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    Introduction


    A Small Drop of Ink


    I became friends with Dalton Camp during my last tour in the newspaper business when I was editor-in-chief of the New Brunswick Telegraph-Journal. One morning soon after I took the job, Dalton called to ask for a lunch meeting and suggested the dining room at the Hilton Hotel on the Saint John waterfront. When I arrived, Dalton was seated and had ordered a bottle of red wine. He poured me a glass.


    It was a long lunch, and the start of a conversation that continued until Dalton died. That day we talked about New Brunswick politics, my plans for the newspaper, and Dalton’s national column, which we published twice a week in syndication from the Toronto Star. I asked if he would consider writing an exclusive column about New Brunswick politics for us. We agreed on a price, and Camp’s column started arriving by fax Sunday evenings for Monday morning’s paper.


    We landed Canada’s best political writer at a time when he had a lot to write about. The provincial Liberals had been in power for more than a decade since the Tories, led by Dalton’s old friend Richard Hatfield, had been destroyed at the polls in 1987. Frank McKenna, the premier and architect of the 58-0 victory and two subsequent majority governments, had stepped down and his successor, Camille Thériault, was stumbling. Some Liberals had started to believe they were entitled to govern in perpetuity. Camp wrote that this happens to all political parties, that over time they mistake their good for the public good and this contributes to their downfall. In June 1999, a young Tory leader named Bernard Lord won a landslide victory over the Liberals.


    A year later, Richard Myers, the vice-president academic at St. Thomas University in Fredericton, asked me if I would be interested in teaching and building a journalism program at his university. I left the daily newspaper business and began a new career.


    I left newspapers just as a digital revolution was sweeping through our profession, changing both the economic model and the craft of journalism — and it’s not over yet. Print advertising, which for a century paid for editorial content and made newspaper owners rich, was fragmenting and moving online. Newspapers moved their content online, but advertisers didn’t stay with them. Hundreds of newspapers with long and successful histories closed. Those that survived have yet to find a new economic model that works as well as the old one.


    The craft of reporting and telling stories with words and pictures and printing them on paper, or writing and editing a television or radio news story for an evening newscast, now involves multimedia production, social media management, and getting information online fast enough to capture a fickle audience that has a vast menu of information available around the clock.


    We’ve all been running so hard to keep up that it’s been difficult to take stock of what’s been gained and lost. We no longer need a printing press to publish, or a transmitter to broadcast. This is a good thing for the free expression of ideas. We now have access to vast amounts of information, which is useful for reporting, and the walls that once concealed state secrets have crumbled, which is a victory for open societies.


    This is also the best of times for anyone with an opinion. There’s even a new shorthand language for instant opinions:


    Like it? Thumbs up.


    Digg?


    Trending?


    Click.


    Comment.


    Instagram.


    Tweet. Retweet.


    #


    :) :(


    Most of the journalists I know are immersed in the instanews environment. They have no choice. In a world where all opinions are created equal, what matters is to be fast and first. There’s nothing wrong with fast and first. Journalists have been playing that game a long time. But there’s a difference when we define fast and first as right now rather than as an evening newscast or tomorrow morning’s newspaper. We report the latest developments in stories before we understand the stories ourselves. The best journalists have never played that game before. And just because technology allows us to do something doesn’t make it good, or right, or true.


    What I know from my experience is that finding the right words to tell true stories can change the world in ways big and small. The stories that matter often come to us in the quiet moments, in the world of slow time.


    Dalton Camp’s memoir, Gentlemen, Players and Politicians tells the story of the night of the 1952 New Brunswick election. Camp had engineered a victory for Hugh John Flemming’s Tories, outwitting Liberal adman Richard O’Hagan, and when the victory parties were over he retired to his room in Fredericton’s Lord Beaverbrook Hotel. In the silence of the night, he looked out his window, saw the blinking lights on the railway bridge spanning the St. John River and thought of Bryan Priestman, a war veteran and physics professor at the University of New Brunswick. Seven years earlier, on Remembrance Day, the professor had died trying to save an eight-year-old boy from drowning.


