted advisors” for 
our local businesses. He discussed 
the needs-assessment questions 
that we ask and how to make them 
better. The best way to know if you 
achieved “trusted advisor” status 
is when your customer asks you 
about your competition’s advertis-
ing proposals. When they ask your 
opinion on what they should do or 
how the other programs go with 
your newspapers’ program, you 

have achieved true advisor status.
Our friends from Gannett, Jarod 

Goenner for the Jackson meeting 
and Joe Mullen for the Knoxville 
meeting, provided us with tips and 
tricks to use when you are selling 
digital. No matter if you are selling 
digital impressions on your own 
website or advanced digital tactics, 
their tips will help. 

Some of their best tips were 
free websites that you can use to 
help research digital advertising. 
Examples included:

• Google Trends: Determines 
how many searches for keywords 
were done over a certain period of 
time, in your area.

• Facebook Ad Library: See 
what local advertisers in your 
community are buying from Face-
book ads.

• Spyfu.com: A Competitor 
Keyword Research Tool for PPC 
advertising on Google.

I discussed how to sell the value 
of your newspaper and how to 
overcome common objections that 
we run into while selling. 

We ended each day with idea 
sharing and awarding a prize for 
the best idea. There were some 
great ideas from the newspapers. 

In Jackson, Melanie King, from 
McNairy County News, was the 
winner when she discussed how 
they did their Readers Choice/Best 
of Project and hosted a great, com-
munity-oriented awards banquet.

In Knoxville, Adam Parsons, 
from the Citizen Tribune in Mor-
ristown, was the winner when he 
discussed their High School Game 
Night Sponsorship. This included 
ads in the newspaper, on their web-
site and branded swag, that was 
thrown in the stands at the games 
by each school’s cheer squad.

We look forward to having more 
advertising seminars in 2025. We 
want to hear from you regarding 
what topics you want covered. 
Send me an email to mmillsap@
tnpress.com. 

Mark Millsap is executive 
director of the Tennessee Press 
Association.

October was “Ad-Citing” Month for Tennessee Press Association!
From the 
Executive 
Director
Mark Millsap

News & Moves

Anastasi elected 
board chair of 
Leadership Tennessee

Leadership Tennessee an-
nounced its newest board chair as 
Michael A. Anastasi, editor of The 
Tennessean and Vice President of 
Local News for Gannett and the 
USA TODAY Network.

The Nashville nonprofit 
dedicated to fostering collabora-
tive dialogue around important 
issues in the state began in 2013. 
East Tennessee State University 
Research Corporation CEO David 
Golden led the organization for 
the last three years. 

Anastasi was promoted to lead 
Gannett’s local news division 

in May 2023, 
shaping the 
growth of hun-
dreds of Gannett 
newspapers 
nationwide. He 
has more than 
three decades 
of experience 
running print 
and digital news 
organizations, 

and shortly before joining The 
Tennessean in 2015, he managed 
a Pulitzer Prize-winning investi-
gation into school corruption in 
South Los Angeles.

He also serves on the executive 
board of Middle Tennessee Coun-
cil of Boy Scouts of America and 

as president-elect of the Economic 
Club of Nashville, a group of phil-
anthropic business leaders who 
contribute to public infrastructure 
and hospitals, among other com-
munity improvements.

Anastasi will oversee Leadership 
Tennessee’s strategic direction and 
work closely with the board and 
stakeholders to bolster Leadership 
Tennessee’s impact statewide.

The Tennessean, Nashville
Oct. 18, 2024

Cross retires from Institute
After almost 20 years advocating 

for rural and community journal-
ism in the College of Communica-
tion and Journalism, Al Cross has 
officially retired from the Univer-

sity of Kentucky 
as the director 
emeritus of the 
Institute for 
Rural Journal-
ism (IRJ). Cross, 
who also served 
as an extension 
professor for 
the School of 
Journalism and 

Media, officially retired July 31. 
Last year, he was succeeded as IRJ 
director by Benjamin R. “Benjy” 
Hamm.

Noting “there is no such thing 
as a former journalist,” Cross said 
he is looking forward to writing 

cle, The Lexington Progress, The 
Brownsville States Graphic, The 
Union City Messenger and the 
Weakley County Press.

Parkins is editor and pub-
lisher of the Mirror-Exchange 
and oversees the operations of 
the other newspapers. Elliott is 
vice-president of the company 

and manages sales and market-
ing of the media group. 

“The Fayette Falcon has a 
proven track record of serving 
the people of Fayette County, and 
our goal is to maintain that same 
level of excellence to our readers,” 
Parkins said. “We look forward to 
filling our pages with local news 
that our readers and listeners de-
pend on. We’re excited about this 

new venture and look forward to 
becoming a vital part of the Fay-
ette County community,” Parkins 
commented.

Parkins said that keeping Ms. 
Rhea on staff for the next few 
months was very important to 
him and his sister. 

“In the short time that I have 
known Ms. Carolyn, I have 
grown to admire and respect 

the legacy built by her and her 
late husband, Butch. They have 
served the community for a very 
long time and presented the news 
in a fair and positive light. Ms. 
Carolyn has an exceptional staff 
that knows what they’re doing; 
readers confirm that they are 
good at their jobs. We are very 
excited about serving the citizens 
of Fayette County.”

FALCON from Page 1

Anastasi Cross

See NEWS & MOVES Page 4
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Eric is an advertiser who has 
dealt with a number of media 
salespeople. “In all of my years of 
placing advertising, I have only one 
pet peeve,” he told me. “I don’t like 
it when salespeople ghost me.” 

Although “ghosting” is most 
frequently associated with person-
al relationships, it also occurs in 
business relationships. Eric is as 
cheerful as any advertiser you’ll 
meet, but it bothers him when 
a salesperson ignores him after 
an important appointment, after 
his store has featured a big sale, 
or after a new campaign starts. 
At those crucial times, he may 
need to discuss tweaks to the ad 
schedule or new offers to generate 
more interest.

“I’m definitely not high-main-
tenance,” Eric said, “but not 

promptly returning phone calls or 
not replying to emails and texts is 
wrong. That tells me they are dis-
organized, that they are procras-
tinating or they are deliberately 
ignoring me.” 

Poet Maya Angelou famously 
wrote: “I’ve learned that people 
will forget what you said, peo-
ple will forget what you did, but 
people will never forget how you 
made them feel.” 

How do you think Eric’s ghosters 
make him feel? Whether their 
inaction is intentional or not, he 
might feel that – after he becomes a 
regular advertiser – they don’t see 
him as worth their time any more. 

Is that the way you want your 
clients to see you? Your answer 
should be a resounding “no.” The 
solution is to make it a standard 
practice to follow up regularly 
with every single one of your 
advertisers. Eric has a few words 
of advice:

1. Use the right method. “Some 
people like emails; some like texts; 
some like phone calls. While it’s 
human nature to use the form of 
communication that we prefer, 
things are different in the world of 
sales. When you’re dealing with 
prospects and customers, think 

about their likes and dislikes. 
Reach out to each individual the 
way they want to be contacted. In 
fact, they’ll appreciate it if you ask 
about their preference.” 

2. When you say you’re going to 
do something, do it. “Nobody likes 
broken promises. If you tell me 
you’ll send a proposal or an ad proof 
by next Tuesday, please do it. If 
something unexpected happens and 
you can’t deliver on time, please let 
me know as soon as you find out. I 
understand that delays happen, and 
I’ll respect you more for keeping me 
informed. For goodness’ sakes, don’t 
avoid me and make me call to ask 
what’s taking so long.” 

3. Don’t always be in sales-
mode. “If someone contacts me 
only when they want me to buy 
something, their calls become 

an annoyance. In my business, I 
work to build relationships with 
my customers, so I appreciate it 
when salespeople do the same 
thing with me. My best piece of 
advice is: Show your customers 
that you care about them and their 
businesses. When they know you 
care, they’ll be more likely to trust 
you and they’ll be more likely to 
invest in what you’re selling.” 

That advice is hard to ignore. 

Copyright 2024 by John Foust. 
All rights reserved. John Foust has 
conducted training programs for 
thousands of newspaper advertis-
ing professionals. Many ad depart-
ments are using his training DVDs 
to save time and get quick results 
from in-house training. Email for 
information: john@johnfoust.com

Ad-libs®

John Foust

Never ghost your clients – follow up with all them frequently

books and the occasional column.
Cross graduated from Western 

Kentucky University and has 
covered every Kentucky legis-
lative session since 1980. Right 
out of college, Cross edited and 
managed weekly newspapers 
in Monticello, Russellville and 
Leitchfield. 

He then became a reporter for 
the Louisville Courier-Journal 
for 26 years. In 1989, he shared 
a Pulitzer Prize with the Couri-
er-Journal staff.

The Institute for Rural Journal-
ism was co-founded in 2004 by 
Cross and Al Smith.

