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[0:00:00]
Olivia Woodbury:
This is Olivia Woodbury. Today is Sept. 30, 2020. I am interviewing Buzz Merritt of the Wichita Eagle for the Inside Stories: Oral Histories of Kansas Journalists Project. This is part one. This interview is taking place remotely due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This interview is sponsored by the University of Kansas and the Kansas Press Association.

So Buzz, when and where were you born?
Buzz Merritt:
Roanoke Rapids, North Carolina, Oct. 29, 1936.
Olivia Woodbury:
And is this the same town where you grew up?
Buzz Merritt:
No. We moved when I was [an infant] to Durham, North Carolina, and then when I was in the fourth grade we moved from Durham to Hickory, North Carolina. That’s where I went through high school. 
[0:01:00]

Olivia Woodbury:
Awesome. Who were your parents?
Buzz Merritt:
Well, Walter Davis Merritt was my father. Byrd Suiter Merritt was my mother. My father was in the insurance business for most of his life. Traveled a great deal when I was growing up. And my mother was educated as a primary school teacher, but after she had two daughters and then me, she had her hands full, so she was running the household as was normally the case in the 1930s and ‘40s.
Olivia Woodbury:
What influence did your parents have on your life?
Buzz Merritt:
Well, they raised me. 
[0:02:00]


It would depend on what parents, which ones we’re talking about, as their influences were quite different. Mostly positive but not totally positive. Also, when you talk about family, during my early years it was a classic old-style expanded family our years in Durham, which was about 10 – 8 or 10 years. 

My paternal grandfather [Nerius Merritt] lived with us and a paternal aunt [Gertrude Merritt] lived with us who was an associate librarian at Duke University. And for a short time, a paternal uncle [Norwood Merritt] lived with us, plus, of course, my two sisters. So, there was seven or eight of us in that nuclear family during the ‘30s and ‘40s.
[0:03:00]

Olivia Woodbury:
Got you. And then did you – do you have any brothers or sisters? 
Buzz Merritt:
Two, two older sisters. One of them passed away last month, Carolyn, who was 89. And I have a sister Barbara who is 86, who lives in Tulsa. 
Olivia Woodbury:
And what were their professions?
Buzz Merritt:
Carolyn was the older one, was mainly a housewife raising a family of three children herself along with her husband [C.O. Miller]. And she – she helped him as sort of a secretary at the community center that he ran in Hickory. My sister, Barbara, graduated from Greensboro College with a -

[0:04:00]

degree in speech therapy, but the day [of] graduation she married an Air Force navigator [Don Thornton] who was stationed in Hawaii. So, she became a housewife and helper to him in Hawaii for the first few years of her married life. 

So, and then she had – they had together three children, all girls, so she didn’t actually work. She does a lot of volunteer work and did a great deal of volunteer work, but, though she had a degree in speech therapy, she never had occasion to use it.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, okay. And then is there anyone else in your family or extended family who worked in journalism?
[0:05:00]

Buzz Merritt:
No.
Olivia Woodbury:
So you’re the first one to go into journalism?
Buzz Merritt:
That I’m aware of, yeah. 
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
Our family – our family goes back to the Revolutionary War [See Part 5], so – and I don’t know all those folks, but I’m not aware of any newspaper people.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, got you. And then how would you describe your family’s expectations for you whenever you were growing up?
Buzz Merritt:
Well again, that varied. My father’s expectation was to – somehow be a star athlete and maybe a professional athlete, and so he was very influential in getting me into – into that. My mother – and when I talk about my mother, I also have to talk about my Aunt Gertrude the librarian, they were very influential in getting me reading very early
[0:06:00]

encouraging me in the more literary pursuits. 
[Post-production addition: His father played on the Duke freshman basketball team for a year. He introduced Buzz to baseball, basketball, and football in his early years. Buzz stated he never had the psychological need nor physical makeup needed to participate in a sport at a higher level. He did play competitive tennis.] 
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, I see.
Buzz Merritt:
And my sisters, of course, but they were busy with their own lives.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm. And then why do you go by Buzz, and is there a background story or history to that name?
Buzz Merritt:
Yes. I’m a junior. My father was Walter Davis Merritt Sr., and I am Walter Davis Merritt Jr., and so they needed a nickname. My father went by Dave, and they needed a nickname. And in 1936, you’ll understand this context from what I’ve already said, in 1936 there was a running back in the Naval Academy named Buzz something or other. I don’t even remember the name. And they needed a -

[0:07:00]

nickname for me and so he chose that one.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, got you. That’s cool. 
Buzz Merritt:
Well, you -- you haven’t had to grow up being called Buzz. It’s a mixed blessing.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
But I’ll – I’ll tell you what happened is our first child we named Walter Davis Merritt III, to his ultimate chagrin, but, of course, then he got tagged as Buzzy. And he had to grow up with that until he decided to go to med school and then he changed his name to Dave because he said Doctor Buzzy might not be good for getting patients.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah. And then what was your hometown like whenever you were growing up there?
Buzz Merritt:
Well, again, there were – 

[0:08:00]
Roanoke Rapids, I can’t say. I was about 3 or 4 [actually, less than a year old] when we left there. Durham in – that would be the early ‘40s when we were in Durham – was like tobacco town. Liggett & Myers, all the big farmers, all the big – full of tobacco warehouses because it was right at the edge of the Tobacco Belt. 

So, the primary function [of] business in Durham was tobacco warehousing and auctions. Of course, Duke University was there, which by the way is where my aunt graduated -
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
- back about [1931], but, and worked there then for 43 years after graduating there. But Duke University was there, but it was primarily a tobacco town.
[0:09:00]

Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
And, of course, very segregated.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
Very segregated. [See more in Part 5]
Olivia Woodbury:
And then what was the media environment like in Durham when you were growing up?
Buzz Merritt:
Well, when I was there, I was – again, I was from about 5 years old until – until I was – until 10 or so. My media environment was the Durham Morning Herald and, and radio news. There was in those days no television in the South. There was a little bit of television in the metro northeast in New York, New Jersey, but television had not arrived in the South at that point, so newspapers and radio.

Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, okay. And then how would you describe the general expectations for men and for women in the place when you were -

[0:10:00]

growing up?
Buzz Merritt:
Well again, this is – this is referring to the Durham years.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
Men went to work, made money. Women stayed home, cleaned the house, cooked, took care of the kids. All very simple. My Aunt Gertrude who lived with us was one of the few – relatively few working people other than schoolteachers of course. She was one of the few really professional women in Durham at that time. 

And there was a real difference because she was never married and so never had any children. And when raise time came around at Duke University, time for people to get raises and budgeting, they said, “Well, you don’t have to have any -

[0:11:00]

more money because you’re a woman.”
Olivia Woodbury:
Oh my.
Buzz Merritt:
And she was -- she was virtually running the Duke University Library, though she was not head librarian because men were head librarians at major places like Duke University. And so, she was never offered the opportunity to be librarian, which she could have very easily done. 

She was a brilliant woman who could correspond, do business correspondence in five languages. She was in charge of purchasing, acquisition for the Duke University Library for more than 40 years, but she never got a shot – 

[0:12:00]

and a Duke graduate, as I said, but as an example of the question you asked, she never had a shot at actually being the head librarian. 

Much, much later maybe in the ‘70s, they finally had a female head librarian at Duke. But they – the roles were very much set. Men made the money, women kept the households.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, got you. Yeah.
Buzz Merritt:
And that, that also extended to the years in Hickory, which were my most formative years.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, and so we kind of talked about the media environment and like Durham and whenever you were growing up, but kind of going off that, what was the general media environment -

[0:13:00]

like in the United States whenever you were growing up?
Buzz Merritt:
I wouldn’t know. I mean I know, I don’t know firsthand.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah.
Buzz Merritt:
I obviously – I obviously have studied it because I’ve written several books about the media and media environment. Yet the media environment at that time in the ‘40s and ‘50s, again, until the mid-‘50s when television became available nationwide, the general media environment all across the country was newspapers, radio and magazines, print magazines, later television. 

I mean Hollywood did a little – a few newsreels, but they were – they were not up to date and not a big factor. In the ‘50s and later – well, well into the ‘70s -

[0:14:00]

the average American household read 2.1 newspapers a day. Most – most cities, Durham included, not Hickory but Durham, most cities had two – at least two newspapers, a morning paper and an afternoon paper. Sometimes owned by the same people, sometimes not. 
But newspapers very much dominated the media environment well into the ‘60s. And then, of course, television came along and, and then of course ultimately the internet, which has totally destroyed any kind of useful media environment. And let me -
[0:15:00]

say a word about that if I may.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, go ahead.
Buzz Merritt:
For democracy to work, people need three things. They need shared information, they need a way to discuss the implication of that knowledge of that, and they need to agree on certain values at least in the value of democracy itself. So, in those days, everybody read at least one newspaper. Most people read more than one in a given day. There were only three national networks, radio networks. No national TV networks.

So, people -

[0:16:00]

pretty much had the same set of information. And some of it may have been wrong, some of it may have been misinterpreted, but they at least had a shared fund of public information on which to decide, “What shall we do?” Because the big question that democracies face is what shall we do, and in a democracy like we have, people decide that. 

Well, they can’t make a decision that they all buy into if they’re dealing with totally different sets of facts, and that’s what – that’s been the great curse of the internet and social media is that everybody is a journalist and everybody is -- is pouring into that pool -

[0:17:00]

of common knowledge, anything they choose to put in there true or not, verified or not, whatever. So, it was a very -- more quiet and more accepted and more effective media environment up until, oh, the ‘80s, mid- ‘80s.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, yes, very different than it is now. So kind of going into historical moments that you have lived through, what memories do you have of World War II?
Buzz Merritt:
Well, I remember that we were – it was a war in Europe and I looking at the newspaper, there were – there were maps -

[0:18:00]

with big arrows showing where this division was and this battle was taking place and so forth. And on the radio, there were live broadcasts from -- not only from London but from Europe itself. And then I remember vaguely that something really bad happened in December of 1941, which of course was Pearl Harbor.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
So I vaguely remember the shock of that. And then I began – at that point, I was 6 – 5 years old, 6 years old, an avid reader. So for the next few years until 1945 -- I was very much aware of D-Day, 

[0:19:00]

very much aware of dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan, very much aware of the surrender of Japan. I remember – I remember, going out in the yard and turning summersaults in the grass when V-J Day was announced. So, I was very much aware of World War II.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
And of course – of course, you know, my uncle [Norwood H. Merritt] who lived with us for a while was – wanted to get into the Army, tried to get into the Army during the war, but he had flat feet and they wouldn’t take him.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay. 
Buzz Merritt:
Oh, and also Durham was very close to Fort Bragg, which was the major Army installation in the country, and paratroopers, 

[0:20:00]

so there was a heavy military influence during the war years in Durham.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay. And then what about Pearl Harbor do – like memories of the day that Pearl Harbor was bombed? 
Buzz Merritt:
Yes, that – that’s what I said in December of ’41.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, um -
Buzz Merritt:
I remember that.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah. And then do you have any memories of the day Franklin Roosevelt died?
Buzz Merritt:
Yes. Not specifically the instant of it, but yes, I remember the train went – didn’t come by Hickory, but – or Durham, wherever I was then, but I remember pictures of the – the funeral train from Georgia, going up through -

[0:21:00]

North Carolina taking his body back to Washington.
Olivia Woodbury:
And then what about any memories of the Kennedy assassination?
Buzz Merritt:
Oh yes. I was a newspaper person at that point. I was assistant city editor at the Charlotte Observer, and I was working 3 p.m. to 1 a.m. shift on the city desk. And I was out so I was – it was about midday, and I was out chopping wood. And by then we had television, of course. 
And I was out chopping some firewood in the backyard and Libby came out and told me that – that he had been shot. So, I immediately of course went down to the -

[0:22:00]

Observer office and tried to be part of organizing the coverage of that. Yet it was a dramatic heart-rending time for sure. [See more in Part 5]
Olivia Woodbury:
I bet, I bet. And then what memories do you have of 9/11?
Buzz Merritt:
Oh, well that’s – I was retired by then. I retired in 1999, so my memories of 9-11 are about the same as – as most other average citizens. I mean shock and horror and, you know, very, very, very difficult time.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, yes. And then what other news events were most important to you whenever you were growing up?
[0:23:00]

Buzz Merritt:
Well, depends on how long it takes you to grow up. I mean, if you’re talking about things that happened before I was an adult, the war – the war pretty much that. The Korean War, of course, was also a factor. I – my older sister, Carolyn, was married the day, June 7, 1950, the day the Korean War started. And so I remember those two events -
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
- sort of together. But, you know, the – by the time I was 15, I was very involved in the newspaper business, so whatever was happening was, you know, part of my -

[0:24:00]

view, and part of my consciousness.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, for sure. 
Buzz Merritt:
I remember the moon – I remember of course the moon landing.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, yeah. 
Buzz Merritt:
But I was – again, I was the national editor of the Observer during the Apollo moon landing period, so I was directing our coverage of that. But if you go back to early formative years pretty much up to from World War II up to the Korean War, most of the news events of that time of any real importance were war-related. [See more in Part 5]
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
You know, I mean Joe Lewis was knocking out a lot of people in the boxing ring and, you know, all of that, but, as far as not sports events -

[0:25:00]

the usual run of bad news, except the good news of winning the wars.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah. Okay, so now kind of moving on to your childhood experience, what was that like?
Buzz Merritt:
Well what – what age are we talking about?
Olivia Woodbury:
Just from whenever you can remember your childhood.
Buzz Merritt:
Well, we’ve talked about a lot of it. Why don’t we just start with – let’s see.
Olivia Woodbury:
Or -
Buzz Merritt:
When we moved – when we moved to Hickory, which was about 1947, I was in the fourth grade, so if we – and I pretty much told you the influences up to that point, the Durham influences and the war influences, 

[0:26:00]

So, let’s go back to ’47.
One of the Hickory – the summer after we moved there was at the center of a terrible polio epidemic, which of course was mostly damaging to the young people, and we were quarantined for most of the summer in either ’47 or ’48. I couldn’t do anything, couldn’t go anywhere, and I was at that point 12 years old. Twelve-year olds don’t like to be quarantined. 

And, and we had nothing to do in the summer. School was out, you couldn’t go to movies. It’s somewhat like now -
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes.  
Buzz Merritt:
- except adults could. 

[0:27:00]

But kids couldn’t go to movies, we couldn’t play sports, there was no baseball. We weren’t supposed to break a sweat because that was believed to somehow cause you to -- help you get polio. I remember there’s a book and an episode in medical history called the Miracle of Hickory in which in that year, there was so many cases in that part of North Carolina that two or three communities, including Hickory, got together and almost overnight virtually – I mean within a week or so built a very large hospital to help take care of the polio kids. 
And it was really bad because the – the bad cases, and there weren’t -

[0:28:00]

any easy cases of it, the kids had to be in what was called an iron lung. I don’t know if you’ve seen pictures of that.
Olivia Woodbury:
I have not.
Buzz Merritt:
It’s a huge – a huge breathing device. It kept an atmosphere that allowed them to breathe. And part of polio is you lose control of your muscles, including your breathing apparatus, and, you know, it was just a terrible epidemic, which had a huge influence on a lot of families at that time. Fortunately, no – no friends or family members of mine were infected, but that was a pretty scary [crosstalk].  
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah.  
Buzz Merritt:
And I think it probably taught us some discipline.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, for sure.
Buzz Merritt:
Personal discipline. 

[0:29:00]

You know, we would – we were allowed – my next-door neighbor, Buddy Johnson, was – we were close friends, of course. He was my age. Maybe – maybe a year older. No, he was my age. We were allowed once – one time in the afternoon, we were allowed to walk, not run, but walk from our houses about three blocks to an ice cream store and get an ice cream cone and walk back. That was the only time we could be away from home. 

We would collect – we learned to, I say collect, steal actually, metal clothes hangers from our closets because the dry cleaner would pay you a penny -

[0:30:00]

for any metal coat hangers that you brought in. And so we would get – you know, an ice cream cone was 5 cents so we would get five or ten – sneak five or ten metal clothes hangers and stroll up to get our ice cream.
We also invented a baseball game. I’ve written about this. It’s in the records, but a baseball game. We were both baseball buffs, big fans and players when we could. Of course, we couldn’t play baseball, so we invented a baseball game that we kept – we played five or six or seven full games morning and afternoon on my porch, which was shaded from the sun -

[0:31:00]

so we didn’t sweat and kept scores and statistics of – of all the players and score book – full of score books, kept standings and all of that. So, we spent what I call the polio summer getting real excited about baseball.
Olivia Woodbury:
Got you. Yes, that’s fun. Did, did you have to only do that for one summer, or how long did that -
Buzz Merritt:
Yes, just one summer.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
Yes, Jonas Salk came up with the polio vaccine that summer, and, it was, of course, very, very effective and, and polio was wiped out in the whole country very quickly after he came up with the -- with the vaccine.
Olivia Woodbury:
Got you. 
[0:32:00]


And then what did you want to be when you grew up?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, a newspaper man.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
Person. I wanted to – I’ll tell you, here’s – here’s the background. In our family in Durham and other relatives in the North Carolina area, books were favorite Christmas gifts. And in 1947 my aunt and uncle, not my librarian aunt, but an aunt and uncle from Weldon, North Carolina, gave me a copy of a book called Best Sports Stories of 1946. 

[0:33:00]

And it’s a collection – and by the way, that series has continued well into the ‘90s. I never got a story in it, but I would have been at that point 10 years old. And the stories in there by these names mean nothing to people today, but Red Smith, Jimmy Cannon, Bob Considine, Bob Young, Grantland Rice, all the great iconic sports writers of the ‘40s, the war years and post-war years.
And I read that book and I was just blown away
[0:34:00]

to realize, because I was very sports oriented, though not a particularly good athlete but very sports oriented. And it dawned on me about three or four years later, you can make a living writing sports stories, and I couldn’t think of anything better. 

I mean, I go back even today, and I’ve got the book in my hand right now, and look at those stories and these, these writers were not like today’s sports writers. These guys were elegant writers. They were literate. They weren’t jock sniffers. Forgive me. They were – they wrote about sports as a living thing. 

And they have two or three of those stories that even today, and these are stories about things that happened in -

[0:35:00]

1945, astonishing. And I thought at some point, two or three years later, I thought, “You know, I really want to do that,” so I started writing sports stories, making them up about events that I imagined. 

And I had a typewriter, access to a typewriter so I learned to two-finger type, and I spent a lot of time doing that, and listening to sports and, you know, eventually watching a little of it on television, though it was the mid-‘50s when I was – well, the early ‘50s when I was in junior high before we actually had a television set in our house, and even then there wasn’t much -

[0:36:00]

live sports on it.
But anyhow, I guess at that point I was stuck. I was pinned for life to become a sports writer, so I did that. And I was very fortunate to take advantage of a couple of opportunities in my – in junior high and my first year in high school of writing pieces for the local newspaper, the Hickory Daily Record, on sports events.  
There was a fellow a couple years older than me who had been covering some high school games for the local paper that the sports editor for the paper couldn’t have time to get to, and I sort of took his place contributing stories -

[0:37:00]

to the Daily Record. And that eventually, in my summer between my sophomore and junior years in high school, I was asked to fill in for the sports editor when he went on vacation. And I did that and did other non-sports things filling in during the summers. 

And then my junior year I was sports editor of the school paper and continued to write for the Hickory Daily Record covering the Hickory High School sports. And then in, let’s see, the summer at the end of spring of my junior year -

[0:38:00]

the paper decided – the editors publishing the paper decided to get rid of the sports editor, who was pretty mediocre at best, and, asked me if I would fill in for a while as – it was -- the sports department was one person.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.  
Buzz Merritt:
The paper with a staff of probably 15 in the newsroom, but it was a 22,000-circulation newspaper.
Olivia Woodbury:
Oh wow.
Buzz Merritt:
Which is a fairly substantial – it’s not a Podunk newspaper.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah.
Buzz Merritt:
And it was six days a week. No Sunday paper. But anyhow, I filled in and then for that summer, and they wanted me to stay on during my senior year in high school. 

