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Since Carol O’Leary and Kris O’Leary joined ISWNE in the late 1990s, their five newspapers

in central Wisconsin have dominated the Golden Quill competition. Nearly every year, at
least one of their editors has won one of the awards.

Peter Weinschenk, editor of The Record-Review in Abbotsford, became the only three-time
Golden Quill winner in 2017. Brian Wilson won Golden Dozen awards in 2008, 2009, 2013,
2015, 2018, and 2019.
Wilson, 47, is this year’s overall winner. A 1995 graduate of the Medill School of Journalism at

Northwestern University, he joined The Star News in Medford the following year. He became
news editor in 2005. The paper has a paid circulation of 5,000.
ISWNE received 44 Golden Quill entries from 26 individuals this year. The 12 best are gath-

ered together as the Golden Dozen. The summer issue ofGrassroots Editor traditionally contains
these editorials along with comments from the judge. It is an opportunity to see the quality of
commentary in the weekly press. Unfortunately, fewer newspapers are now publishing editorials.
The Eugene Cervi Award winner this year is Elliott Freireich. “Young Elliott,” as he was once

known to ISWNE members, grew up with the organization and is now regarded by some as our
patriarch.
Born into a newspaper family, Freireich started his own paper, the West Valley View, in the

Phoenix suburbs in 1986. Before selling it 31 years later, he managed to win a highly publicized
lawsuit against “America’s Toughest Sheriff” and win four Golden Dozen awards himself.
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The Pitch, Kansas City, Missouri
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2011 Peter Weinschenk
The Record-Review, Abbotsford, Wisconsin

2012 Vernon Oickle
The Lunenburg County Progress Bulletin,
Bridgewater, Nova Scotia

2013 Peter Weinschenk
The Record-Review, Abbotsford, Wisconsin

2014 Brian J. Hunhoff
Yankton County Observer, Yankton, South Dakota

2015 Roger Harnack
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2016 Mike Buffington
The Jackson Herald, Jefferson, Georgia
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2020 Brian Wilson
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By Barry Smith

When I was writing editorials, I kept in the back of my mind two
editorial writers I considered to be bad examples. If I could avoid
their faults, I reasoned,my editorials would have a better chance

of turning out OK.
One fellow wrote about controversial topics in town every week – a

good start. But his editorials invariably followed something like the struc-
ture of a news story. “On one hand…,” he would write, followed by “On
the other hand…”
And the conclusion? “Only time will tell.”
As you know, if you do indeedwrite editorials, that kind of wishy-washy

meandering doesn’t do much to excite anybody. If you’re going to offer
your opinions, well, it’s important to actually have some.
The other editorial writer I kept in mind had no trouble taking sides.

She was sharp, critical, and could light a fire with words.
It was part of my job to proofread her editorials before publication

and, on several occasions, I foundmyself questioning some of the facts on
which she was basing her arguments.
I would walk over to her desk with a hard copy in hand. “You know,”

I said, “what you’re saying in the editorial isn’t what we’re reporting in
the news pages.”
“I do my own reporting,” she replied, “and I have my own facts.”
That was 25-some years ago, but it’s a refrain we hear all too often

today. The point is, if we can’t even agree on the facts, how are we going
to have a constructive argument?
I bring up these two examples to support my plea that all newspapers

keep publishing editorials.
Here are three reasons:

Take a stand
Reading these contest entries, I came across a sentence that perfectly

sums up the role of the newspaper in its community. In one of his brief

asides at the end of an editorial, Dan Wehmer wrote in the Webster
County Citizen about the passing of a minister: “I’m far from the perfect
human and not the ideal candidate to talk about aman’s walk in faith. But
as the local newspaper owner, I’ve got a front-row seat in seeing how peo-
ple make their mark in our community. Rev. Roy did that.”
That front-row seat is not just for watching and reporting. It’s also for

standing up and confronting the issues around you — praising those who
deserve it and holding public officials accountable.
You won’t always be right, and you certainly won’t always be popular.

But the right of the free press in the First Amendment also carries a duty
to be honest and a leader in seeking the truth.

Be the source
If there’s a hot topic in town — it could be the weather, it could be the

mayor profiting from an asphalt contract — people are going to be talking
about it. And if they’re talking about it, the conversation should be taking
place on your pages.
I realize most of the jabber these days is on social media. It is seldom

informed, enlightened, or elevated. Your publication exists to correct that.

Check your reporting
Here’s the most practical reason to write editorials: As an editor or

publisher, it will help greatly in evaluating the content of your own news-
paper.
When you sit down to decide whether you should support a tax in-

crease for the school bond issue, the first thing you do (I hope) is re-read
the news stories your newspaper has printed about it.
Can you arrive at a conclusion based on what you just read? Or do

you have questions?
So many times, I found holes in stories, vague explanations and one-

sided reporting in news stories because I read them with the idea that I
needed to form a clear opinion from them.

The judge’s comments

Barry Smith grew up reading the Atlanta Argus, Lincoln
Courier, and Bloomington Pantagraph in central Illinois. His
first job was delivering the Pantagraph on a route with nearly

200 subscribers, and he remembers like it was yesterday the frigid
morning that he and his mother hopped out of the car at the same
time and slammed both doors — freezing them closed. They never
made that mistake again.
He was editor of his high-school newspaper at Olympia in the

cornfields outside Stanford, then went to Eastern Illinois Univer-
sity in Charleston because it had a daily student newspaper. From
Eastern, his first newspaper job was as the State Journal-Register’s
reporter in Jacksonville, covering 13 counties in the west-central
part of Illinois. If you can’t find a good story every day in 13 coun-
ties, you shouldn’t be in journalism.
From there, Smith headed west to Durango, Colorado, for a

summer vacation. At the end of it, needing to start drawing a pay-
check again, he walked into the Durango Herald with application

and clips in hand. He started work the
next day as the correspondent in
Cortez, where he met his wife, Jenny,
over a game of eight-ball.
He ended up staying at the Herald

for 10 years, including the 48 hours he
spent in the La Plata County Jail for protecting a source, and then
moved to the Greeley Tribune in northern Colorado. When the
Swift family, which owned the Tribune, bought the newspaper in
Carson City, Nevada, he applied for the job as editor and was
turned down. The next day, however, the newly hired editor de-
cided to quit — and Smith, the runner-up, got the job.
Smith and his wife remained in Carson City for the next 23

years. He was editor of the Nevada Appeal for 12 of those, then
took over as executive director of the Nevada Press Association
for 11 years. They retired in 2019 and moved to Aztec, New Mex-
ico, not far from the towns where they met and were married.

About the judge
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Wisconsin needs to
consider Red Flag laws

Golden Quill Winner

Brian Wilson
News editor,

The Star News

116 S. Wisconsin Ave.
Medford, Wisconsin

54451

Sept. 26, 2019

Brian Wilson also won
Golden Dozen awards in
2008, 2009, 2013, 2015,

2018, and 2019.

grassroots editor • summer 2020

4

Robert Domine didn’t have to die. The 77-
year-old mentally ill man was killed at his
Loyal home on September 13 after shooting
at, and injuring, a police officer during a

standoff.
Family members described Domine as being out

of touch with reality, yet determined to buy a hand-
gun. Family members have gone on record saying
they knew Domine’s situation was not likely to end
well.
Whatever demons Domine was battling are now

buried with him. The challenge for those remaining
is what is to be done to prevent the next needless
death; to prevent the next officer from being shot;
to prevent the horrors that fester daily on 24-hour
news channels.
Gov. Tony Evers last week unveiled a proposal to

institute Red Flag laws in the state. Under Red Flag
laws individuals who are deemed a threat to them-
selves or others could have their firearms taken
away. Under similar laws in place in other states,
the people who may start the process include family
members, law enforcement, and medical providers.
The process would include competency reviews and
a hearing before a decision is made to take away
someone’s guns.
Hardcore gun rights advocates oppose those

types of legislation because they worry it will be too
easy to take away guns and that people would be
put “in the system” and identified as being a poten-
tial risk.
That type of argument is a hard sell to grieving

families who wish they had the legal tools to take
away guns before a tragedy happened. It is a hard
sell to communities left picking up the pieces and
wondering why a tragedy happened.
A civilized society is a balancing act. It is recog-

nizing that sometimes it is necessary to limit indi-
vidual freedom in order to look out for the com-
mon good. This is the reason there are speed limits
and laws against theft and violence.
The inherent risk of Red Flag laws is that they

seek to deprive gun ownership rights before some-
thing happens rather than waiting until after shots
are fired. Given the track record on resurrections,
it is understandable to want to err on the side of
caution.
Domine’s death was as much an indictment of

the gaping holes in America’s mental health system
as it was about access to firearms. Care is there, if
you can afford it or qualify for some program. For
everyone else, there is the downward spiral of self-
medication, dependency, and in the case of Robert
Domine, tragedy.
Just as there needs to be a discussion on com-

mon sense limits to gun ownership for those who a
court finds to be a danger to themselves and others,
there needs to be a real commitment to addressing
the mental health crisis plaguing America.
The political reality in Wisconsin is that Evers’

proposals are dead on arrival in the state legisla-
ture. Legislative leadership cares more about play-
ing political games than in having a grown-up
discussion about firearms and lack of mental health
care.
On September 13, Robert Domine lost his long-

time battle with schizophrenia and could have eas-
ily taken many others with him.
No action will be perfect, but action needs to

take place in order to prevent the next tragedy.

Brian Wilson can be contacted at
starnews@centralwinews.com.



By Brian Wilson

Robert Domine didn’t have to die.
Robert Domine lived in Loyal, a town about a

45-minute drive southwest from my office in Med-
ford.
Medford is a regional employment hub. It has

factories that make pizzas, windows, plastic com-
ponents, and cheese packaging and has a work-
force population twice its resident population.
As a rule, I make a point of following news

items in the surrounding areas because what peo-
ple do at home often comes to work with them. In
this case, the family name is one that is well-
known in the Medford area with many connec-
tions here.
The initial news report was the same sad tragic

play that is repeated on nightly newscasts across
the country. A mentally unstable man with guns
barricades himself in a home threatening officers
in a standoff.
Eventually he takes a potshot at a cop and is put

down with the efficiency of diseased cattle. Law
enforcement even has a term for it, “suicide by
cop,” and it is just another sad part of their job.
With varying degrees of tragedy, it is a story

that almost every newspaper has been forced to
cover over the years. As reporters and editors, we
pray that, this time, the body count is kept low.
The Tribune-Record-Gleaner (TRG) newspaper

that covers the Loyal area is a sister paper of The
Star News. TRG editor Dean Lesar wrote an excel-
lent news story on the incident, talking to family
members and law enforcement. I ran the story in
The Star News because of its regional impact and
that Domine previously had run-ins with law en-
forcement and the courts in Medford including in-
cidents leading up to his standoff and death.
At the same time Robert Domine’s life was un-

raveling, Wisconsin politicians were debating the
merits of so-called Red Flag laws. They were pro-
posed as part of efforts of our idealistic first-term
governor to address deep-seated institutional prob-
lems in the state.
It is commonly accepted that small children and

the certifiably insane should not have access to
sharp objects or weapons of mass destruction.
This is based on the practical notion that people
should be capable of making informed, conscious
choices before they are given the tools and oppor-
tunity to make life or death decisions.
Red Flag laws, as their name suggests, would

create a process to prevent people who shouldn’t
have access to guns from purchasing them. Their

names would be flagged in a database alerting gun
shop owners that the sale should not take place.
Enter the gun nuts.
There is a peculiar notion of absolutism when it

comes to Americans’ treasured right to “keep and
bear arms.” People where I live in north-central
Wisconsin love their guns, often more than they
love their family members. Even a casual gun en-
thusiast will be able to rattle off the time, date,
and circumstances when they acquired their fa-
vorite firearms. At the same time as they are able
to recite these details, the same individuals will be
unsure of their spouse’s eye color or when their
children’s birthdays are without checking.
Hardcore gun nuts oppose Red Flag laws be-

cause they fear it is a step toward taking their guns
away. For many otherwise reasonable individuals,
this concern is all-consuming. Many people in our
rural communities embrace the fantasy of being
modern-day Minutemen who will defend their
freedoms with their hunting rifles when the gov-
ernment’s tanks roll into the town square.
As someone who tends toward being a First

Amendment absolutist ‒ a “free speech nut” if you
will ‒ I can understand and embrace the desire to
passionately protect rights.
However, with rights come responsibilities.
Robert Domine did not have to die on that sad

September day.
He is the classic example of who Red Flag laws

were intended to save. He battled schizophrenia
for years and would run into rough patches when
programs that covered treatment ended. His fam-
ily worried that things would not end well for him.
Eliminating access to the means of destruction

is one half of the equation. The other is the sorry
state of mental health services in America.
We live in an age of medical miracles. The sto-

ries of soldiers blown apart on battlefields who are
put back together and go on to climb mountains
are inspiring. Equally as inspiring are the people
who battle cancer or have had transplants allow-
ing them to live full and productive lives.
Mental illness is the modern leper’s bell and

just as with that ancient and deadly disease, those
afflicted with mental illness are not so much
treated as warehoused. They are pushed to the
fringes of society.
Robert Domine did not have to die, but his

death opened the door for a greater discussion on
the intersection of gun rights and mental illness
that has been at the heart of tragedies that have
impacted every community.