University of Kentucky, 
Lexington, Ky.
July 31, 2024

ProPublica selects 
Tennessee Lookout for 
newsroom partnership

ProPublica, a national nonprofit 
news organization that produc-
es investigative journalism, has 
selected the Tennessee Lookout, 
Nashville, as a partner newsroom 
through its Local Reporting Net-
work program.

Beginning October 1, reporter 
Adam Friedman, who joined the 
Lookout in February 2023, started 
work on an investigative series over 
the next year as part of ProPublica’s 
50 State Initiative.

“Our coverage of state govern-
ment has been building towards 
this type of partnership since we 

launched in 2020,” said Lookout 
Editor Holly McCall. “(Adam) has 
strong investigative journalism 
skills that he will hone through 
this project.”

Prior to joining the Lookout, 
Friedman worked at the Tennes-
sean and the Jackson (Tennessee) 
Sun, where he led an award-win-
ning series looking into the city’s 

financial mis-
management and 
corrupt dealings 
with its local 
minor league 
baseball team. 
At the Lookout, 
he was part of a 
team that won 
a Society of 
Professional Jour-
nalists’ Green 

Eyeshade Award for its coverage 
of the Covenant School shooting 
and its subsequent fallout and in 
2024 won two first-place awards 
from the Tennessee Press Associ-
ation for best single feature and 
best investigative reporting. He is 
a graduate of Syracuse University’s 
S.I. Newhouse School of Public 
Communications.

ProPublica was founded in 2007-
2008 with the belief that investi-
gative journalism is critical to U.S.  
democracy and the organization 
covers a range of topics including 
government and politics, business, 
criminal justice, the environment, 
education, health care, immigra-
tion, and technology.

Tennessee Lookout, Nashville
Sept. 24, 2024

Thomason retires from 
Paxton Media

Former TPA President Rick 
Thomason retired from Paxton 

Media Group on 
Friday, Oct. 25. 
After leaving 
Tennessee, 
where he had 
most recently 
worked for Six 
Rivers Media, 
Kingsport, 
Thomason 
joined Paxton 

Media Group in January 2023. 
He had served as a regional 
publisher for PMG in High Point, 
N.C.

Staff reports
Oct. 30, 2024

Gazette’s Townsend 
receives two civic honors

State Gazette (Dyersburg) 
Managing Editor 
Rachel Townsend 
has been present-
ed with a Key to 
the City of Dyers-
burg by Mayor 
John Holden, 
and a Proclama-
tion of Honor 
from Mayor Pam 
Mabry of the 
city of Newbern. 

She was honored for her volunteer 
work with the community, her 
dedication to objective journalism, 

and her dedication to helping peo-
ple and animals.

State Gazette, Dyersburg
Oct. 24. 2024

Grainger Today’s 
Turner’s leg is broken 
at football game

Grainger Today’s (Bean Station) 
Robert Turner was sidelined, so to 
speak, after he was slammed into 
by one or more football players 

while photo-
graphing the 
Grainger High 
School football 
game against 
Northview Acad-
emy on Saturday, 
Sept. 28.

The impact 
caused breaks 
to both Turner’s 
tibia plate and 

fibula (below the knee). He was 
transported to UT Hospital by 
ambulance.

“I can only assume it was a play-
er, or players running too fast to 
stop or avoid me,” he said. “I have 
no idea which team it was. I knew 
right away my leg was broken.”

Turner was released from the 
hospital to allow swelling in his 
league to decrease, but (was to) 
require surgery to repair the dam-
age to his leg. A plate and screws 
(were) required to fix his damaged 
tibia plate and the fibula (was to) 
have to be set.

Grainger Today, Bean Station
Oct. 2, 2024

Chronicle’s Wade chosen 
as festival chairman

Humboldt Chronicle Editor 
Danny Wade will be stepping out 
from behind the camera and into 
the berry spotlight as the general 
chairman for the 87th annu-
al West Tennessee Strawberry 

Festival (WTSF) 
set for May 4-10, 
2025, in Hum-
boldt.

Wade will re-
tire in December 
after more than 
50 years with the 
Chronicle.

The WTSF 
is billed as 

“Tennessee’s Largest & Longest 
Running Festival Since 1934.” 
It boasts an expected turnout of 
“75,000 friends and neighbors” for 
a week-long event that covers nine 
blocks in Humboldt.

“For over two decades, I’ve 
written articles announcing the 
new Strawberry Festival general 
chairmen,” Wade said. “Each year 
I would think, What if this were 
me being announced as general 
chairman? Could I even do it? 

“All the cards seemed to fall in 
place. I announced my retirement 
and just a few weeks later, (Festival 
President Mitzie Privitt) ‘popped the 
question’ and after a couple of days, 
I said, ‘I do!’ My heart is filled with 
strawberry pride.”

Humboldt Chronicle
Aug. 27, 2024

And staff reports 

Thomason

Turner

Wade

Townsend

Friedman

NEWS & MOVES from Page 3
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Pop quiz, not a trick question: 
What’s the most important piece 
of information for readers common 
to all of these following police 
reports?

A home is uninhabitable after 
a fire.

A 38-year-old man was arrested 
for fleeing police after a chase that 
reached more than 100 mph.

Two people were injured when 
two vehicles crashed.

A 35-year-old woman died 
when her vehicle struck a deer. A 
38-year-old man who was the pas-
senger in the vehicle didn’t report 
any injuries.

The answer in every instance? 
Readers want to know the identity 
of the individuals – the “who,” the 
primary tenet of the five Ws and H 
of a solid news story.

These stories all appeared on the 
same page of a community news-
paper. Incredibly, none of the re-
ports – including the traffic fatality 
– included any names. Worse yet, 
there was no follow-up. Individuals 
were never identified.

I recognize that newsrooms are 

challenged today by smaller staffs 
and fewer resources. But, honestly, 
who is making sure reports about 
family, friends, co-workers check 
all the boxes for delivering basic 
facts? Who’s reviewing stories with 
the mind-set of a reader? Where’s 
the reporter’s instinct?

The examples are disappointing 
beyond the initial nameless and 
faceless reports. The newspaper 
also missed an opportunity for  
substantive follow-up. The house 
fire prompts the logical questions 
of where the displaced family is 
staying and are any volunteer ef-
forts underway to assist the family. 

Without a doubt, newsrooms 
face a troubling trend among law 
enforcement agencies. PR officers 

spoon feed information, selective-
ly deciding what they believe is 
in the best interests of the public. 
Press releases are quick to highlight 
efforts that put departments in a 
positive light, but they often give 
scant attention to the nuts and bolts 
of police reports – names, addresses, 
specifics of call – all information 
classified as public by law. Their ra-
tionale? Provide the minimum, and 
departments won’t receive the an-
gry calls asking why they released 
specifics to the newspaper.

More discouraging, though, is 
that many editors apparently share 
a similar sentiment and don’t press 
for significant details. Their ratio-
nale? Keep the reports vague and 
don’t rile readers.

Reporters have a responsibility 
to carefully review police and court 
reports. Sensitive details demand 
sensitive decisions about what to 
publish.

But the shortcomings in the 
above examples pertain to “the 
news.” Who was displaced by the 
fire? Who was traveling 100 mph? 
Who was injured in a car crash? 

Who died in the car/deer collision?
I was fortunate to sit behind the 

editor’s desk during the heyday of 
newspapers. The dynamics of the 
industry have changed, but one 
principle remains constant: Local 
names and faces are the backbone 
of vibrant community newspapers.

The cited examples should 
make all editors cringe. Lackadai-
sical reporting and disregard to 
elementary information erode a 
newspaper’s foundational credi-
bility. They are an embarrassment 
to a newspaper’s self-promotion 
as the go-to source for local news. 
At a very basic level, the misfires 
in reporting – even if they occur 
infrequently – prompt readers and 
advertisers alike to ask: What’s the 
value of the product?

The media landscape is indeed 
fractured and constantly changing. 
The challenges to survive and 
thrive are greater than ever with 
many factors out of a newspaper’s 
control. That underscores the need 
for publishers to double down on 
things under their control: Paying 
attention to their news product.

Newspapers still have an inside 
track as the premier clearinghouse 
of information in your markets. 
Community newspapers, at their 
best, are stewards of your commu-
nities. The news columns should be 
a blend of stories that people like to 
read and stories they should read.

But success depends on practic-
ing the principles of solid reporting.

Ignore the basic elements of 
journalism, and the path to main-
taining relevancy in your commu-
nities becomes much steeper.

Jim Pumarlo is former editor 
of the Red Wing (Minn.) Republi-
can Eagle. He writes, speaks and 
provides training on community 
newsroom success strategies. He is 
author of “Journalism Primer: A 
Guide to Community News Cover-
age,” “Votes and Quotes: A Guide to 
Outstanding Election Coverage” and 
“Bad News and Good Judgment: 
A Guide to Reporting on Sensitive 
Issues in Small-Town Newspapers.” 
He can be reached at www.pumar-
lo.com and jim@pumarlo.com.

