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Jt wasthe springof 1968.TheweightofVietnamcausedLRJ
murdered
Ito quit his racefor theWhiteHouse.An assassin
Martin Luther King. Americarioted and its citiesburned.
SirhanSirhanshot down BobbyKennedy.
RalphMcGill had but a short time to live.
It's been30 years,but big newsevents,especiallyso
manyin sucha briefperiod,neverfeelthat distant.
Theyoungman, so caughtup in it all, dreamedof the
dayhe would becomea newspaperman.A collegefreshman
with onesummerof obits, policebriefs and pressrelease
rewritesbehindhim on a big-city daily, he couldonly dreamof
becomingthejournalist that McGill alreadywas. Thekind of
journalist whosecoverageofbig eventsmattered.
He was18,and he boardedhis first airplaneto fly to
Washington,D.C.that June. It seemedto be wherea
newspaperman,
evenan aspiringone,shouldgo. He especially
wantedto seea placecalled"Resurrection
City." Thetentsand
lean-toscoveredalmosteverysquarefoot betweenthe
WashingtonMonumentand the Lincoln Memorial. Children
by the hundredsplayedin the ReflectingPool. Poorpeopleby
the thousands
hadcometo their nation'scapital.
Theiractionsspokeof war,their heroes'pointless
murders,aswell astheir poverty. Yet their actionsalsospoke
ofhope.
Thesewerethe peoplefor whom RalphMcGill often
wrote. And it's only just occunedto me, asthe 3oth
anniversaryofhis deathapproaches,that my own youthful
idealismandjournalisticpassiondrewmeto them. TheMcGill
link, admittedlythin, is therenonetheless.
That l8-year-oldboy is honoredto standbeforeyou
today. But canhe say,especially
whenmeasured
againstthe
legendthat hasbecomeRalphMcGill,that his idealism
remainsfirm andhisjoumalisticpassionstill burns?For now
that boy'sfocusis everybit asmuch on bottom-line
performance
asheadlinesignificance.
In his invitation,TomRussellput it this way: "Even
somejoumalistsdoubtbig businessandcourageous
journalismcanco-existin thesamehouse.Sowhatis the
formula ... requiredbetweenthe marketingof newspapersand
thejournalismthat goesin them?" Beforeanswering,
a
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disclosureis in order. That sameidealistic kid has alsobeen hung in
effiry - quite literally - by some of the highesthigh lords ofjournalism,
self-annointedthough they were. My decisionto acceptthe resignation
ofa certainAtlanta Journal-Constitutioneditor a decadeagoprompted a
New Orleans-stylefuneral paradein the editor's honor.
As the loo-or-so marchersmade their way down Atlanta's
Marietta Streetpast the newspaperbuilding where I servedaspublisher,
there, swinging from a high pole, was the most amazinglikenessof me
that I've ever seen. A picture appearedin the next weer"sissueof
Newsweek.
All of this, of course, prompted a call from my always-supportive
mother.
'Ijust
knew you'd make it into a national magazine,"her voice
chirped with pride.
I had neither the heart nor the energy to tell mom the full story,
but I have plenty of heart and plenty of energy today.
I put that episodebehind me soon after it happened,and I have
no plan to re-visit is today. It did, however, shape and sharpen my
commitment to the newspapercalling I hold so dear.
For newspapers have never
been more alive, more vital to
the lives of readers and more
For newspapers
crucial to the society in which we
live.
Quality journalism
have neverbeen
supportedby increasingly
more alive.
sophisticatedbusinesspractices
have
made it so. The two go
more vital to the
together. I've never seen, let
lives ofreaders
aloneheard of, a journalistically
and more
strong newspaperthat wasn't
equally strong on the business
crucial to the
side.
society in which
Such a elaim in an era of flat
circulation,
softening readership
we live.
and embarrassingjournalistic
misstepsmay sound
preposterous,but it's not. The

thresholdof
babelofso manyvoicescontributingto the ever-declining
whatpasses
for truth compelsnewspapers
to performto higher
journalisticstandardsthaneverbefore.
is this
f,undamental to thepast,presentandfutureof newspapers
I' pursuitof truth on behalfofthepeopletheyserve,their readers.
Withoutthis foundation,I am convinced,
newspapers
haveno reasonfor
being.Theywouldhaveno audience
to serve.And withoutan audience,
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advertisers,who provide 80 percent of the typical newspaper'srevenue,
would quickly find other placesto spend their promotional and
marketing dollars.