    Priestman was taking a shortcut across the bridge, as was his habit, when the boy, who was walking with a friend, slipped through the tracks and dropped into the water. Priestman didn’t hesitate. He took off his jacket and hat and jumped off the side of the bridge. He reached the boy but couldn’t bring him to shore. Either the current was too strong or they got tangled around a pier, no one knows for sure. Fire fighters and police found the bodies the next morning, the man’s arms still wrapped around the boy.


    “I am never able to look at the bridge without thinking of Priestman, whoever he was, and having thought of him again, the mind becomes reflective, turning to politics, and, on this occasion, the evening’s celebration of the mindless, easy victory, the self-satisfaction suddenly touched by introspection, the wine turning sour,” Camp wrote. “Hugh John Flemming, thirty-seven, Austin Taylor, fifteen. Dalton Camp, thirty-seven, Richard O’Hagan, fifteen. New Brunswick thirty-seven, New Brunswick, fifteen. Bryan Priestman, zero.”


    Camp looked out across the river in the night and recognized that in the bloodless wars of politics even the best of us sacrifice ideals for the ambitions of others. Meanwhile, moral choices that require real acts of courage are right there in front of us, on every bridge we cross. In this life, the most honest words we write are those that require courage. Dalton understood that there’s a lot at stake, and honest words don’t come easy.


    One evening, several years after I left the Telegraph-Journal, my wife Deb Nobes and I met Dalton Camp for dinner. He was living in a Fredericton hotel, trying to complete his memoirs. He knew he didn’t have time to waste. Almost a decade earlier he had been the oldest Canadian to undergo a successful heart transplant. That night he was feeling old, shuffling through the carpeted corridors in his slippers. We sat in the bar and had dinner brought to us there. He drank red wine, ate soup and ice cream, and spoke about the book, how he was stuck, struggling to find the right words to say what he needed to say, struggling to be honest with himself.


    A few days later, he suffered a stroke. I walked up the hill from the university to visit him in the hospital. One day, he had his typewriter perched on his lap in bed. He knew he was running out of time. He was released from hospital but soon suffered another stroke. He died on March 18, 2002.


    One afternoon that spring, I called Bernie Lucht, the longtime executive producer of CBC Radio’s Ideas, a program I admired. I asked Lucht if Ideas would be interested in producing a lecture series in partnership with St. Thomas University called the Dalton Camp Lecture in Journalism that over time would create a public conversation about the role of journalism in society. We would host the lectures and the Ideas team would come to Fredericton and record them for broadcast on the show. I expected Lucht to take the proposal away and think about it for awhile. Instead, he agreed to the partnership and during that phone call we settled on terms that remain in place to this day.


    In October 2002, June Callwood came to our campus and delivered the first Camp lecture to a standing-room-only crowd. Ideas host Paul Kennedy moderated the event. Lucht, who I hadn’t met before our first phone conversation, came to Fredericton, fussed over the recording from the front row, and became a new friend of the university, eventually joining us for a semester as a visiting professor.


    The Camp lecture series has been a remarkable project. The formula is simple, defined by Lucht’s genius for how to make good radio: we hold one meeting a year to choose journalists who we think have something to say and we let them talk about what they want to talk about for an hour in front of an engaged audience of students and members of the community. It has been a fascinating journey, and in many ways the most successful and satisfying project of my professional life.


    From the beginning we planned one day to collect the lectures into a book. Now, twelve years into the project, we have decided it is time. What we have is a collection of reports from the field from journalists who have been working through this period of profound change, as the next big thing waits just around the corner. What is remarkable about this collection is the optimism of our speakers. What interests them is how we can continue to tell the stories that change the world.