[0:39:00]

So, I made an arrangement with the principal at the high school [William Cottrell] to work from 7 to 9. It was an afternoon newspaper, so it was put out in the morning.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.  
Buzz Merritt:
Produced in the morning. And the managing editor of the paper [Floyd Powell] said, “You know, if you could be here from 7 to 9 and then go to school, we’d love to have you continue doing this work.” And, you know, it was paying.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
You know, $20, $26, $27 a week, which was – would go a very long way in those days.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah.
Buzz Merritt:
And so I made arrangements with the school to do that. So, I would – I would – of course, I was at that point I was 16 and could drive a car, but I didn’t -

[0:40:00]

have a car. So my father, when he was able, would get up and take me to work. I had to be there at 7. Would take me to work. I’d work for the two hours. It was about eight or nine blocks to the high school so I would walk – walk to the school. After school, walk back to the paper, work until 5:30 or so and my father would pick me up to go home.
And the money was important in those days because he was not doing all that well personally and with the insurance business.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
So, we – I did that my senior year, but for all of my senior year. And it was – you know, it was really good. I had – 

[0:41:00]
I had a – there was a college called Lenoir-Rhyne College. Lenoir-Rhyne College, which was a small, small school, but they had a full athletic program, and I had a guy who would cover them for me. It was a professional baseball team, a New York Giants fan club in town so in the summers I had to cover them at night. So, it was a very busy 18 months.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, it sounds like it.
Buzz Merritt:
Gave me a – well, it did two things. It gave me a real sense of responsibility. It convinced me that I wanted to do that maybe for the rest of my life, but it also was instrumental in getting me a full-ride scholarship to the University of -

[0:42:00]

North Carolina. So that meant that my – Barbara, the sister just two years older than me, three years older than me, could continue to go to college. See, in those days men – men were urged to go to college. Women sort of, “Well, if you want to.” 
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, yeah.  
Buzz Merritt:
It was accepted because, you know, women were going to get married. They weren’t going to have to have jobs. Was still, and even in the ‘50s, was a sort of a prevailing model of, of home-life. So, they had – my parents, unknown to me, had told Barbara, my sister who was at Greensboro College at that time, that she could not go back to Greensboro College -

[0:43:00]

because they had to spend what money they had to send me, the male.
But this job and my other record in high school academically, which was very good, got me involved in competition for the Morehead Scholarship or award at the University of North Carolina and the Angier B. Duke Scholarship at Duke. So, I was competing the spring of my senior year for both, either one of those scholarships and I was in the finals of both, and the UNC final judging came before the Angier B. Duke. 

And so, I went through the judging there and was given a scholarship, 

[0:44:00]

full ride four-year renewable, but four-year scholarship. And so, I withdrew from the Angier B. Duke Scholarship at that point.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
I really – I’m really glad I went to Carolina.
Olivia Woodbury:
That’s awesome.
Buzz Merritt:
And Duke – well Duke didn’t have a journalism school -
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, okay.  
Buzz Merritt:
- and Carolina did. So, if I didn’t get the Carolina one, I would have had to take the Duke one, which would have been okay, but, you know, there is some bit of rivalry between the schools.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, yes.
Buzz Merritt:
I’m sure you’re aware of.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes.
Buzz Merritt:
But, but I – I mean the fact that I did what I did maintains – well, the Morehead – the Morehead Award was not just for academics. Academics counted for a lot, but they were looking for evidence of physical vigor. They were looking for ambition. They were looking for – these were -

[0:45:00]

heads of corporations who were doing the judging, and they were looking for people they wanted to work for them.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah.
Buzz Merritt:
And so, it was astonishing, I – I hesitate to talk about the money itself because it was $5,000 for four years.
Olivia Woodbury:
Oh wow.
Buzz Merritt:
And, yes, people say, “Well what’s the big deal about a $1,250 a year scholarship?” You know, well, in 1954, that was a full ride -
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
- tuition, tuition at the University of North Carolina for as many classes as you wanted to take. Tuition and your dorm room was $75 a semester.
Olivia Woodbury:
Oh wow.
Buzz Merritt:
Let that sink in.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah.
Buzz Merritt:
You could – you could eat quite well -

[0:46:00]

in student dining or even downtown, occasional beer, or an occasional, meal downtown -
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
- you could eat for $20. I bought a car for $365.
Olivia Woodbury:
Oh my gosh.
Buzz Merritt:
Paid $19 a month. This was in high school.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
I paid – I paid – my father got a bank loan for $375 so that I could have a car, and he wouldn’t have to take me back and forth to work. But I had to pay for the car, so I took the bank $19 every month until that was paid off. But anyhow, all of that experience in high school and being able to do the job that I was doing got me a full ride to the University of North Carolina, and I also worked all four years I was there.
[0:47:00]


So, I had – I was one of the better off students, undergraduates at the University of North Carolina.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah. That’s so – yeah.
Buzz Merritt:
Because of that my father in all – from the time I was a sophomore in high school until I graduated from college, my father provided zero money. That I had a place to go during breaks, a home to go to, but the only money he had to give me until the day Libby and I got married, he gave me $35 so that we could spend an extra night on our honeymoon.
Olivia Woodbury:
Oh, that’s nice.  
[0:48:00]

Buzz Merritt:
What the hell, it was all he could do.
Olivia Woodbury:
Mm-hmm.
Buzz Merritt:
We were married. You couldn’t have – you couldn’t be married and have that scholarship. Libby and I met my senior year in high school and we have been together now 66 years. But we, we couldn’t get married while I had the scholarship, so the day after graduation we got married.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
And that’s when I – he gave me $35.
Olivia Woodbury:
Got you. 
Buzz Merritt:
That’s a confusing story, but you asked for the story.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, yes. No, that’s awesome. Were you ever able – did you ever, see Michael Jordan play at, UNC, like ever go back and watch a game or something? 
[0:49:00]

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, no, no. The, ah – Michael Jordan was not born when I was at UNC.
Olivia Woodbury:
Well, yes, but -
Buzz Merritt:
Michael Jordan was a – oh, oh, you mean since then. Oh yeah.
Olivia Woodbury:
Like were you ever able to go?
Buzz Merritt:
Yes, I stayed – my last job during college was as covering ACC Basketball, the Atlantic Coast Conference Basketball, for the Observer.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
And so I covered Duke, Carolina, Wake Forest and NC State for, for the Observer, and transitioned from that. When I graduated, I had a job in the Observer sports department, and I covered basketball and golf for the Observer until 1961, so that’s three years professionally.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
Four years in college. And my -
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junior year, North Carolina won the national championship, the NCAA championship, undefeated, 32 and 0.
Olivia Woodbury:
Oh wow.
Buzz Merritt:
And in the Final Four played Michigan State and won a triple overtime game. And in the final game against, by the way, KU -
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.  
Buzz Merritt:
- and Wilt Chamberlin in the final game another triple overtime.
Olivia Woodbury:
Wow.
Buzz Merritt:
So that was – the basketball was a big, big deal in the – in the ‘50s and ‘60s in North Carolina. It is now --
Olivia Woodbury:
Yeah.
Buzz Merritt:
still. But it was just as big a deal then. There was no Michael Jordan, but there were plenty of fine basketball players.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, yes.
Buzz Merritt:
I got to know Dean Smith and some other people -
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so that was nice.
Olivia Woodbury:
Yes, that -
Buzz Merritt:
But I left the toy department in -- those sports in ’61.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay. What was your favorite sport to cover or just to watch in general?
Buzz Merritt:
At that time in my early years, basketball.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
I liked all of them and I covered all of them. The other three years at Chapel Hill, I worked in the sports information office, so I was involved in coverage and publicity for all the team sports. So, I liked them all. I like basketball, tennis and golf more than -
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most other sports, but I – you know, I played baseball in high school. I played tennis in high school.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
Didn’t play anything at Carolina. I played around at Carolina.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, got you. And then did you have a role model when you were growing up?
Buzz Merritt:
Not anyone that I deliberately set out to pattern -
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
- in my life after. If I did – the people who most affected my life when I was growing up were my mother and my aunt, and of course my two sisters who – because they were older sisters. But I was – my father for many, many years was traveling and -
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then he was – had drinking problems for 15 years, so I did not model after him.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay. 
Buzz Merritt:
I would have to say people who most formed my beliefs, the core of how I view life, how people are supposed to act, my philosophies about things were very much from my mother and my aunt.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay, cool. And then where did you go to elementary school?
Buzz Merritt:
Oh, it was a place called Oakwood in Hickory.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay. And then what about middle school and high school?
Buzz Merritt:
Well, the – the way the system was then in Hickory, one through seven was grammar school. The middle school, 
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if they had one, was 8th grade.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
Buzz Merritt:
Don’t ask me why that was. It was a separate building, a separate unit for 8th graders and then everybody went to high school. So, I went to that – oh gosh. I can’t even think of the name of it now, that 8th grade middle school. And then the four-year high school was Hickory High, Hickory High School.
Olivia Woodbury:
Okay.
[End of Audio]
[0:00:00]
Sam Blaufuss:
This is Sam Blaufuss. Today is Oct. 2, 2020. I am interviewing Davis Buzz Merritt of primarily the Wichita Eagle, as well as the Charlotte Observer, the Boca Raton News and Knight Ridder for the Inside Stories: Oral Histories of Kansas Journalists project. This is Part 2. This interview is taking place remotely due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This interview is sponsored by the University of Kansas and the Kansas Press Association. 

We're talking about career aspiration and occupational choice so to begin with educational preparation, how much formal education did you have?

Buzz Merritt:
You mean before I got into journalism or after? I graduated – I have an AB in journalism, 1958, from the University of North Carolina.

Sam Blaufuss:
Anything before that? Let's just, any education. 
Buzz Merritt:
Well, high school, college, grammar school, the usual.

[0:01:00]
Sam Blaufuss:
Is the specific high school, college not really important to you? 
Buzz Merritt:
I'm sorry, say that again.

Sam Blaufuss:
If you wouldn't mind, I guess for history sake, include like the name of your high school and college.

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, oh, yes, well, okay. I didn't – we went over some of that yesterday, but that's okay, you don't know that. I went to Oakwood Elementary School in Hickory, North Carolina, and went to Hickory High School there, graduated in 1954. Went to the University of North Carolina on a Morehead scholarship and graduated in 1958, majored in journalism.

Sam Blaufuss:
Awesome. Sorry to have you repeat that.

[0:02:00]
Buzz Merritt:
That's all right.

Sam Blaufuss:
That will get us through the next question, though. Were you involved in Greek Life in college or any clubs?

Buzz Merritt:
Not Greek Life, I – but there is an interesting story there if you're interested in stories. Because I was a Morehead scholar, the freshmen Morehead scholars were avidly rushed by all the fraternities, you know, to help their GPAs. The assumption was that that would help the fraternity's GPAs. So, I had first rush invitations from 32 fraternities. I pledged one because I knew some people in it, but I also my freshman year, in addition to the scholarship, had a job –

[0:03:00]

in the sports information department at the university.

And, about three weeks into my pledgeship, whatever they call it, a fraternity brother called and said I need you to come wash my car this afternoon, and I said I can't, I have a job and I have to go to work this afternoon. He said, no, you have to come wash my car and I told him where to stick it and that was my fraternity experience in full. So no, I did not belong – I pledged for two weeks or three weeks or so, but that was the end of my engagement with the Greek system. What was the rest of your question?

Sam Blaufuss:
That was pretty much it, Greek Life in college or any clubs.

[0:04:00]

That's a fantastic story.

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, well, it's a funny story. I was the – my senior year, president of Kappa [Tau] Alpha, which is the journalism honorary fraternity. But other than that, I worked all four years of college, so I didn't have time to do much in the way of campus activities other than my jobs, nor did I have the desire, particularly.

Sam Blaufuss:
Where would you have worked all four years?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, I worked for three years in the sports information department, that was during – you know, of course, when school was in session. And my senior year, I was covering conference sports for the Charlotte Observer, which is where I went full-time after I graduated.

[0:05:00]

So, it was all involved in sports for those four years. In the summers, I filled in for vacationing people at the Hickory Daily Record, in my hometown where I had worked in high school, and in summers between breaks I would -- between semesters I would do various things there, some sports, some regular news. I even spent two weeks proofreading everything in the paper, six days a week, making all the corrections and so forth, so I had a full newspaper experience during those four years.  
Sam Blaufuss:
Very nice. Normally I, in an interview I would, be a little bit more interactive.

[0:06:00]

Maybe if you're wondering why I'm so quiet, but Professor Finneman has kind of given us pretty strict instructions to remain quiet while you give your answers as to, you know, keep your [crosstalk] –. 
Buzz Merritt:
Oh, yes, I understand the objective here, it's to make a record of, about what I did in the business and so forth and not a record necessarily of a conversation between us. I'm just trying to follow your lead, but I also want to, you know, if I've got some interesting stories from time to time, I assume you don't mind if I tell 'em.

Sam Blaufuss:
Oh, absolutely. I love that stick it story. Any more of that that you might have, I'm ready to hear it.

Buzz Merritt:
There are a lot of 'em. Sixty years is – you build a few experiences in 60 years in a profession.

Sam Blaufuss:
I bet.

[0:07:00]

So yes, if you have any like humorous and maybe not even humorous, just interesting tangents that you'd like to go on, I've blocked out pretty much the whole afternoon, so I've got as long as you do.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, no. Well, I mean I could – you know, I can give you lectures 1, 2, 3 and 4 on public journalism. I can – a lot of the things I can do, but I don't know if that helps accomplish your aim very much. if what you're trying to do is record my history in the profession, that's one thing, that's biographical and you have it all on paper, that I sent to your professor.

Sam Blaufuss:
Yes.

Buzz Merritt:
So I'm – you know, if you want me to chronologically go over the jobs I held, I could do that, but, you know, if that needs to be a part of the record I can do that very quickly if you want to do that.

[0:08:00]
Sam Blaufuss:
That'll – when we get to – occupation will be after education here, so we'll –.

Buzz Merritt:
Okay.

Sam Blaufuss:
We'd like to do it that way. It's – the point is to be thorough but however you feel like explaining it is really –.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, no, I mean again, you're trying to make a specific kind of record. Let – all right, let me just run over it briefly in the most superficial sort of way what I did for those 60 years, okay.

Sam Blaufuss:
All right. 
Buzz Merritt:
Okay. So, I graduated from the University of North Carolina. My high school girlfriend and I got married the day after graduation, packed up and went off to Charlotte, where I was in the sports department of the Charlotte Observer.

[0:09:00]

That was 1958. In the last of '58, '59, most of 1960, I covered ACC basketball, and golf for the Observer sports section, and as everybody did, when it was not my coverage season I worked on the desk and, you know, laying out pages and executing the paper and editing and all of that.

Then in '61, I became a city desk reporter, covered county government, Mecklenburg County government for a couple of years, two – either two or three. Then became, uh –

[0:10:00]

let's see, an assistant city editor, working, the worst shift, the shift that the rookie assistant city editor always had, which was 5 p.m. to 2 a.m., with Sundays and Mondays off. So, all our Saturday nights were taken up with me at work.

Did that for two or three years, then was promoted to city editor. Did that for a couple of years, two or three years. The Observer at that time was very much a training ground for people who wanted to be – in the company wanted to become editors within Knight Ridder, which owned the Observer.
[0:11:00]

So that's why all the musical chairs. After city editor, I was the national editor for a couple of years, including the moon landing year, whatever that was [1969]. And among other things, I went to Houston and Cape Canaveral to do prep work to formulate how the Charlotte Observer was going to cover that whole Apollo business.

I was – then I was, uh – oh, between city desk and national editor, I'm sorry, I was chief of the copy desk for about 18 months, then I was national editor and after national editor I became the Observer's Washington correspondent for almost two years.

[0:12:00]

So, we moved our family, there were five of us by that time, two sons and a daughter, so we moved from Charlotte to Washington in 1970 or '69. Spent about a year and a half there and then was named editor of the Boca Raton News, Knight Ridder's smallest newspaper, about 9,000 circulation in Boca Raton, Florida, which was a very nice, quiet, rich community at that time. So, we moved to Boca Raton. And after a couple of years there, we moved back to Washington, where I was news editor of the Knight Ridder, or Knight newspapers and Knight Ridder Washington bureau.

Did that until 1975 and in late 1975, –

[0:13:00]

became editor of the Wichita Eagle and Wichita Beacon, which was two newspapers at that time, 1975, we moved out here. I retired in -- January 1 of 1999. So that was – I had about 23 years as the editor of the newspaper and then two years of consulting with all the Knight Ridder newspapers on the subject of public journalism and did a lot of travel. And, you know, in other words, I got – those last two years I was senior editor. Senior editor means you're old and you don't have any authority, but what I did was traveled to about 60 U.S. cities and a dozen foreign countries, –

[0:14:00]

lecturing on public journalism and so forth. And then retired Jan. 1, 1999, and have been in Wichita since then.

I taught four semesters, taught courses – a course or two at the KU Journalism School, the William Allen White School. Taught a graduate seminar in Journalism and Democracy and taught Media Ethics. I think that was for three years, a total of five semesters, I guess. And then for a couple of years I taught Media Ethics at Wichita State University.  

And in 2006, I went to –

[0:15:00]

we went to Chapel Hill, back to Chapel Hill where I was a visiting professor of journalism for one semester. And came back here and spent most of the next period between 2007 and 2020, this year, writing regular columns for the Eagle on public affairs and politics.

And when the Eagle and I came to a disagreeable parting about a year and a half ago, I developed ByDavisMerritt.com, an online presence. I had to stop that about a year and a half ago because my wife had a series of, uh –

[0:16:00]

back surgeries, and I had to devote full time to taking care of her, so I dropped that column. So, I haven't written for the last year and a half, basically. And that's as briefly as I can cover 60 some years.
Sam Blaufuss:
Very good. The next chapter will be a lot more in depth with career path and work experience, but that summary is fantastic context, I think, for this part.

Buzz Merritt:
Good.

Sam Blaufuss:
So, if you don't mind, we're going to briefly jump back to college.

Buzz Merritt:
Okay.

Sam Blaufuss:
So, where we would have left off, uh. You kind of already answered this one. Were you involved in any leadership positions while in college?

[0:17:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, no, except, you know, the brief presidency of the Journalism Honorary, but that's strictly a ceremonial thing. No, I've never been a joiner. Some people would call me a loner. I don't feel lonely, but I sort of like going my own way and have -- began doing that when I was 15 years old and it's a habit you don't cast aside. So, from the time I turned 16, I was working in a full-time job during high school, and so, again, there was no time for anything except doing my job and going to school.

[0:18:00]
Sam Blaufuss:
All right. I understand you on this. This will be fun. What are some fun college stories you have?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, there won't be any fraternity hijinks I assure you. I think my fraternity story is a funny story. A lot of fraternity people don't, but for me it was a funny story. Well, I don't know. I'm sure some delightful things will occur to me tomorrow morning but right now I can't come up with funny stories. I was working my butt off, excuse me, for the four years there. There was no horsing around. And Libby and I, as I said, we met my senior year and her junior year in high school and so when we – when I wasn't working and –

[0:19:00]

she wasn't in school or working, we were together and that sort of was what our lives were like.

Yes, there's one funny story – well, there are others but one interesting, to me, story, in retrospect, is at that time Chapel Hill, where the university is, it was a very small community. The university, which is 35 or 37,000 now, was only 5,000 undergraduates at that – in the 1950s, and so Chapel Hill was a very small community.

My senior year, Libby – I could not get married because of the scholarship, it was for single people only. So, my senior year, Libby came to Chapel Hill –
[0:20:00]

and got an apartment, got a job in the child psychology department at the med school as an assistant clerical kind of job and given that we shared expenses, you know, with my – my scholarship, by the way, this is another amazing story.

My scholarship, if you read the [Hickory Daily] Record, says that it was a $5,000 scholarship for four years. And you say, well, these days, you know, that won't buy you lunch for four years at a university. But in those days, it was a full-ride scholarship. It was $1,250 a year, –
[0:21:00]

$625 a semester, which paid room, board, tuition, books, student fees and $20 a week spending money, so. And then on top of that, I had jobs the whole time. So, I was one of the financially better off of the casual students at the university.

But anyhow, we thought, well, since we're gonna get married right after graduation, and she's working there and I'm working there, let's just have a joint bank account. Well, I went – we went to the Bank of Chapel Hill, a little bank there on Franklin Street, and said we want to open a joint account, and he said, well, are you married and we didn't think that was any of his business but we said no, and he said, well, we can't give a joint account to someone who's not married.

[0:22:00]

And I said, well, why not, you know, she has her job, I have my job, we want to put our account –. So, we hassled and eventually, he did give us a joint account with two names on it. The reason we decided – the main reason we decided to open a joint account, that we needed to open a joint account, is because at the first of each semester I would get my $625 check. She had her job and she had her checking account, but the timing didn't always overlap of paying expenses and so forth.

And one day I went down to the power company, the Chapel Hill Electric, a little cubbyhole office – 
[0:23:00]

again on Franklin Street next to the church we were going to get married in. But I went in there and there was a gentleman in there with a bowtie and nice coat on, and I had her electric bill and I said I want to pay this bill. He looked at it and he said, “You're paying her electric bill?” And I said, “Yes, sir, I am,” and he was stunned and he didn't know what to do. And so finally I said, “Look, you know, I'm paying the electric bill, do you want the money or not?” So, he abashedly took the money.

So we thought maybe it's better if we just have a joint bank account. So, we went through the 1950s style hassle of getting a joint bank account. So, then the day after my graduation, we -- we got married and went off to Charlotte. Is that a funny story? I don't know, it's an odd story, certainly.