FROM THE JUDGE

The lede on this editorial
stuck with me longer than

any of the others, and it went
on from there to present a
well-reasoned approach to
balancing mental-health
problems with Second

Amendment rights. A life-
and-death issue that can cre-

ate deep divisions locally,
statewide, and nationally, it
gets the attention it deserves
fromWilson and the Star

News. Well done.

An explanation from the winner
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Many people were concerned when the
Putnam Legislature passed a law on
July 2 that allows county lawmakers,
employees, contractors, and consult-

ants to mark any document “confidential,” keep-
ing it safe from the prying eyes of voters and
(God forbid) journalists, and threatening a one-
way ticket to the ethics board and possible prose-
cution for anyone who intentionally shares
material deemed secret.
It also makes any interactions with the Law

Department, or the legislative counsel, automati-
cally confidential, which is convenient. If you
want to keep something secret, send a copy to
the lawyers!
I was concerned about the law — at first. But I

have grown to love it and am thankful to County
Executive MaryEllen Odell for making it official
despite the warnings from a number of legal
minds that it might not be prudent.
I hate to think I caused the county executive or

any legislator undue stress when I shared the
proposed law with the state’s Committee on
Open Government and the New York News Pub-
lishers Association, of which The Current is a
member, and they shared it with a few lawyers
who specialize in free speech. Some chuckled
after reading it, which is rude. But everyone
agreed the law was pointless, and unenforceable,
since county lawmakers can’t make anything
confidential — only state and federal law can do
that. The NYNPA wrote Odell to let her know.
The law allows legislators and county employ-

ees to mark documents they would like to keep
secret “confidential.”
In fact, the county agreed! In a statement,

eight of the nine legislators reassured residents
not to worry. This statement was read at a public
hearing hosted by Odell (who wasn’t there) by
the legislative counsel, a.k.a. “the 10th legisla-
tor,” who has written a number of resolutions at
taxpayers’ expense destined for a circular file in
Albany. In the statement, the lawmakers com-
plained about the news media stirring up trouble
and insisted the regulation was not meant to hide
anything from voters but to remind county em-

ployees that they work behind one-way glass.
But, look, that’s all in the past. My kids are at

camp and, in the quiet, I realized how foolish
I’ve been. When I rejected the law because of
how it looked, I failed to recognize its inner
beauty: From this day forward, anything a legisla-
tor or county official doesn’t want the press or
the public to see will be marked “confidential.”
It’s like Monty Hall telling you which door has
the prize.
I have marked my calendar, and on the first

business day of each month, beginning Sept. 3,
The Current will file a FOIL request with each
county agency (including the new tourism de-
partment!) to receive every document marked
confidential in the previous month. These should
not be too hard to locate, since they will have
“confidential” written on them.
I am sorry to create work for anyone, but

under state law, the county attorney will be com-
pelled to review each allegedly confidential item
— including those produced by the Law Depart-
ment or the legislative counsel, no freebies! — to
determine if they fall under one of eight exemp-
tions to the state Freedom of Information Law
that dictate when governments can withhold in-
formation.
What’s more, the FOIL doesn’t allow the

county to say a set of documents or emails is ex-
empt. It must review the contents of each docu-
ment and, if anything can be released, even a
paragraph, redact the secret material and release
the rest.
Before this new county law, a reporter would

often fly blind, guessing which Putnam docu-
ments might have the information he or she was
after. Now the secrets will be marked with blink-
ing neon signs. We plan to share what we find in
a feature called Confidential Corner that will
launch later this year.
Thank you, Putnam County Legislature! I’m

glad we could work together on this.

Chip Rowe can be contacted at
editor@highlandscurrent.org.

Why I Flipped on Secrecy

Chip Rowe
Managing editor,

TThhee HHiigghhllaannddss CCuurrrreenntt 

142 Main St.
Cold Spring, 

New York 10516

Aug. 2, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
As someone who fought far too

many public records battles, 
I enjoyed this clever and wry

column on a piece of legislation
that was so dumb it actually

had the opposite of its 
intended effect.

Rowe’s column has some mem-
orable lines – “It’s like Monty

Hall telling you which door has
the prize” – and makes its

much-needed point in an enter-
taining way. 
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Public schools across the state are now
legally mandated to have a sign posted to
“inspire patriotism.” That sign, posted in a
high traffic area of the school in a space no

smaller than 12x12 inches, must read, “In God we
trust.”
While it may not seem like a big deal, it does

raise some questions. One might be … I wonder
why we are limiting with whom we place our
trust? Another would be … what inspires patriot-
ism?
My dad served as a fighter pilot with the U.S.

Army Air Force during WWII. He spent some
time as a prisoner of war in Germany. Prior to
that, when he didn’t qualify to be drafted, he
pushed his dad to pull strings to get him into the
military, believing it was his duty to serve his coun-
try and that Hitler had to be stopped.
I think those are the traits of a patriot.
And, oh, by the way, he was also a self-pro-

claimed agnostic.
That certainly didn’t make me question his pa-

triotism.
Believing in an omnipotent power shouldn’t be

a deciding factor in determining patriotism, any
more than it should necessarily “inspire” that feel-
ing. Religious or not-religious beliefs shouldn’t be
factored into defining patriotism.
Signing up to serve your country even if your

feet hurt or your blood pressure is up — that is pa-
triotic. Doing what you truly believe is the right
thing in the best interest of your country and the
people who live there; that is patriotic.
Forcing public schools to push any type of reli-

gious agenda? Good or bad, I just don’t under-
stand why that’s necessary.
We’re not alone. There are other states that re-

quire posting the sign in their schools. Is it good
that we’re sharing a law with many states that also
gave us a need for the 13th Amendment?
Our legislature didn’t provide funding to make

sure the signs are put in place. Although it likely
isn’t a high cost item in schools like ours, in one
larger school district it cost nearly $3,000 to post
the motto.
That’s $3,000 that didn’t go to paying for

school lunches, or to computers, or textbooks, or
erasers, or pencils, or other things that might have
helped “inspire” children to do something like …
well … learn.
It was also reported that although the state

mandated that the signs be put in place with no
funding to make that happen, the state is likely to

pick up the tab for any lawsuits that may result
from those who find the signs “unconstitutional.”
It turns out that while the Constitution mentions

that the government will make no law restricting
religion, it doesn’t specifically state that there
should be a separation of church and state. That’s
in spite of the fact that we have been told that for-
ever.
It’s funny how we interpret that document to

mean whatever we want it to.
There’s an amendment that talks about a well-

regulated militia, and apparently we have inter-
preted it to mean everyone has the right to own
military-grade weapons with no restrictions or
ever even talking about whether or not that’s a
good idea.
I was at a press meeting earlier this summer that

was also attended by editors from other countries.
During one afternoon outing, those from Great
Britain asked if there were any pubs nearby. I told
them we were in a “dry” county, so the sale of
beer wasn’t allowed. Their eyes about popped out
of their heads as they pointed across the street to
an old, brick gas station that had a big sign over
the door that read “Guns.”
Their question was, “You mean you can get a

gun easier than beer in this town?”
It sure looked that way. Some of us don’t get it,

either, especially considering that it was pretty hot
outside, making it way more of a beer drinking
day than a hunting one.
But I digress.
How about using public schools for teaching

our children to be kind, and respectful, and think
about ways to solve problems, and not bully, and
read, and write, and sing, and draw; and let their
parents and pastors do the religious training?
How about teaching them to trust in constants like
science and math, and to determine the difference
between fact and belief, and to understand that
there is ultimately nothing wrong with either?
It was pointed out to me that the motto is writ-

ten on our money. Apparently, that makes it im-
portant.
I thought it gave credence to the theory that half

of the motto was missing. Since it’s on currency
(and with apologies to the many credited to origi-
nally turning the phrase), it likely was meant to
read, “In God we trust. All others pay cash.”

Molly McRoberts can be contacted at 
molly@pottercountynews.com.

In God we trust…

Molly McRoberts
Managing editor,
PPootttteerr CCoouunnttyy NNeewwss

110 S. Exene Street
Gettysburg, South Dakota
57442

Aug. 8, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
Like a lot of the editorials here,
this one uses some simple com-
mon sense to poke holes in an
overwrought state mandate on
patriotism. The best thing
about this piece is that it uses a
bit of humor to make its point.
Remember, a little sugar helps
the medicine go down.