Nameless, faceless reports will drive readers away
Community
Newsroom
Success

Jim Pumarlo

Perspective: Why voting is the ultimate expression of First Amendment rights
 Editor’s note: This column was 

written about a month before the 
Nov. 5 Election Day. Although 
Election Day has come and gone, 
the topic of voting rights and rules 
is a year-round subject of wide-
spread interest and discussion, so 
we felt it pertinent to publish it 
now while the topics of voting and 
elections are fresh in the minds of 
readers.

You will not find a “right to vote 
in elections” mentioned in the 45 
words of the First Amendment, or 
elsewhere in the U.S. Constitution 
for that matter.

But voting is the ultimate 
expression of those core freedoms, 
the most empowering means 
available to citizens aiming to 
participate in the political and 
self-governing tasks of a democrat-
ic republic.

Voting rights are based on and 
protected by a national patchwork 
of state constitutions and statutes 
and court decisions. The right to 
vote is implied in multiple U.S. 
constitutional amendments.

Forty-nine of the 50 state consti-

tutions explicitly affirm the right 
to vote. The exception is Kansas, 
where its state Supreme Court 
declared in June 2024 that no such 
provision exists.

What is meant by voting is 
“the ultimate expression of 
First Amendment rights?”

The nation’s founders provided 
strong protections for our core 
freedoms: religion, speech, press, 
assembly and petition.

Religious liberty protects us as 
we determine our personal values, 
through faith or other reasoning. 
We can then speak and write 
about those values to others. If 
enough fellow citizens agree, we 
have a right to organize – assemble 

– and to “petition the government 
for a redress of grievances.”

Since there is no law forcing 
the government to act once we 
speak (either as individuals or as a 
group), the engagement could stop 
there – except for the power of the 
ballot.

What makes up the “patch-
work” of laws that protect 
voting for federal offices?

The U.S. Constitution says that a 
person eligible to vote for the larg-
est house of a state’s legislature is 
also eligible to vote for members of 
the U.S. House of Representatives 
from that state.

In 1868, the 14th 
Amendment extended 
citizenship to all natural 
born or naturalized Amer-
icans regardless of race. 
It guaranteed that states 
cannot restrict the rights of 
citizenship, like voting.

In 1870, the 15th 
Amendment prohibited 
restricting the right to 

vote due to race. That same year, 
the Enforcement Act (also known 
as the Ku Klux Klan Act) made 
it illegal to disenfranchise Black 
voters through discriminatory 
laws or criminal actions. It al-
lowed the president to use federal 
marshals to bring charges against 
offenders.

The 17th Amendment, adopted 
in 1913, required states to elect 
senators by popular vote, rather 
than through electors.

The 19th Amendment, adopted 
in 1920, gave all women the right 
to vote. In 1964, the 24th Amend-
ment barred poll taxes, which had 
the effect of excluding people with 
low income in many states from 

voting. In 1971, the 26th Amend-
ment lowered the voting age from 
21 to 18 years old.

And in 1965, the Voting Rights 
Act empowered federal officials 
to challenge state laws that were 
aimed at excluding minority vot-
ers. But in 2013, in Shelby County 
v. Holder, the U.S. Supreme Court 
weakened the law by declaring 
much of its enforcement and mon-
itoring provisions to be unconsti-
tutional.

Can the government 
restrict First Amendment 
freedoms related to voting?

Since 2020, several states have 
adopted new restrictions on regis-
tration of voters and higher fines 
for violations. The restrictions fo-
cused on private groups that work 
to register voters and help people 
get to voting locations. Those 
groups have argued that the laws 
chilled their rights to free speech 
and assembly.

Freedom
Forum

Gene Policinski

See VOTING Page 9
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Six Rivers: Coverage of Hurricane Helene aftermath

Ken Davis travelled more than 
400 miles to Tennessee to help his 
older brother and sister-in-law in 
the aftermath of Helene. When he 
arrived, he hung up a large Ameri-
can flag on the couple’s porch.

The flag serves as a backdrop 
to muddied belongings and other 
salvaged possessions sitting outside 
on the front lawn. In another town, 
such a sight might indicate a yard 
sale. Here, it’s a recovery zone.

A few days ago, eight men were 
arrested for alleged looting nearby.

“They’d probably be doing us a 
favor if they took stuff,” Ken said 
with a laugh.

Worst since Katrina
With the death toll creeping 

past 200, Helene is now the dead-
liest hurricane to hit the mainland 
United States since Katrina in 
2005. The storm touched down as 
a Category 4 hurricane in Florida, 
but plowed into nearby states with 
unprecedented levels of rain that 
led to deadly flooding.

The Carolinas, Georgia and 
Virginia were all impacted by the 
storm and so was East Tennessee.

“Welcome to God’s country,” 
Toney, an Embreeville resident 
and Ken’s older brother, said.

An unincorporated community 
in Washington County, Tenn., 

Embreeville sits between Erwin 
and Jonesborough — the state’s 
oldest town — on State Routes 81 
and 107, running parallel to the 
Nolichucky River.

Some residents are traveling in 
side-by-sides to reach certain parts 
of the former mining town, due to 
limited vehicle access.

Toney and his wife Anna both 
wear thick rain boots while walk-
ing through their house. Though 
still-standing, flooding from the 
Nolichucky has left the home 
uninhabitable. Basement stairs 
and kitchen cabinets sit caked 
with mud and streaks of dirt along 
the walls remind us of where the 
river’s overflow once reached.

Anna said she’s concerned for 
their two dogs, who now live full 
time on their home’s back deck.

“Their fence is down, so we’ve 
had to keep them chained up,” 
Anna said. “They don’t do very 
well that way.”

Outside the couple’s home sits 
the foundation of their neighbor’s 
blue house, still planted into the 
ground. The actual structure of the 
home — seemingly still intact — 
can be located just a short distance 
away. A bright orange “X” has been 
spray painted on the blue siding, 
an official marking by the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency 
that the structure is beyond repair.

Four days after Helene, FEMA 
had not yet approved a Major 
Disaster Declaration for the state 

of Tennessee. The status would 
bring federal funding to those 
affected in Carter, Cocke, Greene, 
Hamblen, Hawkins, Johnson, 
Unicoi and Washington Counties. 
Once approved, specific assistance 
would include grants for tempo-
rary housing and low-cost loans 
to cover uninsured properties, 
among others.

Additionally, the declaration 
would open up federal funding for 
state and eligible local governments 
on a cost-sharing basis for emer-
gency work in affected counties.

“State and federal need to figure 
it out,” Ken said. “Politics can 
come later. We just need help.”

Though President Biden ap-
proved a Major Disaster Decla-
ration for Tennessee later that 

Don’t Forget Us: Small mountain community a portrait of resilience for East TN

day, the region’s own recovery 
efforts have remained strong since 
the storm. Nearby institutions, 
businesses and others alike have 
poured in with donations of water, 
food and clothing.

Toney said that urgent needs 
for the community now include 
excavators, roll-off dumpsters and 
other heavy equipment to assist 
with moving debris.

“A lot of people are donating 
water, but it’s bottles,” Ken added. 
“You need water for every-
thing; washing and everything 
else. We’ve received a couple 
of five-gallon buckets to fill up, 
which has been great.”

Down the road in Unicoi Coun-
ty, bodies are still being found. 
On Thursday, the body of a white 
female was recovered and sent 
to the William Jenkins Foren-
sics Center in Johnson City for 
identification. The body has yet to 
be confirmed if weather-related. 
At least 11 are dead in Tennessee, 
according to FEMA.

Despite the dismal reality, the 
community is resilient.

At one point, Ken pointed out a 

distant Heron perched on a mud 
pile, noting it as “a little beauty 
among all the destruction.”

“Small blessings,” he added. 
“The storm happened kind of in 
the middle of the day, versus three 
o’clock in the morning. If more 
people had been in their houses 
when this happened, it could have 
been a lot worse.”

Now that it’s been a week, 
many emergency rescue efforts 
across the region have transitioned 
into recovery efforts. Outside the 
couple’s home, the American 
flag — which Ken brought from 
his residence in Washington D.C. 
— serves as a reminder of the 
nearing election.

Between the race for the White 
House and the holiday season, 
some are concerned they may be 
forgotten by the American public.

“It’s the recovery that’s going to 
take years,” Ken said. “I know our 
population isn’t what Asheville’s 
is, but these are still our people. 
These people are in survival mode. 
People can’t forget that.”

GRACE TEATER
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
October 4, 2024

Photos by Grace Teater, Six Rivers Media, Kingsport

Above left: Anthony “Toney” Davis  and his wife Anna Palmer stand in front of their home near the Nolichucky River. 
Above right: Flooding left several homes completely destroyed. “I know our population isn’t what Asheville’s is, but 
these are still our people, Toney Davis said. “These people are in survival mode. People can’t forget that.” 

