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If any ETSPJ member wants to contribute 
an item to any issue of Spot News or wants to 
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com or (865) 457-5459. Another issue will be 
published in late June or early July.
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Vines finds Thomas feisty, straightforwardAbout ETSPJ 
membership BY GEORGIANA VINES

We’ve all seen journalism icon Helen 
Thomas’ feistiness with presidents. I dis-
covered recently she’s feisty about other 
things as well.

I was the high bidder for a lunch with 
Helen at the national Society of Profes-
sional Journalists’ convention last October 
in Washington, D.C. I bid $1,000, which 
went to SPJ’s Legal Defense Fund.

Ever since, I’ve been trying to figure 
out how to get together for lunch with the 
former UPI White House bureau chief and 
now Hearst Newspapers columnist. We 
finally had it May 12 in Washington, D.C. 
at thesource by Wolfgang Puck, located 
at the corner of the new Newseum at 666 
Pennsylvania Ave.

Helen arrived just as a couple of people 
were leaving a booth near the hostess’ 
stand. They said we could have their place, 
and the hostess agreed. Helen placed her 
coat on the seat, put down her purse and 
was about to sit down when the hostess 
said she couldn’t because the table had 
not been cleaned off yet.

“Do they think I’ve never had anyone 
remove dishes from in front of me before?” 
the 87-year-old woman asked.

“Perhaps it’s health department rules,” 
I said.

“Nonsense. It’s the restaurant’s rules,” 
she said.

That’s how our lunch began. I loved it.
This was not the first time I’ve been with 

Helen Thomas. I invited her as program 
chairman to the East Tennessee Chapter 
of the Society of Professional Journalists 
when Richard Nixon was president. She 
said she was waiting for the other shoe to 
drop. We know that it did.

When I was installed as president of the 
national SPJ in Baltimore in 1992, she was 
the speaker. She’s a great friend of SPJ, 
has appeared on a number of programs 
and has an award named after her. I’ve 
seen her several times since 1992.

I’ve always considered Helen a native of 
our area. She was born north of Knoxville 
in Winchester, Ky. to Lebanese immi-
grants and moved to Detroit as a child. 
She graduated from what’s now Wayne 
State University in 1942 and headed 
for Washington. First she worked in a 
restaurant, she said, and then became a 
“copy boy” (clerk, for newcomers to our 
profession) at the now-defunct Washing-
ton Daily news.

“I got coffee for the editors. I was cut-
ting copy paper (it was in large rolls like 
those used on presses) and thought I had 
arrived,” she said.

Eventually she got on with United Press 
International and covered federal agen-
cies. The first president she covered was 
John F. Kennedy in 1961 and she’s been 
covering presidents ever since.

Among highlights of her career: first 
woman president of the National Press 
Club and first woman member and presi-
dent of the White House Correspondents 
Association. She has written four books, 
with the latest called Watchdogs of 
Democracy?: The Waning Washington 
Press Corps and How It Has Failed the 
Public.

During her Washington stay, she’s lived 
in the District instead of the suburbs so 
that she could get to the White House 
quickly.

“You have to be able to pull your hair 
rollers out, jump into a cab and stay until 
the job is done,” she said.

She had a reputation for being very 
straightforward in her reporting for the 
UPI wire service, although she said over 
our lunch that she had opinions.

“I never let them get into my copy,” 
she said.

But now that she’s a weekly columnist, 
everyone knows how she feels about 
President George W. Bush, Vice President 
Dick Cheney and their advisers on the war 
in Iraq. She’s critical of the White House 
press corps for letting Bush and others con-
tinue to blame Saddam Hussein and 9/11 
for the war when other factors influenced 
it. She’s also critical of the government’s 
policy on torture of prisoners.

“Bush has taken the country down mor-
ally and economically. I respect the office 

of the president. I 
want to see it run 
right,” she said.

“I’m shocked, 
shocked, at the 
passivity of the 
American pub-
lic,” she added.

She gets emo-
tional in discuss-
ing the deaths 
of civilians as a 
result of the Iraqi 
war. She praised 
The Washington 
Post, which re-
cently ran a pho-

tograph of a man holding his 2-year-old 
son whom he had dug out of the rubble. 
The boy later died, she said, crying.

“(The press) has suppressed all the horror. 
“We’ve lost our humanity,” she said.

“We should not be killing people who 
did nothing to us.” 

Georgiana Vines was 1992-93 national 
president of the Society of Professional 
Journalists. She was the first woman pro-
fessional to join SPJ in Knoxville when she 
was initiated at the University of Tennessee 
in 1970. She was on the founding board 
of ETSPJ, has served as president, and 
been the Front Page Follies honoree. She 
is retired associate editor of the Knoxville 
News Sentinel.

