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Foreword

In what seems like less than a single news cycle, reinvention has become the 
mantra for the business of journalism and media, the key to survival for many 
veteran journalists, and the most reliable prescription or pathway to success for 
those starting their careers in journalism.

Although, arguably, the basic tenants of good journalism have not changed much in 
a generation, the methods of delivering news and information are constantly 
morphing, from print to radio to television to the Internet to wireless and beyond. 

Each generational change in delivery method has significantly altered the 
underlying economic foundation of the business of journalism; in the latter part of 
the 20th century by creating a class of millionaire on-camera talent; in the 21st 
century spawning a generation of online bloggers and other citizen journalists.  
With each change, the financial viability of journalism institutions has been 
challenged to the point that, today, newspapers are struggling to reinvent 
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themselves on the Internet and veteran journalists, with their traditional methods 
and higher salaries, find it increasingly difficult to survive in the new paradigm.

In the past year or so, the newspaper business has undergone a near apocalyptic 
economic upheaval, with variable giants in the industry at or near financial 
collapse, sending hundreds of veteran journalists into early retirement, or worse 
yet, into a crowded marketplace in search of jobs. In order to salvage their careers, 
many such journalists have had to reinvent their careers, to morph their skills to 
meet new demands in a constantly changing workplace.

The NABJ Founders Task Force asked its members – consisting mainly of the 
organization’s founders, past presidents and former board members who joined 
NABJ at least 25 years ago – to share their stories of reinvention in a series of short 
essays. What follows are extremely personal stories, full of candor, insight, 
innovation and perseverance, that is, the stuff of which successful careers are 
made. Some readers will find the essays inspiring; others may see them as perhaps 
the first drafts of the history of a generation of black journalists in America. 

For still others, these essays will provide practical tips and rules of the road in 
navigating a career in journalism in the 21st century.  

The NABJ Founders Task Force owes a special debt of gratitude to Paul Brock, 
Leon Dash, Wayne Dawkins and Herbert Lowe for their tireless efforts in 
soliciting, editing and presenting the essays in this publication and on the NABJ 
Web site. Most importantly, we thank those veteran journalists who took the time 
to share their stories with us.

Some of those whose essays appear here will be featured in a special panel 
discussion at the NABJ Convention in Tampa. The panel, titled “Reinvention: How 
to Transition Your Career Without Losing Ground,” will take place at 2 p.m. on 
Saturday, Aug. 8, in Room 16 at the Tampa Convention Center.

We hope to see you there.

Maureen Bunyan
Les Payne
Bob Reid
NABJ Founders Task Force Co-Chairpersons

NABJ Founders Task Force  Reinvent  Yourself 
 5



Bob Reid

Reinventing Myself Again and Again and Again

During my more than 40 years in journalism, I’ve reinvented myself at least 
three times, morphing to fit a new niche every decade or so. However, it is not by 
mere accident that I have adapted and evolved from print to broadcast, from local 
to national news, from hard news to soft news or infotainment, from syndicated 
magazine shows to cable television, or from overseeing individual hours of 
documentary programming to running a cable television network. I attribute my 
success to a few key principles I have followed faithfully since my very first job: 

• Know thy self – never get caught off guard by the realities of the work place.

• Grow or die – keep developing or stagnate.

• Know your business – there are many paths to success.
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• Don’t get too rooted in one place – the best opportunity may be far away.

• Nothing lasts forever – keep focused on the next step forward.

Knowing yourself is critical in navigating a career. You’ve got to know your 
strengths and weaknesses and know your assets and liabilities. Your strengths will 
usually get you hired and maybe be enough to keep you employed for many years. 
On the other hand, failing to improve in areas of weakness can limit your 
opportunities for advancement, or in acute cases, may get you fired.

Knowing yourself is also important in managing your career. In my first job as a 
cub reporter covering the police beat at the Miami Herald, I wanted to write my 
own stories, rather than phoning in the facts to a rewrite man and sharing a byline. 
The thing that bothered me so much wasn’t the shared byline but the fact that I was 
seldom allowed to complete the reporting process and develop my writing skills. 
This urge to do it all, along with the constant craving to get better, gave me little 
patience with the status quo and fed a desire to develop new skills, at my own 
pace, regardless of the organic timing of institutional changes in the workplace.

It’s what I call the need to grow or die – my second principle. The bottom line is 
that you’re either adding to your skill set and, with a little luck, advancing in your 
career, or you risk stagnation and, to use the common euphemism, face the 
possibility of outplacement. When it became clear that I would not immediately 
have an opportunity to advance at my desired pace on my first job, I began looking 
for other work. The new job I found was in television news.  

It was the first reinvention of my career, from print journalism to reporting and 
producing for television news. At every job I’ve had since that first one, I’ve 
always sought to “know thy self” in making career decisions. Understanding and 
accepting that I don’t function well unless I have challenging and fulfilling work, 
I’ve never been able to settle down in a comfortable job situation with the 
expectation of staying there for more than a few years, let alone until retirement. 