Shiloh Gross, 11, spent the morning making labels to organize the donations.

See RESILIENCE Page 7

Arkansas, Mississippi & Arkansas, Mississippi & 
Tennessee Press AssociationsTennessee Press Associations
together again!together again!
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The devastating aftermath of 
Hurricane Helene has brought all 
five Six Rivers Media newsrooms 
together in an unprecedented 
way.

Editors and reporters in Erwin, 
Johnson City, Jonesborough, 
Kingsport and Mountain City are 
pooling resources and sharing 
stories like never before.

 A team of 26 reporters and ed-
itors have fanned out to produce 
dozens of stories, photographs 
and videos from across Northeast 
Tennessee and Scott County, 
Virginia.

Every SRM editor and reporter 
– from the newest cubs to the sur-
liest grizzled vets – have pitched 
in. These folks live here and work 
here. This story hits home for 
them, too.

Reporters are swarming the an-
gles by getting into the field. They 
are finding human elements. They 
are writing about rescue, recovery, 
despair and hope, sadness, resil-
ience, how to help and what might 

be coming next.
They are persistent and push to 

talk with officials at the highest 
levels of federal and state govern-
ment.

You, our readers, are helping 
gather the news by providing hun-
dreds of photographs, comments 
and news tips. Thank you so very 
much.

Helene-related stories are 
posted to all five SRM websites 
throughout the day. Storm-related 
coverage is free without a digital 
subscription. Here are the five 
websites:

Story moved at unbelievable speed Son says Bertha Mendoza was devoted mother, beloved friend

City on a Hill
Inside the Embreeville Method-

ist Church, just a short drive away 
from Toney and Anna’s home, 
Samantha Honeycutt is working 
13 hours a day to ensure the com-
munity knows they haven’t been 
forgotten.

“This is our family,” she said. 
“We’ve been running side-by-sides 
to deliver stuff to people. We’re 
hiking up and giving it to people 
and helping the workers who 
have been out here working. Just 
anything we can do to give back 
to our community.”

The church is a donation hub. 
Inside, numerous tables overflow 
with food, clothes and other items. 
A cluster of small propane tanks 
sit in a corner near a couple dozen 
cases of water bottles. Organized 
rows of canned goods occupy 
tables in the middle, with packs of 
tampons and pads towering along 
the wall.

“Women are still having their 
periods,” Honeycutt said. “Imagine 
having your period and no running 
water. We’re trying to get hygiene 
products out to them. We need 
sugar kits as well for diabetics.”

Near the church entrance, 
clothes have been arranged ac-
cording to gender and size.

11-year-old Shiloh Gross sorts 
through clothes, stopping every so 
often to point out what items — a 
pink jacket and a sweater — she 
had donated herself.

Across the room, a growing col-
lection of highchairs and baby for-

mula serve as a sobering reminder 
that even the most vulnerable 
have been touched by Helene.

“I gave my breast pump away to a 
woman with a two-week-old baby,” 
Honeycutt said. “She told me that 
her breasts were just so engorged.”

Some residents of the commu-
nity are too proud to accept help, 
believing that others who are 
worse off deserve the resources 
more. To demonstrate how they’ll 
distribute items moving forward, 
Honeycutt placed a bag of de-
odorant, soap and other hygiene 
items down in the open palm of a 
volunteer.

“Don’t ask them if they need it,” 
she said. “Just give it to them.”

But Ziploc bags and laundry 
hampers filled with supplies aren’t 
the only ways Honeycutt is trying 
to rebuild her community. During 
relief outings, she keeps an eye 
open for photographs amid the 
wreckage with hopes of returning 
them to their owners.

Once-decorative wall pieces and 

residents of family albums, now 
souvenirs of a former life.

“This is all some people have,” 
she said. “We’re keeping them at 
my mom’s house.”

However, much like Ken, Toney 
and Anna — Honeycutt knows 
that this is not a weekend fix. Nor 
is it a two-month endeavor.

“This is going to be a tragedy 
that will last for a good few years,” 
she said. “It takes a good year 
or two to build one bridge, and 
there’s many bridges around here 
that are down.”

As the weeks turn into months 
and the rush of both local and 
nationwide assistance dies down, 
Honeycutt knows the community 
will still need help.

“They can’t forget us,” she said.

RESILIENCE from Page 6

Photos by Grace Teater, Six Rivers Media, Kingsport

Top photo above: A police cruiser’s rear wheels can be seen as the vehi-
cle’s front sits submerged in mud. Bottom photo above: The Embreeville 
United Methodist Church has become a haven of resources in the after-
math of Helene.

Above left: A car has been marked by FEMA as unsafe. Above right: Helene 
is now the deadliest Hurricane to hit the mainland U.S. since Katrina in 2005.

Helene
Storm
Coverage

Rob Walters

See WALTERS Page 9

Guillermo Mendoza remembers 
his mother, Bertha Mendoza, for 
many great qualities, including 
her faith, her compassion, and 
her ability to cheer and comfort 
others.

Bertha’s second-oldest son, 
Guillermo sat down with The 
Erwin Record on Oct. 14 to talk 
about his mother, Bertha Mendo-
za, 56. She was among the nine 
fatalities in Unicoi County from 
flooding caused by the remnants 
of Hurricane Helene as the storm 
passed through the area on Sept. 
27.

“She was a gentle, kind, com-
passionate healer and a great 
friend,” he said. “She’s the kind 
of person that if you had a bad 
day, just being around her would 
bring you some sort of comfort.”

Bertha Mendoza was originally 
from Janamuato in the Mexican 

state of Micho-
acán, but she 
had lived in Uni-
coi County since 
1998. She grew 
up in a family 
that consisted 
of one brother 
and six sisters. 
Though not the 
eldest, she often 
took 
on a motherly 
role when her parents were away 
at work.

“My mother would help my 
grandmother by looking after the 
home,” Mendoza said. “When 
my grandmother and grandfather 
would go to work, my mother 
would essentially raise her sib-
lings.”

Her son added that Bertha 
Mendoza had a deep love for her 
family and found joy in cooking 
special meals for them.

“She would cook our favorite 
meals, like tamales or a dish 

called posole,” he said. “One of 
our favorite desserts is called 
tres leches or three milk cakes. 
Her passion was to get everyone 
around the table to celebrate or 
just to be with each other.”

He noted that she took partic-
ular pride in her desserts and 
cakes, often baking them along 
with help from her sister, Araceli 
Mendoza, for events like wed-
dings and birthdays.

“She was really proud of her 
tres leches cakes, and she was 
a skilled baker,” Mendoza said. 
“She even made my wedding 
cake.”

Bertha also enjoyed sharing 
and liked to take cake slices with 
her to give out to co-workers, 
fellow church members and com-
munity friends.

Her son also spoke about the 
enduring and faithful relation-
ship between his mother and his 
father, Elias I. Mendoza.

KIMBERLY HARR
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
October 23, 2024

SUBMITTED

Bertha Mendoza

See MENDOZA Page 9
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How do we get our readers back? A better question might be, “How do we grow new readers?”
Last night, I noticed several simi-

lar messages in my inbox:

“Hey, Kevin. Do you have a col-
umn for us?”

“Hi, Kevin. Just making sure 
you’ll have a column for this 
month.”

“Kevin: Did I miss your column?”

You guessed right. I was late get-
ting my column written. But I have 
a good excuse (my friend, Brian, 
sent me a book titled “Excuses” 
because I always have a good rea-
son). I was late with this column 
because I’ve been inundated by 
newspaper requests over the past 
few weeks, and time just got away 
from me.

Interestingly (at least to me) 
are the types of requests coming 
in lately. Sure, there are the usual 

requests to speak at conferences 
and help with technical issues. 
But since the end of summer, I’ve 
noticed a spike in three types of 
requests:

• Holding focus groups to grow 
newspapers

• Critiquing newspapers and 
suggesting changes

• Helping newspapers reach 
younger audiences

There’s a definite trend brewing 
here. It appears that newspapers 
– and these requests have been 
coming from papers of all sizes 
– are looking for and investing 
in permanent growth. It does my 
heart good (for my non-American 
readers, I checked Merriam-Web-
ster. That’s an actual saying) to see 
newspapers investing in ways to 
create solid growth. I’m declaring 
the days of “quick fixes” and “new 
gadgets” over. The only way I’ve 
seen newspapers grow – and I see 
it all the time – is to invest in cre-
ating quality products that people 
want to read.

‘Get rich schemes’ are 
fading into the past, 
thankfully

I used to get depressed while 
walking through vendor areas at 
conventions and seeing “Get rich 
quick” schemes. You know the 
ones I’m talking about. Thankfully, 
I haven’t seen as many of those 
lately. We may have learned that 
growing our papers takes more 
than a new scheme.