Former New York Times editor Max Frankel recentlyput it this
way: "Fiction and fact live in radically different emotionalworlds, and
fabricatorsgreedilywant the best
ofboth." Frankel wrote in
criticizing those recently turned
out from the joumalistic ranks for
McGill, I think,
their greed. "Happily," however,
"journalism's
he concluded,
wouldbe proud
infantry slogson, strugglingto
ofthe generation
distinguish fact from fiction."
For everytoo-good-to-beofjournalists
true quote inventedby a
who have
desperatecolumnist intent on
followed him.
building an undeserved
reputation, thousandsof
workadayjournalists commit
their dailv lives to the Dursuit of
accuracy and fairness. They are tJle infantry to whom Frankel refers and
they are the singlegreatestassestnewspaperspossess.Their work
distinguishesnewspapersfrom the breathless24-hour-a-daychatter of
all-newsradio and television. Their coverage,especiallythat which we
call enterprise,usually setsthe agendafor tJreirmedia kin.
McGill, I think, would be proud of the generationofjournalists
who havefollowed him. Consider,for instance,Jane Hanson,a reporter
at Mccill's own newspaper,The Constitution. Her work on behalf of
Georgia'sfoster chldren yearsagoled to statewidesoul-searchingand
reform when she discoveredmore than 50 children in the state'scare
had died under what could be charitably classifiedas "mysterious
circumstances."Just recently,Jane took another look at children, this
time focusingon thoseborn into the world of crack cocaine,who now
are bearing children of their own. This lost generationcan be saved,the
reporting suggested,and it explainedhow. Basedon the response
reported this past Sunday from those who want to help, the story
touched readersin the most fundamental ofways.
Jane Hansen'swork typifies what is best about newspapers.I
think there is far more ofthis journalism than we realizeor recognize.
Sometimes,it travelsunder the banner of "civic" journalism. Other
times it is calledpublic affairs or investigativereporting. To me, it's just
the plain, old-fashionedreporting that reflectsthe idealismthat drew so
manv ofus to the Drofession.
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tlhe financialsideof newspapering
hasgrownjust ascomplex.If
I JackTarver,McGill'spublisher,felt he hadto "steadythe soapbox"
for his newspaperstar, today'spublishersmust do the samewhile
batding competitorsstrongerand flercerthan haveeverexisted. For tlre
steadinessofthe soapbox,asanyoneknowswho haseverboughtpaper
by the railroad car or ink by the barrell, had neverbeenmorerickety.
McGill and Tarverfacedcompetitionfrom two or three over-the-air
televisionoutletsand a handful ofAM radio stations. Time doesnot
permit a recitationof all the competitors,in a variety of media,that face
today'spublisher.
(andfree
Still around,ofcourse,arethe criticsofnewspapers
speech,for that matter) who existedthen and now. Topplingthe
soapboxis their life's dream.
Sadly,they arejoined by somewho would undermineits
stability by gnawingat the foundationfrom within. They'reblind to the
importantrelationshipbetweenfinancialandjoumalisticstrength.
J learnedthis lessonasa newpublisherin Dayton,Ohio,whenI
I facedoneof the mostdiffrcnlt professionaldecisionsof my life. In an
attemptto protectand extendour newspaperresourcesamid steadily
decliningprofits, I sawthe needto mergethe newsstaffsof our
commonlyowned,but highly competitive,morning and afternoon
newspapers.We alsolaid off someemployees,mostlyoutsidethe
newsroom.As someonewho had grownup asa reporter on oneof those
newspapersand lived for the daily battle we fought for news,the
decisionwasespecia[ painful. But nothinShurt asmuch aswhenI
readwhat oneof our reportershad to say- under the cloakof
anonymity- in our newspaperthe next day.
"Now I know how the folks in Xeniafelt," the reporter said,
referringto a communitynearDalton that had lost nearly40 of its
peopleto a tornadosomeyearsearlier.
Think aboutthat. We weredesperatelyworking to guaranteethe
newspaper'ssurvivaland a reporter comparedthat to a tragedythat
claimedhumanlife itself. What a pity that he could seeno difference. I
wasembarrassed
for him, aswell asfor our profession.
