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FOREWORD

The University of Arizona is most proud of its John Peter Zenger
Award, and I am pleased that I am able to make the award to our 21st
recipient.

-

John Peter Zenger was singled out by a jury for his place in history
when the jury ruled him innocent of seditious libel in 1734
because
he had printed the truth. It was a great day for American journalism.
The man we honor today was also singled out for attention by a
jury of his peers. He was first chosen as one of eight editors in nomination by former recipients of this award. He was then chosen by the
balloting of 400 editors and publishers of daily and weekly papers across
the United States and Canada.
Those 400 editors and publishers voted, and Thomas E. Gish, the
owner and editor of Whitesburg, Kentucky's Mountain Eagle, was chosen
for the 1974 award. He was named the winner of the award for "distinguished service in behalf of freedom of the press and the people's
right to know." I believe it is in order to say that this is another great
day in the history of American journalism.
This battle for freedom of the press and the people's right to know
is a continuing one. Our rights under the Constitution and the Bill of
Rights are only maintained by those who struggle to maintain them
supported by the rest of us who recognize the importance of the struggle.
I believe it is important to note, also, that this year's winner is the second
weekly editor to be chosen for this honor since 1954 when the University
of Arizona started this award program.
'

-
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Last year, the award went to Mrs. Katharine Graham, Chairman of
the Board for The Washington Post, one of the mighty dailies of this
nation. In 1971, the John Peter Zenger Award went to A. M. Rosenthal,
Managing Editor of The New York Times; in 1970, Erwin D. Canham,
Editor in Chief of The Christian Science Monitor, was awarded this honor.

Now, for 1974, comes Thomas E. Gish of The Mountain Eagle of
Whitesburg, Kentucky, to join that distinguished company that also includes Dan Hicks, Jr., the other weekly editor, of The Monroe County
Democrat, in Tennessee, winner of the John Peter Zenger Award in 1972.
Mr. Gish's life as editor has been a difficult one. His newspaper
offices have been burned. His editorials exposing corruption and malpractice in and out of government have suffered heavy criticism by some
of his neighbors. But the burning of his newspaper offices did not stop
his strong and critical voice.

-

He has proved that a newspaper is not made of typewriters and
typesetters alone
the spirit of his newspaper survived the flames. It has
risen, like the famous Phoenix, from the ashes, to resume its role in its
community.
In the case of The Mountain Eagle, it still screams. Before the fire,
the masthead of The Mountain Eagle had originally said, "Independence
Screams for All." That was shortened to "It Screams," and, after the fire,
the masthead said, "It Still Screams." The screaming eagle and the Phoenix
have joined forces.

Thomas E. Gish, the man we honor today, graduated from the
University of Kentucky School of Journalism in 1947. He worked for
United Press International for 10 years and then bought The Mountain
Eagle located in Whitesburg, just a few miles from the mining camp in
which he was born. His father had been a pioneer coal mine operator and
Gish could speak with authority when he attacked the strip mine operators,
the TVA, corruption in the United Mine Workers Union, and the inefficiency and mismanagement in state, county and local governments. The
local and county police were the subject of a campaign for their seemingly
unreasonable action in harassing, beating and arresting young people.

The Mountain Eagle has depended heavily on volunteer help, plus
the work of Tom's wife, Pat, and their children. Young journalism graduates volunteered as apprentices and former Vista and Appalachian
poverty workers have aided in the production of The Mountain Eagle.
There has been enough quiet support from some of his neighbors through
their subscriptions to allow for a paid staff now.
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Gish's paper survived advertising boycotts, and the fire, and "it still
screams."
The Atlanta Journal and Constitution Magazine said in an article
about Gish and his paper that he has a picture on his living room wall
of Mother Jones, a legendary coal workers' organizer, with her motto
under the picture
"Pray for the dead and fight like hell for the
living"
and I think that motto has truly been taken to heart by the man
we honor today.

-

-

Mr. Gish, it is my great pleasure, on behalf of the University of
Arizona, to award to you this silver and turquoise plaque symbolizing
the 1974 John Peter Zenger Award for your contribution to freedom of
the press and the people's right to know.