My question for you today 
is this: What are you doing to 
create permanent growth at your 
newspaper? For some, we may be 
spending a lot of time keeping our 
operations afloat, and that’s valid. 
But it’s possible to do two things 
at once. We can work at keeping 
our newspapers in business and 
plan for growth at the same time. 
I own three businesses, and I do 

both every day.
Here’s an example. I spend 

about half of my time in the 
book publishing world. My com-
pany publishes books for well-
known authors and has a solid 
base of customers. It’s tempting 
to pump out book after book by 
established authors to meet the 
reading public’s demand. So we 
do that.

However, there’s also a young-
er audience out there that’s often 
ignored. That’s why I spend a lot 
of effort finding younger authors 
who might not sell as many 
books as veteran writers but can 
serve as a foundation for our 
future. It’s working; our younger 
authors will be the best-selling 
authors three or four years from 
now. I’m working to keep the 
company afloat while planning 
for permanent growth.

Working to create per-
manent growth at your 
newspaper beats seeking 
ways to cut costs

At the risk of being repetitive, I 
ask again: What are you doing to 
create permanent growth at your 
newspaper? If it feels like you’re 
spending most of your time find-
ing ways to cut expenses, you’ve 
got the “keep the company afloat” 
side of the business covered. But 
just as necessary are your steps 
to create a viable product well 
into the future. According to The 
National Boating Safety School, 

“As soon as mass is displaced or 
the density is changed, the boat 
will no longer be able to float. It 
will not be able to maintain its 
equilibrium or waterline because 
its density will become greater 
than that of the water, and the 
vessel will sink.”

In simpler terms, our boats can 
only float so long. Then they’ll 
sink. We’ve got to find or create a 
new current, which is what many 
newspapers are doing.

How do you get started? I’m 
shocked at the number of papers 
that look more like shoppers than 
newspapers. Take an honest look at 
your newspaper and ask your-
self, “Would I read that?” Hold a 
focus group. Gather community 
members together to look at your 
product and offer honest sugges-
tions. Look at newspapers attract-
ing younger readers – they’re out 
there – and see what they’re doing 
that you’re not doing.

These suggestions skim the 
surface but are proven ways to plan 
for growth. I don’t know about 
you, but I’m tired of looking at the 
past and asking, “How do we go 
back?” We can’t. It’s time to invest 
in the future.

Kevin Slimp is a consultant, 
advisor and trainer in the newspa-
per industry. From 1997-2018, he 
directed The Newspaper Institute 
of The University of Tennessee. He 
is CEO of Market Square Publish-
ing and Chief Guru at Newspaper-
Academy.com.

From the 
News
Guru

Kevin Slimp

Submitted

The Community Paper, Orlando, Fla., does a fantastic job of reaching younger readers while staying viable to 
older readers. It’s one of my favorite newspapers. Suggestion: Look at newspapers attracting younger readers 
and see what they are doing that you’re not doing.

CORRECTION:  We apologize for our errors  in the September 
edition of The Tennessee Press which listed Dave Ruthenberg, 
who won two awards for personal column, as Dave Ruthen-
berger.  We also take this opportunity to correct the spelling 
of Ric Beu, who was credited on two awards for Main Street 
Maury in Columbia.
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timesnews.net

thetomahawk.com

Six Rivers Media – a locally 
owned and controlled company 
– has increased the number of 
pages in all newspapers to provide 
sweeping coverage of this historic 
catastrophe.

Some days, putting together a 
daily newspaper is like doing a 
jigsaw puzzle under a strobe light. 
That has certainly been true the last 
several days as this story moves at 
unbelievable speed, with informa-
tion coming from all directions.

An editor instructs a reporter to 
head west and then, 10 minutes 
later, tells the reporter to stop on a 
dime and head east because some-
thing bigger is breaking.

News needs to be gathered, vet-
ted and edited before being posted 
to websites and later for printed 
products. Truth, accuracy and 
fairness are core values.

News breaks late, and editors 
make split-second decisions to 
rip up and remake the front page 
so that critical information is 
included. Conceptualizing and 
redesigning page A-1 needs to be 
done quickly.

Building a newspaper is a daily 
game of beat the clock. Editors 
and reporters need to meet tight 
deadlines to ensure the press 
starts on time so that newspapers 
are dropped off at post offices on 
time so that they can be delivered 
to your mailboxes on time.

We understand the printed news-
paper has most likely been the only 

source of reliable news to countless 
readers who were left without elec-
tricity and internet service.

Reliable news. Let those words 
sink in. Then consider this: 
Washington County, Tenn., issued 
a press release Oct. 2 that states in 
its opening sentence: “Wild, inac-
curate rumors are floating around 
on social media!”

Our mission is to provide reli-
able, accurate news. News that is 
meaningful and relevant to you. 
We will continue to follow this 
story for the next several days, 
weeks, months and years.

Finally, thank you for subscrib-
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“My dad and my mother had 
a wonderful relationship,” he 
said. “One that we, as children, 
wanted to model our own re-
lationships after. They’ve been 
married for 38 years, and my 
dad would still treat my mom 
like his girlfriend. He always 
had that special place for her, 
and he would always make her a 
priority.”

Her son shared his favorite 
memory of his mother, which is 
one that encapsulates the love 
and warmth she provided.

“My favorite memory of my 
mother is every time I would 
bring my children to her home,” 
he said. “My three children 
would immediately run and 

scream, ‘Abuelita,’ which 
means grandmother. 
They would run to my 
mom, and she would say, 
‘my kids, my kids,’ and 
hug and kiss them. It 
reminds me of how they 
loved her as if she were 
their own mother, and 
my mother loved them 
like they were her own 
children.”

Her son added that 
Bertha Mendoza leaves 
behind her mother and 
grandmother, making 
five generations in their 
extended family. He 
added that his mother’s 
grandmother is nearing 
her 100th birthday.

“There were talks about possi-

bly going to Mexico to celebrate 
our century birthday,” he said. 
“It was last year that we got to 

travel to Mexico, our last time as 
a family.”

Mendoza emphasized that one 
of his mother’s greatest qualities 
was her ability to listen and pro-
vide comfort.

“My mother was a counselor, 
even though she was not certified 
in (it). She was a nurse for us, 
a chef and a nurturer,” he said. 
“One of her greatest strengths 
is that she was a good listener. 
There are some times, in my 
experience, that people want to 
tell you how to fix things and do 
things, but my mom wasn’t going 
to put her opinion there unless 
you specifically asked for it.”

He explained, “She was just 
there to listen to you. Sometimes 
growing up, you don’t always 
make the best decisions, but we 

knew we could rely on our mom. 
We weren’t there to get lectured 
or judged. She would listen to 
you and pray for you. Sometimes 
that’s all that you need.”

Guillermo noted that his moth-
er would want to be remembered 
for her faith. She attended church 
at Centro Cristiano Siempre Go-
zosos in Johnson City.

Her son serves as minister to 
students at First Baptist Church 
in Erwin.

“Despite how dark things may 
be, we have someone that’s al-
ways looking out for us,” he said. 
“We may think this situation 
is hopeless, but the Lord above 
shows us the way and provides 
a way. Although we are very sad 
she’s not here, we know she’s in a 
better place.”

WALTERS from Page 7 ing. Your subscription makes this 
kind of local journalism possible 
during this unimaginable tragedy.

Rob Walters is content director for 
Six Rivers Media, LLC. Reach him at 
rwalters@sixriversmedia.com

MENDOZA from Page 7

Submitted

Bertha Mendoza, center, is survived by her four 
children (l.-r.) Guillermo I. Mendoza, Clarissa 
Flores, Emanuel Ibarra and Esteban Mendoza.

On the other side, there are laws 
punishing false speech with intent 
to prevent people from voting. 
The originator of a robocall that 
told thousands of New Hamp-
shire residents not to vote in that 
state’s primary election in January 
2024 was fined $6 million by the 
Federal Communications Commis-
sion and faces multiple criminal 

charges related to voter suppres-
sion and impersonating a political 
candidate.

States and local governments 
may restrict certain kinds of ex-
pressive speech and conduct where 
voting is involved.

As of September 2024, the Na-
tional Conference of State Legis-
latures reported limits on nearby 
activities when polling places are 
open for registration or voting:

• 21 states prohibit campaign 
apparel, buttons, stickers and 
placards.

• 38 states and Washington, 
D.C., prohibit campaign materials, 
signs, banners and literature.

• 29 states prohibit influencing 
voters, soliciting votes and political 
persuasion, with a few states now 
banning even nonpartisan groups 
from providing water to voters 
standing in long lines.

• 18 states and Washington, 
D.C., prohibit circulating petitions 
and soliciting signatures.