[0:24:00]

The other – it was interesting to, uh – I mean – well, no, this stuff there, that's too personal, let it go. That's a funny story or an odd story. Where are we now? What do we do now? What do you want to know?

Sam Blaufuss:
Well, we will look into, your marriage later on, so if that [crosstalk] –.

Buzz Merritt:
Look into what?

Sam Blaufuss:
Your marriage, like, how you got married to your wife.

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, yes, well, you know that part and we had -- we got married in 1958 and had our first child, a son, in August of 1959. Another, son in '62 and a daughter in '64. [Dave “Buzzy,” Rob, and Anna]
[0:25:00]
Sam Blaufuss:
All right. And we will explore those more in depth in a bit. But starting off occupational choices [crosstalk] –.
Buzz Merritt:
Yeah.

Sam Blaufuss:
Did you work anywhere else before entering the media industry, and if so, where?

Buzz Merritt:
[Laughs.]  Yes, I – if you count my job as, and you should, my first newspaper job was when I was, just turned 16. My previous employment to that was as a bag boy at a grocery store for about six months. But then when I turned 16 and was the sports editor of the Hickory paper, that was when my media career began.
Sam Blaufuss:
Anything interesting happen as a grocery boy?

[0:26:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Did what?

Sam Blaufuss:
Did anything particularly interesting happen as a bag boy?

Buzz Merritt:
[Laughs.]  Yes, yeah. I took – the guy who ran the biggest gas station in -- in the town – Hickory was about 20,000 people, but I've forgotten his name now [Mr. Huggins]. But I took his groceries out to the car and, put 'em in the back seat and slammed the car door on his thumb. I didn't – I found it funny later. He didn't – he never quite got the humor of that situation, but he was one of the best customers the grocery store had, so my boss was not pleased.

[0:27:00]

But that's about as far as anything other than bagging groceries, about as far as anything, goes.
Sam Blaufuss:
That's probably about as much excitement you want from a job like that. When and why did you decide to become a journalist/enter the media field?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, when I was, uh – it's hard to say when. I can tell you how and we can figure out when. When I was 10 years old, an aunt and uncle of mine [Mary and Dave Suiter], we always got books at Christmas at my house, which was great. I didn't think it was so great then, I would rather have a chemistry set, but most of it was books. I got a book called The Best Sports Stories of 1946, and it was a compilation –

[0:28:00]

of, you know, what one publishing group thought were the best sports stories. Grantland Rice, Red Smith, Bob Young, Robert Considine, people whose names are not familiar to anybody now, but they were the big heroes of sports writing in those days. And I was as most 10-year-olds, I was interested in sports.

My Aunt [Mary] on one of the – on the first page of the chapter about an Army, a really exciting Army-Navy football game, had written on the page that she was at that game and it was – she cried. It was Navy – it came down to the end, Army was unbeaten and had been unbeaten for a couple of years, and Navy made a little drive right at the end of the game –

[0:29:00]

and came up 1 yard short and Army won yet another game. And she noticed – mentioned in this note on the page that she and my uncle had been at that game and that she cried and how dramatic it was and how exciting it was.

And it was, and the story, I think it was Grantland Rice, was a marvelous rendition of that.

[Post-production addition: Actually, the Army-Navy story was by Allison Danzig of the New York Times, not Rice.]

And a lot of other good stories in there. One by Red Smith about a NYU basketball game that was just great. So, as I got a little older, 12, 13 years old, I started trying to write sports stories myself. I made 'em up, you know, and I just – there was a typewriter in the house –

[0:30:00]

and I taught myself to two-finger type, and started writing sports stories, enjoyed it, and went back and read some more of those stories.

I realized people get paid for doing this, you know, for writing these wonderful stories about these wonderful sports events and that seemed like a pretty good deal to me. So as soon as I got the chance, which was my freshman year in high school – well, actually in junior high, I wrote, you know, arranged to write sports for the school paper. My freshman year, I wrote sports for the Hickory High paper.

and an older high school person –

[0:31:00]

at that time was covering high sports for the Hickory Daily Record on a, you know, a stringer basis. He would go to the games and write 'em up and take it into the game cause the Hickory Daily Record sports department was one guy and there was a college there that he had to cover and so forth, so he sort of farmed out the high school coverage.

And the guy who had been doing this didn't want to do it anymore, and so I started doing that, and covering the high school for the Daily Record. Did that and did it again my sophomore year, and between my sophomore year and my junior year, and I was 15, I guess then, the managing editor of the Record, –

[0:32:00]

asked me if I would fill in for the sports editor when he went on vacation for a couple of weeks. I said sure, so I went in there and laid out the pages and, you know, edited the wire copy and still continued to cover the high school sports.

I had two correspondents. a guy who covered the local college, which was NAIA [National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics, small college version of the NCAA], a small school and a guy who covered Ridgeview High, which was the black guys' school. These were the days where blacks and whites didn't go to school together, but at least I had a correspondent there who covered their games.  

And so I did that, and in my junior year –

[0:33:00]

continued to do that through high school, in high school. And at the beginning of the summer between my junior and senior years, the newspaper decided to get rid of the sports editor, who was, of course, you know, an adult, full-grown person, married. I don't know if he had any children, but they got rid of him and asked me if I would fill in his job during the summer between my junior and senior year, and I said sure, you know, I'll do that. I got to cover a Minor League baseball team and so forth.

And as – toward the end of the summer, they said, well, do you think you could arrange to continue doing this while you're in high school and I thought, sure, I can do that.

[0:34:00]

I made an arrangement with the principal to – it was an afternoon paper so it was produced in the morning. I made arrangements with the principal to go to work at 7 a.m., work 'til 9 then go to school second, in time for the second class. And then after school, went back to the paper and worked two or three hours. And if there was a game to cover that night, a basketball game or something, I'd cover that.

And so I did that my senior year. It was really difficult the first few weeks of my senior year with the 7 o’clock job because I didn't have a car.

[0:35:00]

And sometimes my father would take me and drop me off and I would work my two hours and walk to high school, which was, I don't know, eight or nine blocks, walk back, work some more and, and then he'd pick me up. But he was having his own personal troubles at that time and, so I needed to get transportation. I could drive, I just didn't have a car, our family had one car, which most families did in those days.

So, he arranged a bank loan for me of $325 for three years, [laughs], and I – so I bought a 1949 Ford so I could provide my own transportation.

[0:36:00]

And every month went to the bank and gave 'em $19 car payment and that's how I got around my senior year. I don't know where we started this, but that's sort of how I got into the business. There was no, you know, moment I joined. It just somehow thankfully, I guess, was in my blood, something I loved and I thought was important, and so when I was fortunate enough to have the opportunity, it just seemed like the right thing for me.
Sam Blaufuss:
Did you have any doubts or concerns entering journalism as a career?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, you see, I just – I didn't really enter it. I mean, you know, I didn't say at any point, I'm gonna make this my career, but I certainly knew –

[0:37:00]

by the end of my senior year in high school, I certainly knew, yes, this is something I want to do. My concerns were, you know, can I get a job? Well, first my concern was can I go to college, but I fortunately – cause without the scholarship I could not have gone to college, but that scholarship got me the four-year ride to Chapel Hill. So, I guess if there was a determining point of not turning away from journalism, it would have been the end of my senior year in high school. I said this is fun, I think it's an important job and it's what I want to do and there's a journalism school at Chapel Hill and I've got a full scholarship so why not?
[0:38:00]

And, fortunately the sports information job for three years and then the stringer job for the Observer fit right in. You know, I was building on a pretty good foundation for a 17-year-old of sports writing, so. I just – it never occurred to me not to do it until later.
Sam Blaufuss:
How did your family and friends react to your – you mentioned you don't really make a decision, but how was your –.

Buzz Merritt:
No.

Sam Blaufuss:
Family, friends, like reacted to your being a journalist?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, the problem – one of the problems about friends in journalism is that most journalists, all their friends are journalists. I mean, you know, so I don't know. I didn't have close friends.

[0:39:00]

I was much too busy with school and working to develop any close friendships. A lot of passing friendships. It was, you know, there is no confidante in my life, as far as peers are concerned, there wasn't. My parents were just happy for me to win a scholarship and have a job. you know, they – I was the last of their three children and they had managed to get the other two, both women, off into their careers and lives, so, I guess it was a relief to them that I had a job.

[0:40:00]

Nobody ever said, you know, what in the world are you doing and why are you doing it? I was doing it because I wanted to do it and I was doing it for the money. I mean I [interference] to Hickory's paper, I was making $27 a week, which was a lot of money. I think the guy they fired to replace – for me to replace was probably making – he might have been making $45, which saved the paper a lot of money for one thing to get rid of him and hire a high school kid. But, you know, it was providing money and our family did not have a lot of money.

The – my sister, who was only – who was three years ahead of me was in college, of course, when I was in high school, but I learned later that –

[0:41:00]

my parents had told her, this being the '50s, they told her that they couldn't send both of us to school that same year, and that meant that she couldn't go back to school. She was majoring in speech therapy, childhood speech therapy. That meant she would not have been able to go back to school, so – but the scholarship saved that, so.  
Sam Blaufuss:
All right. And we've heard a little bit about your wife, but would you like to go into a little greater detail about how you ended up meeting her for the first time?

Buzz Merritt:
Yes, sure, that's fun. I was a senior in high school, and it was September, late September of 1953.

[0:42:00]

And she was – had just turned 16. I didn't know her cause she was in the junior class and I was a senior, and I sort of knew who she was but that's it. And I was standing in the hall one day and she was, and is, a beautiful woman, and she was a beautiful young girl, and I was standing with a friend of mine and – between classes, and Libby came up and said would you escort me to homecoming, the football homecoming? She was in the beauty queen's court, or whatever it was, for homecoming, and there was a dance, of course. And she said, “Would you -- would you escort me to homecoming?” and I said sure.
[0:43:00]

You know, I hadn't thought about it one way or another. I said sure. And she said, thank you and walked away. And, I turned to the guy next to me and said, you know, “Is that Libby Little?” and he said, “Yes, that's who it is,” and I said, okay. And so I – it occurred to me that there – it was a couple weeks to go before homecoming and, I thought, well, you know, I don't know this girl, so I called her and said, you know, why don't we go out on a date before homecoming, a movie or something, which is usually what you did on a date.

[0:44:00]

And she agreed and so we dated, went out on a date, a movie and hamburgers and so forth. And, that was it, we've been together 66 years now, and, that's how we met. Thank goodness she came up and asked me to escort her.

And, of course, the problem with the homecoming thing was that I had to go to the game, for the paper, so I had to be up in the press box where I had access to, you know, the statistics and the whole field and all that. So, I couldn't sit with her during the game, like the dates of all the other, the escorts of all the other princesses or whatever they were called.

[0:45:00]

But I did go down at halftime and escort her out on the field, which was, you know, what the escort is supposed to do, and then went back up to the press box and finished covering the game. So, gave her an idea of what life was going to be like, I suppose. but we, uh – she was a marvelous singer, marvelous soprano and had wound up getting scholarship offers to a couple of schools, local offers to a couple of schools, which, thank goodness, she didn't take, she stayed around. So, we continued to date that year.  
[0:46:00]

And when I went off to Carolina, she – it was her senior year in high school so I made quite a few weekend trips home as we continued our relationship, which, you know, as I say, has now been 66, 67 years. She's been very active vocally.

She did – early in our marriage, she was doing chorus and, and understudy roles for Charlotte Opera, singing – she sang at the -- with the choral group at the White House one year [about 1965-6]. So, she's – she was quite talented. But then the kids came along, and she is quite talented as a mother, too, so –

[0:47:00]

those kids were well raised.

Sam Blaufuss:
That's a lovely story. Does she sing any – do you have like a favorite song of hers that she sings?

Buzz Merritt:
Not really. She was an opera, you know, sort of stuff. She wasn't a jazz singer or anything like that. She sang serious music and continued to do that after we were married. But, no, I – she didn't do songs.

Sam Blaufuss:
And you've kind of already covered the story of your marriage. Would you want to –?

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah.

Sam Blaufuss:
Maybe just for the record's sake –

[0:48:00]

go over that real quick?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, we met in 1953, got married in 1958. You know, that's the chronological story, and been married ever since, and I don't know how else you – what else to say about that. It's been a marvelous life with her, I think. You'll have to ask her sometime what she thinks, but I think I know.

Sam Blaufuss:
Did you – I think you've pretty thoroughly told the story of your marriage earlier, so that was very nice, and you explained what her general occupation is already, sort of.

[0:49:00]

Is there – are there any more specifics you'd like to offer on what she did for work?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh well, yes, she did, after a while, you know, three kids is – that's work, and, we were sort of between the time in the '40s and '50s when most women didn't work and the present time when most women did -- do. But, you know, she was wholly dedicated to, other than her singing, you know, which wasn't her career it was a hobby or entertainment for her. But, you know, she was busy raising three kids and doing a very good job of it.

After -- after – when the last of our kids went off to college, –

[0:50:00]

she did, uh – she had worked for the psychiatry department at Chapel Hill, as I mentioned, and she worked – one year after we were married, she worked for a year for a couple of psychiatrists in Charlotte but then got pregnant and the psychiatrist – again, this being the '50s, said we can't have a pregnant woman around. Probably for a psychiatrist that's not a bad idea, but you don't want the liability of having a problem patient. But, anyhow, they – that was the end of her immediate career after we got married.

After our last daughter, Anna, went away to KU, –

[0:51:00]

she worked for several years as the administrative assistant to the head of the religion department at Friends University. She was always interested in some aspects of religion and psychology and psychiatry and all of that. And she worked with students there and assisted a couple of -- the dean and a couple of his professors at Friends, as sort of a mother to the students and friend and helper and all that.

Then, after she did that for a few years, she got heavily involved in –

[0:52:00]

cultural affairs, volunteer things here in Wichita. She was on the board of the Symphony, Charlotte Symphony, I mean Wichita Symphony Board for a couple of years. She's been trustee of the Wichita Art Museum. She's been involved in the Center for the Arts, before it became the Mary Koch Center, involved in a lot of charitable events and so forth.  

She is quite good at organizing, quite good at -- particularly at planning meals and menus and stuff for charitable occasions.

[0:53:00]

She started the first – was one of the starters and I think it was her idea, of the Symphony Showhouse in Wichita that for 15 years or so was a primary fundraiser for the Wichita Symphony. She had worked on that in Charlotte and, so brought that idea to Wichita and then got going here. So, she has been very active with that.

She is a Stephen minister. She has a certificate from the Stephen Ministry, which is in using religion for psychological healing and all of that. So, she's quite a person.

[0:54:00]
Sam Blaufuss:
She sounds like quite the lady. Let's talk about your children. What I have [interference] names and their occupations, but if you'd like to just, you know, go on and explain everything there is to say.
Buzz Merritt:
Well, well, well, no, I'll just, uh –. Our firstborn is Walter Davis Merritt III. My father was Walter Davis Merritt and named me Walter Davis Merritt Jr., and they needed a nickname because I had the same – my father went by Dave Merritt, and they needed a nickname for me.

[0:55:00]

So, they decided on Buzz because – or he did because in 1936 when I was born there was an All-American running back at Navy named Buzz something or other, I don't even remember the name, and he thought that would be great. So I – he burdened me for the rest of my life with the Buzz nickname, which I don't mind but talk about funny little stories.

My father was a man of great physical presence, so to speak, and, when Libby was in the hospital right after our first son was born, we had talked about a name but not really decided. My father – I was not there at the time –.

[0:56:00]

My father came to visit and, uh – her, and standing over the bed said, “What are you gonna name this boy?” and she said “Walter Davis Merritt III,” just – it just came right out, which pleased him, of course. So, we needed another nickname. Well, of course, what we wound up doing is burdening our firstborn with the nickname Buzzy, which he had to stand up to through his early years.

When he decided that he wanted to be a doctor, he completely abandoned the notion of Buzzy and declared his name to be Dave, which was fine.

[0:57:00]

He said that Dr. Buzzy would not create a lot of confidence in his patients as a doctor, and I agreed with that. So anyhow, he graduated from Southeast High, went to KU, pre-med, Phi Beta Kappa at KU. Got admitted to the University of North Carolina Med School. Did his medical school training there and his residency there and majored in otolaryngology, ENT surgery, with specialty in cancers.

And met, –

[0:58:00]

his wife-to-be, Patricia McGavran, at Chapel Hill. He was on resident duty and she came in with an ear problem and he examined her and gave her some meds and so forth, and they got to talking and realized they shared a lot in common about the outdoors and hunting and fishing and vigorous lives and so forth. And she was working on her Ph.D. in environmental toxicology, and they got along just great. Their first date was a camping trip to the mountains of North Carolina, and so soon as he finished his residency at Chapel Hill and she finished her Ph.D. –

[0:59:00]

they got married, and he got into a practice in Boise, Idaho, and she became the environmental toxicologist for the state of Idaho. And both scientific, really, really smart people. They have two sons, both of whom graduated in astrophysics from Colorado College. One of – the oldest of whom is now working on his Ph.D. in astrophysics at University of Oregon. So, they, uh – that's his story.

Our son, Rob, the next son, played tennis at –

[1:00:00]

Southeast, was an active teenage tennis player, playing sort of that junior circuit around, and went to KU, graduated from the William Allen White School in media relations and married his Southeast High School sweetheart, Amy Sullivan, and, uh – after he graduated. And he has worked in media relations in here and in Kansas City and Pittsburgh and Chicago, and now he's in Phoenix and she is a yoga instructor, has her own website and does that.

[1:01:00]

Anna, our youngest, went to William Allen White School and in broadcast advertising. And she graduated and got a job in Kansas City, selling advertising for one of the stations, I guess a TV station there. But she met, uh – shortly, a year or so after graduation, she was in a friend's wedding, no, no, she met at a wedding, Roger Perrett, who was at that time, I guess, lieutenant in the Air Force. He was an Air Force Academy graduate. He was –

[1:02:00]

in the wedding party of his best friend, and Anna was in the wedding party of one of her friends who was getting married. And so they walked down the aisle together at that – their friends' wedding here in Wichita and that began their relationship. 

He, uh – they moved around a lot. He was at McConnell at the time, but he got assigned to Altus Air Force Base in Oklahoma, which is no-where’s-ville, it's really awful, and of course, there was no media relations or media advertising to be done in Altus, Oklahoma.

[1:03:00]

So, Anna decided she wanted to be a nurse and so she went to nursing school there in Altus, graduated, I guess it was Oklahoma State in nursing, while Roger was there. And then they moved all around. They went to Dayton, Ohio, he spent a few years at the Pentagon. Then he wound up retiring after he put in his 20 years, retiring as a major and works now in Defense Department-related computer things that he can't talk about for Boeing, the military arm of Boeing contracts with the military. Stuff he can't talk about.

[1:04:00]

They have two children, David, who is living in California, and, Sarah who is -- graduated from Missouri State in child, sort of child psychology, dealing with children with adaptive problems and she is working in that field now.


So that's sort of the story of the kids. They've all managed to stay out of jail. They've all managed their lives very well. They've raised good children and we are – it's – our biggest regret is that we are here and they are all over the place. None of them have ever lived here.

[1:05:00]

So, uh – and now with the COVID thing, we try to have at least once a month a family Zoom event, where everybody gets together. We actually had one a month or so ago where everybody, including all six of the grandkids were there, and they were all over the place. One of them, one of the boys in Wyoming is also a mountain climber and he's climbed the Alps, he's climbed in Peru. He's climbed all over the world and he was going on a climb that day, but he got his phone out and joined the Zoom meeting from the base of a mountain in Oregon. So, we try to keep the family together that way, but it's hard.  
[1:06:00]

We're gonna miss our granddaughter's wedding, which is next Saturday, because we can't go out to Arizona, and she is a schoolteacher and we're gonna have to do a Zoom look-in at their wedding, which is pretty disappointing.

Sam Blaufuss:
Congratulations, though, on her wedding.
Buzz Merritt:
Well, it's been good. We've been very, very blessed.

Sam Blaufuss:
I don't know if you've mentioned all of your grandchildren. Are you comfortable talking about them as well?
Buzz Merritt:
Oh yes, yeah. Yes, I did. I think. Yes, David right now, like a lot of young people, is COVID out of a job, so he's sort of between things out in California.

[1:07:00]

But Sarah is working in the hospital in St. Louis, as a – in her field of child development, early childhood development. She is thinking about going to med school, but she's not sure that she wants to do that. The two Wyoming kids, JD, the oldest one, is the one who is working on his Ph.D. in astrophysics in Oregon.

His younger brother, Nick, is – who graduated just two years ago, I guess, is sort of trying to figure out what to do. He is a great, wonderful musician, pianist. He's written his own stuff.

[1:08:00]

He improvises, both jazz and serious music, and he really loves that, but he has this degree in astrophysics. So, he is trying to figure out what to do. He's sort of taking a break before getting serious about what to do, but he is very capable. He is doing some long-distance research for a -- I guess a physicist in – from I think Dartmouth. He has been assisting him long distance on some sort of research project.