MARVIN D. JOHNSON
Vice President
The University of Arizona

[7]

1974
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THE MOUNTAIN EAGLE

I must confess to some private amusement when I was notified that
had been chosen to receive the John Peter Zenger Award this year.
After all, last year the award went to Mrs. Graham because of The
Washington Post's coverage of the Watergate business, and the year
before it was The New York Times and the Pentagon Papers. Tossing it
all up and shaking it all out, it comes out Pentagon Papers, the Watergate
affair, and the Whitesburg Bridge
somehow it is an unlikely trilogy.
I

-

And yet, I suppose I am as proud to have won the award for our
Whitesburg Bridge stories as I would have been if we had won for
Watergate coverage. For what is involved is one of the most basic essentials of American life
the right of a group of boys to get together on
a hot summer's evening and do some loafing, free from fear.

-

That bridge I am talking about is located at one end of Whitesburg's
main street. It crosses the Kentucky River, which is shallow enough to
wade across most of the year. For half a century the bridge has been the
traditional gathering place for teen -age boys. There is scarcely a moment
without at least a half dozen boys gathered there, mostly just standing or
sitting and watching the river flow by, or looking at the cars, or girl watching. Actually, the boys don't do as much bridge sitting as they used
to because the city council passed an ordinance making it illegal to sit on
the bridge after a woman complained when someone whistled at her as
she walked by. The city also has a curfew ordinance making it illegal for
anyone under 18 years of age to be on the streets after midnight.
My community is really not so different from many other small
towns throughout the country. In recent years we have been told at every
turn that we must be concerned about law and order, that crime is getting
revenue sharing funds, anti out of hand. Federal money has come in
crime funds, and all at once we have a small army of city police, sheriff's

...
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deputies, county patrolmen, and state police. No more are we a town with
one night policeman and one day policeman.

-

-

My own assessment is that all those new law officers
and they
add up to a couple of dozen
felt they had to be doing something with
their new souped -up cars, their fancy new uniforms, their mace and riot
control guns, and their billy clubs. They just couldn't stand being dressed
up and armed for the crime or riot that doesn't occur. Those kids down
on the bridge with their long hair and blue jeans gradually became an
irresistible object. We played cowboys and Indians. The kids, needless to
say, were the Indians.

Kids were jailed. Sometimes they were beaten with billy clubs, with
pistols, and with fists. Young kids, never in any kind of trouble in their
lives, were hauled off to jail and held in cells with known hardened adult
criminals. Frequently they were kept in jail overnight and longer, and
were denied permission to use the telephone to call their parents or anyone else to report that they were in jail.
In a short period of time, four youths were shot by sheriff's deputies
in different incidents, and four other youths were killed in a high -speed
police chase.

The paper received numerous telephone calls and visits from parents,
asking us to look into the way their sons had been treated. Parents were
told by city councilmen that the council would not listen to any complaints
involving city policemen. Gradually, the situation worsened. We published
several detailed stories involving police and sheriff's deputies, spelling
out details as to what, when, who and where. I wrote several editorials.
And on the morning of August 1, fire destroyed The Mountain Eagle
offices.
I asked for an investigation, and eventually state policemen were able
to gather enough information to arrest four persons on charges of arson.
This past week all four individuals, including a former city policeman,
were indicted.

In the months since, the Eagle has been able to get back together
largely because of an enormous outpouring of letters and support from
subscribers and other concerned persons. Many sent donations of one or
two or ten dollars, sometimes more, and we have managed to survive.
But there has been no movement toward reform of law enforcement
practices. The first warm nights of spring will bring out a new crop of
teen -age bridge sitters, and more heads will be busted, more kids jailed
without excuse.
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America should be concerned about law and order, but our concern
should be something different, perhaps, from what those who originated
the phrase had in mind. We should be concerned that we are drifting
into a police state. The good day -to -day reporting that is being done on
a national level these days brings almost daily evidence of the need for
the strictest kind of control and supervision over our national police
agencies, such as the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Central
Intelligence Agency, and of course the Department of Justice and the
Attorney General. This was one of the lessons of Watergate and the
Pentagon Papers, as well as the numerous conspiracy trials the past few
years, as those who enforce our laws sought to punish those with whom
they disagree.

