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Not just closing doors, but dying

've beenthinkingall day, for weeks
really, how to describewhat it means
foranewspaper— my newspaper,your

newspaper— todie.

I knowmany businessesare closing,
particularlythese days. But newspapers
don’t simply close. They die.

The world goes on without them, butit’s
not the same world. Evenifit were the
same world, hundreds of thousandsof
readerscouldn’tbe sure becausethe paper
wouldn’t be there on your doorstep (OK,
sometimesnearthe doorstep)tolet them
know.

And whenanewspaper’sgone, there’s
littleenoughtoremember. We’re a daily.
Journalismis, as they say, history written
in ahurry, all the news fit to print until
deadline comes. A newspaperisn’t meant
tostandthe test of time.It’smeanttobe
truetothat day, that moment.

Since I'minfamousat the Rocky for
stretchingdeadline, somebodyrecently
showedme a cartoon of God walkinginto
an editor’soffice,and the editortelling
him, “Iknowyou want it to be perfect, but
you’veonly got six days.” I've written some
columns,Isweartoyou,inlittle more than
six minutes.

I’'manewspaperjunkie. Asone,I've
spent my life going to basementsoflibrar-
iestolookat what weusedto callthe news-
papermorgue— copiesof old dead papers
—and read how events were covered con-
temporaneously,without the historian’s
luxury of time and results. When Bob
Dylan moved to New York from Minne-
sota,he’d spend winterdays at the New
York Public Libraryreading newspapers
—not books— from the Civil War. And
thenhe wrotesongsthat could have been
rippedfrom anewspaper.

WhatIlove aboutnewspapersisthat
they’renot perfect.I oncehad an old editor
(notasoldthenasIamnow)atthe L. A.
Times who used tojoke eachnight that
we’dfinally put out the perfect paper, only
tocomeinthe next day and lament that
there’dbeenan error ortwo— andthat
we’dtry again. We never got there. We
never stoppedtryingeither.

People who talk about the
importanceofnewspapers
like to cite Thomas Jefferson,
who said thatifhehadto
choosebetweena govern-
ment withoutnewspapers
and newspaperswithouta
government,he’d choose
newspapers.Ilike this quote
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E.W. Scripps CEO Rich Boehne walks to Rocky Mountain News Editor John Temple’s office after he announced the decision
by Scripps to close the the nearly 150-year-old newspaper.

yet, somehow,at 149, the Rocky was close
toits prime, at least as closeas the city of
Denveritself. The guys in suits cut our
staff, citing somethingabout the declining
economicsofnewspapers.They cut our
resources.On certaindays, it seemed they
weretryingto cut our heartsout.

The guysinsuits—and Isaythatas
someonewho doesn’t ownone—don’t
understandwhat it meanstobein anews-
room, or ifthey once did, they forgot.

They’re businessmen,who talkin terms
of quarters. We talkin termsof stories. The
Rocky lived.It breathed.It
told storiesthat annoyed and
onesthat thrilled.Ilove both.

Iloved, too, that it captured
soundsand signs and loud,
disturbing,private noises—
thenoise of the workaday
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plain aboutbiasin newspa-
pers.Peopleare human,
includingnewspaperguys.
(That’swhat we old guys are —not “jour-
nalists;”we didn’t becomejournalists until
about 1990.) But those who complain
aboutbias never workedin a newsroom.
Theydon’t understandabout daily news-
papers—the miracle of producingone
eachand everyday.

The Rocky has beena daily since Aug.
27,1860. We come out every day, no matter
what. And now we won’t, ever again.

Still, the obit should be easy enoughto
write. The Rocky was 149 years old. And

computers,only typewriters,

and the guysinthe compos-

ingroomwould slam your
handifyou everdared touchthe hot type.
It wasromantic,at leastifyou were akid
and didn’t care about making money or
gettinghome anywherenear dinner time.