Financialhealthretumedto Dayton.Its journalisticwellbeing
survived,asevidencedby last spring'sPulitzerto The DaytonDaily News
for its coverageof abusesin the military medicalsystem.
It is this ongoingassumption
that thosechargedwith a
newspaper'sfinancialhealthwould trade qualityjournalism for a better
galls.
bottomline that especially
Thereoughtto be a specialshame(conferred)on thosewho once
occupiedsomeof thetop newspaper
editorships
who now snipefrom
safeacademicnests. They'realwaysavailablewith a quotethat
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preservestheir placein history by disparagingthosewho havefollowed
them. Ifthe "villain" occupiesthe publisher'soffice,that's all the better.
Typicalis this quote,attributed to cene Roberts,former
PhiladelphiaInquirer editor and NewYork Timesmanagingeditor, in a
ColumbiaJournalismReviewarticle that ran this summer. It's entitled
"MoneyLust: How Pressure
for Profitis PervertingJournalism."
"Newscoverageis beingshapedby corporateexecutivesat
headquartersfar from the local scene,"Roberts,now a journalism
professorat the Universityof Maryland,told a pressgroup in California.
"(The shaping)is seldomdoneby corporatedirectiveor fiat. It rarely
involveskilling or slantingstories. Usuallyit is by the appointmentof a
pliable editor here,a corporategraphicsconferencethere,that resultsin
a moreuniformlook,a more
cookie-cutterapproach
amongt}le chain's
newspapers,or the corporate
researchdirector's
To believe them is
interpretationof reader
to believe that this
surveysthat seecommon
denominatorsolutionsto
great newspaper
complexcoverageproblems
group bartered its
...As papersbecome
journalistic
soul
increasinglyshallowand
niggardlythey losetheir
forfinancial
essentialityto their readers
fortune. That, of
and their communities.And
this is ultimatelysuicidal."
course, is
Anothereditoronce
nonsense.
told me readersgiveus far
more credit than we deserve
for beingMachiavellian.The
same, I fear, could be said for Gene Roberts' overblown view of
newspapers today. His friends and followers have spent much ofthe
last decade mocking Roberts' former employer, Knight Ridder, which
owns The Philaddia Inquirer. To believethem is to believethat this
great newspapergroup bartered itsjournalistic soul for financial
fortune. That, of course,is nonsense.
I'm not here to mal<ea casefor Knight Ridder. Nor am I here to
pick on Gene Roberts whose views, if nothing else, will keep us focused.
These fellows can take care of themselves.
What I am here to do is to make a casefor the end to the
divisive nonsensethat sayshigh-quality joumalism and financial
successcan't co-exist. It's somethingthat shouldn't have to be done.
But I've had a gut full of theseso-calledlions ofjournalism who roar and
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preen while the rest ofus lead the herd in the hunt for better
newspapenng.
Castingasidethe handful of newspaperowners (and, thankfully,
they are just a few) who use their pressesas a legal way to print money,
the vast majority of newspaper companies I know are playing for the
long term. They recognizethat
their future rests with the
communitieswhosenames
appearin their nameplates.
They know thesecompetitive
First, believe in
and demandingtimes compel
newspapers and
them to publish quality
quit writing their
newspapersif they hope to
surnve.
obituary... It is
They have names like Knight
time that those of
Ridder, Belo,New York Times,
Tribune, McClatchy,Gannett,
us who believe in
ScrippsHoward and, I'm proud
newspapers
to say,Cox,to name but a few.
speakup.
What matters most is the
commitment the owner of that
newspaperhas to the
community it serves. Commitment personifies itself in the quality and
characterof the publisher and editor who lead a newspaper.
And, if you will permit me this aside,I'd like to say a word on
behalf of the Cox family, owners of the newspap€r company for which I
haveworked for 27 years. It's not accidentalthat the singlenewspaper,
bought for lessthan $3o,o0o a century agoby JamesM. Cox,the
schoolteacher-tumed-joumalist who would later become the governor
of Ohio and a nomineefor presidentofthe United States,has grown
into the severalbillion-dollar multimedia companyof today.
Just as the governor'sbusinessacumenpassed down through
the generationsto his grandson,Jim Kennedy,our chairman, so, too,
did his joumalistic courage. Just as the governorstood up to
unenlightenedcivic and businessleadersin Dayton,Ohio, in the early
lgoos, Jim Kennedyhas made his brave stands. Just as Gov.Cox and
his son, Jim Cox Jr., stood behind McGill, so, too, has Jim Kennedy
stoodbehind his newspapermen and women.