    Several years after Dalton died, Deb and I took our young daughter Lucy to Robertson’s Point on Grand Lake about half an hour from Fredericton for the weekend. We borrowed a cottage from our friend Michael, Dalton’s son, who teaches with me at St. Thomas University. Dalton loved Robertson’s Point and the lush fields and forests along the lake and down the St. John River valley.


    On Saturday morning I woke early to work and sat at a writing desk by a bay window. Underneath the desk I found stacks of Camp’s columns, which years earlier had been written on his typewriter and faxed from the cottage to editors at the Toronto Star. When he was finished answering questions from the editors on the telephone, he must have tossed the pages there and fittingly there beneath the desk they remained.


    The columns were typed on Dalton’s manual typewriter then heavily revised with a pen, words scratched out and replaced, sentences rewritten in the margins. I remembered this was the way his New Brunswick column came in on the fax machine when I was editing the newspaper. Camp’s column never made it into the digital age.


    He used to say that in the struggle to find the right words he would discover what he really thought. What he thought mattered and he knew it, so he took the time to find the words to say what he needed to say. For a long time, I read his words in the silence of early morning as the sunrise warmed my back.


    Lord Byron wrote that words are things, and a small drop of ink produces that which makes thousands, perhaps millions think.


    I spend too much time surrounded by smart young people to wring my hands and say we won’t ever get it right. It’s just that some days I fear we are rushing forward so fast in this new instanews environment that we will forget how to slow down long enough to find the right words to tell the stories that need to be told.


    How will we continue to value words in an inkless world? I hope the lectures we have collected here, and those we will collect in another edition down the road, will help to answer this question.
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    JUNE CALLWOOD


    The Best Game in Town


    We will always be grateful to June Callwood for beginning this lecture series with a grace, style, and enthusiasm that set the standard for all that followed. She came to campus after a long and storied career in journalism and social activism in Canada, a writer of magazine stories and books, a television host, the founder of a home for people dying of AIDS. We put up posters and waited to see what would happen. That evening our 140-seat lecture hall filled, and there was still a lineup out into the courtyard. She invited students to come and sit on the stage at her feet. She told them her knees might look cute but they weren’t worth a damn. June Callwood died on April 14, 2007.


     


    It’s customary to begin a lecture named for an esteemed person by acknowledging that it is a great honour. I don’t think those acknowledgements are ever perfunctory but I’m especially delighted and grateful to be chosen to give the first Dalton Camp Lecture in Journalism. Stunned comes closer to the truth. I try not to think what Dalton might be saying about this. He and I were friends for a long time indeed and we were comrades in many struggles involving civil liberties, but my appointment to give the first lecture in the series named for him might stretch his tolerance for upstarts to the snapping point. I don’t think Dalton and I ever had a conversation where we found ourselves in fundamental disagreement but we always seemed to arrive at the same place by different directions.


    I watched Dalton through many changes during his distinguished life and he affirmed for me my theory that most people invent themselves. At some point in their lives people are inclined to pause and consider the stew of experiences and the gene pool that fix their range of behavioural possibilities. They feel a need to know what they will not allow themselves to do, at least not without profound remorse, and how they like to see themselves performing. In the teens or twenties or whenever bouts of self-examination begin, an individual’s code of conduct needs to be written in pencil in order to facilitate revisions. But eventually over the trials and the follies of a developing person, behaviour is shaped more or less permanently by a set of ethical principles one hopes will stand up in bad weather. The existential question for every human is what is the point? For instance, Gandhi decided one day, sitting tranquilly under a tree, that his reason for being on earth was to oppose injustice, untruth, and humbug. My own theology is still a work in progress but I like to think there is divinity and kindness.