WheneverlI see newspaperpeople talk

abouttheimportanceofnewspapersto
democracy,I think how self-righteousthey
sound, evenifthey’reright. The Rocky
wasn’t about saving democracy. At its
best,it’s scrappyand it’slively and it enter-
tains while it informs.

Now, it won’t do any ofthat.

Hell, I didn’t sign up for journalismto
save democracyor even becausel couldn’t
standthe thought of goingtolaw school.I
signed up — and stayed signed up — be-
causethereisn’t ajob where you could
possiblyhave more fun.

I came to the Rocky nearly 12 years ago
fromthe Baltimore Sun. It may not sur-
prise some of you why Ileft. The editorand
Ididn’t get along, and the editorwasn’t
leaving. So I picked 12 citiesin whichI
wantedtolive,and Denver was the one
wherel got thejob.

I hadrecentlygottenbackfromthe
Sydney Olympics—do youhave to ask
whymy jobis somuchfun? —andthe
Bushv. Gore electionwas goinginto over-
time.Isuggestedtoeditor John Temple
thatIgotoFlorida. Temple wantedto
knowhowmuchit would cost,and I said
somethingsnidelike, “What’s the limit on
coveringthe future ofthe country?”

Afriendlyeditorsteppedin, gotmea
cheapflight,and I wasthere for most of the
next five weeks. The papersare on the wall
near Temple’s office: “Standoff.”“2 Strikes
on Gore.” “Not So Fast.” At my desk— or
whatis my deskuntilthey make me go —1I
have a Florida voting machine from 2000,
with honest-to-Godchads. My daughter
boughtit for me when Florida voting ma-
chineswent electric. The machine costa
buck.Memories? Yeah, priceless.

It wasa great story.Ilove great stories.
One of my favorite newspaperquotes
comesfrom Pete Hamill: “The best newspa-
permenIknow are those most thrilled by
the daily pump of cityroom excitements;
theylongfondly fora ‘good murder;’ they
pray that assassinations,wars, catastro-
phesbreakon theireditions.”

I'vecoveredthemall. 've beentrapped
in fires.I've ducked bulletsin riots.I've

interviewedterrorists.I’veinterviewed
Oriolesmanager Earl Weaver while he sat
onatoilet.I wrotethe columns, and those
who agreed and those who didn’t agreelet
me know,andIcan’ttellyouwhichIen-
joyedmore. The e-mailskeep pouringin.
The nasty onesmake melaugh. The nice
onesmake me cry.

Let me tell you what it means to be a news-
paperman.Iwasin Grant Park in Chicago
on ElectionNight to see Obamamake his
victoryspeech.I’d beencoveringtherace
— history on deadline—for 18 months,ina
time whenthe Rocky was countingevery
dollar and couldn’taffordit. That was
commitment— at alevelthat some guysat
corporatemight have missed.

AsIwatched Obamagive his speech,I
couldn’thelp thinking that it was Election
Night and that whereIreally wantedtobe
wasin the newsroom— becausethere’s
nothinglike Election Night, lateinto the
night,in a newsroom.

I’'m movingto anothernewsroomnow,
butit won’t bethe same. BeforeIgo,'ll be
out for a drink, or a few drinks, with my
friends,and I'll think back to the day Imet
Red Smith, maybethe greatest columnist
ever.OnthedayImethim,Iintroduced
myself, and he invited me out with his
friends for dinner and drinks — and more
drinks.Iwasa cubreporter,and I knewI’d
enteredintoaclubI’d neverwanttoleave.

I'llgoout,andI'lldrink to the Rocky,
andI'lldrink to the peoplewhomade the
Rocky the Rocky,and I'lldrink tothe
peoplewhoreadthe Rocky, and I'll drink
tothosewholet me be part of their break-
fastroutine and who got the joke whenit
was funny and who cried with me whenit
wasn’t funny and knownow — 149 yearsin
—whatit meansthatthe Rocky is gone.
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