I havewatchedpoliticians,businessleaders,law enforcement
officials and many more attempt to swayJim Kennedy. And Jim, a
former publisher himself, has given them a fair hearing. He's followed
up with tough questionsof his people. Lord, do I know that! Without
fail, he's come down on the right side ofthe answer. He's neverbuckled
when we were right, which, fortunately, has been far rnore often than
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not. And he's done the equallybrave and correct thing of setting the
record straight when we were wrong.
ere, then, is the "formula" askedby Tom Russellof this newspaper
ff
I I man who truly believesit is his duty to competeas vigorouslyfor
profitability as for the public's right to know.
First, believein newspapersand quit writing their obituary.
While the 8o percent of all adults who read a newspaperin McGill's day
has slipped to 6O percent,a local newspapertoday is the one common
place,in most communities,from which citizensget their information on
a daily basis. Local television news viewing, for instance, has fallen in
the last decadealoneby percentagesequal to, or greaterthan, our
declinesover the last 30 years. And no one channelhas ever come close
to matching a singlenewspaper'saudience. In an era when a placelike
metropolitan Atlanta has halfa dozenor more over-the-airbroadcasters,
up to loo cableand satellite channelsand 50 radio voices,it strikesme
as remarkablethat newspaperreadershipremains so strong. Put
differently, a bad day in the newspaperbusinessis better than the best
day in another medium.
Tt is time that those of us who believein newspapersspeakup. To the
I whiners, criers and bellyachers,I politely suggestyou go elsewhere.
Get out of the way. You're consuming valuable orygen the rest of us
need.
Second,we needto recognizethat with rare exception,
newspapersare no longer eachother's main competitor. Television,
radio, cable,direct mail (especially
Advo), the Yellow Pagesand now the
Internet have usurpedthe role offoe.
We shouldhave
Yet the newspapers,big and small,
look first to what they know best become better
other newspapers- as tleir
thieves ofeach
competitivetarget. That's silly. At a
other's best
time when nearby newspapers ought
to find ways to perform
practices.
cooperatively, especially in the
I
production, salesand marketing
areas,they persist in fighting each
other. Imagine how our media competitorsmust watch on in
amusementand delight.
Old habits must die, but it will take real leadersto slaythem.
Give credit to The New York Times, for instance, for building its growing
national edition on the backboneofits relationship with local
newspaperstlat print and deliver that newspaperin a quality and timely
fashion. And Gannett and USA Todav deservea tin of the hat for the
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many lessonsthey'vetaught thosewho onceviewedthat newspaper
qmically and arrogantlybut today look at it with enry. We all should
havebeen as smart, as committed, as gutsy as Al Neuharth.
We should havebecomebetter thievesof eachother'sbest
practices. Trade groupslike the NewspaperAssociationofAmerica and
the SouthernNewspaperPublishersAssociationincreasinglyaid and
abet such theft by acting as clearinghousesfor bright ideas.
Within Cox,highestpraise often goesnot to the inventor but to
the practitioner. Ideas are abundant and easy. It's the hard work of
bringing them to reality that really counts. I'm especiallyproud of
thedigital wide areanetwork we havebuilt on links, via telephonelines
and computers,all ofour newsroomsand the 1,5oojournalists who
inhabit them. And nothing delights me quite as much as seeinga story
with a NacogdochesDaily
Sentinel(our smallestpaper)
byline on the pagesof the
Let's shelve the
Joumal-Constitution. There is
nothing to prevent this collegial
modesty, which I
approachto newspaperingfrom
think is mostly
spilling over the boundariesof
phony in the first
one group to another in a
common pursuit of excellence.
place, and let's
Third, we must identifu, reward
tell readers what
and celebrateour successes
as
aggressively
and
appropriately
we've done on
as we flog our failures. I think
their behalf.
it's the old-fashionedmachoway
of newspapersthat prevents
this. An "Aw, shucks"is often
about the only reaction to praise in this business. But perhapsthat ls
becausethere is so little praise that no one knows quite how to respond.
Let's shelvethe modesty,which I think is mostly phony in the first place,
and let's tell readerswhat we've done on their behalf.