One more kind of restriction 
often seen as government control 
of activities related to voting is that 
of the private agreements signed 
as part of homeowner association 
memberships. Those agreements 
can ban or limit political yard signs, 
and windows, outside wall or fence 
displays that otherwise would be 

protected political speech. But that’s 
not a First Amendment item; those 
are contracts between the asso-
ciations and the homeowners or 
property owners.

Gene Policinski is a senior 
fellow for the First Amendment at 
Freedom Forum. He can be reached 
at gpolicinski@freedomforum.org. 
This column is reprinted by permis-
sion of FReedom Forum.

VOTING from Page 5
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The National Labor Relations 
Board (NLRB), after investigating 
unfair labor practice charges filed 
by a Union, decided to issue a 
complaint against SpaceX Explora-
tion Technologies, Corp.

On April 25, 2024, SpaceX 
filed a motion for a preliminary 
injunction to prevent the NLRB 
from proceeding because both 
NLRB Members and NLRB 
Administrative Law Judges are 
unconstitutionally protected from 
the President’s power of removal. 
SpaceX relied upon the recent U.S. 
Supreme Court decision reaching 
similar conclusions about ALJ’s 
in the Securities and Exchange 
Commission. That U.S. Supreme 
Court case upheld the United 
States Court of Appeals for the 5th 
Circuit. The SpaceX motion for a 
preliminary injunction was filed 
in the Western District of Texas, 
which is part of the 5th Circuit. 

In granting the motion for 
preliminary injunction, the Court 
found that SpaceX had shown 
a substantial likelihood that it 
would succeed on the merits of its 
lawsuit. The President’s control 
over the Officers performing sub-
stantial executive functions must 
be sufficient such that he is able to 
not only control the performance 

of the functions but also choose 
who holds said positions. The 
Court noted that the 5th Circuit 
had already ruled that SEC ALJ’s 
are unconstitutionally insulated 
from the President by at least two 
(2) layers of for cause protection 
from removal. Like the SEC ALJ’s, 
NLRB ALJ’s clearly “have substan-
tial authority” in agency investiga-
tions and enforcement actions. 

The National Labor Relations 
Act expressly creates removal 
protection for NLRB Members, 
limiting the President’s power to 
remove them only for “neglect of 
duty or maleficence in office, but 
for no other cause.” The Court 
noted that the NLRB enforces 
the NLRA when determining 
appropriate units for collective 
bargaining, directing representa-
tion of elections, deciding unfair 
labor practice charges, seeking 
enforcement of unfair labor 
practice charges in Federal Court, 

and appointing inferior officers 
including the Executive Secretary, 
Attorneys, Examiners, Regional 
Directors, ALJ’s, and others.

NLRB Members clearly wield 
substantial executive power 
through their administrative, policy 
making, and prosecutorial author-
ity. NLRB Members have executive 
prosecutorial power to “petition 
a United States District Court…
for appropriate temporary relief or 
restraining order” in response to an 
alleged unfair labor practice. The 
Court ruled that NLRB members 
are unconstitutionally protected 
from removal. The Court ruled that 
SpaceX has a live claim for pro-
spective relief to halt the ongoing 
NLRB proceeding against it, as well 
as other claims for relief besides 
avoiding the NLRB’s actions. 

The Court further ruled that 
SpaceX would suffer an irreparable 
injury if the NLRB were allowed 
to proceed. “Being subjected to un-
constitutional agency authority – a 
proceeding by an unaccountable 
ALJ – is a here and now injury.” 
This case is all about “avoiding an 
illegitimate proceeding.”

The Court also ruled that the 
public interest weighed in favor of 
issuing a preliminary injunction. 
The government suffers no cog-

nizable harm from stopping “the 
perpetuation of unlawful agency 
action.” The Court stated, “it is not 
in the public interest to have an 
increasingly expensive executive 
branch that “slips from the Exec-
utive’s control, and thus from that 
of the people.” Significantly the 
Court stated, “Congress exceeds its 
power when it attempts to neuter 
the President’s constitutional pow-
er to remove and control executive 
officers by conferring a web of 
removal protections upon NLRB 
ALJ’s and NLRB Members.”

This is a ruling of earthquake 
proportions. If ultimately suc-
cessful,  it will totally change 
the administrative process before 
the NLRB. That would be a 
much-needed correction to the 
power of the administrative state.

 
FTC non-compete ban 
blocked nationwide

On August 20, 2024, the U.S. 
District Court for the Northern 
District of Texas struck down the 
Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) 
Non-Compete Ban, permanently 
and nationally. 

In April 2024, the FTC an-
nounced a new Rule that generally 
barred most non-compete agree-

ments and required employers to 
provide notice to workers impact-
ed by the Rule. The Rule was set 
to go into effect September 4, 2024.

The Court had earlier issued a 
preliminary injunction, blocking 
the Rule from going into effect. The 
Court noted that the plaintiffs were 
substantially likely to prevail on 
the merits of their challenge to the 
FTC non-compete rule. On August 
20, 2024, the Court ordered that 
it be “set aside and should not be 
enforced or otherwise take effect 
on its effective date of September 4, 
2024, or thereafter.” The Court stat-
ed that the FTC exceeded its statu-
tory authority in implementing the 
Rule, and the Rule is arbitrary and 
capricious. Employers do not need 
to notify their employees that their 
non-compete agreements would 
be unenforceable as previously 
required.

 
D.C. Circuit reverses 
NLRB wrongful 
termination finding

In Absolute Healthcare d/b/a 
Curaleaf Arizona v. NLRB, the 
United States Court of Appeals for 
the D.C. Circuit reversed a finding of 
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NLRB may not proceed against SpaceX, and other labor-related developments

Legal
Update

L. Michael Zinser

See ZINSER Page 11

Gallatin native Jeremy Kelsey 
just wrapped up 14 months of 
appearing onstage in the Broad-
way hit show, “Ain’t Too Proud: 
The Life and Times of the Temp-
tations.”  

In Gallatin to visit his parents, 
Roxie and Elsoner Kelsey, Sr., 
he talked about his journey to 
Broadway, which he described as 
anything but direct.

In April of 2019, Kelsey and a 
friend went to New York to see 
“Ain’t Too Proud”—and while 
sitting in the audience, Kelsey had 
an epiphany.

“I have always loved the 
Temptations—they were always 
Number One for me,” he said. 
“When I found out there was a 
show on Broadway about them, 
I had to see it. A friend bought 

tickets for us, and we flew to New 
York. When I saw the show, my 
love of performing was reignited. 
As I sat in the audience, I knew 
beyond a shadow of a doubt that I 
could—and should—be using my 
talents to perform.”

In September of 2019, Kelsey 
auditioned for “Ain’t Too Proud.” 
He didn’t make it—but that didn’t 

quell his determination. He began 
saving money to move to New 
York at the end of 2020.

“But then everything changed 
around March of 2020 because 
of Covid,” he said. “An old friend 
who lived in New York had a 
roommate leave—so I moved 
early. By July of 2020, I lived in 
New York.”

Kelsey had nothing definite 
waiting for him in New York.

“It was a total leap of faith,” he 
said.

A graduate of Fisk University 
with a degree in business, Kelsey 
at the time was living and work-

ing in Huntsville, Ala.
“In Huntsville, I was a minister 

in a church and an adjunct pro-
fessor at Drake State Community 
College. What was behind me was 
great—but I knew that I needed to 
take this chance.”

He started out doing open mics, 
singing in karaoke bars, and send-
ing out videos.

“Then, in September I got a 
job working for Amazon—which 
was great because it helped me 
learn the city,” he said. “And I also 
learned that in New York, people 
don’t take off because it snows.”

Kelsey got his first paying gig 
singing with a band on Tuesday 
nights.

“It paid $50,” he recalled. 
“Which in New York, is like no 
money at all.”

He began to be known for his 

Leap of faith lands GHS grad in hit Broadway show
JANET SCOTT
Main Street Media, Gallatin
April 9, 2024

See LEAP OF FAITH Page 11
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Gallatin’s Jeremy Kelsey talks 
about his performance career, 
which has taken him to New York 
City and on a nationwide tour.
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Beverly Sue Hutcherson
Beverly Sue Hutcherson, 63, of 

Ripley, owner and editor of The 
Lauderdale County Enterprise, 
Ripley, died Saturday, October 
12, at home. Grave side services 
were set for Thursday, Oct. 17 
at Thurmond Family Cemetery 
in Brownsville with Bro. Larry 
Kendrick officiating.

Visitation was scheduled for 
Thursday, Oct. 17, at Thompson’s 
Mortuary in Ripley.

Beverly was 
born at Ripley 
Hospital April 
20, to Bobby O. 
and Margaret 
Thurmond. The 
oldest of three 
children, Beverly 
was reared in 
the Woodville 
Community. She 

was a graduate of Ripley High 
School in 1979 and began employ-
ment at Maremont. When she left 

there, she began working at The 
Lauderdale County Enterprise.