Of no lesser importance is the threat of a police state at the local
level. I submit that when police are so totally out of hand that 12- and
14- year -old boys are afraid to go out on the public streets for fear they
will be slapped around or jailed, the kids are in a police state. And it
doesn't stop with younger children, but extends to young adults and
young married couples in many communities. I have seen young children,
friendly, trusting, taught to look upon policemen as their protectors,
turned into cop haters.

-

Our experience has taught us that policemen at all levels
community, county, state and federal
form one enormous mutual protection society. It is just about impossible to get one law officer to listen to
complaints about another.

-

But until this last summer, police matters have occupied very little
of The Eagle's space or time. We have been more concerned with what
we saw as the broader issues of government as they affected our county
and region.
I want to talk for a few moments about small -town journalism, the
small -town newspaper, as I have come to know it in the nearly two
decades that I have been editor, publisher, photographer, advertising
salesman, reporter, circulation manager, pressman and janitor for The
Mountain Eagle. Most of those tasks were jobs well known to John
Peter Zenger, in whose name we are all assembled.

Whitesburg, the home of The Mountain Eagle, is a tiny community
of less than 2,000 people. We like to tell people that it is at the headwaters of four mighty rivers
the Kentucky, the Cumberland, the Big
Sandy and the Tennessee. In other words, you start out at the mouth of
the river and go up the creek as far as you can get, and you are in Letcher

-

JOHN PETER ZENGER AWARD

County. We also are at the heart of the Appalachian area, that chain of
mountains stretching from New York State down through parts of '13
states into northern Mississippi. It is an aréa of extremely narrow valleys
and steep hillsides. Coal is king, and every person is expected to be its
slave. Ours is an area that was passed over in the great western migrations
of the 1800s, and Eastern Kentucky still was a frontier when Arizona
became a state. Up until the early 1900s, the mountains remained sparsely
populated, the home of the hunter and an occasional highly independent
farm family. Then coal was discovered and the railroads came to the
mountains. A gigantic growth took place, with the importation of tens of
thousands of coal miners from this and other nations, and soon the
central Appalachian area had a quarter of a million miners, a large chunk
of them in Eastern Kentucky.

The Kentucky mountains held more than one million people by the
time economic troubles came along in the 1950s. That was the period in
which railroads switched from coal- burning locomotives to diesels, and
when millions of households across the United States switched from coal
grates and furnaces to natural gas and oil furnaces to keep their homes
warm.
I must confess I was not aware that all this was going on when I
wandered back home to Eastern Kentucky in 1957 and decided I would
like to buy The Mountain Eagle and settle down to the leisurely life of a
leaving behind the pressures and frustrations of wire
country editor
I thought.
service life where I was overworked

-

-

But I had scarcely sat down at my new desk in my new position as
editor and publisher when there came a rude awakening. A flood swept
through thousands of mountain homes, leaving damage that was to haunt
the area for the next decade. In the aftermath of the flood, it became
clear that thousands of homes were suffering extremes of hardship that
couldn't be explained just by the flood itself. Coal mine after coal mine
closed down and did not reopen. One by one, miners signed up for
unemployment insurance and soon exhausted this source of help. By 1960,
starvation was more than a threat.
Soon, I dreaded going to work. Every day there was a new trickling

of people coming into town from the coal camps, from the creeks and

...

money for clothes, for medicine,
hollers, literally begging for money
for shoes, for food. Many people were losing their homes with nowhere
to go, except sometimes to live with their families in their car. It was
profoundly sickening.
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Local doctors told us they were coming across actual cases of starvation. An old man living in one of those big, rambling, wrecked coal -camp
houses froze to death. He had crawled from his sickbed to the hearth in
front of his fireplace, looking for warmth. But there was no coal in the
house. An old lady came into town, horribly crippled, begging for money
for an operation to have her gangrenous leg amputated. She died for
want of medical care a short time later.
As a newspaper editor, as a reporter, as a citizen, how do you deal
with your world when it is literally falling apart? We knew something
had to be done. Yet, businessmen in the area, and public officials generally, were unwilling to face the situation. They felt they were somehow
shamed when stories appeared in print, or on television, saying people
were hungry in the mountains. They were offended by pictures of mountain shacks, or of people who obviously needed help.