My middle son's two kids, Robby, his first, who is now 30, uh –

[1:09:00]

is living on COVID money right now. He's a bartender in Chicago and was doing quite well as a bartender in Chicago until they closed the bars. So, he – interestingly, one of his first jobs in downtown Chicago as a bartender was the KU Bar in downtown, Chicago near Wrigley Field. It's not really called the KU Bar, it's called something else, but he saw there was a job there, went there and there was a KU flag on [interference] of the bar. So, he was very happy ‘cause he went to KU for three years and then went to Chicago College to get his degree –

[1:10:00]

in film, finished his degree in film. And, you know, the degree in film doesn't get you very much for many, many years. So, he took up bartending and was doing very well until the COVID thing.

But actually, he's making almost as much money on unemployment and the COVID money as he was as a bartender.

His younger sister, Caroline, graduated from Illinois State, no, I'm sorry, yes, Illinois State, graduated from Illinois State in education, elementary education. She has got a job in Phoenix. She specializes in like fourth and fifth grade. She's also – since she got to Phoenix, has been, uh –

[1:11:00]

completed her work for – to become eligible to be a principal, whatever that is. I'm not sure what that means in the educational world, but it certainly means a better job potential. But she is teaching – doing long distance online teaching now since Phoenix has been so hard hit by the COVID.

And she is getting married to a young man she met there, who is – whose job is placing people in jobs. He is a headhunter and he says the COVID has not been the best possible time to be in the job placement business. but they're getting along, so. And they're both smart and their prospects are very good once we get past this pandemic.

[1:12:00]

And, of course, no great-grandkids yet.

Sam Blaufuss:
Any prospects for great-grandkids [crosstalk] –? 
Buzz Merritt:
No, no, no, no. no, there were four boys and two girls among our grandchildren and one, who is the child development person, doesn't have a steady relationship, nor is she at this point very interested in one. And then Caroline's getting married and I don't – I have no idea what their aspirations are about building a family. They haven't shared that.

Sam Blaufuss:
But you hope to have some?

[1:13:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, if they hope to, I hope for them to have ‘em. I don't – you know, I'd be delighted to have [great-]grandkids, but I don't have ‘em, somebody else has to have ‘em and they have to take care of ‘em. So, if they want grandkids, I hope they'll have grandkids.
Sam Blaufuss:
This is the end of Part 2.

[End of Audio]
[0:00:00]
Catherine Brierton:
This is Catherine Brierton. Today is Oct. 4, 2020. I am interviewing Buzz Merritt of the Charlotte Observer and Wichita Eagle for the Inside Stories: Oral History of Kansas Journalists project. This is Part 3 and this interview is taking place remotely due to the COVID pandemic. This interview is sponsored by the University of Kansas and the Kansas Press Association.

And so we're going to start at why – or how many women were in your newsroom, and if any women? 

Buzz Merritt:
Well, the first newsroom I worked in when I was in high school, but it was a full-time job, was the Hickory Daily Record and there were two women in a newsroom –

[0:01:00]

of about 12 people. It's a small paper. There were two women, one of whom [Helen Ross] covered local government and stuff and the other [Maude Haun] who was sort of more or less what you would call in those days the society page person. There were society pages in the '40s and '50s and '60s and '70s and that's where most women worked. It was unusual at that – in the mid-'50s when I had my first newspaper job, it was very unusual to have a woman in the newsroom doing, you know, regular journalism.

The first professional – after I graduated from college, the Charlotte Observer was the first paper I worked for –

[0:02:00]

and it was the largest paper in North Carolina at the time, and it had a women's department of six or seven [women] people, but all of the other people in the newsroom in the city desk, business, etc., sports, etc., were all males and all white, by the way.

In my – about my third year at the Observer, which would have been about 1961, one of the women from the women's section moved over to a reporting job on the city desk, which all the white men in the room felt scandalized by and couldn't understand women weren't supposed to do that kind of reporting and journalism.

[0:03:00]

But she was the first little tiny wavelet in the wave of the '60s and '70s where women in newsrooms became very, very common. And of course now, if you're talking about newspapers, I think it's wide open, certainly was in the newspapers that I ran. I probably hired more women than men, including the first woman sports editor [Sherry Johnson] in the country as far as I know while I was at the Eagle. So, it was very different in the first part of my career, but I was able to see and appreciate and see the benefits from women getting –

[0:04:00]

appropriate places in newsrooms, you know, into the hard news aspects and the sports side and business. Does that answer your question?

Catherine Brierton:
Yes, it does and it's very interesting. I think it's interesting that you hired quite a bit more women, actually, during your time at, you said the Observer?

Buzz Merritt:
No, I was not doing the hiring at the Observer.

Catherine Brierton:
Okay.

Buzz Merritt:
My first job as editor was after, uh – I went from the Observer to Washington as the Observer's correspondent in the Knight Newspapers bureau there. And then my next job was in Boca Raton, Florida, in the early '70s, and it was my first job as –

[0:05:00]

editor, and it was a little paper. I mean it's the smallest newspaper that Knight Ridder owned, only about 10,000, 9 or 10,000 circulation, and we had a newsroom staff of nine people, not counting me. When I got there, the only woman on the staff was, of course, the women's editor, doing the society pages or women's pages or whatever they were called. I hired three women there, including a city editor, in the three years [slightly less than two years] I was there. And then I went back to Washington. so, uh yes, I – you know, I have –
[0:06:00]

never had a problem that I'm aware of, of having women in jobs equal to men. Not so sure about quarterback and goalie, but in the – in men's leagues, but as far as professions are concerned, it's just something I felt important.

I grew up with a full respect for women because I basically was raised by women is one of the reasons. My mother and an aunt who lived with us, and I had two older sisters, and my father traveled a lot –

[0:07:00]

so when I was 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 years old, you know, women were just what the world was about. So I guess I carried that into my later years. But I knew, I knew, from the beginning that women were not the weaker sex, believe me.

Catherine Brierton:
And so, you talked a lot about all of the jobs that you have in the prior interview, number two, so who was the most influential person to you during your first journalism job? 
Buzz Merritt:
Oh, during the first job, would have been a man named Floyd Powell, the managing editor of the Hickory Daily Record. I started working for the paper when I was 16 and, and when I was 17 –

[0:08:00]

became the sports editor. And he ran the newspaper and he was a solid, often grumpy, and short, curt with people, but a good solid newsman who put emphasis on getting things right, on being fair, being fearless, all those things. So, I sort of – you know, when you're 16 years old, people like that make an impression. I had a lot of good mentors later, but you asked about the first one and that would have been Floyd Powell.

Catherine Brierton:
Why did you leave the Observer to go to Boca Raton?

Buzz Merritt:
Boca Raton?

Catherine Brierton:
Raton, yes.

[0:09:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, all of my moves were corporate moves. I was a stringer my senior year at North Carolina, was a sports stringer covering the ACC for the Observer and so that got me into my first full-time job after graduation at the Observer, which was owned by Knight Ridder or Knight Newspapers at that time, before the merger. And because of its medium size, as opposed to huge size, the Observer was sort of a training ground for all of Knight Ridder papers. And the Observer had a very good editor and managing editor who knew how to hire good people and train ‘em. So, a lot of people including –

[0:10:00]

by the way, the – a future CEO of Knight Ridder Newspapers [James K. Batten], were trainees and began their careers at the Observer in Charlotte.

So my moves, I worked about 11 years at the Observer and then, as I said, went to the Washington bureau as the Carolina or I mean Charlotte reporter in the Knight Ridder bureau. And then they had an opening in Boca Raton after I had been in Washington for a couple of years, and they needed an editor in Boca Raton and that was a good starting point for a new editor. So, I was offered that job and took it.

after about two years or so, –
[0:11:00]

a little over two years in Boca Raton, I was offered the job of news editor of the Washington bureau for Knight Ridder Newspapers. At the time, Knight Ridder was the largest newspaper chain in terms of circulation and there were 30-some newspapers. And the Washington bureau, of course, served those papers.  

We had a Washington staff and local correspondents. I was a news editor there for about four years, and then Knight and Ridder merged and so Knight – it wasn't really a merger, Knight Newspapers acquired Ridder Newspapers and wound up with six or seven Ridder newspapers that needed –

[0:12:00]

better leadership, so they were looking for potential editors and I, uh – they offered me the job in Wichita of being editor of the Wichita Eagle and Wichita Beacon, which was the afternoon paper and I took it. And so I spent basically all of – I mean not basically, I spent my entire full-time working career working for one company, Knight Ridder, 43 years.

So the reason for those moves, uh – and by the way, we had three kids at the time, so we were moving around three grammar school and later high school kids.

[0:13:00]

We made four major moves in I guess nine years and, despite the 1980s conventions about you shouldn't move kids, they did quite well and have been quite successful. Didn't hurt them at all. But that's not what you asked, so.

Catherine Brierton:
That's very interesting. So, you kind of talked about working at the Washington bureau and at Knight Ridder during that time, but what was it like to be a news editor in Washington during the Vietnam era?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, it was sort of the – let's see, end – the most interesting part of my Washington experience was Watergate. The Vietnam thing had gotten off the front pages. I mean, you know, when Nixon –

[0:14:00]

it was clear Nixon was gonna try to get us out of Vietnam and the Vietnam thing had calmed down a bit, and everybody knew that there was an exit plan.

So the big story, of course, became Watergate, and that was an exciting time. I remember, the night before Nixon resigned, there was – our office was about two blocks in the National Press Building, about, I guess, three blocks from the White House, and between our building and the White House was an old hotel, not the Willard but another one, an old hotel that had a rooftop bar, open bar, –

[0:15:00]

open air bar that overlooked the White House grounds. And Watergate furor had gotten so dramatic, cars were circling the -- what was then a circle you could make on the streets, was circling the White House. People outside holding up signs saying honk if you think he's guilty, and the honks were just constant, people blowing their horns and going around.

There were rumors that Nixon was gonna call out the troops and the tanks and all this stuff. And I remember sitting up a long evening, keeping watch on the White House that night. The next day he resigned. So that was the big story –

[0:16:00]

in the four years I was in that job.

Catherine Brierton:
Wow, that's just incredible. I mean I would have loved to be there during that time and get to cover that. That's like a once or twice in a lifetime kind of thing.

Buzz Merritt:
Yes, oh, I hope so.
Catherine Brierton:
Yeah. Did you know Woodward and Bernstein –?

Buzz Merritt:
No, I didn't. I hated ‘em because they were kicking our butt. You know, it was exhilarating in a way but also kinda deflating in a way because, of course, we – you know, we got The Post at home and I kinda dreaded picking up The Post thinking, oh my gosh, what are they gonna hit us with next, you know, and they were just kicking all the journalists out of – around town.

[0:17:00]

And everybody was trying to get a piece of the story, but nobody, of course, had the sources they had. But no, I didn't know them personally. And frankly, nobody had heard very much about either one of 'em at that point. You know, this – that made their reputations. but it was very frustrating because they were doing such a good job and everybody else, our bureau and the New York Times and LA Times and the Chicago Tribune and all of those bureaus were just getting kicked around by those two guys. But at the same time, it was exhilarating.

Catherine Brierton:
Was there – or like how did your news organization try to keep up with them, [crosstalk] –?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, you try to, you try to develop your own sources.

[0:18:00]

You try to figure out who they're talking to. Course, everybody wanted to know who Deep Throat was, and, it took us, what, 30 years to find out, but everybody was desperate for -- to get in on the action. But I think – I've never seen a situation where one newspaper had such a stranglehold on a story that nobody else could even touch it.

Course everybody sort of cribbed from them and would take something they had written and chase down some funny angle on it. But, all of the -- all of the major pieces of that story came from them.

Catherine Brierton:
What made you leave Washington, D.C., and move to Kansas?

[0:19:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, two things. After two jobs in Washington, two deployments, if you will, there, I – since I was the news editor and, you know, running the reporters without [being] a reporter myself, it was not quite as interesting as it would have been, I think, to be a reporter there. But, you know, it was a good job.

But absent something like Watergate or LBJ resignation or what we've got going on now, the routine business of Washington is a lot of – there's a lot of sausage making.

[0:20:00]

And, you know, it's not very pretty, not necessarily a pretty process nor easy to watch. And I was ready to do something else, and you know, my aim in life is always – was always to be the editor of a newspaper. And when Knight acquired Ridder and all of those jobs opened up, I was quick to put my hand up, not because I, you know, hated to leave Washington but – and I wouldn't have left Washington for anything except the top job on a paper, but when they did offer me the job I came out and checked things out and said yes, we've got to do that.  

I thought at the time, the way careers were – worked in those big newspaper corporations, –

[0:21:00]

you know, there was a lot of movement, there had to be. I thought at the time, well, four or five years in Wichita and then I'll move on to another paper, maybe a bigger paper, maybe not, but, you know, you just do, but I didn't. We were very happy here. We were able to do good newspapering, do well for our kids in high school and college. They all went – all three of 'em went to KU. Two of 'em went to the White School, William Allen White School, not in journalism, one in public relations and one in broadcast sales, but they attended that school. The third one, undergrad at KU and went to med school at the University of North Carolina.

[0:22:00]

But, you know, it just – we settled in here and liked the mechanics of living are so simple here, especially compared to south Florida and Washington, D.C. And the kids liked it here, so we stayed.

Catherine Brierton:
So, tell me about your time as a senior vice president and editor of the Wichita Eagle.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, that's a 22-year story. I don't know – I wouldn't know where to start about that. I mean can you be a little bit more specific about –?

Catherine Brierton:
Yeah.

Buzz Merritt:
I mean I can – you know, I could keep both of us here for several days, but -- because 23 years is a long time. It was fun.

[0:23:00]
Catherine Brierton:
What year was that when you became a senior vice president at the Wichita Eagle?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, the senior vice president doesn't matter. That's a functionary title. I came here as what was then called executive editor. Later they dropped the executive part of that, for no particular reasons except the way the company restructured after the merger. But I came here as editor, executive editor and a few years later editor, and senior vice president came with the title of editor. There were corporate reasons for doing it that way –

[0:24:00]

and, it didn't matter to me.

Usually titles with senior attached to 'em are more honorific than really very meaningful. I was the guy running the newsroom for those years.
Catherine Brierton:
Okay, thank you for clarifying. How did journalism technology evolve throughout your career?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh dear. Again, remember it's a 60-some year career. Mechanically, you know, it was manual typewriters and you wound a piece of paper into it when I started, and you wound a piece of paper into it and –

[0:25:00]

maybe a carbon sheet and wrote the stories and the headlines that way and used the telephone and that was pretty much it. Of course, as print technology changed, the newsroom tools changed. But there were no computers, or digital, writing devices until, what, close to 1980, late '70s were the first computer terminals in newsrooms.  

But basically, you know, despite the – and, you know, then came –

[0:26:00]

all of the follow-on digital things. But, you know, that wasn't the change that mattered. I mean those are things you deal with and those changes were mainly helpful changes. It's – computers are a whole lot better writing tool and editing tool than manual typewriter and paper are, of course.

But the changes that happened in newspaper -- in the newspaper business over my career were – the important ones were more about content and how journalists saw their jobs, and how –

[0:27:00]

journalism did or did not fulfill its obligations toward public life and democracy. That was a change and toward the last 15 years or so of my career it was not a good change. The journalism got lost, lost its way, I think, largely, in the early '90s, for a whole lot of complex reasons that I have written three books about.

[0:28:00]

And if you're talking about change, the mechanical/how you put it out changes are irrelevant almost next to the changes in how journalists perceive their roles and how newspaper ownerships perceive their roles.

.
Catherine Brierton:
Okay. Were you involved with any of the actual printing of paper at any point in your career?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, see, I don't understand that question because is writing a story being involved? I mean I always worked in – if the question you're asking is did I always work in the newsroom, yeah. I didn't – I never ran the press or, you know –

[0:29:00]

set the type or anything like that because you don't do that on papers of any size and there are people who do that.

I imagine that question is in there because on a lot of really small papers, you know, of a few thousand, editors did everything. But the papers I worked for were more structured than, you know, a small Kansas newspaper or North Carolina newspaper for that matter.

Catherine Brierton:
Okay, yes, the question was about if you actually printed it, so thank you for that. What is the proudest moment of your career?

Buzz Merritt:
[Laughs.] Oh,
[0:30:00]

for me, and you know, there are so many, I mean – and I don't mean that arrogantly or egotistically. For me, proud moments for a newspaper editor is when the paper is really, really good on some Thursday morning and everything in it just sings and people don't screw stuff up and, you know, all the words are spelled right and all the facts are right and it's exciting and an interesting paper. That's the – there is a potential for that proud moment every day of the year, but of course you don't achieve it every day of the year.

But to go back over 46 years of running newspapers –

[0:31:00]

I don't know. You know, we broke a lot of stories locally here in Kansas that were important stories. We did some excellent journalism. I – there is no one shining moment that I would think outperforms the others. It was really, really exciting over a period of five or six years to take a – two, actually, not very good newspapers and – that were more than not very good or less than not very good, and turn 'em into newspapers that were nationally recognized, particularly the Eagle, not so much the Beacon –

[0:32:00]

because we killed it in 1980. [See more in Part 5]


But let me try to say it this way. In the '60s, Time Magazine had an article on newspapers, journalism in Wichita because of the – at that time, the Eagle and the Beacon were owned by feuding families and Time Magazine in the '60s, '67 or so, I forgot, said that Wichita was the bottom of the barrel of American journalism. I didn't know about that when I took this job, [laughs], I knew from looking at the papers that they weren't particularly good but –
[0:33:00]

then in – and I'll try to recall the year, sometime in the '80s, Time Magazine – Time Magazine used to put out a listing of its idea of the top 10 newspapers in the country, just an annual thing they did. And, you know, it was papers like the Times and the Post and the Philadelphia Inquirer, which Knight Ridder owned, the Miami Herald, which Knight Ridder owned, so all the bigger papers. But that year, and I think it was – it was the mid-'80s, Time also had a little sidebar with their annual ranking story, and it said there are – not all newspapers -- something to the effect that all newspapers are big newspapers, and –

[0:34:00]

said, uh – and they named five newspapers smaller that they said could never make the top 20 list because just of their size but that should be – that did work of that quality, and the Eagle was one of them. So that was a pretty proud moment, not just because of Time Magazine saying something but that happening in the context of change that started in 1975 when I came here. So that was a proud moment.

And the other – I guess the other proudest moment is the first time I wrote a book that was published and getting that book with my name on the spine of it, and there's a long backstory to that –

[0:35:00]

because I was raised, as I mentioned, uh – my mother was a primary schoolteacher or trained to be that, did some teaching, and my aunt who lived with us -- lived with us was an associate librarian at Duke University and a brilliant, brilliant woman. And reading was a big deal in our household. I learned to read very early and my – I felt like books were – and remember this was pre-television, books seemed to me to be the pinnacle of what a person can achieve, to write a book and have it published and people read it.

[0:36:00]

So, when I had my first book published and looked at it with my name on the spine, that was a pretty good feeling moment.

Catherine Brierton:
And that's very interesting. I know that in Part 4 you're going to talk a lot about your books and your lectures and some of your published articles, as well as awards and just a lot of everything else that's not in the newsroom. So, I know you get to talk a lot about that in Part 4. So, what were – what is the most difficult moment that you've ever had in your career? Like, maybe the hardest thing that you ever had to write about or cover.

[0:37:00]
Buzz Merritt:
I think the hardest things, in the sense of, you know, what you worried most about, were having to let people go, fire, if you will, in most cases, people who were not performing, you know, people who most of whom, not all of whom, by any means, but most of whom felt as strongly as I did and do about newspapers and their role and that it's an important job and all that, but who just did something so egregious or so in violation of good principles –

[0:38:00]

that you have to say you have to go, you have to – you can't pursue your career here anymore. Those are very, very, very hard decisions to make, and I didn't have to do a lot of 'em but that was very hard.

Now, I guess in a broader context, the most difficult thing or among the most difficult things was to see the profession that I had grown up in refuse to – in the '90s, reject any effort at trying to think about –

[0:39:00]

its role in democracy and what they were doing and could do to and for democracy and public life, the profession. I was one of two people who tried to start a reform movement in basic American journalism and, you know, it would be one thing if people said, well, I don't think you're right, I don't like your ideas, but we were just trying to – Jay Rosen and I were just trying to start a serious discussion about the role of newspapers in democracy and there was just no interest in it.

We're doing great, they all thought, meanwhile their newspapers were –

[0:40:00]

hemorrhaging advertising and a credibility and everything else, but they just refused to take it seriously. It's almost like people ignoring the realities of the COVID virus and not wearing masks. I hadn't really thought about this as a metaphor and it's probably not a very good one, but we were trying to get journalists to consider the possibility that they needed to do something as fundamental as wearing a mask. And that's not a good analogy, but that was a great disappointment to me. I was really hopeful that there was a way, a future path to journalism having its –

[0:41:00]

regaining its appropriate place as a factor in preserving and growing democracy and public engagement, but it didn't happen. So that was a discouraging time or event.