I’ve also avoided getting too deeply rooted in any given company or city – the 
fourth principle. Such loyalty and unbreakable ties can rule out many exciting job 
prospects because they might require leaving a big name company for a lesser 
known one, or worse yet, relocation. Not everyone wants to move more than once 
or twice in a lifetime. For me, doing so has paid dividends time and time again.
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The third principle, “know your business,” refers to everything from taking the 
time to thoroughly understand your company to keeping track of important 
industry trends. Everyone has heard the rags-to-riches story of the theater 
understudy who substitutes on short notice and becomes an overnight sensation. 
Do what it takes to be ready if and when opportunity knocks on your door.

Know your job well and those of the people around you. By understanding that 
reporting and writing are the basis of both the newspaper and television businesses, 
I had the confidence to make that transition early in my career. Of course, there 
were new skills I had to learn as a new television reporter. However, I knew also 
that I could rely on my strengths in reporting and writing to carry me while I 
learned and adapted to the new medium. Fortunately, I was helped along the way 
by participating in the first of the Summer Training Programs for Minority 
Journalists at Columbia University, a reminder that one should never pass up an 
opportunity to learn more about their job, especially if it’s free. Using this summer 
program to help develop an in-depth knowledge of the TV news business, I saw 
that show producers and assignment editors advanced to senior management more 
often than reporters. Give up the chance to become a recognizable personality in 
order to make decisions about what gets covered and maybe even run something: 
Seemed like a good trade off for me. It has enabled me to have a long and mostly 
successful career in television, albeit one with many twists and turns.

Along the way, I’ve achieved a number of firsts for African Americans: first cub 
reporter of color at my newspaper; first black television reporter in my city; first 
black bureau chief for NBC News. I’ve also been fired more than once but never 
because of a lack of diligence or competence on my part.

The fifth principle, “nothing lasts forever,” is arguably the most important. Beyond 
the obvious, it is also a warning never to become complacent or take success for 
granted. Our success as individuals can hinge as much on a change in ownership, 
or senior management of the company, as on how talented we are or how hard we 
work. Be forward thinking at all times. The demise of the newspaper business may 
have caught most of the industry off guard, but the growing popularity of cable 
news channels had already created a major disruption in the way most consumers 
get their news and information. Years before that, both local television and network 
news departments had seen their budgets squeezed when the business imperative of 
corporate profits took precedence over any notion of news as public service.  
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It was a change in ownership and the subsequent shrinkage in the size of the 
network news budgets at CBS News that first led me to look beyond traditional 
newsgathering for challenging and gratifying work. It was 1987 and with 
Entertainment Tonight building on the success of such shows as PM Magazine, so-
called soft news or infotainment formats were on the rise, particularly in 
syndicated television. My skills in reporting, interviewing, writing and editing tape 
applied as much to a syndicated magazine program as to local or network news.  

Switching from hard news to soft was the second reinvention in my career. Along 
the way, I worked as a field producer or director for shows ranging from 
Entertainment Tonight to Rescue 911. During this period, I added to my credentials 
by teaching a course in advanced television news production at the University of 
Southern California Graduate School of Journalism. We’ll see if that experience 
comes in handy in a few years when it’s time for me to step away from the front 
lines of media, but not quite time to put myself out to pasture.

Since 1997, I’ve worked in cable television, my career’s third reinvention. I broke 
into cable as an executive producer, a position that combines skills acquired 
supervising news coverage at almost any level. The key was to find the best 
induction point. Aim too low and you get trapped in work that is ultimately 
unsatisfying and leads nowhere. Aim too high and risk losing your credibility with 
the cable hiring manager. As such, I considered the job of executive producer – 
overseeing the production of documentaries – to be a good transition point because 
there were so many parallels to my own background and experience, making me a 
credible candidate for the job. That was important because I knew I had to 
convince the cable television establishment that I could be successful in its world.

Learning the cable business enabled me to rise rapidly through the ranks to first 
head up the production department as vice president, where I oversaw the work of 
10 executive producers; and then advance to executive vice president and general 
manager at Discovery Health Channel, with the responsibility for running the 
network. Presently, I’m running The Africa Channel (www.theafricachannel.com), 
a start up cable television network that I launched, along with its co-founders. 
Successfully launching a television network requires every skill I have learned in 
my career, but the first principles still guide my decision-making process: Know 
thyself. Never stop improving. Know your industry. Don’t get too attached to any 
particular company or city. Never forget that nothing lasts forever.
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Maureen Bunyan

It’s OK to ‘Leave It’ If They Say ‘Take It or Leave It’ 

As a child of immigrants to this country, the idea of reinventing oneself seems 
natural to me.

My parents left their birthplace (Guyana) to find a better life on the island of Aruba 
(where I was born) and left there to find an even better life in the U.S. I learned at 
an early age what it meant to make and accept major changes in location, culture, 
employment and friends.  

I also learned from my family’s experiences that change is inevitable, whether it is 
desired or not, and that one’s response to the challenge of change is all that matters.