Molly McRoberts also won a
Golden Dozen award in 2019.
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Our opinion: Yes, students at Freeman
Public should be allowed to take part in
graduation only if they’ve earned it, but
the district must also give its seniors every

opportunity to make the grade.
Should all seniors at Freeman Public, or only

those who have met the curriculum require-
ments, be allowed to walk across the stage at
commencement? That is the question the Free-
man Public School Board has been asking the
past two months as school officials consider
abandoning the longstanding way of thinking —
that all seniors will be publicly recognized at
commencement. Those who meet the graduation
requirements receive a diploma. Those who do
not receive a certificate of attendance.
And nobody is the wiser.
But Superintendent Kevin Kunz has put a pro-

posal on the table suggesting the district tighten
up the reins on who is allowed to walk across
that commencement stage. Only those who have
achieved the 22 credits required to graduate
should be allowed to be recognized, Kunz is sug-
gesting, and the majority of the board agrees
with him.
It looks like Freeman Public is moving toward

implementing a policy reflecting Kunz’s recom-
mendation starting with the 2019-20 school year;
it’s the right move. As board member Mark
Miller said in December, “graduation needs to
mean something.”
Kunz’s motivation in presenting the change to

the school board for consideration is just that —
motivation. He believes that some students might
not be taking their schoolwork as seriously as
they should, and are therefore earning D’s and
F’s, with a feeling of indifference. The prospect
of not being allowed to “graduate” might just be
the thing those students need to turn that report
card around.
It might. If nothing else, it puts the board on

record when it comes to the one thing school of-
ficials have said over and over again — that aca-
demics is at the heart of the educational
experience. That is, after all, what institutions of
learning are all about.
But Freeman Public must also own a piece of

this. The fact is, not all students learn the same
way and some struggle with those core subjects
required to graduate. That’s why it’s vital the
school’s staff work with those students on a one-

to-one basis to help them identify a path to grad-
uation that works for them. While 22 credits re-
mains the magic number to earn a high school
diploma, the South Dakota Department of Edu-
cation has actually loosened its grip on the re-
quirements to get to those 22 credits. Higher
levels of math and science are no longer re-
quired; students can fill their credit hours with
other classes instead.
This more relaxed structure means all students

should be able to earn the 22 credits they need.
That may take extra effort on the part of the
school’s staff, but Kunz and guidance counselor
Joshua Faulkner have said they are prepared to
work with every student to come up with a
course load that works for that student. That ap-
pears to be one of the biggest reasons board
member Laverne Diede endorses the move.
“A plan is outlined for them,” she said at the

January board meeting. “If they put forth the ef-
fort, they’re going to graduate. But if they blow it
off, it’s on them.” Exactly.
The biggest public resistance to the change has

come from board member Kyle Weier, who has
repeatedly said it’s nobody’s business but the stu-
dent and the school who graduates and who
doesn’t. He has gone so far as to call the pro-
posal “awful.”
“I don’t know why we all of a sudden want to

ostracize that kid,” Weier said at the January
meeting. “It’s none of anybody’s business.”
That opinion is likely shared by others, and

while it’s a valid point, it doesn’t address the very
thing that schools are charged with: To get the
very best out of every student in every way possi-
ble. Giving even those who haven’t made the
grade a pass at graduation, and allowing them to
join the others who have earned that honor, is
selling the mission short.
If academics is really what it’s all about, the

staff and students must work together to be the
best they can be, and it sounds like Freeman
Public is ready to take up that mantle.
The Freeman School Board should implement

Kunz’s suggested policy, have it in place for the
2019-20 school year and work with every student
to ensure he or she can walk proudly across the
FHS stage.

Jeremy Waltner can be contacted at 
jeremywaltner@gmail.com.

Seniors should meet 
requirements to walk

Jeremy Waltner
Publisher,

Freeman Courier

308 S. Main
Freeman, South Dakota

57029

Jan. 31, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
This is a fine example of an

editorial that confronts a
typical hometown issue,
something that would 
certainly be a topic of 

conversation and disagree-
ment around town, and lays
out the logical argument for
the side it takes, as well as

offering a practical solution
for resolving the other side’s

point of view.

Jeremy Waltner also won the
Golden Quill award in 2003
and Golden Dozen awards

in 2001 and 2016.
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We knew we were missing an important
part of the Tod Mell story. Last October,
we had written about the arrest of this
beloved long-time Lynnwood Elementary

School teacher.
We frequently publish news of misdemeanor ar-

rests for endangering the welfare of a child; typically
the police arrest report will give an explanation — a
child was left unattended in a car while a parent
shopped, for example. No such explanation was
forthcoming in the Mell case.
Mell was sentenced in Guilderland Town Court

on Jan. 17 to two years of probation; he also had to
surrender his teaching certificate and follow sex-of-
fender conditions. Judge John Bailey would not read
the victim’s impact statement aloud in court, saying,
“If the victim’s not here, I’m not going to read it, be-
cause legally I don’t think I can.” He looked around
but no one came forward.
Our Guilderland reporter, Elizabeth Floyd Mair,

requested and received the more than 30 letters
submitted to the court in support of Mell. Former
students, parents, colleagues, friends, family, and
school-board members wrote about what a fine
teacher and person Mell is.
The thrust of many of these letters was that Mell

had been wronged by an accuser.
This week, we have the rest of the story. The vic-

tim and her parents spoke at length with Floyd Mair.
The story is difficult to read, but we believe it is

essential to tell.
The victim, who graduated from Guilderland

High School last year, told Floyd Mair that, when
she was in Mell’s fifth-grade class, he often put his
arm around her and would slide his hand down to
her vagina and rub it, on the outside of her clothes. 
He did this when they were alone and when other

students were present, she said, with the view of
where his hand was hidden behind his desk. He
would keep his hand on her vagina until she walked
away “awkwardly,” she said.
This experience has haunted her throughout her

young life. A therapist has told her parents she suf-
fers from post-traumatic stress disorder.
Her parents came to us because they felt the com-

munity response to Mell’s sentencing — one school
board member, Tim Horan, called the “false accusa-
tion” a “travesty of justice” — was hurting their
daughter, again.
It often takes years for traumatized victims of in-

appropriate physical contact or other kinds of sexual
assault to come forward with allegations, and cases
then are hard to prosecute. We’re pleased that New

York State has just lifted the limit for children who
suffered from sex crimes so that now, as adults, they
may finally have their day in court.
School board members, like teachers, should be

looking out for the welfare of children first. One
long-time school board member, Judy Slack, who
also worked as a teaching assistant at Lynnwood for
two decades, wrote to Judge Bailey that she hoped
he would allow Mell to avoid probation “and per-
haps not give up his license so that he can resume
making significant contributions to our community.”
Horan, a retired elementary school teacher as

well as a current school board member, wrote that
Mell is “the victim of a gross miscarriage of justice
due in part to a rising tide of #MeToo McCarthyism
that has swept the country.”
Mell’s lawyer also cited the #MeToo movement

and stated Mell pleaded guilty in order to avoid the
possible “consequences to his family if this were to
continue,” which would have been “monstrous,” in-
cluding Mell being put on a registry, being unable to
get a job, and being unable to see his own children.
We believe what happened to Mell’s victim was

“monstrous” and that Mell pleaded guilty because
he was guilty, and two years of probation and giving
up his teaching certification was a preferable alter-
native to going to prison and being put on a sex-of-
fender registry.
We’ve seen similar reactions over the years in

Guilderland schools where the first response after a
teacher was accused of wrongdoing was for col-
leagues to defend that teacher.
In the 1980s, five girls in Bruce Sleeper’s fifth-

grade class told their health teacher that Sleeper
made them uncomfortable with things he did and
said. The initial reaction was disbelief; Sleeper was a
charismatic teacher who led popular wilderness
camping trips. In 1989, he pleaded guilty to second-
degree sodomy.
In 2003, colleagues were shocked and parents spoke

in defense of John Wagner, a popular house principal
at Farnsworth after district officials said Wagner had fo-
cused on the groin areas of fully-clothed male students
while making school videotapes.
In 2003, when parents complained a junior var-

sity girls’ volleyball coach at Guilderland High
School, Deborah Hayes, had the children wear signs
saying they were sluts, the school board voted not to
fire the untenured teacher but rather to extend her
probation for a year; the only dissenting vote was
cast by school board member Barbara Fraterrigo.
School leaders did not deny the allegations but

Ignoring child victims is easy,
absorbing truth is hard

Melissa Hale-Spencer
Editor,
TThhee AAllttaammoonntt EEnntteerrpprriissee

120 Maple Avenue
Altamont, New York 
12009

Feb. 7, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
This entry is far too long for an
editorial – and yet, I’m not sure
it could have been told as well
in a shorter form. It details a
long-hidden story of sexual
abuse by a beloved teacher, as
well as a history in the commu-
nity of covering up similar
wrongdoing. It’s a damning
piece and a wake-up call to not
only this school district but to
enablers everywhere.

Melissa Hale-Spencer also won
the Golden Quill award in
2008 and Golden Dozen
awards in 1999, 2002, 2005,
2009, 2012, 2016, 2017, and
2018.
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More than 35 years ago, in 1983 to be
exact, Seymour R-II School District vot-
ers went to the polls and passed a bond
issue. With the issue’s passage, the

local school built the current gymnasium at the
Seymour Elementary School.
Looking back, that vote was monumental.
Because it was the last time Seymour voters

approved any type of tax issue for their school.
In the interim, the state has implemented

many changes to public education. Senate Bill
380 was approved in 1993, which set a mini-
mum tax-levy rate of $2.75 per $100 of as-
sessed valuation for public schools in Missouri
to receive state aid. A minimum salary was set
for public school teachers.
In turn, state educational standards were set,

validated by statewide testing. Federal stan-
dards soon followed. Accompanying both sets
of standards were tax dollars needed to fund
public schools, especially ones like ours in
rural areas.
Back in 1983, Seymour’s school was about

50 percent funded by local tax dollars.
Today, that tally is roughly 20 percent.
In other words, if you’re a Seymour R-II

School District taxpayer, your local personal-
property and real-estate tax dollars pay for
1/5th of the total bill for educating our chil-
dren.
If you lived in Ladue, a St. Louis suburb, that

local contribution is 60 percent.
Statewide, the average local contribution is

about 35 percent.
Point is, Seymour school patrons get an edu-

cational bargain. Granted, federal and state tax
dollars, which pay 80 percent of the cost for
our school, ultimately are yours. But all 80 per-
cent of those dollars weren’t generated locally
— not even close.
Fact is, others pay to educate our kids.
That’s a good thing. It’s actually a positive

aspect of bigger government.
But it’s too good.
We should pay our fair share.
Educational welfare isn’t a program Sey-

mour residents should willingly accept or en-
dorse.
These are our children. A free public educa-

tion is partially our obligation. It was a priority
to residents a century ago when one-room
schoolhouses dotted Webster County. Propor-

tionally, our ancestors paid a higher cost for
education than we do today.
County property tax records from the turn

of the 20th century prove that.
Seymour’s $2.75 levy rate is the state’s low-

est.
No lower tax rate can be found at any public

school in Missouri receiving federal and state
aid.
School patrons in Chadwick, a community

35 miles to our west and void of a business dis-
trict or anything resembling city services, gladly
pay $4.68 per $100 for their levy. The rate in
neighboring Mansfield is $4.10. It’s $4.01 in
Rogersville, $3.84 in Marshfield, and $3.51 in
Fordland.
Even Niangua, a district once teetering with

losing state accreditation and the butt of school
jokes to many of Seymour’s faithful, has a rate
of $3.88, more than a dollar higher than our
$2.75.
Who’s laughing at Niangua now?
Ninety-four percent, or 494 out of the 520

school districts in Missouri, have a tax-levy rate
higher than Seymour’s $2.75.
Next Tuesday, Seymour has an opportunity

to change the narrative. We have an opportu-
nity to support our children. We have an op-
portunity to show we value education and the
future of all our young people.
On the ballot is a 75-cent levy increase,

which would bump Seymour’s rate to $3.50. If
approved, our school levy still would be lower
than all the districts listed above. At $3.50, 83
percent — or 441 out of the state’s 520 school
districts — will still have a higher school levy
than ours.
Tuesday’s vote is vital.
Over the past two decades, this newspaper

never has endorsed a tax increase of any type.
We’ve never supported a bond issue, levy

hike or sales tax. Our tax-bump tally is zero.
Until today.
We urge you to go to the polls next Tuesday

and vote “yes” for the 75-cent levy increase for
our school district.
We dislike tax hikes as much as you.
But our children’s future outweighs this tax

increase.

Dan Wehmer can be contacted at 
citizen@webstercountycitizen.com.

A vital vote

Dan Wehmer
Editor and publisher,

Webster County Citizen

221 South Commercial St.
Seymour, Missouri 

65746

Oct. 30, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
Compelling and concise, the
case laid out here for a tax
increase for local schools

lets the facts make the argu-
ment. As in so many of

these submissions, the key
is understanding the history
of the community and put-
ting the issue in context.