After a few years, she left the 
workforce to be a mother to two 
children. Once the kids were 
older, Beverly returned to the 
paper. She taught herself the com-
puter and programs used in the 
business. She built a relationship 
with many in the community. In 
later years, she and her husband 
purchased the paper and with the 
assistance of the staff maintained 
the integrity and kept the quality 

of the paper in place.
She loved her family and was 

strong in her faith. She loved  
to read. She played the piano, 
crocheted, loved hummingbirds, 
animals - cats, dogs, squirrels, 
gnomes, and butterflies.

She is survived by her husband 
of 45 years, Mike Hutcherson, of 
Ripley; two children, Amanda 
(John) Baucom, of Ridgely, and 
Max (Elizabeth) Hutcherson, of 
Milan; three grandchildren, Reese 
Booker, Preston Baucom, and 

Gage Jones; brother, Owen (Ange-
la) Thurmond, of Ripley; sister-
in-law, Shelia (Mike) Kirkpatrick, 
of Gates.

She was preceded in death by 
her parents and a brother, Ricky 
Thurmond.

Memorials may be sent to Up-
town Catz/ Downtown Dogz in 
Ripley or Breast Cancer Research.

The Lauderdale County 
Enterprise, Ripley

Oct. 17, 2024

the NLRB that Curaleaf had violated 
the law when it fired an employee 
in accordance with its four (4) step 
progressive discipline policy. The 
NLRB had ruled that the discharge 
was unlawful because of the fortu-
itous circumstance that the involved 
employee was also attempting to 
unionize Curaleaf. The employee in-
volved was responsible for dispens-
ing medical marijuana, logging the 
amounts of marijuana dispensed, 
handling cash associated with the 
transactions, and managing a cash 
register drawer.

Curaleaf terminated the employ-
ee in accordance with its four (4) 
step progressive disciplinary pol-
icy when the employee’s register 
drawer was short $20.00 at the end 
of a shift after Curaleaf had issued 
a verbal warning, a written warn-
ing, and a final written warning 
for committing similar errors in 
handling transactions. One of that 
employee’s cash transaction errors 
was particularly egregious being 
described as “the most horrendous 
transaction” that a manager had 
seen in his half-decade tenure 
with the Company. Despite this, 
the NLRB ruled that the Company 

must reinstate the employee who 
was engaged in union activity. 

In reversing the NLRB, the D.C. 
Circuit made the following points:

• Curaleaf strictly adhered to its 
progressive disciplinary policy.

• Curaleaf allowed the employee 
every opportunity to correct her 
mistakes. 

• The Policy granted the Com-
pany discretion to escalate any 
violation to termination.

Black Lives Matter (BLM) 
protests not protected

The NLRB in Parkside Café ruled 
that the employer did not construc-
tively discharge three (3) employ-
ees for participating in Black Lives 
Matter protests after work. The 
employees’ participation in BLM 
protests was not protected activity 
under Section 7 of the National 
Labor Relations Act. The connec-
tion between BLM protests and 
workplace issues was too attenuat-
ed to fall under the “mutual aid or 
protection” clause. The Board fur-
ther held that the employees were 
not constructively discharged.

 
NLRB no longer approves 
certain settlements

In Hospital Metropolitano Rio 
Piedras Inc., the NLRB overruled 
a previous case (UPMC) which al-
lows an ALJ to accept a settlement 
agreement over the objections of 
the NLRB General Counsel and the 
charging party if the approval of 
such a settlement is “reasonable.” 

In this case, the ALJ found that 
the settlement largely aligned with 
an earlier informal settlement 
proposed by the General Counsel 
except for a non-admission clause 
and exclusion of a provision re-
quiring notice distribution by text 
message to the employees. The 
ALJ thought the settlement was 
reasonable.

The NLRB ruled that accepting 
such a settlement over the objec-
tion of the General Counsel and 
the charging party undermines 
the General Counsel’s prosecutori-
al authority and fails to effectuate 
the policies of the National Labor 
Relations Act. The Board conclud-
ed that the best course of action 
was to discontinue the approval of 
such settlements altogether, argu-
ing that it preserves the integrity 
of the adjudicative process and en-
sures that cases are resolved either 
through full litigation or mutually 
agreed upon settlements. 

ZINSER from Page 10 From an employer’s point of 
view, this is a terrible case. Such 
settlements allow the resolution 
of cases despite the insistence 
upon unreasonable terms by 
either the NLRB General Coun-
sel or the charging party. I have 
often settled cases unilaterally 
with an ALJ over the objections 
of the General Counsel and the 
charging party. Such settlements 
save employers unnecessary 

litigation expenses. The charging 
party union could not care less 
because it is being represented by 
a taxpayer-funded NLRB General 
Counsel’s office. 

L. Michael Zinser, Gallatin, 
Tenn., represents employers on 
a nationwide basis in the areas 
of labor and employment. Reach 
him at 615.244.9700 or mzinser@
zinserlaw.com

Obituaries

Hutcherson

singing, however, and by May of 
2021, Kelsey was making enough 
money performing that he was 
able to quit working for Amazon.

“It was a confirmation for me—I 
could survive on my talent in New 
York,” he said.

In the end, Kelsey auditioned for 
“Ain’t Too Proud” six times.

“Every time I auditioned, I got 
a little bit closer to landing the 
role,” he said. “I was told that my 
singing was great, but my dancing 

needed work. So, I got help with 
my dancing. And it worked—they 
invited me to audition that sixth 
time, and I got the job.”

Kelsey landed the role of Berry 
Gordy, the founder of Motown, as 
well as the understudy for Otis 
Williams, who is the lead charac-
ter in the show.

Rehearsals began on Dec. 5, 
2022, and his first performance 
was on Jan. 3, 2023. Kelsey joined 
the production in the middle of a 
nationwide tour.

“Right off the bat, we were 

traveling to Houston, Los Angeles, 
Seattle, Vancouver, Edmonton, 
Ottawa, and everywhere in be-
tween,” he said.

The tour incorporated a lot of 
rehearsals at first.

“At first, we were always in 
rehearsal during the day—clocking 
in, like a real job. And I had three 
roles to learn—Berry Gordy, Otis 
Williams, and Melvin Williams—
so I needed the rehearsals,” he said. 
“Most nights we were performing.”

“Ain’t Too Proud” appeared at 
Tennessee Performing Arts Center 

(TPAC) in March of 2023, with 
Otis Williams in attendance.

“That was a dream come true,” 
recalled Kelsey.

Kelsey graduated from Gallatin 
High School in 2000, where he 
was the junior class vice president 
and the senior class president. 
After high school, he went to Fisk 
University.

“I had an uncle who went to Fisk, 
and he told me about the Jubilee 
Singers,” he said. “And so, I went to 
Fisk to become a Jubilee Singer.”

The “Ain’t Too Proud” tour 

closed in New Orleans on March 
3, 2024. Kelsey’s next job was per-
forming on an ABC Cruise—which 
took him to Aruba.

“I have another cruise sched-
uled later on in 2024,” he said. 
“But for now—after visiting my 
family here in Gallatin for a few 
days, I’m headed back to New 
York. Back to performing and au-
ditioning. I don’t know if I’ll end 
up in another Broadway show, but 
I do know that I’m living the life 
I was called to live. And that’s the 
only thing that matters.”

LEAP OF FAITH from Page 10

REPORTER:  Full-time news reporter at 
the Lebanon Democrat in Wilson County, 
Tenn. The position is 40 hours per week and 
involves reporting on government, schools, 
crime, courts, features, breaking news and 
other general news in Wilson County. Send 
resume, writing and photography samples 
to lindsay.pride@herald-citizen.com.

REPORTER:  Part-time news reporter 
to cover breaking news, crime, schools, 
city and county government and regular 
feature stories for the Hartsville Vidette in 
Trousdale County, about 45 miles NE of 
Nashville. The position is partially work 
from home and partially covering meet-
ings, events and news onsite in Trousdale 
County. Please send a resume, writing 
and photography samples to editor@
herald-citizen.com or lindsay.pride@
herald-citizen.com

EDITOR:  Grainger Today has an imme-
diate opening for an editor/reporter.  
Journalism experience and familiarity 
with AP style is required. Must possess 

good organizational and writing skills, 
be deadline-oriented and dependable, 
and have the ability to think logically and 
exercise good judgment.
The ability to self-motivate, generate sto-
ry ideas, and follow through is a necessity. 
Must be able to attend evening meetings 
and weekend events. Photography skills 
are a plus.  Send resume to billing@
graingertoday.com 

REPORTER:  Grainger Today has an 
immediate opening for a part-time or full-
time reporter.  Must have good grammar, 
writing and computer skills, and be 
deadline-oriented and dependable. The 
ability to generate story ideas and follow 
through with assignments is required. 
Evening or weekend event coverage may 
be necessary. Photography skills are a 
plus. Journalism or writing experience 
preferred, not required.  Send resume to 
billing@graingertoday.com

Submit your job openings for posting to 
tnpress.com to rgentile@tnpress.com.  