    People sometimes joke that Dalton Camp had two cracks at defining the meaning of his life since he was a man who had two hearts. If so, he got it right both times. He said in the foreword to his first book, Gentlemen, Players and Politicians, a wise and charming memoir about his early years in politics, that Canadians don’t bestride the world like a colossus. That role is taken by you-know-who south of us. Instead we are a people of small huts, clusters of neighbourhoods, keepers of modest gardens. Dalton went on to say, “So what is recorded for our posterity is not the chronicle of awesome events but the memory of how individuals responded to personal crisis, challenge and opportunity. How power affected them, how low they would stoop or how tall they would stand in order to conquer.” I would add that the conquest of which he spoke was not a victory over others but the private triumph of maintaining a level of personal decency. Now Vaclav Havel, the writer who was imprisoned for his heroic defiance of oppression in what was Czechoslovakia, wrote some years ago that our main enemy today is our own bad traits: which he said were indifference to the common good, vanity, personal ambition, selfishness, and rivalry. Dalton Camp possessed not one of those sour attributes.


    Dalton slid into journalism edgewise and rather late in life, unlike the journalism students in this hall tonight. He didn’t really plan to end his days writing for a newspaper, much less the glory of the Toronto Star’s op-ed page. It happened for two good reasons, both of which I suggest are the essence of fine journalism. One is that he had something to say and the other is that he knew how to say it well. And it wasn’t such a transformation at all for him to move from politician to journalist, because journalism stands at the heart of democracy. Politicians used to be ardent about democracy, though now it’s rather rare and even electrifying to find a politician who cares more about principle than he or she does about being re-elected. Hello Tommy Douglas, we love you! Hello Bob Stanfield, we love you too! And hello Carolyn Bennett, you are classy! Journalists have an advantage over politicians because they can be indifferent to opinion polls. To be sure, they cut their cloth to fit other contours than their own, but the best journalists are inherently freelancers, a term first applied to those medieval knights who were not pledged to a lord. Their lances were their own. They were free of encumbrance and they could choose their battles. A part of the journalist’s mandate, as I see it, is to rock the boat. This is done by seeing what is in the spaces between received wisdom and reality and by putting into public view hard-won information that authorities would prefer to hide. If journalists don’t do that, who will? In the absence of accountability it is natural for people in power to behave badly. When the safety net begins to shred, as it has, when corruption or bad ideas invade legislature, as they do, a free press assuredly is the public’s first line of defence. Journalists have changed the history of this country, and they’ve usually paid the price. The first on record were messieurs Bedard, Blanchet, and Taschereau who launched a newspaper in 1803 called Le Canadien with the motto Our Language, Our Institutions, Our Laws. Those distinct society pioneers speedily found themselves in prison where they were held without trial, which is the quintessential Canadian response to perceived troublemakers. We did it again in World War One when we put Ukrainians in internment camps and in World War Two when we imprisoned Italian-Canadians in Montreal and Japanese-Canadians in British Columbia. And it happened again with the War Measures Act in 1970 when five hundred French Canadians went to prison without charges being laid, and without the right to see a lawyer, and without the right to have bail. Early in the 1800s Halifax journalist Joseph Howe was hauled into court because his newspaper had complained about the dubious quality of justice in Nova Scotia. A few years after that William Lyon Mackenzie’s presses were destroyed and thrown into Toronto harbour when he opposed the way a clique of powerful men ran Upper Canada. And Armor de Cosmo, an authentic West Coast eccentric who founded the British Colonist in Victoria in 1858 was a force for establishing responsible government in BC. A personal favourite of mine is Bob Edwards, who launched the Eye Opener in Alberta in 1902. He especially detested the Canadian Pacific Railway. His front page regularly featured pictures of CPR derailments and collisions. On off-days the headlines would read, “There are No CPR Wrecks This Week.” And the cutlines under a picture of R.B. Bennett, then the CPR lawyer and later prime minister of Canada read “Another CPR Wreck!” When Alberta’s first lieutenant governor arrived in Edmonton Bob Edwards noted that he was escorted by a bodyguard of influential real estate sharks. Raise a toast!


    The significant factor in the ability of all these worthy men to brandish anti-establishment views was of course that they owned their own newspapers. A.J. Liebling famously said freedom of the press is guaranteed only to those who own one. The Family Compact did not have shares in Mackenzie’s Colonial Advocate or else the history of Canada might have been very different.