Dan Wehmer also won 
a Golden Dozen award 

in 2019.
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Duped. Bobby Schilling said he had no
idea the star of the “America First”
race-baiting podcast would trumpet
white-supremacy nonsense at a Dec. 2

forum for Scott County Republican teens.
Then Schilling divulged he was duped again

when he found it was his own staffer who in-
vited 21-year-old Nick Fuentes to Pleasant View
Baptist Church.
I believe Schilling.
No one in his or her right (or left) mind

would purposely doom an Iowa Second Dis-
trict Congressional campaign with Fuentes’
KKK-inspired claptrap. Schilling will need
votes from the district’s Davenport, Iowa City,
Clinton, Muscatine and Burlington population
centers to win. Fuentes spouts a losing message
in this district.
“His views are racist and anti-Semitic and

they in no way reflect my own,” Schilling said
after sitting through 20 minutes of Fuentes’
speech and 10 minutes of Q&A.
Schilling fired his own campaign staffer who

orchestrated the ruse.
Ten seconds of Googling would have exposed

Fuentes before he ever made it to the Baptist
church podium next to a lit Christmas tree.
Just 10 days before the Scott County Republi-

can event, American Conservative managing
editor Matt Purple wrote this about Fuentes:
“He is both a diehard Donald Trump sup-
porter and an execrable racist.”
Purple accurately outs Fuentes as another

one of the conservative online blowhards who,
“has touched off a seemingly endless sequence
of creative destruction, as one conservative
tries to out-conservative another, only to be
out-conservatived himself a few months or
weeks or seconds later. Now the market has
coughed up Fuentes, who claims his is the
truest conservatism of all.”

End legal immigration
But for those who missed the American Con-

servative’s Nov. 20 report, Fuentes warned his
audience to prepare for the worst.
“My speech tonight will not be politically cor-

rect,” he told the church crowd. To be further
transparent, Fuentes said he was “carrying the
torch for Patrick Buchanan.”
But he didn’t stop at condemning illegal im-

migration.
“The other half of the problem is legal immi-

gration,” he said.
Welcoming brown-skinned African and His-

panic immigrants of any status dilutes white
America, he said.
“Think about it like this. If you’re following a

recipe, would you get the same cake and same
cookie if you change the ingredients? If you
change the ingredients, you get a different out-
come.”
Schilling is very familiar with the congres-

sional campaign trail, going one-for-three on his
bids for Illinois’ 17th Congressional seat. After
he lost the first time to Cheri Bustos, Schilling
made his living brokering visas for rich white-
and browned-skin immigrants who made
$900,000 to $1.8 million investments in Ameri-
can companies.
Schilling is a champion and stakeholder in

America’s HB-5 pay-to-play visa program. So
we know where Schilling stands on legal immi-
gration.
Fuentes detests immigrants who buy U.S. res-

idency.

White people become a minority
Fuentes told the Scott County Republicans

he pines for a country, “comprised of English
settlers, the European immigrants. I think a lot
about the fact in the next 20 years, white peo-
ple will become a minority.”
“Nobody wants to talk about that,” he said.
Not true.
Fuentes talks about it all the time on his pod-

cast. Constantly.
In his speech to our community, he implied

that his own Italian and Mexican immigrant an-
cestors were somehow better than the His-
panic, Asian, Indian, and African refugees of
today.
“I’m fourth-generation Italian. How can you

assimilate when there is no dominant culture?”
he asked the crowd.
Full disclosure: I’m a third-generation Italian

and fourth-generation Swedish immigrant. My
Italian grandfather was recruited for factory
work in Silvis and Chicago at the turn of the
19th century. My Swedish ancestors joined the
rush for farmland in Illinois, and later Ne-
braska, much like the Germans did in Scott
County.
Cross burning in Scott County

Hatred gets invited to a Quad
Cities Christian church

Mark Ridolfi
Assistant editor,
TThhee NNoorrtthh SSccootttt PPrreessss

214 N. 2nd St.
Eldridge, Iowa 
52748

Dec. 11, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
There’s as much reporting in
this piece as there is opinion,
and that’s a good thing. By call-
ing out a Congressional candi-
date for inviting a white
supremacist to speak at a youth
rally in a Baptist church, it
places the blame where it be-
longs – although I think I also
would have named the aide
who was fired for it.

Mark Ridolfi also won the 2018
Golden Quill award.
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Taxpayers will not have to pay $33,324
in attorney fees incurred by Clerk of
Courts Mary Lou Mueller to defend
herself against false criminal accusa-

tions by Circuit Judge Joseph Voiland.
A celebration is not in order. Taxpayers

have paid dearly to deal with the disruptions
inflicted on the Ozaukee County court system
by Voiland to the point where the clerk’s legal
expenses would have been a comparative pit-
tance.
The amount is not a pittance for Mueller, of

course. It’s a large amount of money that an
elected administrative official should never
have had to spend but felt compelled to by the
gravity of Voiland’s allegations — that she com-
mitted a felony punishable by prison. The
legal bills did not go away just because the al-
legations were found to be bogus. 
A good case that reimbursement of the

clerk’s attorney fees was justified could have
been made, but the County Board was con-
flicted; members expressed support for
Mueller, but, fearful of setting a precedent and
following the advice of the county’s insurer
and corporation counsel, denied the claim. A
contributing factor was the fact that Mueller
had access to legal counsel provided to the
county through its insurer.
Members of the committee considering

Mueller’s claim were nonetheless given a vivid
example of Voiland’s animosity toward the
clerk when the judge tried to address the
panel to argue against the reimbursement.
When the committee chairman rebuffed him,
Voiland issued a written statement that in-
cluded a copy of a letter threatening to sue
Mueller for the following comment made to
the Ozaukee Press: “These were very serious
allegations for Judge Voiland to make with no
foundation whatsoever.”
Coming from any other source, a threat to

sue someone from making a perfectly true
statement would be considered a joke. In this
case, no one is laughing.
This threat followed a demand by Voiland’s

lawyer that Ozaukee Press retract news arti-
cles reporting that the judge’s accusations of
criminal misconduct were found to have been
false. The newspaper rejected the demand
and stands by the truthfulness of its reporting.

Absent an audit of the work of all of the
agencies and offices involved in the Voiland
contretemps, it is impossible to put an exact
dollar amount on the cost to taxpayers, but
any reasonable estimate will surely result in a
many-digited number.
It started with a 16-month investigation by

the Wisconsin Division of Criminal Investiga-
tion, whose analysts, investigators, and
lawyers are paid by the taxpayers to deal with
serious lawbreakers. The probe was instigated
by Voiland without the knowledge of fellow
court system officials — Circuit Judge Paul
Malloy, Court Commissioner Barry Boline,
and Mueller — he accused of criminal miscon-
duct by falsifying records to make him look
bad. After the state investigators worked on
the case for more than a year, including send-
ing agents to the Ozaukee County Justice Cen-
ter, the investigation was abruptly closed
when Voiland stopped cooperating with it.
There was no finding of any criminal wrong-
doing.
This was followed by an investigation or-

dered by the state court system with a retired
judge who is a former U.S. attorney and staff
hired at public expense to look into Voiland’s
accusations against court officials. The investi-
gation was completed with a definitive finding
by Patrick Fiedler: “I find that there is no
basis to believe that anyone violated Wis. Stat.
946.12 Misconduct in Public Office.” He
made it clear that there was no basis to be-
lieve that Mueller, Malloy or Boline had at-
tempted to “usurp the authority of Judge
Voiland.”
Next came a state audit of the clerk’s office

at public expense, which found no improper
handling of the office’s financial responsibili-
ties.
The taxpayers also paid for the legal coun-

sel provided for the accused officials by the in-
surer. Further, the many hours spent by
Ozaukee County officials providing docu-
ments and interviews for the various investiga-
tions added to the taxpayer bill.
While it is not possible to apply a financial

cost to the damage done to the reputation of
the Ozaukee court system by the spectacle of
the serial investigations, the negative notoriety

A judge accuses 
and the public pays

William F. Schanen III
Publisher,

Ozaukee Press

125 E. Main St.
Port Washington, Wisconsin

53074

Jan. 10, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
I got ticked off just reading
this editorial about a judge
who obviously has wreaked

havoc through the local 
justice system and cost the
taxpayers a load of money
as accusations flew and 

investigations were 
conducted. Well written 

and researched.

William F. Schanen III also
won Golden Quill awards in
1985 and 2001 and Golden

Dozen awards in 1984,
1987, 1992, 1994, 1995,
1996, 1999, 2002, 2004,
2008, 2014, 2015, 2016,

2018, and 2019.
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What a shame. For the past four
decades, the elections process in
Jackson County as been pretty well
run. There has been some prob-

lems, but overall, the local election system has
been overseeing fair and honest voting that has
not been tainted by internal partisan politics.
All of that could change.
The proposed expansion of the Jackson

County Board of Elections from three to five
members with those members rooted in parti-
san politics will taint the county’s election sys-
tem and undermine its integrity. The move
injects divisive political rhetoric into a system
most voters want to be nonpartisan and above
the fray.
There isn’t a problem with the current board

of elections structure in the county. The pro-
posal is nothing more than a political coup by
new chairman Ron Johnson in a bid to get rid
of the other two existing board members.
Let’s look at the history.
Before 1976, elections in Jackson County

were fraught with intrigue and politics. Each of
the county’s precincts was a petty fiefdom of its
own. Stuffed ballot boxes weren’t unheard of.
Some election officials and poll workers were
openly partisan.
In 1976, J.T. Wilkes was elected as Probate

Judge. At that time, the Probate Judge ran the
county’s elections.
Over the years, Wilkes professionalized elec-

tions in Jackson County. He got rid of poll
workers who were partisan offenders, man-
dated training for poll workers, and lifted the
county’s voting system into the modern age.
It was only in 2011 that an elections board

was established to oversee local elections. The
board was led by Ponchie Beck, a man whose
reputation for fairness was unquestioned. Beck
had worked in the county’s voter registrar’s of-
fice for over four decades and knew the system
and its history.
Beck died in October. Unfortunately, the re-

placement appointed as chairman of the
county board of elections was the most vocally
partisan person in Jackson County, someone
totally unsuited for the nonpartisan position as
chairman of an elections board.
No one can question Ron Johnson’s passion

for politics and no one can question his unwa-
vering loyalty to the Republican Party. Since he

was named as the local party chairman in
2009, Johnson has been a very loud voice in
local and state Republican politics. He often
disdained those within the GOP who weren’t
sufficiently loyal to the party, the so-called
RINOs (Republican In Name Only). When
Johnson was appointed to the local GOP chair-
manship, he said he would focus on local elec-
tions and those officials who had “true”
Republican values — meaning, of course, they
agreed with him.
To his credit, Johnson built up the local Re-

publican Party structure, holding regular meet-
ings and bringing in state-level GOP officials to
speak. Along the way, Johnson got very active
in the apparatus of the state GOP, eventually
being named to chair the small-counties com-
mittee.
When he was appointed elections board

chairman, Johnson resigned as the local GOP
chairman, thereby meeting the technical re-
quirement to hold the elections board position
(although whether he really resigned his state
GOP position is unclear).
Despite that official resignation, Johnson has

not suddenly become nonpartisan. He’s still
deeply involved in local and state Republican
politics. Nobody who knows Ron Johnson
could ever believe he can become a low-key,
nonpartisan person who keeps his political
views on the down-low. In fact, Johnson clearly
violated state elections laws in January with a
post on the GOP Facebook page where he
called the GOP “our party.”
Johnson’s partisanship was also obvious at

last week’s elections board meeting where he
espoused GOP talking points about the need
to be more aggressive in purging voting rolls
and to tighten up on absentee ballots. Johnson
is clearly trying to use his position on the elec-
tions board to advance the GOP agenda.
You can also see Johnson’s agenda in the

current move to change the board of elections
and make it a partisan board. At the urging of
Johnson, Rep. Tommy Benton, a fellow Repub-
lican, introduced the legislation to change the
elections board from three to five members—
two from each party, and the chairman ap-
pointed by a judge.
It’s obvious what’s happening here: Johnson

wants to purge the other two long-time elec-

Johnson unfit to serve 
as elections chairman

Mike Buffington
Co-publisher and editor,
TThhee JJaacckkssoonn HHeerraalldd

33 Lee St.
Jefferson, Georgia 
30549

Feb. 20, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
Knowing the history of the
community and the back-
ground of the people who want
to lead it, Buffington doesn’t
mince words in laying out the
case against a political hack
who would use his position for
partisan purposes. 