Catherine Brierton:
Do you have a favorite story or moment that happened in your career, maybe a story that you covered that you just – it's hard to not remember or it's hard to forget about it?

Buzz Merritt:
Yes, well. Oh, listen, when you are involved seven days a week in producing a product that can affect the lives and fortunes of –

[0:42:00]

organizations and people and enterprises, there are many, many, uh – it's almost impossible for me to single out, you know, instances like that. A lot of – in the process of putting out a daily newspaper, and for some years we were putting out two papers a day, so many things can happen and some of 'em are really funny and some of 'em are really tragic. But again, 64 years of – 48 years running newspapers and 64 years in journalism, I could – if I thought for a long time I could come up with some funny stories but, –

[0:43:00]

I'd hate to try to do that without more thought.

Catherine Brierton:
That's okay, it's hard to recall a lot [crosstalk] –.

Buzz Merritt:
No, I recall everything, virtually, believe me, but what I can't do and don't want to do is to single out one or two, you know, as more notorious or funnier or any of that. I mean the richness of my – the experience I've had in the field, it's -- it just – it's impossible for me to – and if you ask me or if I had to answer a question about, you know, more specific question, I could probably come up with an anecdote or two, I'm sure I could.

[0:44:00]

But just as a general – running a general quick scan back through those years, no, I – it's difficult and I would rather not pick one and say it is the story because I don't want, you know, this record or any other record to sort of define me on the basis of one really good or funny or tragic story. There are just too many of 'em.

Catherine Brierton:
Yes, that's understandable. I know you talked about your first influential person and your first journalism job.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah.

Catherine Brierton:
But is there any quality or editor that had an influence on you in any of your other careers?

Buzz Merritt:
In my other what?

[0:45:00]
Catherine Brierton:
In your other jobs that you worked at.

Buzz Merritt:
Oh well, yeah. When you think of it in terms of a corporation that I worked – one corporation that I worked for, and obviously some of the people who ran that corporate structure would -- would just by definition be influential. I had a couple of very good friends, I mentioned one of 'em, Jim Batten, who, when I was assistant city editor at the Observer, the Observer hired Jim Batten from Davidson College. Jim and I were friends and tennis rivals for years in Charlotte.  
[0:46:00]

He took a different path than I did, but he went from Charlotte to the Washington bureau, as I had, and then he went to I think the Detroit Free Press. And Jim was a wonderful, gentle, understanding person but an excellent journalist, once we taught him to type at the Observer. But he – Jim prospered with Knight Ridder and was marked early as somebody likely to run Knight Ridder, then the largest newspaper company in the country, and he did wind up as CEO about the time that I came to Wichita.

[0:47:00]

So, he was my connection to corporate, and a good one to have since he was CEO. So obviously he was influential. His – one of his predecessors, Lee Hills, was also an important influence. And mainly, both of 'em because they were really solid individuals and great, great newspaper men. You usually think of the CEO of a major publishing company as, you know, Daddy Warbucks, but they were not. They were newsmen who rose in the corporate structure because they were flexible enough and smart enough to do that.

[0:48:00]

I, on a couple of occasions, early in our careers when I was – well, when I was in Charlotte and Jim was in Washington, the school desegregation was a big issue in Charlotte, obviously, throughout the South. And he and I teamed on a series of interviews. I took Charlotte as my target and he took Cincinnati because there were parallel desegregation, school desegregation situations going on in each.

And we – you know, we did sort of what you're doing with this project. He would interview –
[0:49:00]

people in Cincinnati about their view of it and I interviewed people in Charlotte about their view of it. And I was a pretty good reporter, but he just did such a grand job of that. He was a superb reporter and a superb writer, so it's very unusual – and it really changes a company, a newspaper company or any journalism company when the CEO is not the guy with the money, the CEO is a guy who dances the dance for 30 years or 40 years, then became CEO. So, those two people were certainly a major influence.

Catherine Brierton:
What are your memories of attending KPA conventions?

[0:50:00]
Buzz Merritt:
I didn't go to very many. We were active in the KPA in that we were members, but we were such a different kind of, particularly in size, of newspaper that we didn't really fit in. You know, most Kansas newspapers were then and still are, those that still exist, are much smaller than we were and so there was not a lot of kinship there. We supported the KPA, we paid, you know, our dues to it, –

[0:51:00]

and I went to some of the conventions, but, uh not -- not a lot of 'em.

But I don't – I mean I remember going to some conventions. I remember the one a few years ago that I went to, but no, I – it was an organization that my primary interest in the KPA was in its help and our helping them to try to do more about change, open records and open meeting, improve the open records and open meeting laws in Kansas.

[0:52:00]

Along with the KPA, I was active in writing the first, or drawing up, designing the first open records act that Kansas ever had, of course, and we came up with a really model law, which the first year and a half, the Legislature amended it to make it – to exempt so many records and so many organizations that it really wasn't a very effective law. It's better than nothing, but the Legislature really caved in on it. But the KPA has been very strong in that area, –

[0:53:00]

and that's where we felt we could help them and have the best impact.

Catherine Brierton:
What do you see, or what do you see as the biggest moments in Kansas journalism history?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, biggest moments. I don't know. You know, I can't think of a – I mean I don't remember any Pulitzer Prizes, if that would be a big moment. I guess, the passage of, weak as it was, that Open Records Act and –

[0:54:00]

the amendment to the Open Meetings Act in the '80s, I guess, were pretty big moments, for not just newspapers, of course, but for people, for public life. Oh, but I don't know.

Catherine Brierton:
Who do you think were the most influential people in terms of journalism history and why?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, of course, the most famous name is William Allen White, for – because he became nationally recognized as sort of the voice of –

[0:55:00]

if not Kansas alone but the voice of journalism for the Midwest. I – that's a tough one. The most important people, uh. I can't -- can't single out any.

Catherine Brierton:
That's all right, we can move on.

[0:56:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Yes, let's do.

Catherine Brierton:
Did you belong to any other professional news organizations?

Buzz Merritt:
Nope. You mean like the American Society of Newspaper Editors or do you mean companies and jobs?

Catherine Brierton:
Both.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. Well, I mean, you know, for a number of years, long years, was a member of the American newspaper editors society. We finally – I finally dropped out of that in the '90s because the corporate crunch on newsrooms was so devastating that I frankly did not want to spend the money for my membership –

[0:57:00]

and for going to their annual convention. I preferred to spend that money covering the news.

But the whole story [of] what happened to the newspapers in the '90s is another story for another time. I have written about that, too, in a couple of books, but that's – I'm not a joiner, wasn't then, I am not now.

Catherine Brierton:
Was there a particular moment, early in your career where you realized I'm a real journalist now?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, I thought so the first time I had a story published in the newspaper when I was 15. I mean that, uh – it was never any doubt in my mind, uh –

[0:58:00]

and I've said a bit of this but in the context of your question, I'll repeat one thing that is earlier in your recordings and that is, when I was 10 years old, an aunt and uncle of mine in North Carolina, we were living in, Durham, North Carolina, at the time, gave me – they knew I was interested in sports. For a 10-year-old, I was pretty interested in sports. So, they gave me a book called The Best Sports Stories of 1946, which was a compilation of stories that in the judgment of the publisher of that book series – and they did one every year from the early '40s right up until the mid-'90s.

[0:59:00]

Matter of fact, in 1996 a story about one of the guys who used to work for me was in the collection from 1996.

But anyhow, this was a collection of best sports stories from 1946, and the names won't mean anything to most people today, but stories in there by Red Smith and Grantland Rice and Bob Considine and Bob Young and, you know, this whole panoply of brilliant, literate, excellent sports writers. And I read it, and some of the stories were just wondrous to me about major events, major games, people, all of that.

And two or three years later –

[1:00:00]

I went back to it because of something I was looking for and read them again, and I was 12 or 13 at that point and thought what a wonderful thing to write stuff like this, go to a game or a sports site or go to a sports person, talk to them, watch the game, write a story about it and you can get paid for doing that.

So I had a typewriter – we had a typewriter in the house, so I started – taught myself hunt and peck typing and started making up sports stories, and you know, really enjoyed it. I thought they were great.

[1:01:00]

Nobody else read them so it didn't matter. But for a lot of complex reasons, when I was just a little over turning 15, I got to write my first story for – sports stories for a real newspaper and writing it and seeing the byline, I mean that was it, I was stuck, and I said this – life can't get any better than this to be able to write something about something you know about and care about and tell other people about it and have it printed. What a great gig.

So, I was hung out to dry from that moment on. I left sports -- after I –

[1:02:00]

left sports at the Observer after about four years in the Observer's sports department and moved over to the news side and sort of went on from there. But it was, as much as anything, it was stories in those books that just happened to grab my imagination.

Catherine Brierton:
That's wonderful to hear. Have or did you ever consider quitting journalism to do something else?

Buzz Merritt:
Not in a serious way. You know, there were – everybody has an occasional take this job and shove it moment, but, no. And you know, there are so many things that I would be really bad at, I'm not sure how I could survive –

[1:03:00]

in any work that didn't involve writing because I began writing very early. I am certainly not good at fundraising. I don't really – I am not at all motivated more than enough to get money. If I were, I would not have stayed in journalism very long. But, no, I never seriously considered doing anything else despite some of the heartbreak of the journalism world.

Catherine Brierton:
What significant events or turning points in your personal life occurred during your years as a journalist? Did these at all – or did these impact your career at all?

[1:04:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, the most impactful thing that occurred, when you consider that my journalism career started when I was 16, was meeting, Elizabeth Merritt, Libby – who then was Libby Little, and marrying her in 1958. That was certainly an impactful thing and wonderful thing for our life. We met in 1953 in the hallway of Hickory High School and, we've been together ever since. That's 66 years now. So, I would say that was impactful, wouldn't you?

Catherine Brierton:
Yes, that's – it's incredible. I love hearing about high school sweetheart kind of relationships.

[1:05:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, that was, you know, that – and you know, there were always events that are impactful, but, as far as my personal life, that certainly was. That, and then of course, having the kids and helping raise them.

Catherine Brierton:
That's wonderful. What year did you end up retiring?

Buzz Merritt:
Jan. 1, 1999, is when I retired from Knight Ridder. But I don't know what you'd call retired. I mean, you know, I began collecting a pension, but I spent –

[1:06:00]

most of the next four years teaching journalism at KU and later at WSU. And after that was a regular consultant with some people on some journalism projects and wrote from, let's see, late 2006 to 2018, wrote regular almost weekly columns for the Eagle and for a -- later for a website that I set up, a blog I guess you would call it.  
[1:07:00]

So, you know, I felt that was teaching and doing journalism, so I count that as – my first retirement was, I retired from full-time work, but I did not retire from journalism nor have I.

Catherine Brierton:
Before I move on to the last question of Part 3, you said that you had a blog and if that's still running. Do you have the name of that for anyone who is interested?

Buzz Merritt:
It's gone, you can't – it's gone. It was ByDavisMerritt.com, and I did it – I just started it about a year and a half, before I ended it, uh. Libby had to have a series of back surgeries –

[1:08:00]

a year or so after I started the blog. I hate the word blog -- website is what I call it. But had to have a series of back – very serious back surgeries, and I just had to stop doing it because she needed my full attention for at least a year or so and, she is only now really becoming well recovered from all of the – she had five spinal surgeries in a year and a half, and so I became, you know, the person that I needed to be, which was taking care of her and cooking and, you know, doing all the support things in our household.

[1:09:00]

With her help, always, of course, but I just did not have time to work on writing things that I wanted to be proud of. My writing habit is of deep concentration and focus, and some of those columns – I was writing about political events, you know, national primarily and about public life and democracy in public life, and, it took a lot of research. When you don't have somebody backing you up as, –

[1:10:00]

you know, an editor or whatever, you have to be really thorough and careful in your facts and how you put things together.

And to turn out one of those columns would take me normally four or five consecutive hours fully focused and you can't do that and take proper care of someone who needs care. So, I chose to do what was the most important thing, which was taking care of her.

Catherine Brierton:
And so, the last question, you kind of answered it a little bit, when you said that you actually – when you were saying define retire. So, I'm going to ask you what made you decide –

[1:11:00]

to actually turn to teaching and leave the newsroom?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, I left the newsroom because I retired from the newspaper. It was time for me to retire from Knight Ridder. I – my experience in the '90s, mid-'90s and also writing a book in the mid-'90s of my experience with public journalism, the public journalism project and ideas, stayed with me and, you know, if I couldn't –

[1:12:00]

effect the journalists then existing, couldn't get their attention on the problem, I felt it was – would be at least a start to develop a course in journalism and democracy, a graduate-level course in journalism and democracy. To promote, again, that idea among would-be journalists. And I also, I had always been interested in media ethics. I had written a lot of papers about media ethics, and so, fortunately, KU, shortly after I retired, asked me if I would teach, uh – actually establish or reestablish –

[1:13:00]

a media ethics course, and I did that. And also at the same time taught a graduate seminar in journalism and democracy, how they interact with each other and how they should interact with each other.

So, you know, that was just an extension of things which I felt were interesting and important, interesting to me at least and important, and it was a way I could continue to make a contribution. You know, it kept me off the streets and the golf course pretty well. So, I spent about five semesters, I think, driving back and forth from Wichita to Lawrence, twice a week.

[1:14:00]

And then later, when KU ran out of money for it, I taught media ethics at Wichita State for I think four semesters.

Catherine Brierton:
Is there anything else – oh, I'm sorry. Go ahead.

Buzz Merritt:
No, I'm – that's it.

Catherine Brierton:
Okay. Is there anything else you would like to add about your career path and work experience before we wrap up Part 3?

Buzz Merritt:
Nope. I think you've got a whole lot more than you want, I think, but there it is. I can't think of anything. I'm glad we'll be able to get something into this record about the books –

[1:15:00]

not because they are my books but because of the subject matter of the books and where they fit into the picture of journalism as it has come to be.

Catherine Brierton:
Well, if that was it, then this is the end of Part 3.

[End of Audio]

[0:00:00]
Emma Wamsher: 
This is Emma Wamsher. Today is Oct. 5, 2020. I am interviewing Buzz Merritt of the Wichita Eagle for the Inside Stories: Oral Histories of Kansas Journalists Project. This is Part 4. This interview is taking place remotely due to the COVID pandemic. This interview is sponsored by the University of Kansas and the Kansas Press Association. All right. What was the newsroom environment like at the places you worked? 
Buzz Merritt: 
Well, I worked five different places. Are you ask – okay. My working at newspaper part of my life, which was most of it, was 40-some years. If you started with the environment in – 

[0:01:00]


the newsroom of the first paper and went through to the environment of the last paper it would, of course, be enormous changes, and so I guess, you know, there'd been mechanical changes. There'd been human changes. There'd been objective changes, mission changes and all that. So, can you narrow the question a little bit?
Emma Wamsher:
Yeah. How did men in the newsroom treat women journalists throughout your career?

Buzz Merritt:
Okay. I thought that might be behind it, which is fine. The -- I covered some of this yesterday but that's okay. I mean, okay with me. The first newsroom when I was 16 was in Hickory, North Carolina. And it was a newsroom of nine – eight or nine people, two of whom were women.

[0:02:00]

This would've been about 1953 and, late '52 or early '53. One of the women covered news, courthouses, courthouse and so forth and so on. The other one was, of course, the women's newsperson. The -- and the rest were men. And of course, everybody at that point in North Carolina was white. My next newsroom, after I went to journalism school, I – was the Charlotte Observer, which was the largest paper in the Carolinas at that time. 

[0:03:00]

And, it was all white men in mostly white shirts, except for the “society department,” which, of course, was all women. There were, I don't know, six or seven women in that department. But they were off in sort of a bullpen by themselves. So was sports separated. But there were – the only women when I started there in 1958, the only women were in the women's department or society department or whatever it was called at the time. About 1960 when I was still there in Charlotte – I think it was about 1960 -- one of the women from the women's department moved over to the city desk as a reporter –

[0:04:00]

which horrified and scandalized a lot of the men in the room at the time. It just wasn't something, you know, that was done and hadn't been done at the Observer. And I guess at that time the Observer was around 70 or 80 people. I don't know really. But about that in the newsroom. So, that was quite a shift. And over the next few years, a few more women either moved from the women's department or were hired, there again, all whites. There were no people of color at the Observer in the 50s. 

The next newsroom I worked in was in the – 

[0:05:00]

Of course, in the late ‘50s, well ‘60s, was when the movement, you know, the opening of regular journalism jobs to women, took on a lot of impetus and a lot of momentum, which is a good thing. When I went to the Washington bureau of Knight Ridder newspapers, I worked all, all of my years, all 47 of my years in daily journalism for Knight Ridder newspapers. So, it was in different places, but I went to Washington. The Washington bureau at that time had, I think, eight or nine women or people. I'm sorry, eight or nine reporters.

[0:06:00]

Five of them – four of them represented individual papers, as I represented the – I was the Observer's correspondent there. There were two women in that bureau, and that would've been about 1969 or '70. By then there were two women in the bureau, but one of them was sort of – covered the gossipy stuff of Washington. Again, kind of a women's job in a primarily male, and again, all white environment. 

After a couple years in Washington, I was made editor of the Boca Raton News in South Florida, a very small newspaper with a seven-person newsroom, one sportsperson, a couple of desk people, a couple of reporters, a city editor, and the editor.

[0:07:00]

And a photographer. The only woman there when I got there was, of course, the woman's page editor. I was only there a couple years, but I was there to make changes. So, I made a lot of changes and one of them was to hire – move out the city editor that was there, and I was fortunate enough to hire a very good woman as city editor in Boca Raton and later added a reporter. 

And I expanded – I sort of did away with the idea of a woman's department and had the woman who was there as, as – had been in that job, broaden the aspect of what she covered and wrote about. [No memory of name]
[0:08:00]

And just before I left, I was very fortunate to hire a very good investigative reporter who was female [No memory of name]. An experienced, really, really good investigative reporter who broke several – that paper was – we had about 9,000 circulation and four other daily papers circulated in our little town, including the Miami Herald and Fort Lauderdale paper, Palm Beach papers on a daily basis. 

But my investigative reporter was able to break several really good South Florida stories the last year I was there. So I went back to -- after Boca Raton, I went back to the Washington bureau as the news editor. 

[0:09:00]

The bureau was by then about 14 people with, as it so happened, no women except for a secretary/clerk who sort of answered the phones and so forth was the only female on that staff, which I thought was strange at that time. But it was the early 70s. 

Emma Wamsher:
Very cool.
Buzz Merritt:
In 1975 – I don't think that was intentional. But, you know, Washington journalism is hard to break into, and it takes a lot of experience. And I guess in the early 70s not that many women nationally had a, you know, had earned the stripes to be in a Washington bureau. 

[0:10:00]

There were just not that many female reporters there at that time. That changed very quickly. In 1975, I came to Wichita. There were 140-some people in the two newsrooms. It was two papers at that time, the Eagle in the morning and the Beacon in the afternoon. There was a, you know, as there always have, what used to be called the women's section, but along -- about the mid-70s, it was becoming popular to call those sections the lifestyle section. And because lifestyle coverage included other things than making cookies and meetings and book clubs, it began to broaden there. But most of the – most – 

[0:11:00]


I think there were two men at that time in the lifestyle department of the Eagle and Beacon. But the staff was, was fairly well -- we had a lot of – I can't tell you the number, but of the 140 it wasn't half but certainly – I don't know, 30 or 40 were female reporters and so forth. There were no – other than the lifestyle department editor, there were no female editors. There were copy editors and, and reporters and a couple of photographers and so forth. But it was a fairly well mixed paper for that time, for the 70s.

[0:12:00]


Of course, by the end of my time there when I left in the late 90s, a lot of that had changed, among them I hired what I believe was the first female sports editor in the country.

Emma Wamsher:
That's very cool.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. It was great to get her. She was -- she was very, very good, and, of course in the – starting in the ‘70s, there was an awful lot of emphasis within well-managed companies, which Knight Ridder was a well-managed company. There was a lot of emphasis on integration, not just gender, but, but racial integration, too. It was really hard to find people of color in the Midwest.  
[0:13:00]


Because I had -- I had people working on my staff in high positions who grew up in parts of Kansas that they had never known or seen a black person. So –

Emma Wamsher:
Oh wow. Yeah.

Buzz Merritt:
And I didn't blame them for not. You know, it's just the way it was. But anyhow, over the years, I think gender just ceased to be a factor. I had -- I hired an assistant managing editor from California, who was a female who later became interim editor when I took a leave of absence. I hired a -- my last managing editor of the Eagle in the ‘90s was female [Janet Weaver]. So, it just -- it just ceased to be, you know, eventually it ceased to be a distinguishing factor. So that's more than you wanted to know. But that's –

Emma Wamsher:
Oh no. That's, that's perfect.