    These days it’s difficult to see much air between media owners, ruling political parties, and corporate Canada. With party leadership candidates receiving millions upon millions of dollars from banks, corporations, and the like, and elections costing the parties even more millions, also provided by the same sources, our governments are increasingly beholden to vested interests. The dependency of politicians on large donations tends to shape the political agenda, however much politicians insist that they are pure of heart. Sadly, rich media barons have a natural affinity for others with wealth. The dispossessed — children, the homeless, the old, people with disabilities, those who’ve come here from hardscrabble countries — have no voice in the corridors of power. Unless the media pay attention to this pulverizing imbalance, the change in this country will continue to be for the worst as the quality of life for poor people falls off the nation’s radar screen.


    We have the weapon of the ballot; of course, we can vote the rascals out. Picking up clues about malfeasance and incompetence from the media we sometimes discover at election time that the mighty engine of collective indignation has quietly produced a critical mass that junks the incumbents, a manifestation of democracy called an upset. Unhappily, the new government often bears a startling resemblance to the old, since it was financed almost exactly by the same people who supported the previous one.


    Some blame for these seamless transitions lies with the handful of people who dominate the media, all of them successful tycoons. The sympathies of media owners rarely lie with those Canadians who are stuck in the country’s discard bin, and media owners usually are not keen about strengthening environmental controls, either. This is not to say that contemporary media owners do not have a social conscience, because some of them do. Owners usually keep their thumbs off editorial content. Their influence is more subtle. What happens is that ambitious editors and editorial writers, columnists and commentators run interference for them. Newsrooms know what the owner thinks about the Kyoto Accord, for instance, and what the owner never thinks about, say, quality affordable daycare. A healthy sense of self-preservation therefore guides the assignment choices that editors make and the story ideas journalists submit, to an extent far more pervasive than people know.


    A beat journalist once said to me, “I can only get away with a few stories criticizing prison conditions. That perspective is just not popular upstairs.” The thousands of challenging investigative stories not written, not aired are like the man who wasn’t there in the children’s nursery rhyme. They are not there today and they won’t be there tomorrow either.


    Some stories don’t happen for reasons that have more to do with the bottom line than with pleasing owners. Investigative journalism means tying up researchers and reporters for a long time and probably paying expensive travel costs. Media outlets, like the rest of us, have tightening budgets to meet. Big city newspapers with relatively ample resources sometimes do themselves and the profession great honour by assigning a team of dedicated journalists to a difficult story. In recent days, the Toronto Star looked at racial profiling by the police. There seems to be an inordinate number of arrests and confinements of black men. The Star gave the reporters time to do the job properly.


    Occasionally radio and television outlets do the same and when that happens we’re all the winners. Independent outlets and small papers have a more difficult time finding resources for investigative journalism because their very existence is a struggle. I’m thinking of the Kingston Whig-Standard, which in the 1980s allowed two women reporters, Anne Kershaw and Mary Lasovitch, eight months during which the main preoccupation was to research and write about the tragic life of a loser, Marlene Moore, who slipped through the cracks of protection agencies and eventually killed herself in Kingston’s infamous prison for women. And there’s the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot, not a major newspaper by any means, which, a few years ago, decided to form a public life team, made up of reporters whose job it was “to lead the community to discover itself and act on what it has learned.” Now that’s responsible journalism at its finest.


    What’s come to be called responsible journalism all too frequently is responsible only to the status quo. This country depends more than it knows on the handful of men and women who toil away to uncover abuses of power and get their stories printed and aired because of the sheer weight of their unassailable research and good writing. What keeps many bad guys honest, or at least more careful, is the knowledge that an enterprising journalist may someday find them out.