Mike Buffington also won the
Golden Quill award in 2016
and Golden Dozen awards in
1991, 1998, 2005, 2006, 2007,
2008, 2014, 2015, and 2018.
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One of the more difficult things in life is to
know something’s wrong and find no one
will listen to you.

For several years, we’ve been writing stories
about how various law enforcement officers in
Leadville and Lake County have run amok.
And let’s face it. We’re not talking about nickel-

and-dime transgressions. We’re talking “amok.”
So what a relief it is to be able to talk about a

law enforcement officer who did the right thing.
His name is Sam Reynolds, and he is a deputy

at the Lake County Sheriff’s Office. Reynolds
joined LCSO after a stint at the Leadville Police
Department. When he went to LCSO, Rod
Fenske was sheriff and Bill Kirkland was undersh-
eriff.
While undersheriff, Kirkland instituted a set of

fees for those who were incarcerated, which in-
cluded a booking fee of $30, a bond fee of $10
per bond, and a $15 fee for cost of care per day if
approved by the courts.
As it turned out, Kirkland apparently didn’t

pass on that each inmate needed a separate cost
of care order from the court. Deputy Mike
Buerke, the jailer, began charging inmates with-
out the orders.
One of the jail inmates became concerned

about what was happening and voiced his suspi-
cions to Reynolds who occasionally had to per-
form some jail duties.
Reynolds then spent some time investigating

the inmate’s complaint and concluded that the
sheriff’s office was acting improperly. When he
tried to report his findings, other deputies includ-
ing Kirkland basically told him to back off or ar-
gued that he was wrong. He even mentioned his

concerns to a deputy district attorney, but appar-
ently not in sufficient detail to lead the deputy DA
to think anything was wrong.
“The culture at the Lake County Sheriff’s Of-

fice was that deputies who complained or raised
issues could suffer repercussions,” said the grand
jury report in this matter.
In January, Sheriff Amy Reyes took office. The

report notes that Fenske had discussed Reynolds
with Reyes in a manner that suggested Reynolds
might have a performance issue.
In any case, Reyes listened to Reynolds and

then passed his concerns to the DA, who turned
it over to a grand jury. Subsequent investigation
determined at least 14 inmate files had been im-
properly billed amounting to more than $16,000
in 2018.
The grand jury didn’t hands up any indictments

against Fenske, Kirkland, or Buerke. However it
did find they failed to diligently perform their du-
ties.
In a news release, District Attorney Bruce

Brown chastised Fenske and his people while
thanking the grand jury for its hard work.
“The investigation is an example of official mis-

conduct but was not deemed criminal,” he said.
“The involved personnel have all since left the
sheriff’s office.”
Well, not quite. Sam Reynolds is still working

there.
If you want to say thanks to Sam, he isn’t hard

to spot. He’s the only deputy who’s almost eight
feet tall.

Marcia Martinek can be contacted at
marcia@leadvilleherald.com. 

Doing the right thing

Marcia Martinek
Editor,

Herald Democrat

717 Harrison Ave.
Leadville, Colorado

80461

June 13, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
The editorial applauds a

deputy sheriff who stood up
to his superiors, which, 

fortunately, in this case did
not cost him his career. It’s
a terrific example of keep-
ing a close eye on an ongo-

ing, larger problem and
finding the perfect example
to illustrate how it can be
corrected. One thing com-
munity newspapers tend to

have is long memories,
which can be a powerful 
resource to serve their 

readers.

Marcia Martinek also won
Golden Dozen awards in
2010, 2013, 2014, 2017,

and 2019.

grassroots editor • summer 2020

14



CEO James C. Fish Jr.
Waste Management Inc.
First City Tower, Houston

Dear Mr. Fish:
Your company has come a long way since

Dutch immigrant Harm Huizenga began hauling
garbage in Chicago in 1893, charging $1.25 per
wagon load. At last count, it owned and oper-
ated 293 landfills, 346 transfer stations, 146 re-
cycling plants, and 26,000 garbage trucks,
making it the largest waste disposal outfit in
North America.
So we can forgive you for not being aware of

the 87-acre Riverbend Landfill you own in Ore-
gon’s scenic wine country, or the consistently
losing 13-year campaign you’ve been fighting to
expand it a mere 29 acres, affording you a mere
10 more years.
Your other Oregon landfill occupies 12,000

acres, 700 of which are in active use. Even with
a torrent of waste pouring into it from Portland
and Seattle, it has a projected remaining lifetime
of 143 years. And that’s just on its existing foot-
print, which can readily be expanded into adja-
cent desert.
So we can understand why our postage stamp

of a landfill, named for an abutting bend in the
South Yamhill River, has escaped your attention.
Even its hometown of McMinnville has begun
shipping waste elsewhere, meaning it’s not get-
ting much use anyway.
A stock analyst recently issued a Waste Man-

agement buy recommendation based on your
successful drive to “instill price and cost disci-
pline to achieve better margins,” enabling you to
pay out $802 million in dividends and buy back
more than $1 billion of stock last year. The firm
credited you with “remarkable gross margin ex-
pansion,” thanks largely to wildly successful
“cost-reduction initiatives.”
We’re the first to admit our little landfill,

which accepted its first truckload of trash in
1982 and came under your purview in 1991, is
but a pebble in the pond. But you might be well-
advised to extend your cost-cutting our direction
and drop your ill-fated expansion bid.
Being the tall Texans of trash, we realize

you’re used to having your way with hayseeds
like us. But this has become a debacle. It’s cost
you gobs of money just to establish a losing
streak leading right back where you started —
ground zero.
To give you an idea how bad things are going,

consider this little sampling of local headlines,
culled from just the last two years: LUBA re-
mands landfill; Appeals court upholds LUBA;
High court sides with landfill opponents; City
dumps Riverbend; Metro votes to cut ties; Odds
grow longer.
You get the idea. The expansion plan you un-

veiled back in aught-six just isn’t going any-
where.
Please do us a favor and put it out of its mis-

ery. 
We doubt anyone outside your legal team

would lament its very timely death.
Your latest legal setback, detailed in our Tues-

day edition, should sound the death knell on
your ninth local life. Enough is enough.
We applaud you for becoming “one of the

foremost creators of renewable energy” and
“working toward a more sustainable tomorrow.”
But could you please do it somewhere else

among the vast corporate holdings you have
sprawled across North America. We’ve had our
fill here.
Thanks.

The News-Register Editorial Board

Steve Bagwell can be contacted at 
sbagwell@newsregister.com.

Dear garbage goliath:
Please give us a break

Steve Bagwell
Editorial page editor,
MMccMMiinnnnvviillllee NNeewwss--RReeggiisstteerr

611 NE Third St.
McMinnville, Oregon 
97128

Sept. 20, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
Bagwell’s editorial takes the
novel approach of writing di-
rectly to the chief executive of
Waste Management in the form
of a letter, which gives it a per-
sonal perspective. Even better,
it uses well-researched facts
and relevant background to
make compelling arguments.

Steve Bagwell also won Golden
Dozen awards in 2015, 2017,
and 2019.
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Much of our Memorial Day weekend
was spent binge viewing Yankton
County Commission meeting videos
from the first four months of this

year. We were appalled by some of the com-
ments made by citizens in attendance. Words
and actions directed at commissioners in 2019
have ranged from immature to profane to dis-
gusting.
Sixty percent of the Commission is new this

year. Three political newcomers unseated three
incumbents by large margins last November.
The incoming trio averaged 4,988 votes
apiece. The outgoing threesome averaged
3,050 votes. Newly elected members received
broad support in both urban and rural voting
centers. Most people clearly wanted a change,
although some predictably don’t want to accept
it.
This week’s editorial has nothing to do with

issues that generated those election results. It’s
about something simpler and possibly harder —
the expectation that people control their tem-
per and act like adults when attending a public
meeting.
At the April 6 meeting, a member of the au-

dience politely asked Commission Chairman
Dan Klimisch for permission to speak to an
issue. Klimisch politely replied they were mov-
ing on to the next agenda item.
Instead of accepting the chairman’s decision

and waiting to speak his piece in the public
comment period near the end of the meeting,
the man said loudly, “Are you kidding me,
Dan? Are you serious? Good God, talk about
transparency. What an asshole!” He then
stormed out of the room but continued to vent
in the hallway outside.
At the Feb. 19 meeting, five different people

approached the lectern and demanded to know
why they were banned from entering the Yank-
ton County Government Center. All five com-
missioners denied that was the case, but some
of the accusers suggested they were lying. (An
investigation later proved no one was banned
from entering any county building or office.)
Also at the Feb. 19 meeting, prominent

landowner Karl Schenk twice used his time at
the lectern to stand at attention, snap off a
Nazi salute, and say “Sieg Heil” to Klimisch
after he was asked to please sit down.

Schenk also cast an arrogant view of Com-
missioner Joe Healy, a young family farmer.
Schenk said, “If you think, Joe, that you can be
a row-cropper for the rest of your life and for
the next generation, you are mistaken.” He
added, “If you want modest-size farms, drop
the jealousy. Drop wanting to be some kind of
dictator on a board.”
Three takeaways for your consideration …
The Good: The Yankton County Commis-

sion is not easily rattled. They are a thoughtful
and well-spoken group. They keep their cool
and remain polite even when cursed, insulted,
heckled, mocked, and accused of untrue
things.
The Bad: Political discourse in our commu-

nity and nation is backsliding. All of the casual
lying and name-calling in Washington, D.C.,
seems to be seeping into local government.
The Ugly: Mocking Commission Chairman

Dan Klimisch with Adolf Hitler’s words and
gestures was disgusting. Klimisch is a combat
veteran of the Iraq War. He won a Bronze Star
fighting for our freedom. Insinuating that brave
young man has something in common with a
murderous dictator is the most offensive thing
we’ve seen in 41 years of observing Yankton
County Commission meetings.
Public servants need thick skin, but there are

limits to how much an elected official should
have to tolerate before apologies are in order.
The incidents described above were public

insults. They should be corrected with public
apologies. It’s not too late. Even tardy apolo-
gies are often just in time.
For those big enough to do this, remember

the words of Benjamin Franklin: “Never ruin
an apology with an excuse.”
It’s been said that life is easier when you can

accept the apologies you never receive. Mem-
bers of our county board likely won’t hold their
breath waiting to hear words of regret from
critics, but hopefully their remaining meetings
of 2019 will bring less heat and more light.
Pride makes “sorry” difficult for many men

to say, but cooler heads are better set to find
together ways.

Brian J. Hunhoff can be contacted at
brian@co.yankton.sd.us.

The good, the bad, and the ugly

Brian J. Hunhoff
Contributing editor,

Yankton County Observer

1308 W. 17th
Yankton, South Dakota

57078

May 31, 2019

FROM THE JUDGE
A defense of local elected
officials who have to take

verbal abuse while perform-
ing their duties, the edito-

rial rightly calls out
members of the public for
name-calling and insults

that serve no purpose than
to foul the air around them.