Fourth, be open to new ideas,new waysofthinking about
newspapering.Although I've not met him, I admire the courageshown
by Mark Willes, the new head of Times-Mirror. Without a background
in newspapers,he's madehis shareof misstepsand, true to form, his
newspaperkin havepouncedhard. Yet, Willes has forged ahead. Some
ofwhat he says,I disagreewith. Much of what he saysis worth
pondering. If newspapermenhad castigatedMcGill for his "out-of-step"
views on the very different matter of, say, race the way they have gone
after Willes, I wonder if we would evenbe having this lecture today.
Fifth, recruit, retain and advanceour best people. Supply and demand
tells us we're in an extendedperiod of more work, especiallymore skilled
work, than we haveemployeesto do the jobs. We cannot afford to lose
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good people. We must recruit better people. And those we have deserve
every opportunity to get better in the jobs they're doing.
For years, our Cox Newspapers operated independently of each
other. In many ways they still do. But we will not accept the loss of our
best people for lack of opportunity within our organization. So you can
imagine my delight when I recently discovered more than 2oo transfers
had occurred within our newspaper organization over the last two years.
It signals pro$ess in our efforts to keep our best and brightest.
Sixth, and last, lead.
My best lessonsin leadershiphavecome from colleagues.
Permit me, if you will, a coupleof stories.
I had just been named publisher of The Dalton Daily News
when I was 31 yearsold. I was scared,and I guessit showed. One
afternon, as a I walked to my car, our editorial cartoonist,Mike Peters,
askedme how I was doing. I looked at the tops of my shoesand
mumbled somethingabout hoping to survive. Ifyou know Mike, as
some of you do, you know an adult man who perpetually behaveslike
your favorite teenagedboy. But in an instant Mike's facetightenedand
'If you
his tone became very gmwn up.
talk like that, we're all in
trouble," Mike said. With that, he turned and walked away. Lesson
learned.
A nd no better teammates have ever existed than those who saw t}le
through some of its most dfficult days in the
.lf,Journal-Constitution
'9os.
early
Many, of course, are still at the paper - Editor Ron Martin,
General Manager John Mellott, Circulation VP Dick Huguley, Ad VP
Mike Perricone, production boss Stan Pantel and the list goeson.
It was the depths of the recession and The New York Times had
dug in for a fight in the affluent north Atlanta suburbs. If ever a
newspaper fight should not have happened, this was it. What had I
done, I wondered,to deservenot one, but two such challenges?
We knew that the Times' Gwinnett Daily News, a suburb daily,
planned a re-design and a move to morning from afternoon distribution.
The intensity ofthe fight wasbuilding. We neededto do something,and
it had to be dramatic.
We alreadyhad a zoneddaily edition planned for Gwinnett, but
we needed to make a bigger splash than the Gwinnett paper would
make. We decided to give our paper away for a week, and we wanted
the world to know about it. So on the morning of the big showdown, I
reportedto our production facility in Gwinnett at 4 a.m., planning to
join those who showed up to grab an armload of papers and to stand in a
busy intersection giving papers away.
As I walked in, I found hundreds of my colleagues,dressed in
business clothes, gathering their newspapers and preparing to take to
the streets. The same thing occurred Tuesday, Wednesdan Thursday,
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Friday and evenSaturday. Clothesgot inky dirty and we were exhausted
at week'send. but we made our ooint. We looked the comDetitorin the
eyeand showedjust how
committed,just how crazy,we
were. W would not be beaten.
McGill also refusedto
McGill also
be beaten. In the end, his
refused to be
belovedSouthjoined him in the
beaten. In the
winner's circle.
His tough blend of
end. his beloved
idealism mixed well with the
Southjoinedhim
pragmatismthat more than
oncehad him writing about
in the winnerts
southern cookingor the Atlanta
circle.
Crackers.McGill knew the
meaning ofbalance and
understoodthat to make the
world a better placeyou darned well better survive to write tomorrov/s
front-pagecolumn. And he wrote with a fervor borne out of his idealism.
And therein lies the messageI hope I haveleamed some 30
yearsafter my idealisticvisit to Washington. More than ever, I want to
seea brighter tomorrow, but I've come to recognizethe complexblend of
vision, determination and, yes, compromiseit takesto get there.
And becauseI believenewspapersand newspaperingafford one
ofthe best waysto help reachthat tomorrow, I will do everythingI can
to ensurethat the next generationafter the generationthat followed
McGill has an ever-strongplatform from which to work.