Helen Thomas and Georgiana Vines at the Newseum restaurant

BY JOHN BECKER
Membership chairman

WHY JOIN?
 The question looms over every member-
ship chairman at SPJ chapters around the 
country. This month we asked a couple 
of our new additions to tell us why they 
pulled out their checkbook, credit card or 
broke into their piggy bank to sign on as 
members.

 New member Brittany Bailey (WBIR 
-TV) mentioned her arm was hurting from 
all the twisting by yours truly. However, a 
recent ETSPJ workshop also helped con-
vince her that joining was a worthwhile 
move. Brittany helped lead a workshop 
that gave working journalists ideas and ex-
amples about how to increase their skill sets 
as reporters, then apply them across several 
platforms. The training included shoot-
ing video, uploading video and pictures 
to the Web as well as writing companion 
scripts. Brittany found the give and take at 
the workshop rewarding.  Her expectations 
as a member include similar workshops and 
a chance to meet other journalists who can 
help hone her skills.

 Michael Grider (WVLT-TV) says he 
“…joined ETSPJ to be a part of a profes-
sional organization that was active on a 
local level.”

Michael also suggested a collective voice 
is more often heard than a lone voice. He 
went on to add, “I want to be heard when 
working to protect free speech rights and 
liberties afforded all Americans and exer-
cised daily by journalists.”

 Thanks to both Brittany and Michael for 
joining and for sharing the reasons they’re 
willing to pay around seven dollars a month 
to be a part of ETSPJ.

 jbecker@wbir.com

BY JOHN HUOTARI
ETSPJ President

The recent SPJ Region 8/12 Conference 
in New Orleans featured close to two dozen 
speakers and panelists covering a wide range 
of topics from Hurricane Katrina to the Jena 
Six to the future of newspapers.

About 120 students, scholars and journalists 
from the southern United States attended the 
conference, held March 28 and 29 at a New 
Orleans hotel and Loyola University.

News Sentinel Editor Jack McElroy was a 
panelist for a Saturday afternoon discussion 
of open meetings and records in Tennessee 
and Louisiana. McElroy, an ETSPJ chapter 
member, gave a summary of his newspaper’s 
successful 2007 lawsuit against the Knox 
County Commission.

Your president also attended the conference, 
as did Katie Rodgers, editor-in-chief of the 
Tennessee Journalist.

During the freedom-of-information panel, 
McElroy said the media have a duty to serve 
the public. Citizens need to know what is 
happening in the world around them, and 
they depend on the media for that information 
and also to hold government accountable, he 
said. He said it is easy for public officials to 
make arguments in favor of restricting access 
to information, but the press, academics and 
others need to fight back.

“This isn’t something you ever really win,” 
McElroy said. “It’s something that you continue 
to fight.”

In Tennessee, nobody enforces public access 
laws, which is why the News Sentinel had to 
sue Knox County Commission, he said. The 
lawsuit cost between $125,000 and $150,000 
but readership is up about 7 percent year-over-
year, McElroy said.

“People responded,” he said.
Sherry Lee Alexander, a professor in the 

Loyola New Orleans School of Communication, 
also participated on the panel, organized by 
ETSPJ. Alexander talked about a Louisiana 

Regional conference draws 
journalists from across South

“sunshine” survey, freedom of information 
problems and the state of access to U.S. 5th 
Circuit courts.

Spot News previously reported that Tennessee 
Journalist, an online student newspaper at the 
University of Tennessee, won eight Mark of 
Excellence awards at the conference, including 
an award for best all-around independent 
online student publication.

A few other conference highlights:
•A discussion of how the media and the 

American public have largely forgotten about 
New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina. “We have a war here in New Orleans 
that is still ongoing,” said Alfred Lawrence, 
interim dean of Loyola College of Social 
Sciences. “Like Iraq, the longer we have 
fought, the less coverage we have gotten,” 
said Lorenz, the Saturday morning opening 
speaker.

One bright spot has been the Times-Picayune 
newspaper, which has been an essential source 
of information, he said. “That has been a 
model for newspapers across the country,” 
Lorenz said.

•A lunchtime lecture by Samir Husni, who 
is a magazine expert and also chairman of the 
journalism department at the University of 
Mississippi. His talk was called the “Future of 
Newspapers (It’s the Content, Silly).”

SPJ Region 12 Director Sonny Albarado 
summed up Husni’s talk as highlighting 
the importance of “giving our customers 
interesting content in the competitive climate 
faced by news organizations today.”

SPJ’s Region 8 includes Texas and Oklahoma, 
while Region 12 includes Louisiana, 
Mississippi, Arkansas and Tennessee.