Anybody who sits through
meetings knows this kind of
behavior has been going on
forever. We also know it has

never accomplished any-
thing except, perhaps, to en-
courage the officials to tune
out completely. Sadly, it also

seems to have become a 
national pastime.

Brian J. Hunhoff also won
the Golden Quill award in
1995 and 2014 and Golden

Dozen awards in 2015,
2016, 2017, and 2018.
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COUNTY COMMISSION DESERVES APOLOGIES



Melissa Hale-Spencer
Editor,
TThhee AAllttaammoonntt EEnntteerrpprriissee

120 Maple Avenue
Altamont, New York
12009
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rather extolled Hayes’ virtues as a creative and pop-
ular teacher who offered much of value to the
school. It took the victims coming forward to tell
their stories and show their pain for school board
members to change their minds.
Carl and Laura Letson, herself a former school

board member, sued the district, saying their daugh-
ter, Sarah, “was subjected to sexual harassment
while a member of the junior varsity volleyball
team.” The Letsons moved to Florida in 2003 be-
cause, they wrote in lengthy letters to the Enterprise
editor, they wanted to avoid the apparent retaliation
their daughter had suffered after complaining about
Hayes.
Laura Letson wrote, “Our daughter, age 15, can-

not comprehend why school district employees, ad-
ministrators, and elected board officials have gone
to the extent demonstrated to date to protect a
teacher at a student’s expense and well being….”
To have a vocal faction of the Guilderland school
community now misconstrue Tod Mell’s sentencing
as a miscarriage of justice is unfair to the victim.
“Victims of rape and sexual assault are all too

often re-victimized and burdened with the narrative
that their allegations are false …,” says Kathryn Mer-
rick, case manager with the Albany County Crime
Victim and Sexual Violence Center. “Sadly, that vic-
tim-blaming and its effects fall squarely on the shoul-
ders of the person who was harmed and only
compound their already existing trauma. I have spo-
ken with countless survivors who say that they felt
as or more victimized and traumatized as a result of
events flowing from them reporting their rape or
sexual assault, than they did during the initial as-
sault.”
Let us not, as a community, make it worse for the

victim who was courageous enough to come for-
ward. Let us not re-victimize her.
Shouldn’t the school board members make a

statement of apology for failing to protect the stu-
dents under their care rather than construing the
man who pleaded guilty as himself the “victim”?
Such attitudes only exacerbate the problem.

Women rarely come forward to report sexual
crimes. Using federal crime numbers, the Rape,
Abuse & Incest National Network estimates that for
every 1,000 rapes, 57 reports will lead to arrests, 11
will be referred to prosecutors, and just seven cases
will lead to felony convictions.
The #MeToo movement is a long-overdue attempt

to balance that ledger. The two examples that
Horan cited in his letter to Judge Bailey — Tawana
Brawley and the Duke lacrosse team — were false
accusations that fell apart under the scrutiny of the
legal system. In 1988, after hearing evidence, a

grand jury concluded Brawley had not been the vic-
tim of sexual assault and may herself have created
the appearance of an attack. In 2007, the North
Carolina attorney general dropped all charges
against the three Duke lacrosse players and de-
clared them innocent of rape allegations.
Those examples are not relevant to what hap-

pened in Guilderland where police investigated alle-
gations and, as Cecilia Walsh, spokeswoman for the
Albany County District Attorney’s office, told us,
“The police had probable cause to arrest him based
on the reported conduct, and he pleaded guilty to
performing the conduct.”
Judge Bailey was wise to hand down the sentence

to which Mell, in pleading guilty, had agreed. It is
sensible that his sentence would include sex-offender
conditions and that he would lose his certification to
teach. These are protective measures for the good
of the society so that other children will be spared.
This week, we are publishing, in its entirety, the

victim’s impact statement that was not read in court.
We share Judge Bailey’s concern about protecting
the victim’s identity but we believe her words need
to be heard.
Perhaps other now-nearly-grown children will

come forward with their own stories. Perhaps not.
At the least, the community at large will know

what one person has suffered and will also appreci-
ate her generous spirit.
In her statement, the victim directly addresses her

former teacher, Tod Mell, a teacher who had made
her feel special, saying, “I always had in the back of
my head that the things going on weren’t ever sup-
posed to happen to a student, but I really did trust
you, which is why I was so blinded by what you
were doing.”
She goes on, “The worst part is, when I thought

about telling my parents or friends or anyone, I
froze and I thought not about myself but your family
… but I thought of what you could still be doing to
girls in a school I realized that if I waited any longer
it’s almost my fault for not saying anything.”
Having told her story to save other girls from a

similar horror, the victim ends with hope that her
one-time teacher will right himself: “… I really
thought you were a good person and maybe one day
you’ll change who you are and won’t touch a girl
like that anymore because all I want is for you to
never again make someone think so much less of
themselves.”
Secrets fester. To heal — as an individual or a

community — the truth must be told.

Melissa Hale-Spencer can be contacted at 
mhale-spencer@altamontenterprise.com.

Ignoring child victims continued from page 9



Mark Ridolfi
Assistant editor,

TThhee NNoorrtthh SSccootttt PPrreessss

214 N. 2nd St.
Eldridge, Iowa 

52748
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Fuentes reminded me of another group of
immigrant descendants I encountered years
ago in Davenport. In the early 1990s, five
young men burned a cross in west Davenport,
then visited my newsroom to complain about
the press coverage. They showed up wearing
scarves over their faces. But they parroted the
same supremacy baloney as Fuentes, insisting
that immigrants with dark skin were morally
inferior to their own, white, German ances-
tors.
Fuentes puts a sport coat and tie on his ha-

tred. His racism wasn’t like the beer-fueled mo-
ment those masked bullies enjoyed in a vacant
west Davenport field until police showed up.
Fuentes was invited to a Christian church, to

speak ostensibly to the Republican teenagers
for whom this event was staged.
The masks have come off.
Organized hatred in our community no

longer is relegated to flyers anonymously
slipped on windshields or stuffed into free
weekly entertainment guides as we’ve seen this
year.

This hatred steps to the podium of a Quad-
City Christian church and invites followers to
hate.
Fuentes welcomed a podium appearance in

our community, because we’re the folks he is
recruiting for his racial war.
“Some of the fiercest opposition is from our

own people, RINOs — Republicans in Name
Only,” he told the Scott County crowd.
Schilling apologized and denounced

Fuentes. So did his congressional GOP pri-
mary challenger Mariannette Miller-Meeks,
also on the bill for this political rally.
I hope Fuentes faces even louder, fiercer op-

position from Scott County Republicans.
In the meantime, a suggestion for leadership

of any political party: So that you are not
duped again, please Google anyone before of-
fering a political pulpit in your home county.

Mark Ridolfi can be contacted at 
mridolfi@northscottpress.com.

Hatred gets invited continued from page 11

William F. Schanen III
Publisher,

Ozaukee Press

125 E. Main St.
Port Washington, Wisconsin

53074

accrued by Judge Voiland imposed a cost in
lost efficiency, clogged court calendars, and
delays in the administration of justice. In
2018 alone, 218 substitution requests were
filed by defendants and plantiffs not wanting
to take their chances in Voiland’s court. This
compares with only 30 substitutions during
the year for Judge Sandy Williams and a mere
eight for Judge Paul Malloy.
While it is unclear whether any legal fees

Voiland generated for himself in the various
investigations were charged to the public, it is
obvious that he has little interest in sparing
taxpayers.
He recently sued the chief judge who over-

saw the investigation that rejected his allega-
tions of wrongdoing in the Ozaukee court
system. The lawsuit not only accuses Judge

Jennifer Dorow of violating the Open Records
Law, but seeks punitive damages and legal
fees that would likely come out of the pockets
of taxpayers.
So much for the bad news. As for the good

news, there actually is some: Voiland is not
running for re-election, and voters will have a
choice of four candidates to replace him on
the Branch 2 Circuit Court bench.
Even at this point, four months before his

term ends, it can be said that Ozaukee
County has never before experienced any-
thing like Joseph Voiland’s impact on its court
system.
May it never experience it again.

William F. Schanen III can be contacted at 
bschanen3@ozaukeepress.com.

A judge accuses continued from page 12



Mike Buffington
Co-publisher and editor,
TThhee JJaacckkssoonn HHeerraalldd

33 Lee St.
Jefferson, Georgia 
30549
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tions board members, Peg Sheffield and
Thressa Tate, and set up a partisan machine
under his control. (The legislation is the only
way Johnson can force Sheffield and Tate off
the board.)
With himself as chairman and two other

loyal GOP members, Johnson would be in a
position to push his agenda onto the hired
county election staff members, the people who
actually do the grunt work of holding elections.
But, all of this is getting pushback. Both

Sheffield and Tate have been asking questions
about Johnson’s partisanship and his plan to
take over the board. Last week, those ques-
tions got put directly to Johnson in a 45-minute
closed-door meeting of the board.
The result of that discussion is that the

board is supposed to adopt a policy limiting
board members’ political activity and for John-
son to swear in an affidavit that he is no longer
affiliated with the Republican Party. Both were
at the behest of the county attorney. (Although
the meeting was behind closed doors, one
could hear Johnson exclaim, “I can be nonpar-
tisan!”)
Johnson was clearly pissed-off at the turn of

events last week. The day after that meeting,
he asked for a copy of Sheffield and Tate’s 12-
months attendance at board meetings. Johnson
is searching for a way to get rid of them and
their pushback over his violations of state law.
Johnson should have seen all of that coming.

In fact, he has in the past done the same thing
to other county officials.
In 2012, Johnson called out a member of the

county board of equalization who was also
serving on a local school board, a violation of
the law. But Johnson had an agenda in that
move, too — he wanted a seat on the board of
equalization and thought ousting a sitting
member would get him that slot.
You can’t say Johnson isn’t clever and cun-

ning.
For over a decade, Johnson has been contro-

versial in Jackson County. He made an unsuc-
cessful bid to be chairman of the board of
commissioners in 2008. In 2017, he defended
former Nicholson Mayor Ronnie Maxwell, who
had been convicted of stealing public SPLOST
money for private use. Johnson, as chairman of
the local GOP, appeared at Maxwell’s court
sentencing, saying the disgraced mayor “had al-
ways been honest.” No, the mayor had been a
political ally of Johnson, so Johnson defended
him. What does that say about Johnson’s in-
tegrity and character?
All of this bodes ill for the future impartiality

of Jackson County’s election system.
Two things should happen.
First, the legislation attempting to change the

elections board to a partisan 5-member struc-
ture should be killed. It’s nothing more than a
subterfuge for Johnson to take over the board.
Second, Johnson should be removed as chair-

man of the county elections board for having al-
ready violated state law with his open partisan
public comments and ongoing political activity.
In 2012, Johnson was a vocal critic of a law-

suit surrounding a new West Jackson EMS sta-
tion, a lawsuit that involved BOC chairman
Tom Crow.
“You don’t care about the taxpayers,” John-

son told Crow at a public meeting. “You care
about one person and you are sitting in his
chair. That is all you care about.”
Today, we can say the same about Johnson

and his partisan bid to take over the Jackson
County Board of Elections. 
Johnson is only out for Johnson; the public be

damned.

Mike Buffington can be contacted at 
mike@mainstreetnews.com.

Johnson unfit continued from page 13

If you can’t do it, certainly your readers can’t. I’m
not saying your news stories should be opinionated;
just the opposite. They should be thorough and bal-
anced enough for readers to apply their own experi-
ence and judgment.
I hope this publication finds its way into the hands

of every newspaper in the world whose editors and
publishers have stopped writing editorials in the mis-

taken belief they aren’t important, don’t persuade
people, or otherwise somehow aren’t worth the time.
The selection here, as well as others that didn’t

make the cut this time, are an inspiration for the mis-
sion of journalism I learned long ago — “Tell the truth
and don’t be afraid.”