    First of all, however, an employer or publisher has to back that reporter. When the Mount Cashel disgrace of priests sexually abusing boys first came to the attention of Newfoundland journalists, the publisher of St. John’s Evening Telegram killed the story. Not long after the news finally broke, Content magazine, alas long gone from the Canadian scene, published a very fine account by Kevin Fox, which detailed how that bad decision was made. Incidentally, the Michener Awards, named for a former governor general, are given every year to publishers and other chiefs in the media industry who don’t fold in the clutch. The prizes are presented to news organizations, rather than individuals, in recognition of the reality that, while a crusading reporter gets and deserves much splash for uncovering venality, someone else is paying the bills.


    As an aside, another branch of journalism has sprung into being, that of spin doctors who are hired at lucrative salaries, much higher than a working journalist could ever command. The full-time activity of these odd people is to fill the air with smoke and mirrors for the sole purpose of distracting the public from effective journalism that nips at the clay feet of the mighty. It’s a very strange line of work. But idealism can be expensive in the field of journalism. Columnist-advocates and journalists with a sense of mission are always in danger of becoming self-unemployed. In this country, heads roll quite frequently when journalists annoy testy owners. If the journalist’s mortgage isn’t paid off, if the journalist is the sole source of a family’s income, if the journalist’s children are ready for university, those journalists are not in a good position to immolate themselves in the fires of righteousness.


    It must be said that journalists in any democracy, and certainly our own, are extraordinarily privileged when compared to journalists in countries where criticism of the authorities will result in prison, torture, and death. When despots seek to dominate and plunder they first must silence the writers and they do. A monument is being built in New York to the memory of Daniel Pearl, a reporter for the Wall Street Journal who was gruesomely killed early this year by Muslim extremists in Pakistan. The goal of the monument, a colleague explained, is to inspire journalists with the idea that “a good journalist always questions everything and always goes beyond conventional wisdom.”


    Fundamentally, the profession of journalism enjoys its finest moments when it speaks against oppression and greed, but journalism does a glorious job of celebrating the triumphs of human spirit that elevate us all. Few stories play as fine with the public as those about someone behaving well in a crisis. Accounts of the human potential for selfless courage, for ingenuity, for stamina are soul food in these hungry times. Speaking for myself only, I find them extremely difficult to write because I have an inclination to freeze. When the story is very moving, the writer is imbued with a sense of sacred responsibility not to blow it and this can be an intimidating state of mind. I’m thinking how a Time magazine columnist, Roger Rosenblatt, twenty years ago was faced with a story about The Man in the Water. He was one of six survivors of a February plane crash in the frigid Potomac River. The six people were seen clinging to a piece of the plane’s tail that was adrift among patches of ice. The man in the water, as he came to be known, helped each of the others into the rescue helicopter’s flotation ring, one at a time, came back and back. He helped each person in until all were saved, but not the man in the water. When the helicopter came back for the sixth time he had succumbed to hypothermia and had vanished. And what to say about that gallant individual? Well, Rosenblatt got it right, all eight hundred words of it. The column ended with this: “The man in the water pitted himself against an implacable, impersonal enemy. He fought it with charity. He held it to a standoff. He was the best we can do.”


    Most stories, however, are mundane, at least on their surface. What the flotsam of today’s news consists of mainly is a snapshot presented by a reporter turned hit and run. Drive-by stories are the working journalist’s bread and butter. It’s a breeze to cover a story about a truck on its side in the middle of the road. Yup, it’s a truck all right. Definitely a truck, lying down, no question about it. Police on scene. Hmmm, good detail. What will take considerably more time, and much ingenuity, and accomplished research skills is an examination of all the factors that caused that truck to fall on its side. Journalists are rarely given the chance to track down experts who know if truck loading practices are safe, what role was played by road conditions or faulty highway construction, the state of truck maintenance and engineering, the fatigue and stress experienced by truck drivers. Instead, the journalist has time the next day only to check to make sure the two-paragraph item about a fallen over truck got in the paper or on the air and then must hurry on to the next assignment, which is about a pig farm which is poisoning well water. Yup, lots of pigs. Ha ha! Whole bunch of pigs. Stinky, too. And that story might have, at best, a two-day shelf life. The long look is the one that serves the public best.