[0:14:00]

Thank you. If you had to, like, say certain things about what you think women bring to journalism what would they be?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, women bring to journalism – good, good female journalists bring to journalist -- to journalism what any good journalist brings. I mean, you know, I don't look for different and did not look for different characteristics. If I was hiring a city editor, there were certain characteristics I wanted that city editor to have, but gender wasn't one of them. 

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah. That makes sense.

Buzz Merritt:
So, you know, it just was not a – in, in my mind it was – gender was just not a factor except when it was a breakthrough thing, you know, like, like the sports editor. 

[0:15:00]

I was very well aware what was going on there. I was very well aware what was going on there, you know. But, otherwise, no. I mean, it – recruiting – particularly in the first 10 years I was there from '75 to '85, hiring good people, recruiting good people to the Wichita Eagle was a very hard job because the Eagle did not have a good reputation. Wichita was not a place that – you had to work real hard to get ambitious, smart people to come to that newspaper. So I could care less the gender. You know, you look for the same thing in a reporter whether they're white, black, male, female, some indeterminate gender, –
[0:16:00]

or however they identify, you -- if you don't – you know, the first job is to hire people who fulfill -- provide the newspaper with what you are – you need them to provide. The package it comes in is irrelevant.

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah. No. That makes sense. How would you view the state of women in journalism today?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, understand I've been, since I retired on the first of '99, I've been teaching journalism and writing and all that. But I haven't actually been operating in newsrooms. So, the best, you know, the best evidence on which I could base a judgment about that is mostly television.

[0:17:00]

And, you know, if you just look at the faces on television it's obviously a great time for women. Unfortunately, because of the medium, they're all by most standards attractive and tend to be young. You know, I yearn to see a 60-year-old woman newscaster. But they don't exist, to my knowledge.

Emma Wamsher:
I haven't seen any either.

Buzz Merritt:
And, you know, you don't, it's too bad that so much of the journalism is the visual media – so much of the journalism is driven by the pictures rather than the content and talent of the people involved.

[0:18:00]


But that's, you know, I guess that's a reality. But on newspapers you know, you can't always tell the gender of people from bylines. Looking at the columnists, the serious columnists of the papers I read, the Post and the Times primarily, and the Wall Street Journal to an extent, you know, there's a pretty even division of ones that I see and read. Pretty even gender division there so – and I think it's, you know, you can sometimes pretty much identify a byline as gender – by gender, but it looks pretty even to me. 

[0:19:00]

But, you know, I haven't been in a newsroom anywhere in 15 years nor do I particularly care to go in one.

Emma Wamsher:
Well, that makes sense. What was it like trying to balance home and work during your career?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, it was easier sometimes than others. I – you know, I was blessed to have Libby, my wife. we met in high school and have been together ever since then, 66 years now, and we – of course we – this was in the ‘50s when we met, and society was different, and families were very different. It was rare, relatively rare in the ‘50s for, you know, – 

[0:20:00]

the -- the classic family structure was a male who went out and brought the money home and a female who took care of the kids and did the housecleaning and all that. 

It was only a decade or so later that a lot of women started working full or part time. So, the balance – we were very clear at the beginning when we started having children, which was a year after we were married, – we knew what our roles needed to be for the next 15 years. you know, just mechanically. It would be the old-style thing because if we were going to have children, we were going to raise them, you know, as best we could.

[0:21:00]
Emma Wamsher:
Yeah.

Buzz Merritt:
And so, the balance – my personal balance as opposed to the balance between Libby and I -- when you work for a morning newspaper, you work some strange shifts. Like, I spent a year and a half as an assistant city editor working the late shift, which was from 5 p.m. to 2 a.m. And I was off Sundays and Mondays for gosh sakes. So, you had – I had to be attentive because we were – we had a couple of children at that point. You know, trying to balance a reasonable schedule of meals and activities was very hard when you're working on that sort of schedule.

[0:22:00]

So, that – we learned a lot about how we could balance, you know, the lives of the entire family. And then when I got to a higher level and, and had more regular hours, though very long ones, you know, we both understood what our roles were again, as long as the kids were around. So, we -- we were able to balance the duties, I thought very well. Certainly, the kids turned out well. They all went to KU, by the way.

Emma Wamsher:
That's awesome.

Buzz Merritt:
Two of them to the -- to the White School. One in the broadcast sales and the other at media relations.

[0:23:00]

They weren't in journalism. But, anyhow. Then of course – and also when I – when we came here, we moved here from Washington in '75. We had a son in high school, a son in junior high, and a daughter in grammar school. So, for the next six or seven years, you know, our balance of -- of raising a family stayed basically the same because I was editor – Libby loved to be involved in charity things and -- and cultural things, art things, musical things. But since I was there at the paper, we had to be pretty careful about what she committed to

[0:24:00]

because you'd be amazed at how she got treated in a couple of ventures as the kids got older, a couple of ventures in the public life of the community. She was on one artistic group's board just -- just sort of a tryout thing. And, well, it was the symphony, Wichita Symphony board. And the first couple of meetings she went to, there were only a couple of other women on this eight-member board. But if they were unhappy with a review or other coverage –  
[0:25:00]

by the Eagle, they sort of took it out on her or sort of assumed that she could fix it. So that's the kind of conflict you get into. So, she backed off pretty quickly at first.

But then once the kids – our last child, our daughter, went away to school, she was much freer then to get involved in stuff, and she did get involved, and she, for a while, about three years, she worked at Friends University as an assistant to the head of the religion department there. She got her Stephen Ministry certification. She got involved in a lot of low-level charitable things. 

[0:26:00]

So that's – that balance changed, as it should have, and got her, you know, to be able to exercise some of her experience and – and talents other than taking care of me and the kids.

Emma Wamsher:
That's very cool.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. Well, it worked out. It worked out very well. And then once I retired, we just sort of lived normal retirement lives except that I was traveling a good deal teaching. But –

Emma Wamsher:
That's very cool. How would you say you gained confidence in your ability to be a journalist and work in the media industry?

[0:27:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, by finding out that I could do it and do it well. Again, I was writing, covering high school sports for that little paper in Hickory, the town I grew up in or we grew up in, and, you know, I got bylines in the paper when I was, my first – the first one when I was 15.

Emma Wamsher:
Oh wow.

Buzz Merritt:
But when I was, when I was 16, I was regularly writing for the paper, and they were printing the stuff and putting my name on it. So, you know, that gives -- gives you a lot of confidence. But then between my junior and senior years in high school, – 

[0:28:00]

well, between my sophomore and junior year when the sports editor went on his two-week vacation, I filled in for him, which was, you know, reinforcing, and between my junior and senior years, probably to save a little money, the paper got rid of the adult married sports editor. It was a one-person department, but got rid of him and asked me if I wanted to do that job that summer to fill in, you know, as sports editor. And I said, yes, I would do that.

It paid something like $27 a week, which was handsome money in the early ‘50s.
[0:29:00]

But then when fall came and I was due to go back to school for my senior year, they said, "Do you think you could arrange to keep doing this while you're in school?" And I – it was an afternoon paper, so of course the work was done early in the morning and before noon. So, I got the agreement of the principal to let me come to school second period instead of first period. So, for the -- when school started my senior year, I had to go to work – I had to be at work at 7 anyhow. So, during my senior year, I would go to -- go to work at 7. 

[0:30:00]

Work a couple hours, go to school, come back after school and work another two or three hours. And then often there was a game to cover at night, including a Minor League Baseball team that played endlessly long, bad baseball at night. It was a class D, the lowest professional level. But they had to be covered. They were our team. So, uh –

Emma Wamsher:
You had some long nights.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, I had some long nights, and it was, you know, to be given the opportunity and be able at some decent level to execute it made me, you know, pretty confident that – what told me one thing that I love that business and the other that I could do it.

[0:31:00]



So, you know, I went off to the – having that job while compiling a pretty good – or a very good academic record, got me a full scholarship to the University of North Carolina. And so I went off to journalism school there. And then after graduation, was hired by the Charlotte Observer to the sports department. So – and I worked all four years that I was at Chapel Hill too. 

Emma Wamsher:
That's very cool. Could you tell me about some of the books you've written?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, yes. The first one was in 1995.

[0:32:00]


I took a leave of absence, a year's leave of absence, from the Eagle to write a book. In the early 90s, I had gotten concerned about the role that journalism was playing in democracy and -- and felt like journalism was -- was doing almost as much damage to our public life as it was fulfilling its real role. If you don't mind, for anybody to understand this, I need to give a little introduction to this first book. And the others will go faster.

[0:33:00]
Emma Wamsher:
Oh no. That's totally fine.

Buzz Merritt:
This was a movement that Jay Rosen of NYU, a professor, journalism professor at NYU, and I sort of decided to take on – polls showed that the respect for journalism was -- was drifting downward, that people didn't trust journalists much more than anybody peddling aluminum siding on the street. I mean, they -- newspaper circulations were beginning to drop. A lot of things going on in the business that sort of got us away from what I think is the core role of journalism in -- in public life in a democracy.

[0:34:00]

And that is for a democracy to function, you need at least three things. The democracy needs -- the people in the democracy need shared information. They need a way to discuss the implications of that information because the core question, the democracy puts to people is: What shall we do? What shall we do about this? What shall we do about that? And democracy is a way that – a mechanism by which that issue, those questions get answered. 

And the third thing that democracy needs is at least some shared values among people. 

[0:35:00]

You know, a majority, heavy majority of people need to at least believe in the value of democracy itself or it won't be protected. So, as Jay and I wrote and thought about this, this problem, we thought, can we initiate and -- and sort of carry out a serious discussion in journalism about journalism's diminishing role in democracy and about the effect that diminishing role was having on how democracy in public life got along and worked. 

[0:36:00]

And in 1994, '93, this was about '91, '92, '93 when we were doing the thinking and writing about that, and I thought, well, you know, can I – why don't I take a leave of absence and put the essence of the thoughts about this problem out there for people to read, particularly, of course, journalists but also people in public life. So, I wrote a book called Public Journalism and Public Life. The subtitle is Why Telling the News is Not Enough. And the premise, you know, is that just telling news doesn't sufficiently give –  
[0:37:00]


people the shared information that they need to make the decisions about democracy. It needs context. It needs a more sophisticated approach than simply writing, "Here's what happened. Guess what happened yesterday and isn't that something?" It needed a mind shift on the part of journalists to do it – I mean, all the polls, public polls showed that the impact of journalism on public life was deteriorating. So, I wrote that, and it was the first book written about the idea of public journalism, which is what we called this movement –

[0:38:00]

if you will.

Over the next – we did stir up quite a discussion within journalism. Unfortunately, much of it was negative because journalists did not want to hear that they weren't doing their job in the best possible way. They particularly did not want to hear it from the editor of some paper in Wichita, Kansas, and a New York University journalism professor. You know, who the hell were we to be suggesting that there might be something wrong with the way the profession is -- is meeting its obligations? So, that was the first, that was the first book.

[0:39:00]

The second one a few years later I did with Max McCombs of the University of Texas was a spinoff. It's more specific about what reporters and editors can do, specifically to help foster open public discussion about issues. You have to remember that whole notion and those first two books were before the internet, before social media, before any of this. You know, and we thought there was a problem that needed solving, and indeed there was. Those of us, Max and Jay and some others. Matter of fact, there are about – during that period about 30 books were written, serious large books about the public journalism movement. But it – there was a lot of discussion.

[0:40:00]

But, you know, we didn't – nobody foresaw the great dark cloud of the internet that was about to change everything. So, thinking back from the standpoint of 2020, this whole public journalism movement sounds like an odd idea, which is too bad. But that's what it was and that's what we were doing at the time. 

The third book I did was after retirement, about 2006, called Knightfall, and it was a –

[0:41:00]

The subtitle of Knightfall with a K because of Knight Ridder, so you see the pun there. The book is called Knightfall: Knight Ridder and How the Erosion of Newspaper Journalism is Putting Democracy at Risk. And it was published by the American Management Association. It was part memoir, part autobiography, part critique, part analysis, part history about how Knight Ridder, which in the years prior to that, was the largest newspaper company in terms of daily circulation. The largest newspaper company in the country. 

[0:42:00]

About how – well, the whole story of how a newspaper organization, Knight Ridder, which had been in the ‘80s, you know, winning all of, you know, huge number of Pulitzer Prizes over the years, been well respected, had by the late ‘90s become just another profit-making company and how that happened and what the implications of that are. So, that's what Knightfall is about. 

And the fourth one is just something I did a few years ago, which is a compilation of my columns over the years, just a retrospective of that.

[0:43:00]


It's called Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Perfect. And it's just an accumulation of columns.

Emma Wamsher:
I love the name of that.

Buzz Merritt:
Of the last one?

Emma Wamsher:
Oh sorry.

Buzz Merritt:
You love the name of the last one you say?

Emma Wamsher:
The one – yeah.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, it -- it deals a lot – not a lot but there's a section on -- on the On Liberty section of that book is pretty much about public journalism and the impact, my musings about the impact on that. 

Emma Wamsher:
Could you tell me a bit about your published lectures?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh well.

[0:44:00]

That would've been in the -- mostly in the late -- late ‘90s. In 1997, I moved out of the editorship of the Eagle and became senior editor and as a consultant primarily on public journalism as a consultant to all the Knight Ridder papers. And so, I spent two years traveling, consulting with newspapers. Not just Knight Ridder newspapers, but I've – I think I was in 40 or 45 American cities and – 

[0:45:00]

six foreign countries, doing lectures about public journalism and democracy and public life. 

And I was asked to do three or four of the, you know, the Silha lectures in Minnesota, a lecture at Princeton, one at Elon University in North Carolina, a couple of others. And these -- these were lectures that were published by the sponsoring institutions. 

[0:46:00]

And I wrote a lot of stuff during those – particularly during those years for journals, various journals. And, you know, as I sit here looking at my shelf, there's a book up there in Japanese, and I don't know what the hell it says. It's about public journalism, but of course I can't read it. There are a couple in Spanish that I can't read. But when you get into that business, you know, you don't know what's going to happen, when you're trying to promote an idea, and it was an interesting experience. That's not what you asked. But the published lectures are available.

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah. What, like, inspired you to talk about public journalism and then disconnecting from detachment?

[0:47:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, the disconnecting from detachment is one of the strong ideas that we try to -- we tried to get journalists to at least think about is the business of objectivity. You know, we got a lot of blowback when we would say something like the -- the job of journalism includes doing journalism in ways that help people engage in public life. That was one of our sort of ideas that we wanted to have a discussion about. And the, you know, the traditional journalists would say, "Oh, well, what about objectivity? We have to be objective."

[0:48:00]


Well, many people have many different ideas about what journalistic objectivity means. If you think journalistic journalists, journalistic objectivity is about not caring what happens, then that's a terribly bad position for somebody to take. You know, I'm writing about this situation, but my journalistic “objectivity” doesn't let me care whether this problem is solved or not.

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, you know, that doesn't help solve any problems and just describing problems – journalism has got to be more than about just describing problems.

[0:49:00]


But even if that were all it was about, we needed, we wanted journalists to think differently about even how they described a problem because the traditional way of describing a problem is to say well, there's this situation, and my job as a reporter is to get somebody prominent on one side of the thing to say, "Well, here's what the problem is and how to solve it." And balance that with “somebody from the other side.”

Well, the problem with that, just that traditional journalism reflex, is that most problems have more than two sides.

[0:50:00]


Most issues have more than two sides. And it's not just the issues. On most issues, more people are ambivalent than are at the extremes. But if the focus of our journalism and trying to demonstrate and explain a problem comes from the people at the extremes, that whole middle ground of possibilities and ideas is -- is missed. Well, the problem with that is that most people are not at most – at the extremes on most issues. But as long as we describe the issues that way, then people feel the need, you know, either they're not concerned about it or, well gosh I've got to be in one of those two camps.

[0:51:00]


We just help create -- by that one knee-jerk way of doing journalism, we helped create a bigger problem than was there and helped -- and kept people from thinking usefully together and discussing usefully together that middle ground where compromise is possible. 

Here's a -- here's an example, very clear example. The abortion issue. Every poll for decades has shown that on abortion about 15 percent of the people say always you can have an abortion any time, you know, free abortion for everybody.

[0:52:00]


And the other – another 15 percent say, no, abortion is always wrong. You should never have abortion. All the polls historically have shown that about 60 percent or so of the people are ambivalent a little – have some ambivalence about abortion. That well, yet, but, you know, the thing about rape and the thing about incest and all that. They – most people's instinct is not never or always but yes, sometimes, maybe with certain conditions. 

But politicians and journalists continually define the issues at the extremes. The politicians do it because that suits them. Now, to be – they feel like they need to be at the extreme, in order to have a position.

[0:53:00]

So, you know, finding ways to write about it and get over the idea of – it started with objectivity. Get over the idea that journalistic objectivity somehow means that journalists can't think about whether a problem gets solved or not. You know. And so, we tried to – the idea is to get journalists to think about the difference between objectivity and detachment. You can be -- that is honest about the facts, clear-eyed and all that. 

[0:54:00]


But if you're detached, that's -- that's an inhuman unrealistic way to be. Because even journalists are not detached from where the problems get solved. You know, if you don't care, if you just say, well, we don't – well, let me give you an example, a quick example between objectivity and detachment. 

Jonas Salk, who invented the polio vaccine that conquered polio, at least in this country, back in the ‘40s, was a scientist, and he had to be objective about the facts.

[0:55:00]


You know that he had – he couldn't twist the facts. He couldn't get emotional about the facts. He had to face the facts as they were there in the science that he was following. But when he went into the lab searching for a vaccine for polio, he cared very much. He wasn't detached. He cared very much about whether he found a vaccine. But he was a scientist, so he had to be objective about the realities of the situation. And journalists can do the same thing. They can understand the facts and yet care whether 14-year-olds stop killing 14-year-olds.

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah.

[0:56:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Does that make any sense?

Emma Wamsher:
Oh no. Yeah. That explains it. I know you've written a number of articles about public journalism for places like Editor and Publisher, the New York Times, and American Journalism Review. Could you tell me why it was important to you to do that kind of work?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, just trying to stir up a serious discussion within the profession. Any chance that I had to do something or say something before a group of journalists or academics or in publications that they read. You know, that's what trying to promote an idea involves. So, any time I could get, you know, I tried to produce regularly, particularly in the last couple of years of the ‘90s and the first five or six years of this century,  
[0:57:00]

I took every opportunity to get stuff like that published.

Emma Wamsher:
And what are some contributed chapters you've been involved in?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh gosh. Well, there was a publication called The Poll with a Human Face, done by, LEA [Lawrence Erlbaum Associates], let's see. I don't know. They are -- there are six or eight books that I was asked to write chapters for. All of them about public journalism.
[0:58:00]

None of them – because they're not public journalism, none of them are books that the average person would know or care existed. 

Emma Wamsher:
I know you mainly focus on public journalism in your articles and lectures. What are some misconceptions you think come with it?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh well, the main misconception is one I was trying to talk about a while ago. 
Emma Wamsher:
Yeah.

Buzz Merritt:
That somehow trying to do journalism in ways that help the public resolve issues is somehow outside the pristine objectivity of the profession. I mean that's just BS. It's -- it's not so.
[0:59:00]

I can tell you there's an interesting situation that happened. One of the things about the papers that are – took up the practice or tried to develop the practice of public journalism -- one of the things they did, one of the key things, and I did it first here in Wichita, was during a campaign, political campaign, we developed a method of asking people, average people, voters, citizens, what issues, you know, do you think this campaign ought to address? Whether it was for governor or whatever. What issues bother you? What things do you think you ought to address [and]
[1:00:00]

that the candidates ought to address? And, you know, you'd come up, depending on what was going on, but you'd come up with, you know, well, crime is a problem or whatever the current hot problems were. This is what people had on their minds, what they wanted the candidates to address. So, in the first campaign, Kansas political campaign, that -- that we tried to do this – execute this idea of public journalism, we did – surveyed people and came up with a list of six or eight big issues and ran, set up a box in the paper, a weekly box saying where the candidates stood --
[1:01:00]

this was a gubernatorial campaign -- where the candidates stood on those issues because these are the issues that people were concerned about. And often those are not the issues the campaigns were talking about. They were talking about what they wanted to talk about and what the strong points of their thing, of their political appeal was. But, anyhow, this -- this idea, other papers started doing it. And in North Carolina, and this would've been, I don't know, late ‘90s I guess. North Carolina had a -- had a senatorial campaign.
[1:02:00]

And the Observer, Charlotte Observer, the Raleigh News & Observer, the Winston-Salem paper got together and did the surveying together to see what issues were -- people wanted the candidates to address. And they set up the same set of boxes, you know, in the paper with – defining these issues and giving them. And Terry Sanford was one of the – he was the former governor of North Carolina. He was one of the candidates for the Senate seat and one of the issues at that time in North Carolina, people were really worried about was the environment.