Barry Smith can be contacted at barrynv@gmail.com.

The judge’s comments continued from page 3
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The Eugene Cervi Award was established
by ISWNE in 1976 to honor the memory
of Eugene Cervi of the Rocky Mountain
Journal in Denver by recognizing a

newspaper editor who has consistently acted in
the conviction that “good journalism begets
good government.”
The award is presented not for a single brave

accomplishment, however deserving, but for a
career of outstanding public service through
community journalism and for adhering to the

highest standards of the craft with the deep
reverence for the English language that was the
hallmark of Gene Cervi’s writing. The award
also recognizes consistently aggressive report-
ing of government at the grassroots level and
interpretation of local affairs.
Following his death at age 64 in 1970, The

New York Times described Cervi as “one of the
most outspoken voices in American journal-
ism.” Today, some ISWNE members still re-
gard him as their “journalism conscience.”

The 45th annual Eugene Cervi Award

Elliott Freireich
This Year’s Winner Is...

Elliott Freireich grew up in a newspaper family. As a child he
“helped” his father cover high school football and basket-
ball games. He later wrote for his high school newspaper
and college magazine. 

His parents, Burt and Ursula Freireich, were longtime ISWNE
members and 2008 Cervi winners. Burt was president of ISWNE
in 1968-69.
Elliott worked with the family-owned Sun City Daily News-Sun,

where he was production manager and general manager. He did a
little of nearly every job in the operation, including running the
presses. The News-Sun was purchased by the family as an every-
other week publication, converted to a weekly, twice-weekly, to
home delivery from total mail delivery, and to daily publication.
He also oversaw the addition of an extremely successful and prof-
itable total market coverage product. While in high school and
one year of college he filled in for reporters doing rewrites and
production work.
He started the West Valley View in 1986. It started out mailed

to 15,000 homes, with additional distribution by free racks. Later
the paper started free home delivery and had 65,000 distribution
by the time it was sold in 2017.
The View was originally a weekly but when the economy was

good, it got too big for its printer to handle in two sections so it
became a twice-weekly. Also during this period Freireich decided
to build new offices which would include a printing plant which
would be paid for by eliminating the markup on printing from the
outside printing facility. 
“The goal is to keep the View the most comprehensive and re-

spected news source in the West Valley. And to help mold the re-
gion as it matures. We’re only a decade or two away from the
West Valley being recognized as the place to live, completely over-
shadowing the east valley in prestige,” he said in 1986.

Continued on page 22
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By Daniel C. Barr
Partner, Perkins Coie law firm
Phoenix, Arizona

For 24 years as Maricopa County sher-
iff, Joe Arpaio created a burlesque public-
ity machine devoted to creating comic
book personas, “Sheriff Joe” and “Amer-
ica’s Toughest Sheriff.” Some, indeed too
many, in the Arizona news media entered
into an unexpressed bargain with Arpaio —
he would produce a seemingly endless
daily supply of media events, many of
which had little or nothing to do with his
job, and the media in turn would cover
those events.
This symbiotic relationship was well-

chronicled in two documentary films, Two
Americans (2012) and The Joe Show (2014).
There was a condition to this unspoken
deal, however. That was that the local
media was to provide the coverage that
Arpaio and his office wanted and nothing
more. Unwelcome inquiries through the

Arizona public records law were
stonewalled and Sheriff Arpaio, far from
being the stand-up cartoonish tough guy,
would retaliate in petty and vindictive ways.
As with all bullies, Joe Arpaio was finally

exposed when he picked on the wrong
guy. That guy was Elliott Freireich. For
whatever reason, in 2005 the sheriff’s of-
fice decided to punish the West Valley
View and its readers by not responding to
reporters’ phone calls and public records
requests and finally refusing to send the
same email press releases to the View that
MCSO sent out daily to news organiza-
tions around the country.
Sheriff Arpaio and his publicity machine

made the wrong bet. Elliott and the West
Valley View did not give in like so many
others to the sheriff’s tactics. Instead, they
asserted their rights under the Public
Records Law. The West Valley View’s ulti-
mate victory in August 2007 was a huge
victory for a local media that in too many
instances had been afraid to push back

against Arpaio. In ruling for the West Val-
ley View, the Court of Appeals blistered
Arpaio and his office as follows:
“The Sheriff's Office’s conduct in re-

sponse to the records requests by the West
Valley View bears no resemblance to the
good-faith responses of the public agencies
in the cases on which it relies. The record
fully supports the superior court's observa-
tion that the refusal of the Sheriff's Office
to reinstate the newspaper to its list of 
e-mail news release recipients was ‘petty.’
More than that, the decision by the Sher-
iff's Office to remove the newspaper from
its email list because it did not care for the
coverage the newspaper provided was
without a doubt arbitrary and capricious.”
Elliott Freireich did a tremendous serv-

ice for Arizona journalists when other
larger, and far better funded, media organi-
zations were reluctant to push back. I
could not be any more enthusiastic about
recommending Elliott for the Eugene Cervi
Award.

Sheriff Arpaio picked on the wrong guy

Burt and Ursula Freireich built an office and printing facility for the News-Sun in Sun City, Arizona. The press was a six-unit Goss Community
with a “balloon” folder allowing it to print two sections at once. Elliott learned to help run it in this circa 1975 photo.
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Elliott Freireich continued from page 20

The View has won numerous statewide
awards including Arizona’s best large
weekly newspaper. Editor Jim Painter,
editor Cary Hines, and Freireich each
won four ISWNE Golden Dozen awards.
The newspaper has won awards from

the Society of Professional Journalists
and the Arizona Newspapers Association
for its work supporting Freedom of Infor-
mation through its efforts to force the
Maricopa County Sheriff’s Department
to release public documents. 
The sheriff refused to give the paper

press releases including two about at-
tempted kidnappings in the area. The
newspaper obtained the releases from
the concerned school superintendent.
The View also exposed irregularities in

the city of Avondale’s purchasing depart-
ment and city manager’s office, illegal ac-
tivities by the Buckeye Police chief, and
problems with the operations at Palo
Verde, the nation’s largest nuclear plant. 
The View also published an article on

the son (and general manager) of a local
auto dealer who was arrested for nar-
cotics possession. The owner was upset
and for years refused to advertise with
the paper.  
The paper interviewed political candi-

dates and made endorsements. It also en-
dorsed in school district bond elections.
In the early years, it interviewed
statewide candidates but limited it to
local candidates later. Unlike televised in-
terviews now where a candidate is able
to talk around a question and thereby get
out of answering it, the View interviews
were with a single candidate and could
rephrase the question to elicit an answer.
Freireich asked the same question three
times before getting an answer from fu-
ture governor J. Fife Symington III re-
garding how he would work to improve
education in the community. 
The paper also revealed that in an in-

terview with a mayoral candidate, he ad-
mitted he wouldn’t have done anything
differently than the mayor and council
did even though his campaign was based
on criticizing that very action by the
council. 
The View took on community projects.

It did an annual food drive in May to
supplement holiday food drives in the
area. Staff took boxes out to businesses

and collected them in the early summer
heat. 
An advertising executive was alerted to

the plight of homeless kids in the area
and reported it to Freireich and the news
staff. It resulted in an award-winning se-
ries of articles and a collection of dona-
tions each year for about three years.
The effort was taken over by a local busi-
nessman who created the nonprofit
Homeless Youth Connection which was
able to exist on its own. 
Before the recession, Freireich was a

member of a local Rotary Club, which
gave scholarships to local high school stu-
dents. He was frustrated with how those
funds were awarded so for several years
he helped select students from five local
high schools and the newspaper gave
$1,000 scholarships to those students. 
He is married to Marquita Porter and

they have two children. Rachael is a Real-
tor in Phoenix. She and her fiancé, Tom,
just had their first child, Maxwell, on
May 5. Marissa is an elementary school
teacher and married to Dave Keating, an
assistant professor of communication at
University of New Mexico. Rachael was
an advertising executive at West Valley
View for eight years before the newspa-
per was sold. Marissa had been a re-
porter for the Williams News. 
A lifelong Sun Devils fan, Elliott at-

tended Arizona State University for a
year before transferring to Rochester In-

stitute of Technology where he graduated
with a B.S. in printing production man-
agement. He has gotten over his two chil-
dren enrolling at UofA (Arizona). But
just barely. 
Elliott served on the Southwest Valley

Chamber of Commerce board of direc-
tors, the PMH hospital board, and the La
Loma Senior Living Services board. He
is a member of the Estrella Rotary Club
in Avondale.
Elliott served on the board and as pres-

ident of the International Society of
Weekly Newspaper Editors. He was the
only two-term president since the 1950s
and chaired a search committee to find a
new executive director and host univer-
sity.
An avid pickup basketball player until

the knees went bad, he now works out
gently bicycling, swimming, and in the
gym. He was a long distance runner, par-
ticipating in many 10Ks and three
marathons. He holds national racing li-
censes from the Sports Car Club of
America (SCCA) and National Auto
Sport Association (NASA).
Since selling the West Valley View in

2017, Elliott’s full-time job has been lead
driver and chief mechanic on his one-
man auto racing team. He fulfilled one of
his dreams en route to the 2011 ISWNE
conference in Coventry, England, by driv-
ing on the fabled Spa-Francorchamps cir-
cuit in Belgium.

Freireich family: Deb, Elliott, Burt, and Ursula Freireich at an ISWNE conference in the late
1960s.
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By Frank Garred
2004 Eugene Cervi Award recipient
Port Townsend, Washington

What Elliott Freireich has done
with his journalistic life is likely
what some of us who have sur-
vived publishing-editing-report-

ing-janitorial careers with community
newspapers have strived for and
achieved. Elliott just took those chal-
lenges several paces beyond.
“Young Elliott” (to those who knew his

dad and mother) inherited a zest for
newspaper life — so long as he had time
for his passion to speed at raceways
around the county.
Elliott built a community newspaper

from scratch in 1986. He chose his home-
town — several suburban towns and en-
claves in the West Valley area near
Phoenix — and created a dynamic mission
with a dynamic staff that captured awards
with journalistic accomplishments.
One huge example: with persistence,

constructively critical editorials, and news
coverage, Elliott and staff took on the dic-
tatorial regime of the local sheriff, even
taking that law enforcement icon to court
and winning a verdict over policies the

sheriff developed to block public access
to information. Elliott and his news staff
remained persistent critics of the sheriff’s
policies despite repeated and ongoing
challenges the sheriff enlisted to block
media access.
The background, the story, the out-

come all reflect the newspaper’s determi-
nation and its commitment to
full-disclosure journalism. Those, specifi-
cally, were embedded in Elliott’s mission.
When he dreamed of creating his own
printing facility, his devotion to principle
and history were woven into the plan that
emerged. The United States Constitu-
tion’s First Amendment became a physi-
cal presence in and on the building
structure.
While we toil in the world of commu-

nity journalism, serving in personal ways
in those communities is an accepted re-
sponsibility. Elliott sustained his commit-
ment to his readers through his West
Valley View columns and editorials, earn-
ing four ISWNE Golden Dozen honors
with those writings, an achievement
equaled by few, if any editorialists. And
he earned recognition from the communi-
ties he served beyond the newspaper.
Rather than acquiring an existing news-

paper, when it was his turn to join our
ranks Elliott determined the suburban
communities west of Phoenix deserved
their own view of the community news
thereabout. He launched the West Valley
View, built a professional staff dedicated
to sound business practices, exceptional
advertising teamwork, and especially an
aggressive, responsible news staff. It
worked. His circulation grew to tens of
thousands — eventually over 70,000, all
free distribution.
Delivering news and advertising reflec-

tive of and especially pertinent to the
readers the View served was embedded in
every issue. State and national awards
gained professional prominence. And El-
liott’s determination to see his View suc-
ceed was aggressively anchored in the
news reports, columns, and editorials: ag-
gressive, independent reporting; informa-
tive and inspirational columns; and
especially a dynamic editorial page that
offered critical evaluations and sugges-
tions for readers, public officials, and pub-
lic agencies — they were personal and
direct.
Elliott Freireich epitomizes the Cervi

standards. He deserves Cervi Award
recognition.