Essentially, we tried to do three things. First, we tried to help our
readers understand that coalfield poverty was not the national norm.
Surprisingly, many people assumed that because coal miners were hungry
the rest of the nation also was in the same fix. Then, we tried to get the
outside world to recognize what had hit the Appalachian coalfields. And
we went calling on state officials in Frankfort and upon federal officials
in Washington, begging that something be done.

All of these circumstances combined to take control of our paper
and our lives throughout the 1960s and '70s as we tried to understand
what was happening to the area, and to share the things we learned with
people who look to The Eagle for information.
As we and others tried to cope with all the problems, we found
ourselves covering news and issues much more intensely than was customary with local papers in Eastern Kentucky. It seems we had scarcely started
when we were banned from Fiscal Court meetings and the school board
decided to take away our legal advertising and the county its public
printing and a lot of advertisers began to cancel out. We learned we
weren't supposed to criticize public officials or fuss about the coal industry
or write about poverty and hungry people. It was bad for the community
image. But we also learned that people who were starving or dying from
lack of medical care were grateful for attention and wanted the world to
know their plight. They kept on hoping things could be made better for

their children.
Finally the situation got the attention of the White House. President
Kennedy, shortly before his death, ordered a special emergency relief
program for the mountain coalfields, with shipments of food and medical
[13]
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supplies, and with a make -work program that put thousands of men into
work, with some money in their pockets. But this was only temporary,
and all of us knew something more was needed.

Our hope was for an area development program, maybe something
like the Tennessee Valley Authority. With the help of such men as Kenthe Appalachian
tucky Senator John Sherman Cooper, a new agency
Regional Commission
came into being. Then came the Office of
Economic Opportunity, the food stamp program, federal aid to local
schools, a home repair project and better health programs.

-

-

I can't claim to be an expert in any of these kinds of programs. But
sure have a lot of experience in the workings of the federal government
when it sets out to revive an economy hit by deep depression. It might
be worth taking a look at what is in store for the unemployed automobile
worker or the jobless textile worker, based on what has happened to the
jobless coal miner during the past 20 years.
I

Federal agencies really don't know what to do with the unemployed.
As a result, they tend to blame the coal miner for being jobless, and not
the coal industry or the national economy. Soon, it will be the auto
worker's fault that he was laid off, never mind the gasoline shortage or
inflation. And the agencies will try to remake him into some other kind
of person.

The coal miner's problems started when he exhausted his jobless
benefits. Unable to find other employment, despite trips all over the
country looking for work, he signed up for one of the make -work propublic service employment is the current label
grams for the jobless
that are administered by the U.S. Labor Department. First, however, he
had to be screened to be sure he was politically acceptable to the local
well,
politicians. If he supported the wrong candidate in the last race
he should have known better. Once on one of the make -work programs,
he no longer was his own man, but was captive of the system.

-

-

-

He was compelled to attend classes and hear lectures from politicians
as to what a noble thing it is to work for a living, and as to how he
ought to get off the public payroll and find himself a job. He was told
how and when to brush his teeth, to comb his hair, to take a bath. If he
complained that this is a lot of foolishness, he was sent to a psychiatrist
or psychologist for evaluation. They sometimes decided he needed to be
trained for some other occupation and forced him to accept the training
or lose his benefits. Or they might have decided he was a no -good and
assigned him permanently to some kind of street-sweeping crew. He was
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forced to
wife how
dress the
preschool

open his home to welfare workers who came in and told his
to cook, how to wash dishes, what to have for supper, how to
children, what color dress his daughter had to wear to the
nursery she was compelled to attend.

I could go on, for I have hardly touched the subject. What I want
to make clear is my deep conviction that a drastic change in basic attitudes
toward the unemployed must take place if we are going to get through
this year and the uncertainty of the next few years without major national
rioting. Yes, rioting. I don't for a moment believe that an urban, unemployed mass population will put up with the kind of nonsense dished
out by the federal agencies during the past two decades in the Appalachian
area.