    Some years ago in New York City, late at night, a young woman, Kitty Genovese, was pursued down the street by an attacker who stabbed her over and over. For about twenty minutes she ran from him, screaming all the while, only to be struck again and again until she died. Reporters learned that her shrieks had disturbed the sleep of about fifty people in nearby apartments and none of them attempted to help her. That most-worthy newspaper, the New York Times, gave the story to a diligent reporter who interviewed every one of the fifty people. Their excuses varied but all were plausible and within the range of normal behaviour. Some said they’d done nothing because they assumed someone else had already called the police. Others said it sounded like a domestic dispute and they decided not to interfere, it wasn’t their business and so on. When the Times story appeared it was a straightforward, uninflected account of all the excuses together with a mention of how many times Kitty Genovese was stabbed and how long she screamed before she died. Many readers experienced a seismic shift in attitude. Innocent bystanders no longer felt innocent, at all. Several wrote the paper to say they had promised themselves that they would never fail to intervene the next time they believed someone was in trouble. And the reporter got a Pulitzer Prize.


    The public good was well served by that story. People who read it gained an insight into collective responsibility. Communities are held together at a fundamental level by their understanding of their mutual obligation. We look out for one another simply because we are all human, each of us no more so or no less so than everyone else on earth. We are in this predicament called life together. When someone falls it could easily be us on the ground. In order to ensure that we’ll be helped when we need it we have no choice but to come to the assistance of the fallen, all the fallen.


    Similarly, if you want your freedom of speech protected you’re obliged to protect the freedom of speech of others, but especially those who say appalling things. This means you will find yourself occasionally in the company of revolting people because you are defending their right to express their revolting ideas — never mind. Oliver Wendell Holmes, the great American jurist, memorably observed it takes no effort to defend the freedom of speech with which you agree, but the real test of principles is to protect the freedom of speech you detest. That lovely man Voltaire said it this way: “Monsieur l’abbé, I detest what you write but I would give my life to make it possible for you to continue to write.” Anyway, censorship is a singularly futile exercise. Look at Jesus Christ, for instance, or Socrates. The state killed both of them but their ideas could not be suppressed. Freedom of speech is not an absolute, as the Canadian Civil Liberties Association taught me in the twenty-four years I was vice-president. Twenty-four years vice-president and never got to be president. Dalton Camp was president so that was all right. People’s right to a fair trial cannot be infringed upon, for example, and our libel laws are among the strictest in the world in order to address those occasions when irretrievable malicious damage is done to reputations. But when we seek to suppress the merely objectionable, putting vague criteria highly subject to misapplication into our criminal code, as we have, we imperil democracy itself.


    No story exists without a dense surround of context. Consider this tragic headline: “Prisoner on parole rapes and kills innocent woman.” The public was outraged such a monster had been let loose. Later, a follow-up was written by a painstaking reporter. It turned out the prisoner had been subjected to appalling abuse as a child and then shunted to many, many foster homes and in some of them was further abused. He went to school unprepared to learn. He emerged illiterate. He spent most of his life in prison where he received no treatment but a lot of solitary confinement and then he was discharged penniless. Without skills and under lax supervision he was a ticking bomb. He might have had a choice not to harm others but he didn’t, so ultimately the blame for what happened, this terrible deed, falls on him, but society surely has some complicity in the tragedy of his destructive life. That’s what I call connecting the dots.


    When journalists look at cause as well as effect the whole country has a chance to advance to the point where fewer trucks topple over, for instance, or maybe Canadians will begin to believe that children deserve, as a matter of natural right, a safe start and good educations. Improvements in supports for very young children might just enable them to be stable and affectionate adults, and imagine a country where most of the adults are stable and affectionate. What would we do with the under-used prisons and drug treatment programs and mental hospitals? It’s a worry I’ll never live long
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