Elliott’s mission: full-disclosure journalism

Elliott’s parents,
Burt and Ursula
Freireich, won the
Eugene Cervi
Award in 2008.
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By Cary Hines
Former managing editor, 
West Valley View

Ihad the pleasure of working with Mr.
Freireich for nearly 17 years as the
managing editor of the West Valley
View newspaper.
Mr. Freireich started the View in 1986

and never wavered in his commitment to
providing five cities with the utmost cred-
ible journalism any community could ask
for. One of his mottos was “We can’t
cover the entire Valley of the Sun, but we
can cover our own backyard better than
any other publication.” His paper was
the epitome of community journalism.
His penchant for fair reporting was un-

rivaled by his fearless search for the

truth. Thanks to Mr. Freireich, the West
Valley View was truly the watchdog of
the West Valley. A pillar of the commu-
nity, Mr. Freireich wasn’t afraid to ask
hard questions, all for the betterment of
the five cities he vowed to keep in-
formed.
Mr. Freireich was a huge proponent of

offering opportunities to recent journal-
ism school graduates. He knew they were
the future and wanted them to flourish at
his paper. That attitude resulted in plenty
of top-notch reporters working in the
field today.
Although we differed greatly in our po-

litical views, Mr. Freireich and I spent
quality time discussing editorials to be
conferred in a rational manner. His sup-
port of the First Amendment was evi-

denced by the volume of letters to the ed-
itor he received on a weekly basis, some-
thing he never censored, whether they
championed or disparaged his paper.
His paper was one of the few weeklies

that was respected, and dare I say feared,
by the largest dailies. He may not have
considered himself a competitor, but they
did.
It was an honor and privilege to work

for Mr. Freireich and one of the best
community papers the Valley of the Sun
had ever seen. Countless awards won by
the paper in general, as well as the writ-
ers, photographers, and graphic artists, is
a testament to that.
I highly support Mr. Freireich for the

Cervi Award.

The Viewwas the watchdog of the West Valley

Watching copies come off the inserter of the first issue of the West Valley View in 1986. They printed about 16,000 copies of that first issue.
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Dr. Julianne Lein
Retired superintendent
Litchfield Elementary School District

Please accept this letter as my highest
recommendation for Mr. Elliott
Freireich in his nomination for the
Eugene Cervi Award. I have known

Mr. Freireich for over 15 years in my capac-
ity as superintendent of the Litchfield Ele-
mentary School District in Litchfield Park,
Arizona. I am recently retired from the dis-
trict and teaching for Northern Arizona
University. Elliott is a staunch supporter of
public education in our community with
the West Valley View leading the charge
each year for its readership to support their
local schools through the Arizona Tax
Credit Program. He is also a fellow Rotar-
ian, embodying the notion of “service
above self.” Part of Elliott’s service to our
community is his ability to shed light on
community concerns, including those re-
lated to its leaders. 
The school district encompasses 65

square miles and represents over 1,200 em-
ployees and approximately 12,000 stu-

dents. The city of Litchfield Park is a small
but independent city and subcontracts its
city municipalities, including police serv-
ices. The Maricopa County Sheriff’s office
was hired to provide police services to
Litchfield Park and its surrounding county
islands. Sheriff Joe Arpaio, an elected offi-
cial, was in charge of safeguarding our
community. His tactics proved to be a
demonstration of policing at the pleasure of
the political climate. Thus began a series of
events that demonstrate the journalistic in-
tegrity of Mr. Freireich and the West Valley
View.  
On one occasion, we had a string of at-

tempted child abductions in the school dis-
trict, under the jurisdiction of the Maricopa
County Sheriff’s office. Elliott and the staff
at the West Valley View attempted to obtain
public information to assist in protecting
our students, but the sheriff’s office refused
to cooperate. Police sketches of the sus-
pects were given to the school district, and
we worked cooperatively with Mr. Freireich
to publish the sketches along with other
pertinent details to assist our families in
keeping their children safe. Not only were

our children safeguarded, but the actions of
one of our elected officials were exposed. 
Mr. Freireich has demonstrated a lifetime

commitment to community journalism at
its finest. From showcasing our school ath-
letes, celebrating community successes to
tackling controversial issues at the local,
state, and national levels, the West Valley
View paid tribute to all aspects of commu-
nity life. Stories both big and small were
treated with the same journalistic standards
and respect for the people involved. One of
my favorite sections of the paper was “My
Turn,” which showcased the opinions of
local leaders on contemporary issues. I
have provided messages via this venue to
the public on educational concerns. These
have proven to be invaluable sources of in-
formation for key decision makers in our
local and state governments. 
Mr. Freireich is most deserving of this

award and embodies the conviction that
“good journalism begets good govern-
ment.” I have seen this firsthand and would
welcome the opportunity to further elabo-
rate on Elliott’s long list of community con-
tributions.

Elliott able to shed light on community concerns

ABOVE: The West Valley View decided to do a series on how to
promote your organization and what it did and did not accept for
publication. “Jim Painter wrote a very good series and we illus-
trated it with posed photos of the staff,” Elliott recalled. “Here, ad-
vertising exec Rachael Freireich pretends to present me with the
Arizona Newspapers Association award for freedom of information
for our Sheriff Joe Arpaio series.”

LEFT: Marissa, Marquita, Elliott and Rachael at the ISWNE con-
ference in Galway, Ireland, in 2003.
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By Emily Toepfer
Assistant editor
West Valley View
Goodyear, Arizona

In fall 2009,West Valley View Publisher
Elliott Freireich was approached by a
woman who worked as a homeless liai-
son for the Agua Fria Union High

School District, one of three high school
districts in the newspaper’s coverage area.
She presented a staggering problem that
not many people were aware of at the
time.  
The school district’s homeless student

population had increased by more than
1,000 percent in the last year. Teenagers
were being abandoned by their families at
an unbelievable rate, and the district was

having a hard time keeping up with the
numbers. She wanted to raise awareness,
and Freireich immediately agreed to print
a series of articles about the issue that
would run once a week for a month.  
In conjunction, he also sponsored a

drive to collect clothing, hygiene items, and
school supplies for the students, who just
wanted to stay in school despite not having
a stable place to call home. The response
was overwhelming. After the first story
was printed, the drop-off locations were
flooded with items — mostly new — and
people wanted to know how else they
could help.  
One reader was so moved by the arti-

cles, that he was spurred to create an or-
ganization that could help the students
even more. The Homeless Youth Connec-

tion was started a year later and has since
helped almost 1,000 teens work toward
their goal of finishing high school.  
The homeless series, which ran three

years in a row, helped shine a spotlight on
a little-known issue and brought people to-
gether for sake of our youth. It was just
one example of how Freireich used his
newspaper to better the community.  
In 2005, Freireich learned that food

banks were struggling to make it through
the summer, because most people only do-
nated during the holidays. In response, he
launched a West Valley View food drive,
which would run every May for the next 12
years and collected thousands of pounds of
food for five local food banks, stocking
their shelves for the next several months.

Freireich uses newspaper to better the community

ABOVE: Burt and Elliott Freireich are the second fa-
ther and son to serve as ISWNE presidents. Burt led
the Society in 1968-69; Elliott was a two-term presi-
dent in 1998-2000.

RIGHT: The first edition of the West Valley View was
printed on Elliott’s birthday, April 15, 1986. As all
good publishers do, he went to check copies in Casa
Grande, Arizona.
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Elliott Freireich, in a rare photo with a tie, printing mailing labels using an XT computer.



grassroots editor • summer 2020

28

2020 Elliott Freireich, West Valley View,
Goodyear, Arizona

2019 Brian J. Hunhoff, Yankton County Observer,
Yankton, South Dakota

2018 Ross Connelly, The Hardwick Gazette,
Hardwick, Vermont

2017 Bill Miller Sr., Washington Missourian,
Washington, Missouri

2016 David Sommerlad, County Press NSW
and County Press Australia,
New South Wales, Australia

2015 Mike Buffington, The Jackson Herald,
Jefferson, Georgia

2014 Dave Mitchell, Point Reyes Light,
Point Reyes Station, California

2013 William F. Schanen III, Ozaukee Press,
Port Washington, Wisconsin

2012 Tim L. Waltner, Feeman Courier,
Freeman, South Dakota

2011 Jack Sigvaldason, Northern News 
Services, Northwest Territories

2010 Tom, Pat & Ben Gish, The Mountain 
Eagle,Whitesburg, Kentucky

2009 Garrett Ray, Fort Collins, Colorado

2008 Burt & Ursula Freireich, Litchfield Park, 
Arizona

2007 Guy & Marcia Wood, Angel Fire, New Mexico

2005 Frank Wood, De Pere, Wisconsin

2004 Frank Garred, The Port Townsend Leader,
Port Townsend, Washington

2003 Gary & Helen Sosniecki, The Lebanon 
Daily Record, Lebanon, Missouri

2002 Bill Meyer, Marion County Record,
Marion County, Kansas

2001 Marg Hennigar, Lighthouse Publishing,
Lunenburg, Nova Scotia

2000 Allan A. Seiler, The Pike Press,
Pittsfield, Illinois

1998 Jack Authelet, Foxboro (Massachetts) Reporter

1997 Carol Wilcox & Cary Stiff, Clear Creek 
Courant, Idaho Springs, Colorado

1996 Charlotte & Marvin Schexnayder,
Dumas (Arkansas) Clarion

1994 Jim MacNeill, The Eastern Graphic,
Montague, Prince Edward Island

1993 Bob Bliss, The Montgomery County 
News,Hillsboro, Illinois

1992 Robert Trapp, Rio Grande Sun, 
Espanola, New Mexico

1991 Henry Gay, Shelton-Mason County 
Journal, Shelton, Washington

1990 Karl Monroe, Collinsville (Illinois)Herald

1989 William Rotch, Milford (New Hampshire) Cabinet

1988 Bruce Brugmann, San Francisco Bay 
Guardian

1987 James Russell Wiggins, Ellsworth 
(Maine) American

1986 Rollin McCommons, Athens (Georgia)
Observer

1985 McDill (Huck) Boyd, Phillips County 
Review, Phillipsburg, Kansas

1984 Richard McCord, Santa Fe (New Mexico)
Reporter

1983 Homer Marcum, The Martin Countian,
Inez, Kentucky

1982 Kieth Howard, Yellow Springs (Ohio)News

1981 Edward DeCourcy, Newport (New Hampshire)
Argus Champion

1980 Robert Estabrook, Lakeville (Connecticut)
Journal

1979 Houstoun Waring, Littleton (Colorado)
Independent

1978 Tom Leathers, The Squire,Kansas City, Missouri

1977 Charles & Virginia Russell, 
Dewitt County Observer, Clinton, Illinois

1976 Blair Macy, Keene Valley Sun, 
Kennesburg, Colorado

EUGENE CERVI AWARD WINNERS

D. Mitchell

M. Buffington

R.Trapp

F. Garred

T. Leathers

H. Waring

J. Sigvaldason

B. MeyerRoss Connelly