And so, you know, they wanted the candidates to say what they're going to do about the environment. 
[1:03:00]

And, so the Observer and the other papers asked the candidates, you know, please give us your position on these six or whatever issues. Terry Sanford's campaign said nothing, just left the environment part blank. And, so the editor, Rich Oppel, of the Observer calls somebody in the campaign, or I guess called Sanford himself, and said we need to know what your position on the environment is. What do you think as a senator you ought to do about it?

And not suggesting what that should be but getting his ideas about what – an issue that people cared a great deal about. He was told, "Well, we're not talking about the environment during the primary." 
[1:04:00]

And Rich said, "Okay. We'll just run a blank there for your position. We'll run white space for your position on the environment.”….. Well, that turned him around in a hurry and they developed, quickly developed a –

Emma Wamsher:
A stance.

Buzz Merritt:
But this -- this – a lot of the major newspapers – we were -- we were at that point maybe four or five years into the public journalism movement. And, you know, the [New York] Times, the [Washington] Post, the [Wall Street] Journal, the Boston Globe, they weren't buying this, this public journalism stuff, and they thought they had a chance there in North Carolina because of this -- these several papers trying to do public journalism on a campaign. 

[1:05:00]


They all sent reporters down to do stories about this collaboration of newspapers trying, in their view, in those reporters' view and their paper's view to manipulate the campaign, which is not what they [the North Carolina newspapers] were trying to do at all. They were trying to get the candidates to report on [to talk about] what citizens said they wanted them to talk about. And actually, the Boston paper, the Times, the Post, I don't think the Wall Street Journal, but one other paper wrote very negative stories about the impact this journalistic cabal, as they liked to call it, was having on this really important campaign in North Carolina.
[1:06:00]

I read those stories and by that time we knew, you know, we would catch a lot of criticism. We being the people pushing public journalism. We knew there was a lot of disagreement about that. But as I analyzed all those stories the way every one of them did those stories was to go to the candidates and their campaign managers, their handlers and ask what do you think about this? Oh, of course they hated it because, you know, we want -- we want to talk about – the handlers hated it. "We don't want to talk about the environment right now. Our campaign is to talk about these issues now and these other issues later, and they're trying to push us around." And all this stuff.
[1:07:00]

They talked to the candidates. The candidates just hated it. They talked to the editors of the newspapers, and of course the editors defended it. So, you know, they put together these stories, which naturally came out as sort of negative on public journalism. And the really striking, telling thing about those stories and that coverage of the journalism that was being done is that none of them talked to a single citizen or voter about what do you think about what those newspapers are doing? The whole objective of public journalism is to hear the voices of regular people and help them get engaged in public life. 

[1:08:00]


And they so much missed the point of the idea. And, you know, where are the people here? So, that was sort of indicative of the flack and lack of – I don't know – the idea of public journalism was creating. Sorry to go on so long.

Emma Wamsher:
No. That explains it even better. Could you tell me a bit about your time on the Pulitzer selection committee?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh well that -- that was interesting. It's -- it's two, you know, they rotated among journalists, editors, and so forth. And you usually get two consecutive years.
[1:09:00]

It was – of course, this was pre-public journalism days. That was in the ‘80s I guess, maybe late ‘70s that I did that for two years. But, oh, it was, you know, it was interesting. It's really hard work because I was on the commentary jury. And you go up there, and you're in a meeting room in a hotel, and you've got tables, and you've got these huge piles of newspaper clippings. I mean, one year, one newspaper, the Baltimore Sun, nominated seven different people for the commentators.

Emma Wamsher:
Oh wow.

Buzz Merritt:
Pulitzer.

[1:10:00]

So, you know, no newspaper has seven – well, anyhow. It was -- it was an enlightening thing about the egos of some newspapers. And the other problem, you also learned that it didn't matter what you slaved over and did because the decision anyhow is going to be made by the board of directors of the Pulitzer Prize. And we, the five people who worked with me on, one year on the editorial writing award, we – no, the – it was the commentary award. We unanimously without reservation nominated -- I'm sorry, the name escapes me.
[1:11:00]


But I nominated a guy [who] was just doing wonderful commentary about television and impact of television. And the final judges, the Pulitzer board members just ignored that and gave it to somebody else.

Emma Wamsher:
Oh wow.

Buzz Merritt:
So, you wonder, you know, New York's no fun to be in anyhow and is it worth going back? So –

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah. What kinds of journalism awards did you win in your career? And what kind of impact did they have on you?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, I – when I was a sportswriter, I won a few National Basketball Writers Association things, some North Carolina Press Association things. But that's -- that's here nor there. 
[1:12:00]

Once you become the editor, you know, you don't win anything. You want your newspaper to win awards, and we won in my years at the – well, when I was in -- the news editor of the Washington bureau, we won the Pulitzer for coverage of the Tom Eagleton vice presidential fiasco [he was on the ticket with Democrat George McGovern for 18 days before withdrawing], which I had a very, very small role in. But that was -- that was nice. We won in Wichita. [During his years at the Eagle, they won dozens of state and national awards.] Well, I guess one of them I'm proudest of, too, was in Boca Raton at that little paper. 
[1:13:00]

We won, let's see. It was in 1972 -- in the Florida Better Newspaper Contest done by the Florida Press Association, we won first place for spot news coverage. I mean, our little paper with a seven-person newsroom covering a racial -- by Boca Raton standards, it was a riot. By real standards, it wasn't a real riot, but some racial fighting at the school. And I was really happy competing against papers like the Miami Herald and so forth, for our little paper to win that.

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah. That's amazing.

Buzz Merritt:
And then of course, we won a whole lot of awards in Wichita, including several national awards.
[1:14:00]

The National Sports Writing award and stuff like that. But I can't – for me to say those were my awards would, would not be accurate.

Emma Wamsher:
A group effort.

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, yeah. Always. Sure. And, you know, I edited a lot of them, all of them actually. You know, the best editor in the world can't do anything without good reporters and so forth.

Emma Wamsher:
Could you tell me a little bit about, like, what you did to win the Knight Ridder Excellence Award for community service?

Buzz Merritt:
That was because of public journalism.

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah.
[1:15:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Jim Batten, a good friend of mine, and who we worked briefly together at the Charlotte Observer in the ‘60s, Jim went on to become the CEO of – president and CEO of Knight Ridder in the ‘70s. And he was a very strong believer in public journalism, liked the idea. We talked about it a lot and, so, you know, he was the one who he felt like it would help, I think, the public journalism movement within Knight Ridder to have that recognition from me because I started with that. So, that's why that – it's just a byproduct of the public journalism idea.
[1:16:00]
Emma Wamsher:
Could you tell me a little bit about when you were inducted into the Newspaper Hall of Fame? And congratulations that's absolutely incredible.

Buzz Merritt:
Thank you. I was -- I was pleased and honored to have that happen. Well, you know, it came – let's see when was that? Do you have the date for that? 2007. It was 2007. I had been retired, you know, since '99. So, I'm glad -- I'm glad they got around to it. Pleased they got around to it, if they were going to do it. It was -- it was an honor. 

[1:17:00]


I enjoyed going up there. And what I really took away from that experience was, when I went up to the KPA meeting, the awards meeting, I thought I would find an audience of dispirited, beaten down people because, you know, newspapers were in great trouble, and a lot of newspapers failing and all that. And I was just delighted to find that there was still, despite the troubles of the newspaper industry, they would – 100 or a couple of hundred journalists, Kansas journalists there who –

Emma Wamsher:
Oh wow.
[1:18:00]
Buzz Merritt:
– were really excited about what they were doing. you know, they were enthusiastic. They were – and I was pleased to find that their spirits were about what they were doing and were not as low as my spirits about what most newspapers were doing. 

Emma Wamsher:
Probably a very pleasant surprise.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. Definitely.

Emma Wamsher:
Could you also tell me a bit about your time as president of the William Allen White Foundation?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, that's largely ceremonial. Thank goodness because the – like a lot of foundations, the professional who runs it operates the foundation, really does all the work. 

[1:19:00]

And the president gets the honor of being the president and chairs, you know, uses the gavel to conduct their annual meetings. But the real work of it is done by the professionals and that's the professional staff.

Emma Wamsher:
And then what all did you do when you were involved in the Knight Ridder Executive Leadership Program?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh that. That -- that was one of those training things in the ‘80s, I guess. And it's important for big corporations to do that. It's one of those outward-bound kind of things where, you know, a bunch of executives, mid-level executives, in this case editors and people like that – 
[1:20:00]

go off in this case to the Florida Keys and do teambuilding exercises. You have to build a raft that works. You have to sail a boat in a regatta against other people and other boats.

Emma Wamsher:
Oh wow.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, they're all amateurs. One camp counselor in each boat. And there are a couple of interesting stories I want to tell you about that, that experience. But, you know, it was -- it was an honor to be asked to participate. I mean it meant you were, you know, you were among people they considered to be their leaders. But it was interesting because you've got all these journalists down there in the Keys, sleeping in what amounts to a summer camp, –

[1:21:00]

for -- for two or three days. Getting muddy in the water, doing all kinds of teambuilding exercises. But a couple of things happened that, that I remember. I don't know if it's important or not.

But they had – one of the competitions was these big four- or five-person sailing boats. There were about five of them that -- that had to sail a course on a, I guess, an inlet from the -- from the Atlantic, a bay right off the Keys. And, you know, they had these big floating markers. What do you call them?
[1:22:00]

On the water, you know, they –

Emma Wamsher:
The buoys?

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. Yeah. Buoys. And it was shallow water, but they outlined the course. And so, you know, I think there were five or six people to a boat, and everybody had a role to play. And, you know, somebody was the navigator, and somebody was this, that and the other. None of us knew what the hell we were doing ‘cause none of us were sailors, particularly a guy from Kansas. But -- but we were doing well. My boat, our boat was doing well.

But about three-fourths of the way through as we rounded one of the buoys, the buoys had cement chunks on the bottom with a very strong metal line going up to the floating buoy.
[1:23:00]

And the buoys were probably three feet around. They were very big, round balloons, and we got too close to the buoy and the line on the buoy got stuck between the rudder and the stern on the boat. So, we –

Emma Wamsher:
Oh no.

Buzz Merritt:
We were stuck there trying to get back underway because we were barely moving trying to drag this 40-pound weight or whatever. And so, you know, everybody, well – got a knife, and it was a metal thing, so you couldn't cut it. Tried to dislodge it from between the rudder and the -- and the stern. It was so tight we couldn't do it. Just what are we going to do? What are we going to do?
[1:24:00]

Because we at that point had been leading the race or was second. I forgot. Anyhow we were stuck. And here these brilliant executives couldn't solve the problem. So, the counselor that was on the boat that was leading us just walked back to the boat, reached down, grabbed the buoy and hauled it into the boat. And the weight came with it, and we were off again. And, you know, it was -- it was really interesting because we saw the problem in one way, you know. And we had to get away from that buoy.

[1:25:00]


And his solution was take the buoy and take it with you. And that's a very pragmatic practical solution that we didn't see. And it's helped me, the lessons helped me. The other thing very quickly was we spent these three days in the Keys, and it was hot and mosquitos and nobody had a shower for three days.

Emma Wamsher:
Probably very humid.

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, yeah. Gosh. It was awful. And worse we didn't have any bourbon or anything. Now we were staying at a very nice hotel as Knight Ridder did things that way. And we were in a bus. So, after we came back, the bus pulled up in front of the hotel and all of these dirty smeared, you know, mud – we didn't have – 

[1:26:00]


nobody had a shower for two, two and a half days. And it was -- it was like 8 at night. And all these executives who look like really -- people were getting off the bus heading for the door of the hotel. And out of the hotel door came this prosperous-looking middle-aged man with this beautiful young woman, far too young for him, I thought. But a beautiful young woman. They were all dressed fancy to go out for dinner.

And, and he stopped, and he looked at these filthy creatures and turned to his -- his escort, friend, woman, wife, whatever and said, "Well, I have never seen anything like THAT HERE!” 

Emma Wamsher:
Oh no.
[1:27:00]

Buzz Merritt:
And I gather he had brought her there for a nice occasion. Anyhow, I thought that was funny.

Emma Wamsher:
Oh, I'm sure he thought you guys had the wrong hotel.

Buzz Merritt:
Something was wrong.

Emma Wamsher:
So, you taught at the University of Kansas for a while. When and what did you teach there

Buzz Merritt:
Media ethics, and, a graduate seminar on, guess what? Journalism and public life.

Emma Wamsher:
Very cool.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. I was able to -- I was able to, you know, do – develop a course based on public journalism. I didn't call it that but based on public journalism.
[1:28:00]

And taught that, I think five -- five semesters or so. And also taught a Media Ethics class. Started out team teaching with John Ginn, who was another Charlotte friend of mine. We were together at the Observer in the ‘50s or ‘60s. But John was ill, and I team taught with him for a semester, but John passed away and so I – they asked me to teach the course and develop it. And I did, and I enjoyed that. At one time – at that time Media Ethics was an elective. And after a couple years, they decided to make it a required course.
[1:29:00]

So, the class went from a very manageable 30-some people to 70 or 80 people.

Emma Wamsher:
Like a lecture.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. It was – yeah. And I didn't do lectures. I mean, I could. But the way I taught the course was case studies and – individual case studies of problems in ethics. And the other – so that made it more complex. I just divided people into teams, but -- but the last semester I taught it – this was indicative of the change, not only in the William Allen White School but the change in the journalism profession.
[1:30:00]

The last semester I taught it, out of about 70 students, only 5 wanted to be journalists. 

Emma Wamsher:
Oh my gosh.

Buzz Merritt:
And three of those were sports writers. And everybody else, and I've got nothing against it, but, you know, we all need media salespeople, and we all need TV people, and we all, you know. But at that time with that few people who wanted to do newspaper journalism, that was an alarming thing. I don't know if that's changed or even if they teach the course anymore. And then later, I taught Media Ethics for four or five semesters at Wichita State.  
Emma Wamsher:
How long were you at Wichita State teaching?
[1:31:00]
Buzz Merritt:
I think four or five semesters. I just taught the one course.

Emma Wamsher:
Gotcha.

Buzz Merritt:
And, and then one year in 2006, I was invited to go back to Chapel Hill, the University of North Carolina, as a visiting instructor, teacher, professor, whatever for a semester. And I taught Advanced Reporting and a graduate seminar in public journalism there.

Emma Wamsher:
That's very cool.

Buzz Merritt:
I enjoyed the teaching.

Emma Wamsher:
Did you have a mentor or role model when you started your career in journalism?
[1:32:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, well, see I started my career literally when I was 16. So, at that point the managing editor of the Hickory paper [Floyd Powell], if I had a role model, it was him. He was a very good, smart, tough, abrupt, real taskmaster, which was good for a 16-year-old. He was a classic, old-style rolled up sleeves managing editor. I guess he was a role model.

Emma Wamsher:
I'm sure that was helpful when you're also going through school while working.
[1:33:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Well, yeah. It was interesting. To tell you what kind of tough guy he was, and he was tough, his -- when I applied for the scholarship that I eventually got, I had to go to Chapel Hill for the final selection process. And it was on a Monday, I think, or something. and I spent two days down there, and the decision was made. Let's say it was Tuesday. Of course, it was something like that, that I found out Tuesday evening about 6 that I had gotten the award. And it was about at that time a two-and-a-half-hour drive from Chapel Hill to Hickory where I lived.

[1:34:00]


And so, I got in the car and drove back, and it was very late when I got home because I guess I was so excited instead of heading west I was heading east. And gotten so lost – but, anyhow, I finally wound up getting home about midnight. But I had to be at work at 7 the next morning. So, I did. I got up and went and did my work and the publisher of the newspaper wrote an editorial that day congratulating me on –

Emma Wamsher:
That's awesome.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. Well, yeah. I guess so.
[1:35:00]

But, anyhow, it was a very, you know, warm, much-appreciated editorial, but I went on throughout the day. But the next morning things sort of hit me, and I was about 10 minutes – I got into the office about 7:10 or 7:15 and, my desk was right next to the managing editor's desk. And I went in and he just jumped all over me. He said, "You know, you can't live on your laurels just because there was something nice in the paper about you. You've got to be here on time, buddy." And just raked me over the coals for being 10 minutes late.

Emma Wamsher:
Oh wow.

Buzz Merritt:
So that's the kind of taskmaster he was. But I learned a lot of good journalism from him.
[1:36:00]
Emma Wamsher:
A good work ethic and –

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. Like, you better be here at 7, not five after.

Emma Wamsher:
How would you define a successful career in journalism?

Buzz Merritt:
The way I would define my ideal career in journalism nobody has ever accomplished. To, you know, to make a difference in lives of people, in a -- in a helpful way. You know that you're going to -- news journalists have an impact -- good, bad, indifferent –

[1:37:00]

on the lives of all kinds of people every day. And, you know, if -- I think a successful journalism career would be to have done all of that, to have done good, honest journalism and hurt as few people as possible.

Emma Wamsher:
And do you think that's like the best way for career advancement in the journalism field?

Buzz Merritt:
You know, today's journalism field I have no idea. I know that good writing and honesty and accuracy and caring about the impact of what you do 

[1:38:00]

is what ought to be the standards that journalists operate under.

Emma Wamsher:
Yeah. That's awesome. What are your thoughts on the state of journalism today from both a national and state perspective?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, one of the things I tried to emphasize in Knightfall, in the introduction to Knightfall, is that the – as you know, I said the subtitle of that book is how the failure of journalism, of newspaper journalism, is putting democracy at risk.
[1:39:00]


We knew – by the time that book was written, we knew that newspapers ultimately were doomed. That there was going to be a time when newspapers simply didn't make sense as a business model. There were a whole lot of reasons for that, some good and some bad. But the -- it was – I wasn't arguing in that book that newspapers had to survive. I very carefully said newspaper journalism needs to survive. The kind of journalism that newspapers traditionally had done – 
[1:40:00]

was what needed to be preserved, not the fact that they were printed on dead trees. But, you know, as we are clearly seeing, we can do without journalists. I mean, excuse me, without newspapers, but we can't do without the kind of newspapers, the kind of journalists that newspapers have traditionally done.

Emma Wamsher:
How long do you think newspapers will be around for?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh. Not long. I think – and again that's not the point. We've known – it's been clear – well, it's been clear to some people, including a good friend of mine who studied closely in this business. The first dawning -- that nobody saw at the time -- of the end of newspapers as the way of doing journalism was the invention of the ZIP codes by the post office.
[1:41:00]

That was handwriting on the wall that nobody saw. That was the beginning of making advertisers see that they didn't have to advertise – well, you know, the Eagle's circulation used to be 125,000 when I was -- when I was there. If you wanted to advertise whatever you were selling, you had to pay to be in the newspapers that 125,000 people bought.
[1:42:00]

A very small number of those people are likely to be your customers. But the only way to reach them in those days was either broadcast, which everybody got, or newspapers, which everybody got. Advertisers were very quick to say, "Wait a minute. I can now identify who my customers are and where they live and only advertise in media that can reach them. I'm not interested in, you know, somebody out of my demographic profile, out of my lifestyle profile. I'm not interested in spending money to reach them." So that was the handwriting on the wall, which is not what you were asking.
[1:43:00]
Emma Wamsher:
What do you think should be the mission of media today? I know we've been kind of discussing it throughout. But –

Buzz Merritt:
Right. Well, of, of journalists you mean?

Emma Wamsher:
Yes.

Buzz Merritt:
Of course, includes a lot. But journalism ought to be operated on the organizing principle of helping, giving people the information they need to get what they want for society, enacting what they want, the laws they want, the practices they want as worked out and compromised out in the democratic process. So, what journalism needs to do is same thing I've been talking about since the mid-‘90s is do journalism in ways that help people engage in public life –

[1:44:00]

rather than drive them away from public life. And there's very little of that going on. And you see that vacuum is being filled by all of the blather and misinformation and propaganda on the social media. 

Emma Wamsher:
That makes sense. What do you want your media outlet to be known for?

Buzz Merritt:
I don't have one. 
Emma Wamsher:
Is there like a specific way you would like to be remembered?

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah. You know, as far as my career is concerned, yeah.
[1:45:00]

As somebody who cared a great deal about how well or poorly democracy worked and who did his journalism in ways to help that process. Now, if you're talking about as a person, I don't know about that.

Emma Wamsher:
It's a very large question.

Buzz Merritt:
Yeah.

Emma Wamsher:
Is there anything else that you want to talk about?

Buzz Merritt:
I'm afraid I've about talked you out. So, no. Not at all. I have enjoyed this process. I'm afraid that I have wandered around too much. 
[1:46:00]

But I hope you are able to get the project done in the way that you want to get it done.

Emma Wamsher:
It's been very, very helpful and this can be the conclusion of this oral history.

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, not yet. I'm still alive. That reminds me of one more funny thing. I think it's funny. I don't know if it's still there, but the J-School at KU used to have a room, a little meeting room that I think was the KU Journalistic Hall of Fame. It has pictures of old editors, all white men I think, around the edge. Does that room still exist?

Emma Wamsher:
I think so.