What is needed now is a new respect for the dignity and integrity
of the American working man. Is he less honest because he is unemployed ? Is he any less able, any less willing to work ? Why in the world
can't we simply help him, without trying to reform him or remake him
and without branding him as some kind of incompetent crook ?
The very first thing we must do if our country is to work its way
out of our growing troubles is to go all the way back to the basics. We
must see that people have food, clothing, and shelter. In this connection,
I must say that the Food Stamp Program is one thing that has been truly
effective. I know that in the mountains many people still have a hard
but I have not
the stamps never go far enough
time getting along
Program
Food
since
the
Stamp
heard of a single case of actual starvation
is
let
assure
progress.
me
you,
came along. That,

-

-

That word "progress" is not one we can use very often. It would
be fine if I could say that the Appalachian Regional Commission, which
is celebrating its 10th birthday this year, had lived up to even one -tenth
of what we had hoped from it. But instead of helping us in Eastern
Kentucky and in the mining sections of West Virginia where the people
and the problems are, the ARC decided it should not waste money in such
areas but would spend its billions in what it called "growth centers"
places like Knoxville, Birmingham and Pittsburgh.

-

The Appalachian Regional Commission also decided Appalachians
were not smart enough to be trusted with management of their own
affairs, and that the less we knew about what was going on the better.
The agency set up headquarters in Washington, D.C., and for the next
ten years proceeded to hold meetings behind closed doors, with no newsmen or other outsiders present. And in this atmosphere of secrecy, the
[15]
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ARC frittered away billions of dollars, while mountain people continued
to suffer at the bottom of the nation's economic pile.
I am proud to tell you that The Eagle was the first newspaper to
attempt to staff meetings of the Appalachian Regional Commission, and,
of course, the first newspaper to be denied permission to attend ARC
meetings. But we raised all the fuss we could and kept at it and finally
broke down the ARC barrier and persuaded the agency to meet in public.
I am proud of the fact that The Eagle occasionally gets someone up to
Washington to attend those meetings. I wish the large papers in Appalachian cities such as Pittsburgh, Huntington, Roanoke, Asheville, and
Birmingham would report those meetings.

We have had much the same experience with the Tennessee Valley
Authority. The TVA has deep tentacles in the mountains. It is the largest
purchaser of coal. In fact, it is the mother of strip mining in the mountains and, more than any other happening or institution, is responsible
for the destruction of hundreds of miles of mountainside and the uprooting of hundreds of mountain families as the region has had to give
up its way of life and surrender to the bulldozers.

TVA, like ARC, was so much a part of the problem in the mountains
we decided to start staffing its monthly board meetings in Knoxville, to
see just what was going on. To our surprise, we found we were the first
newspaper in the 40-year history of the Tennessee Valley Authority to
attempt to staff a TVA board meeting. Our reporter got thrown out. He
kept going back and we dug in all the harder to find out everything we
could about the agency. We asked lots of specific questions, seeking specific information about TVA's coal buying practices, the deals it was
making with coal companies, its plans to start strip mining in places like
Montana and Wyoming, and we wanted to know about rumors that TVA
wanted to buy Peabody Coal Company, the nation's largest coal producer.
We knew everything we wanted to know was in the TVA files. We knew
also that the public information law passed by Congress would compel
TVA to produce the information when we asked the right questions. TVA
then informed us it would give no more information, answer no more
questions, unless we would agree to pay its costs. We said, sure, we'd
pay. We didn't know what money was involved, but thought we were
probably talking about a few dollars to cover Xerox fees. How wrong
we were. TVA informed us we would have to pay the hourly wage of a

file clerk for time spent collecting information, plus the hourly wages of
a supervisor. To test this out, we asked a few questions, all really relating
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to only one question. We got back some answers and a bill for $107.
We paid the bill.
So much for Freedom of Information, in view of TVA. Freedom

of the press, freedom of information, obviously
afford to pay.