Newspaper Job Postings



Legendary writer Truman 
Capote convinced two convicted 
killers to answer his questions 
which were included in his best-
seller “In Cold Blood.”

Rapport helps your subject feel 
comfortable answering — not 
dodging — your questions.

Author Simon Sinek says simple 
questions will help people trust you:

• Can you help me out?
• What are your thoughts on . . . ?
• How do you feel abo . . . ?
People are more inclined to trust 

you when you ask for assistance.
The Q&A is a great technique. I 

love it because I can cut responses 

to the pithiest quotes. 
It reads like a conversation. I ask 

questions. My subject answers.
Set up the Q&A with a short 

introduction of your subject. Who 
they are and why your readers 
should want to read what they 
have to say. Thern start the Q&A.

Make it conversational, as if you 
were sitting around a kitchen table. 

Your subjects will feel free to 
talk if they feel you respect them 
and want to hear their stories.

Cristiana Bedei of the Interna-
tional Journalists Network suggests 
you do pre-interview research. This 
will help you plan better questions, 
break the ice and build rapport.

Your follow-up is to check the 
truth of what they told you. Go for 
face-to-face interviews to capture 
color, emotions and nuances. 

Settle for digital or phone inter-
views if no other way is available. 

Some editors have found that 

after the COVID-19 pandemic, 
their reporters’ interpersonal skills 
significantly declined.

Respect their wishes in stories 
requiring you to identify gender, 
race or other details.

Set clear ground rules. Let them 
know that everything they tell you 
may be published. This helps man-
age expectations and builds trust.

Be firm but not hard-nosed. If 
subjects want to retract something 
they said, decide if it actually is im-
portant. If it’s not important agree 
to this. If it’s important, negotiate. 
Tell them this seems important to 
the story. How can we rephrase it?

Don’t impose on their grief. Be 
sensitive to their feelings in cases 
of death, loss or trauma. Think 
of how you would want to be 
treated if it was you or your family 
involved. Listen actively and ask 
follow-up questions as needed.

Verify all information and don’t 
be afraid to ask tough questions. If 
you don’t get an answer, say you’re 
not sure they understood the ques-
tion then phrase it a different way.

Newspaper owner and editor 
Jerry Bellune reported from the 
Middle East, the United Nations 
and Washington before retiring in 
South Carolina.
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Earlier this year, Will Lewis, the 
Washington Post’s new publisher 
and CEO, disclosed in a staff meet-
ing that the Post had lost nearly 
half of its digital subscribers since 
the peak of 2020 when Donald 
Trump was still president and the 
COVID-19 pandemic was raging.

The Post had already an-
nounced that it planned to reduce 
staff to offset deep losses in reve-
nue. These were the first major job 
cuts since 2013 when Jeff Bezos, 
the founder and former CEO of 
Amazon, bought The Post for $250 
million.

His purchase of the Post from 
the Graham family brought in a 
wave of cash and hope that my 
former employer would figure out 
how to make money and survive. 
There is a reason we call it the 
news “business.” It is one, and it 
takes money to hold the govern-
ment accountable, to investigate 
wrongdoing, to cover local crime 
and school boards, to send a re-
porter into a community to find an 
inspiring story.

But for Bezos and other billion-
aires like Patrick Soon-Shiong, 
who purchased The Los Angeles 
Times in 2018 for $500 million, 
these venerable institutions in 
American journalism have been 
costly to run and have lost them 
millions of dollars. The Post’s loss-
es in 2023 were $77 million. 

Like my colleagues, many still 
at the Post and many more who 
have left in recent years, like tens 
of thousands of readers who have 
weighed in through the com-
ments on the Post website, I am 
shocked and angry by the news 

that 11 days before an election, the 
Post will not offer a presidential 
endorsement this year. 

The Post’s editorial board had 
written an endorsement of Vice 
President Kamala Harris but was 
stopped by its publisher and pre-
sumably by its owner, Bezos, from 
running it. Days earlier at the Los 
Angeles Times, Soon-Shiong also 
blocked that paper from running 
an endorsement of Harris.

Since then my social media feed 
has been filled with people regis-
tering their outrage by announc-
ing they have canceled their Post 
subscriptions. It’s unclear how 
many subscriptions the Post has 
lost because of this. 

But I know this. I’m keeping my 
Post digital subscription.

My former newsroom col-
leagues need my support

Right now, more than ever, my 
former colleagues in the news-
room, who work independently 
from the publisher and CEO, need 
my support to do their journalism.

Readers who walked away 
from the Post in the last days in 
justified disgust missed this block-
buster exclusive about Elon Musk 
and how he launched his career 

working illegally. 
They missed that the opinion 

staff is fighting back against the 
decision by their CEO and publish-
er, raising questions about why the 
head of the editorial page allowed 
this to happen in the first place 
and didn’t resign in protest. None 
of us who knew and worked with 
Fred Hiatt, the late editorial page 
editor of the paper, could imagine 
this would have happened with 
complicity when he was there. 

They missed the condemnation of 
the Post’s decision signed by 18 col-
umnists. They missed the cartoons.

My colleagues who are left at 
the Post are caught in the middle. 
They are editorially independent 
of the publisher and owner. As Pu-
litzer Prize-winning investigative 
reporter Carol Leonnig wrote on 
X, “I’m a reporter and I don’t care 
who the Post’s ed board endorses. 
A fearless independent newsroom 
— which we’ve so far enjoyed 
under Jeff Bezos’ ownership — is 
what I hope we will maintain.” All 
of Leonnig’s posts on X about this 
are worth reading.

Perhaps it’s hard for readers to 
understand this — and certainly 
we bear responsibility in journal-
ism for not explaining better – but 
most reporters work independent-
ly from the opinion staff. In my 
14 years at the Washington Post, 
including when I was Baghdad bu-
reau chief, I never was censored, 
talked out of a story or directed 
to write something my reporting 
didn’t support.

One time when I was cover-
ing a congressional hearing as a 
business reporter, a source refused 

to talk to me because of an edito-
rial the Post had published that 
morning about the Iraq war. They 
started to tell me about the edito-
rial, and I stopped them. What my 
newspaper “thought” played no 
part in what I was reporting.

While I respect the collective 
action of a boycott, of withholding 
subscription dollars from Bezos 
to make a statement about the 
non-endorsement — and yes, 
the timing of it — the fact is that 
Bezos did not buy the Post to 
make money. The loss of subscrip-
tion dollars, your subscription 
dollars, may well hurt the bottom 
line of the Post, just as the losses 
did in 2023.

But all it really does is threaten 
the ability of the newsroom to con-
tinue to produce journalism.

It hurts people like my mentor 
David E. Hoffman, a member of 
the editorial board. A few days 
before the blockbuster news about 
the non-endorsement, Hoffman 
was in New York to accept the 
Pulitzer Prize for editorial writing 
for The Washington Post’s series 
“Annals of Autocracy.” 

It hurts Steve Hendrix, the Post’s 
Jerusalem bureau chief. It hurts 
Jenna Portnoy, who covers local 
health care. It hurts Jasmine Hilton, 
a metro reporter who covers crime. 
It hurts Keith Alexander who covers 
D.C. superior court. It hurts Debbi 
Wilgoren who covers the Justice De-
partment and describes herself as a 
“Washington Post lifer.” It hurts all 
the Post reporters who put them-
selves in harm’s way covering the 
Jan. 6 insurrection.

Readers complain about dimin-

ished news in their papers, about 
why a reporter didn’t show up, 
about a meeting that goes uncov-
ered. The fact is that it costs to 
employ people and to send them 
on assignment. Producing news re-
quires money. Paying people what 
they’re worth requires money. 

While I know opinion coverage 
– but doubtfully endorsements 
— drive people to subscribe to a 
newspaper, it’s hard to see how 
the wave of mass cancellations 
will reverse the endorsement deci-
sion, though it’s possible. 

Voting and canvassing can 
impact an election

The Post’s endorsement was 
never going to change the outcome 
of the election. But voting can. 
There also is collective power 
in going to vote, in canvassing, 
in taking real action that could 
impact the election. There is 
collective power in supporting 
news reporting that could alter the 
outcome of an election. 

Regardless, the damage is done, 
and the people most hurt by this are 
the ones who are left trying to carry 
on the tradition of Washington Post 
excellence, which I still believe in, 
which I’m still willing to pay for. 

Jackie Spinner is the editor of 
Gateway Journalism Review (GJR) 
and was a staff writer at The 
Washington Post for 14 years. This 
column was originally published 
October 27 by GJR. Spinner’s 
columns, which appear intermit-
tently, are reprinted here with her 
permission.
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