Buzz Merritt:
In the journalism school. It's a very small meeting room.
[1:47:00]

And I think it's either the KU or the William Allen White Hall of Fame, Journalistic Hall of Fame. And, you know, when I first saw it, I thought, well, you know, maybe I can be there someday. And I looked around the room, and they were all really, really old guys. And I found out later you have to be dead five years to get in there.

Emma Wamsher:
I had no idea.

Buzz Merritt:
And, and, you know, that's one honor I'd just as soon not have since it requires five years of death to get there.

Emma Wamsher:
Maybe you don't want to wish for that one too much yet.

Buzz Merritt:
That's right.
[1:48:00]
Emma Wamsher:
This will conclude the end of Part 4. Thank you so much for talking with me.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, thank you for your time and patience.

Emma Wamsher:
Thank you as well. I loved hearing your stories and your answers. They're very inspiring. 

[1:48:13]

[End of Audio]

[0:00:00]

Taylor Downs:
This is Taylor Downs. Today is Nov. 11, 2020. I am interviewing Buzz Merritt of the Wichita Eagle for the Inside Stories: Oral History of Kansas Journalists Project. This is Part Five. This interview is taking place remotely due to the COVID pandemic. This interview is sponsored by the University of Kansas and the Kansas Press Association. 
Can you tell me more about your memories about the moon landing and the newsroom coverage? …..
Buzz Merritt:
Oh, moon landing. Oh, well I was the national editor at the Charlotte Observer – 

[0:01:00]

and – which was then a major regional newspaper in the Carolinas, and they wanted me to – I wanted to go to Houston and then over to Cape Kennedy to just see from the inside what it was like because I was gonna be directing our coverage of – of that whole mission. And I'm – you know, felt like I made it a real experience rather than something from the wire services. 

So I spent a week divided between the space center – Johnson Space Center in Houston and Cape Canaveral just interviewing people –

[0:02:00]

and seeing rehearsals for how the – how the moon landing would be carried out. The interesting thing about it -- one of the most interesting things about it to me was at Houston, where the control room was, and they had all these huge screens and the things you've see – you've seen on television with all the people with microphones and computers and all of that talking to the astronauts, they were doing when I was there, which was probably four weeks before the launch. They were doing real-time rehearsals with the astronauts. Course, the astronauts were not really flying. They were in their training areas. 

But they would have a rehearsal time, in which –

[0:03:00]

the technical people would make up problems that the astronauts had to – had to solve in real time. And the launch director – I forgot his name at this point -- but was like a football coach, and he had a microphone on and striding around the room, and he would throw a problem out there, you know, "You just had such-and-such a signal. How do you get out of it?" or, "You're running out of oxygen," or whatever the problem was so that the astronauts could rehearse it. 

And the afternoon that I was watching this, they crashed into the moon twice. They failed to respond properly or accurately to the problem in time, and in the third – 

[0:04:00]

the third test that they ran, they got stranded on the moon. They didn't – couldn't get liftoff to go back up into orbit. So the coach – the coach director was going crazy, [laughs] and this was only about three weeks before the launch, but these were tough problems. They did bring them back safely a couple of times, but they crashed it two or three times during that rehearsal, which was sort of interesting to watch. Then, of course, everything went flawlessly in part, of course, because of the rehearsal. And it was remarkable to me to see the amount of planning and effort that went into that whole business. 

So when I came back from there, I didn't – I wrote a couple of stories, but I didn't go down there as a reporter. I went down there as an editor to plan our coverage. 

[0:05:00]

And I was quite proud when it was over with that – of our paper's coverage because we had – we offered – the day after they got back, we offered a reprint of all the pages that we had put out during that week of the mission. And we had 2,000 people lined up outside the Observer building at 8 in the morning to buy those special reprints. We wound up selling about 20,000 reprints of our coverage. So, I was quite proud of that.

Taylor Downs:
Yes, definitely. That's very cool. Um, could you tell me more about your heritage back to the Revolutionary War?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, not a lot, because it's – we don't have a lot of paper on it there.

[0:06:00]


My line of the Merritt family traces back to a Capt. Robert Merritt, who lived in North Carolina, and fought on – of course, on the side of the revolutionists – uh, fought in the War for Independence. Don't know any real details about it, but I know that he is listed as one of the veterans of that war, and we pretty much know the descendants of that line dating back to him but not before. 

We named one of our sons Robert, and – our middle son -- and it turns out that I was the last of that line of Merritt men. 

[0:07:00]

So, if – if we didn't have any male children, that line would've ended, for whatever that's worth. I'm not sure that's meaningful, but – these days -- but we had two sons who now have four sons of their own. So, the line continues. [Laughs] The Merritt family goes back to – the Merritt crest goes back to England precolonial England. My mother's side of the family is French – French extraction.

Taylor Downs:
Very cool. Um, you talked about growing up in the South. What are your memories of segregation, and what impact did growing up in the South have on you?

[0:08:00]
Buzz Merritt:
Oh, boy. I've thought a lot about that, particularly, again, this year, but over the years I've thought a great deal about that. Um, you know, in one sense, we -- meaning white people -- didn't really know – well, we didn't know that – we knew Blacks existed [laughs] because some of them cleaned our houses and cooked our food. But there was no interaction whatsoever. The school system when I was in grammar school, both in Durham and later in Hickory – uh, the schools were totally segregated. I never went to a – was in school with a person of color actually until late in my college career. 

[0:09:00]

Even in high school in Hickory, there was one white high school at that point and a couple out in the county and one Black high school, and never the twain shall meet. I mean, you know, we didn't play sports against the Ridgeview kids. There was absolutely no – it was a totally separate society. 

During the '40s and '50s, during that – my school-age years, things were relatively peaceful at least as far as racial strife was concerned because Blacks were so – 

[0:10:00]

totally ignored and – and not part of society that they just weren't a factor. We had occasionally – because we had – there were three of us and – my two sisters and I, and, as I've told you, an aunt and an uncle and a grandfather at times who were all living with us in Durham at least for a few years, and we had a that time a Black woman who came in and helped Mom with the cooking and some of the cleaning, but that was the only – you know, and she was just a Black woman named Betty, and that's all any of us knew about her. And that's just the way it was. I mean, it was a terrible time for Black people or any people of color. 

[0:11:00]

North Carolina was particularly interesting in that respect. One of my uncles [Norwood Merritt] – and this would've been in the '40s. One of my uncles lived in Robeson County, which is down east in North Carolina, and Robeson County had four school systems. They had a white school system with a superintendent, a Black school system with a superintendent, an Indian school system with a superintendent, and what they called the “Smilins” [Post-production addition: As in Smilings — a racist commentary, I suppose, on the assumed simple-mindedness of that group], which were people of mixed Indian and Black heritage. And the segregation was so intense that they had four separate school systems in that county. 

[0:12:00]

So it was a strange period to grow up. I – as I said, I finished high school and a couple years in college before I had the occasion to be with Black students. When I went to the University of North Carolina in 1954 there were no Black students. Nor, by the way, were there any undergraduate female students, and this was the largest state university in the state. There were no undergraduate women, which didn't make the undergraduate men very happy. 

But while I was there between '54 and '58, two things happened. 

[0:13:00]

One, the university started admitting undergraduate females and, two, I guess it was my junior year, the first two nonwhite law students were admitted to the University of North Carolina. So that was the beginning of – of bringing that university back into the real world, but, you know, it was – there was no tension because the Blacks were so downtrodden by social and financial status that they just got along as best they could and stayed within –

[0:14:00]

"their" community, and we stayed within ours and pretty much ignored each other – um, not a good thing, but it wasn't – we weren't at least at each other's throats as sometimes happens now.
Taylor Downs:
Yes. Can you discuss why you killed the Beacon in 1980?  … 
Buzz Merritt:
Oh, oh, killed the Beacon. Well, yeah, it was a failing newspaper. It was not a very strong paper in 1975. 

[0:15:00]

But the Beacon was one of many, many afternoon papers that went away during that period from the late '70s and in the early '80s, and the reason most of them began – became financially unstable was because of societal changes, people moving out of the cities into the suburbs. Distributing a newspaper during rush-hour times is a difficult thing. The morning paper is easy to distribute it because you're distributing it at 3 a.m. and – and 5 a.m. onto people's doorsteps. But afternoon papers got along 

[0:16:00]

as long as there were strong inner-city business and social environment, people just picked up the afternoon paper as part of the normal process of life. 

But as people and businesses moved out of the center cities – again, not just Wichita, but it's happening all over the country. The afternoon papers, people just didn't – didn't get them. Again, distributing a paper for home delivery, you know, at 4 or 5 in the afternoon is not a very efficient process if you're out in cars and trucks in the middle of traffic. So the … we knew the paper was losing – that part of our operation was losing money.

[0:17:00]


The morning paper, the Eagle, was doing wonderfully well, making a substantial and growing profit. It's funny, the attitude changes. I'm guessing that the circulation of the Beacon was probably – this is a guess – was probably about 40,000, while the Eagle was 120,000 late in the – in the '70s. 

And advertisers knew that the Beacon's circulation was dropping, again, because nobody was in downtown, the vibrant downtown, where you sold an evening newspaper on the street, didn't exist anymore. 

[0:18:00]

So we thought if we do this right, we can put out one newspaper, one newspaper that is better than the two newspapers combined just because we could divert resources that were being spent on the afternoon paper and devote all that to the morning paper. 

We made a pledge to readers of the – well, first of all, hardly anybody took only the Beacon. Everybody in town took the Eagle, and many of them took the Beacon, but we didn't – the circulation was dropping, and advertisers knew that, so they didn't want to spend their money on a newspaper that people didn't want anymore. 

[0:19:00]
I – [laughs] I remember one instance was talking to a banker – president, as a matter of fact, of the – one of the downtown banks, and he said, "Well, I canceled the afternoon paper," and, you know, this is the president of the bank. He can afford a 25-cent newspaper 5 times a week, so it wasn't the money. And I said, "Well, why'd you do that?" and he said, "Well, you know, I just don't need it. It doesn't meet any of my needs anymore. Everything I need is in the Eagle in the mornings." So, we thought we could cut some losses and improve the status of the Eagle at the same time, and we did.

[0:20:00]

Knight Ridder allowed me to pledge to readers that we would not – they would not lose any of the features that they liked about the Beacon. There weren't many of them, but there were some comic strips, for instance and it – we said we will keep all the comic strips. We'll keep all the local columnists and – and people who write exclusively for the Beacon. We will keep them on at the Eagle, and – and you can read them there. So it was a thing that for 10 years or more made the Eagle a much stronger and better newspaper by doing away with the afternoon paper.

Taylor Downs:
Very interesting.

[0:21:00]


Um, what do you want the Wichita Eagle to be known for?

Buzz Merritt:
You mean my Wichita Eagle or the Wichita Eagle now?

Taylor Downs:
Uh, your Wichita Eagle.

Buzz Merritt:
Well, my – my aim, particularly up to 1995 or so, was to be the best medium-size newspaper in the country. No reason we couldn't do that despite the fact that Wichita is not the center of the news universe by any stretch of the imagination, but because we had the resources and we had the – the people on board –

[0:22:00]

who could produce a very, very good medium-size newspaper, and I wanted it to be recognized as such. I wanted to be seen by the people in the community as an important asset and a big help to them in living the kind of lives they want to live and helping this community be what they want the community to be. You know, you can define – there are various definitions of what's a great newspaper, but you can tell when you have one and when you don't by the energy of it, by the quality of the writing, by the presentation, and that's what I wanted, to be the very best that a medium-size newspaper could be.

[0:23:00]


And there were people nationally who at times recognized that that was the case.

Taylor Downs:
Yes. And what were the biggest stories your newsroom had to cover, and what were some major ethical decisions you had to make as an editor?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, boy. [Laughter] Uh, my goodness. There were so many. Um, the hardest – the hardest ethical – let me start with that, and maybe that will take us to the other part of the discussion. The hardest ethical decisions the newspaper makes are really two – two sorts of things.

[0:24:00]


One is how you treat people – the people you hire, how you hire them and how they respond and how you deal with their natural shortcomings that people have. The hardest ethical decisions always have to do with how you handle a situation in which someone fabricates something, uh, misleads. We had a couple of cases of just flat-out plagiarism that had to be addressed, other violations of ethical norms. 

[0:25:00]

Those are tough decisions because they're not – you know, you can read about them in an ethics class and talk about them in an ethics class, which I've done many, many times, but to sit down in front of someone who has committed a serious ethical offense is a really hard thing to do, and, you know, to let people go who you no longer trust is something you have to do, but it is never – it's always very hard to do because you're dealing in almost every case with someone who is earning a living and others for him- or herself and – and for other people and who has a career and a reputation. 

[0:26:00]

But sometimes you just have to say, you know, "The trust is gone. We can't – you can't be here anymore." 

Other kinds of tough – tough ethical questions arise, of course, on the content of stories and also in photographs, the use of photographs. There're so many examples these days because the camera's everywhere, as you know. How much intrusion on people's privacy are you willing to do in order to tell a story? How much gore do you think needs to be put before people to have them understand the gravity of the news you're telling them about? 

[0:27:00]

Um, it's those – there're a lot of tough decisions there, and I made some hard ones, and I made some of them wrong in retrospect, but you know, you do what you feel you have to do at the time. 

The biggest stories that we did had to do with aspirational things like we did a major series in the early '80s on Wichita's water problems and the bleak future that – that it looked like the city had because of a lack of water and increasing shortages of water.

[0:28:00]

That was not a welcomed series in some segments, particularly in the local government because it pointed out shortcomings on their part. 

Another one that stands out in my mind that was – that was tough is some people were interested in building a coal gasification plant in Wichita. And there was a group of people who were very, very excited about the possibility. A coal gasification plant is where you bring in coal and through a chemical process turn it into natural gas. 

[0:29:00]

Or maybe it's unnatural gas, but you turn it – you extract the energy from the coal in – as gas, and it's cleaner, of course, than burning coal and all of that and a multimillion-dollar project and they had a lot of momentum behind it on the part of some – some city officials and some businesspeople because they saw it as kind of a breakthrough opportunity, which indeed it – it was in one sense. But I felt like we were getting – we were not getting all the information we needed about the details of how this thing operated. We were sort of being railroaded as, "Yeah, let's – you know, let's pass this – let's have a vote and pass a big bond issue to build this multimillion-dollar, if not billion-dollar, facility."

[0:30:00]
And we started investigating and developed some good news sources, some people who knew a little more about it than we did, and it turns out it would've been a disaster if the city had invested hundreds of millions of dollars in this plant. Among other details, which wasn't being shared, was that the coal supply would be Wyoming coal, which is the closest coal. 

[0:31:00]

But to get sufficient coal to make this coal-gasification process viable, economically viable and able to supply the city's energy, would've required 20 100 [train]-car loads of coal every day. So, you can imagine what that would do to traffic right through the middle of town, 20 100-car – coal-car trains a day. The leftover material after the gas was extracted would – in a week would've produced enough ash to fill the Kansas Coliseum, you know, which was then the biggest open building in town. One week's worth of the ash from that plant – what're you going to do with it, you know? You just – you don't just pile it up and let it blow away.

[0:32:00]

And nobody was addressing those problems as part of this. They were just very excited because there was a coal gasification plant in Nebraska that was doing quite well. Five years later, after we did not build the plant, the Nebraska plant closed, went bust, and coal gasification as an alternative fuel ceased to be -- ceased to exist. [A plant still operates in North Dakota, Dakota Gasification Co., locally known as DGC]
Our reporting – and we reported on it. We didn't editorialize very much about it. We did a little bit on the editorial page, but we just reported the facts, and there was a vote. Citizens had to approve the financing for this plant. 

[0:33:00]

And thank goodness, and I think in large part because of our reporting, that vote did not pass which made, you know, some people fairly angry. But I didn't consider that necessarily an ethical problem on whether to do it or not. There was no choice but to tell people the facts about it, but it would've also been easy to sort of go with the flow and not ask all those questions, and we didn't [go with the flow]. So, I was quite proud of that effort. That did win a national award for science writing that year [in the late 1980s].

As far as – 

[0:34:00]

ethical dilemmas are concerned, you have those almost daily at some level or other and you hope that you build into yourself and your staff, the other decision-makers on your staff, build in a conscious method for evaluating the ethical dilemmas that you face and – and not just decide them reflexively but to have a thoughtful, open discussion about the meaning of certain actions or lack of actions. So that's the way – that's the way we did it.

[0:35:00]

Taylor Downs:
Yes, definitely. 

Buzz Merritt:
I'm sorry. I don't – can't be more specific, but I hadn't been thinking along those lines for a couple of decades. [Laughs]

Taylor Downs:
No, that was perfect. Thank you. How did your job as an editor change over the 23 years?

Buzz Merritt:
Oh, well, um [sighs] the main change that occurred throughout the business – this is not just Buzz Merritt and Wichita but throughout the business was in the late '80s and early '90s, the consequences of newspapers being publicly owned newspaper companies –

[0:36:00]

being publicly owned, that is shareholder-owned rather than family-owned – the negative consequences of that really began to come home to roost. In the 50 – '40s, '50s, '60s, most of the '70s, the job of the newspaper editor of a paper of any size – I'm not talking about a little paper that, you know, the editor is the owner and is the staff. I'm talking about a medium- to large-size newspaper. The job of the newsroom staff is to put out the best newspaper they can put out with the resources that they have, and that's a great joy to be able to do that, and there's a real freedom in that.
[0:37:00]


That freedom began to get restricted in the mid- to late '80s and certainly in the early '90s because there was more competition on the news side from other media. Of course, we didn't have the internet yet or any of that, but there were other things going on because new ways of advertising were springing up because advertisers were getting more sophisticated about how they chose what – how they sorted their true customers from their potential customers. 

[0:38:00]

And so the job of editor began to be not just deciding what constitutes a good newspaper but to having to worry a great deal more about the expense side, and can we afford to do these things? The problem was, and I said initially that – that the consequences of newspapers being publicly owned became even more severe in the late '80s and early '90s because Wall Street became so intensely shortsighted. Its outlook was not next year or two years or five years from now but tomorrow and next week and maybe next month and that all that mattered was the –

[0:39:00]

bottom-line return for individual newspapers. 

And this squeeze, this insistence for more, higher profit margins in the face of a deteriorating financial situation in advertising and circulation changed the job of the editor of the paper from being creative about putting out a great newspaper to defending the shrinking resources that he or she had and trying to hold onto those resources and trying to do things – trying to do as much as we did in the '60s and '70s and '80s with fewer people and less resources. 

[0:40:00]

And it's a pretty debilitating thing, I mean, got to the point in the '90s, toward the end of my career at the paper, that I had to sort of privately hope that – for instance, that KU and K-State and Wichita State wouldn't have really good athletic teams so that – because if they were really good, they went to tournaments, and they went to bowl games, they went to playoffs, they went to the College World Series, and we had to cover all that and pay for covering all that. And because our resources were being squeezed, that meant not covering something else. 

So the job became more of a – 

[0:41:00]

being a steward of resources and the victim, if you will, of Wall Street greed than it – than it used to be when all the editor had to do – worry about was doing really, really fine journalism. So that's not only a harder job, a kind of different job, but it is not a very inspiring job to have to do. So, in that sense, the fact that I was getting near retirement at the time when newspapers were being hollowed out by financial greed –

[0:42:00]

made me feel okay about the – my career coming to an end – that part of my career coming to an end.
Taylor Downs:
Yes. Um, what do you remember of your newsroom's coverage of the Kennedy assassination, and what was it like to be in a newsroom at the time?

Buzz Merritt:
Well, that was a terrible time, of course. I was in Charlotte at the Observer at the time, and I was assistant city editor. And I was – had just gone onto the city desk as assistant city editor after being a reporter and copy editor. And as you'll remember or can read about – I forgot folks your age [laughs] don't remember that – 

[0:43:00]

it was about noontime, and I was out – since I worked at night, my shift on the city desk at that time was 5 p.m. to 2 a.m., which is not a great shift for someone with children. [Laughs] But that's the way it was. I was out in the yard chopping wood, and my wife came out and told me that the shooting had occurred. So, I immediately got dressed and went into the office. 

Course, it was not a local story in the sense – in any sense, but it was because he was everybody's president, whether they liked him or not. So, it was a major story, but it was not one that we had much to do with as far as the city desk at the Observer. 

[0:44:00]

We did, you know, which we expect, the normal kind of reaction stories. But the main thing that stuck with me was just the stunned nature of the newsroom that evening. I mean, it just – an unbelievable thing had happened, really incomprehensible that this bright, young light in our political life had just been snuffed out for no sensible reason whatsoever. So it – it was one of those high-impact stories, whether you were there or not. 

[0:45:00]

I didn't have much of a hand in that. I'm kind of glad I wasn't national editor at the time because I was – would not have wanted to have to deal with that story for the next month. I don't know. Is that a response?

Taylor Downs:
Yes. Thank you. Very interesting. This is the end of Part Five.
[End of Audio]
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