is only

for those who can

We have not stopped our efforts, even though we have been advised
we now owe TVA "a very substantial" bill. We have found and reported
that TVA is considering strip mining the Cumberland National Forest,
and we are proud that because of this reporting Congress wrote into its
strip mine control legislation a couple of months ago a provision specifically designed to keep TVA from stripping the forests. Unfortunately,
the bill was vetoed by President Ford. We found TVA plans to purchase
Peabody Coal Co., for more than a billion dollars, a major step toward
nationalizing the coal industry. All in all, we found overwhelming evidence that TVA, far from being the servant of the people of the Tennessee Valley, is the high lord and master, a king presiding over a colony,
a king in no way accountable to the people.
Last Thursday the TVA decided the heat was becoming a bit warm,
and admitted reporters to its board meetings. Reporters were there from
newspapers in Washington, New York, Atlanta, Louisville and many
other large cities. My question is: where have they been these past 40
years ? Why was TVA for so long permitted to conduct its affairs in
secret, with its door never darkened by the presence of a reporter?

If you gather from my remarks that I fear a drift into a kind of
national regionalism through such agencies as the TVA and the Appalachian Commission, you are correct. One of the things that has happened,
for instance, has been a decision by ARC that it could not trust local
people, nor work through existing local city or county governments in the
Appalachian area. So it created a whole new level of government
regional government, through multi- county boards and commissions called
development or planning districts.

-

-

-

We are getting into regional everything
airports, libraries, highwelfare
ways, garbage systems, jails, police stations,
systems
you name
it, it is being regionalized. Along the way, the voter is losing his most
precious possession
the right to choose his own government. For the
new regional boards and commissions one by one are taking over the
powers and duties of local government. Yet, the boards were not elected
by the voter and are not accountable to the voter. If the voter doesn't
like what is going on, there is nothing he can do. He can't vote board

-
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members out of office; there is no judicial appeal. It is a government that
was not elected by the people, a government that is not accountable to
the people. And it is a government all the more dangerous because it
cloaks its activities behind such noble- sounding concepts as "planning"
and "the wise use of limited resources." And few newspapers are reporting
its activities.
I realize I have gotten all the way through my remarks without
saying much about strip mining, and yet we have spent more time writing,
photographing, and editorializing about strip mining than most other
things put together. And I must confess that 15 years of labor have
resulted in little but failure. The Appalachian area is being destroyed by
strip mining. In another five years entire counties will be uninhabitable.
I cannot speak to a Western audience without sounding a warning. I know
from long years of experience that the coal industry will not reclaim the
land voluntarily and that it will disobey the law and lie and cheat about
reclamation to avoid even minor conservation controls. I have yet to see
one strip mine that has been truly reclaimed, despite all industry claims
to the contrary. And I know there are almost no limits to what the
industry will do to silence those who dare criticize. I will just say to you
that if you value your way of life here in the West, you will listen to the
warnings about strip mining, for it will destroy you. You must act before
it is too late.

I cannot accept the Zenger award without saying something about
the many people who have contributed so much to the paper. Tom Bethel
came down from Boston to lend a hand. Some truly great reporting pinpointed the need for new national mine safety legislation and for reform
within the United Mine Workers. And there were Phil Primack, James
Branscome, Lauren Emerson, Sally Bright, Mike Clark and Mabel Kiser.
It was Branscome who laid siege to TVA, Primack who took on the
Appalachian Regional Commission. All have used talent that would have
been outstanding on any newspaper in the country. I have just been lucky
enough to be the editor.

Incidentally, the use of so many young volunteers has shown me
that the nation is full of brilliant young people who expect and demand
that newspapers everywhere live up to the kind of traditions associated
with the Zenger name.
Freedom of the press is not something to be placed in a book and
filed away on a library shelf. If it has any meaning at all, it is in the
nature of what happens as we as editors and publishers go routinely about
our daily business.
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Press freedom is not something that belongs only to the editor and
publisher. It really is a kind of common property, involving the reader's
right to information fully as much as it does the publisher's rights. The
press will remain free only so long as it lives up to these deep obligations
to the readers. The founders of our country, in drafting our Constitution,
embraced the idea that democracy was an ever -growing thing, and that
each generation had to give a new birth to freedom. The same is true of
freedom of the press. It will exist only so long as it is a living, day-today part of us.
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