At the end of 1995, I was made a “take it or leave it” offer of a new contract by my 
employer. The offer and the attitude with which it was made were not to my liking. 
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During more than 22 years with Channel 9 television in Washington, D.C., having 
overcome quite a few obstacles, including sexism and racism, I was at the top of 
my field as a news anchor and reporter.

But, in addition to learning and practicing my craft, I had also spent a lot of time 
(and some money) learning about myself and my strengths: over the years 
I had made formal and informal assessments of my talents and personality.

I also was fortunate in that I had never fallen into the trap of identifying too closely 
with my “job.”  

I knew that my skills as a journalist and broadcaster could be applied in many ways 
and that my strengths of personality, including courage and determination, would 
always serve me well.  

So, it was not hard for me to quickly reject the “take it or leave it” offer from my 
employer and make the decision never to look back. 

I decided I would not look for another “job,” but would create a consulting 
business and become my own boss.

I called friends in the communications and media world and offered my services as 
a speaker, writer, editor, observer and “quick study,” and I found that they valued 
my experience and insights into the important issues of the day. My consulting 
business also benefited from the many contacts I had made over the years via 
speaking engagements and public appearances around Washington, and from my 
service with nonprofit and professional organizations including NABJ. 

In 1999, I was made an offer by the ABC affiliate in Washington to return to 
broadcasting. I accepted the offer because I was asked to take part in the 
revitalization of the news product and because I felt that the audience would accept 
my return. Fortunately, the experience has been successful and I have enjoyed a 
second life as a broadcaster in the nation’s capital.  

When this comes to an end, I know I will be ready to apply my personal strengths 
and professional skills to the next step.

After all, I am the child of immigrants who were able to “reinvent” their lives and 
careers in a new country with nothing more than their personal strengths and 
professional skills.
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Les Payne

Let Ensuring Independence Guide Your Reinvention

As necessity is the mother of invention, expediency is too often the mother of 
reinvention. It was not so in my case, luckily. As a Newsday reporter with a 
Pulitzer Prize, I was offered an opportunity to reinvent myself as the national editor 
back in the ’80s. I had pressured Newsday to field other than white editors sure 
enough, but this job was not for me personally. I had every intention of dying a 
reporter and continuing to badmouth editors throughout bliss eternal.

My kitchen cabinet had other ideas.

One adviser, a local reporter angling for national assignments suggested out of self 
interest that I take the editor job. A more altruistic buddy saw a chance for me to 
influence journalism more broadly. Still another cited the management bonuses. 
My wife, sensing fewer road trips for me, voted for acceptance, also.  
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The sticking point for me was independence. Since diapers, I was urged to ensure I 
could hire myself out on the open market as a professional. I chose journalism over 
engineering and the law because it allowed me to hire my reporting and writing 
skills out to newspapers as something of a professional man.    

As a reporter, I roamed the world with a gig as thrilling as cattle rustling and just as 
risky. Joyously daring and carefree, I stood responsible for my work only. The 
national editor’s job would tether me to a desk and saddle me with the work of 
others. The editor, alas, is charged to make the news world safe for reporters and 
often against their very own excesses. Then there would be the endless meetings 
with insecure editors who never felt the wind of the world in their faces. This, 
indeed, would require a reinvention. The leadership role intrigued me. I had tasted 
authority as a U.S. Army Ranger captain commanding a Nike-Hercules missile 
battery with its millions of dollars of equipment and 200-odd soldiers.  

Still, I delayed my national editor decision for a month in hopes the offer would go 
away. Such tarrying is usually not possible, granted – especially these days when 
the decisions of others force journalists to reinvent themselves straightaway under 
enormous pressure. Expediency must not be allowed to override key guiding 
principles in making the reinvention decision. Independence was one of my key 
considerations. In accepting the national editor’s job, I hedged on the commitment 
by holding onto my weekly column – at great sacrifice. Many a morning, I was up 
at 5 a.m., no small matter for my nocturnal soul, polishing off a column started 
after closing the daily national book the previous midnight.  

What’s the reward? I have sustained the sweet, wild, swashbuckling joy that 
journalism afforded my independent spirit from the very beginning. And in this 
techno-miraculous age, I blog merrily down the Internet highway exhilarated by 
the force of reason, forcing the thugs of bigotry to back up while putting something 
akin to a lead pipe in the hands of a people bent on justice. 

In conclusion, here are my tips for reinventing yourself:
 

A. Don’t allow expediency to forego your lifelong principles.
B. Develop new skills while adapting those you’ve mastered.
C. Draft a medium-term strategy and network with others.
D. Thrust your engines with determination not regret.
E. Press ever forward with optimism.
F. When you smell flowers don’t look around for a casket.
G. Work smart.
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Paul H. Brock

Lady Luck Will Smile When Plans Are Interrupted

It seems that I have been going through periods of reinvention my entire life. 
In the 1930s, if you were poor and black, you had to know how to reinvent 
yourself, often, sometimes daily. I grew up in a black neighborhood in Washington. 
I learned early that to get summer jobs or work after school, I needed to reinvent 
myself to speak like the majority population spoke. Not “walkin’ aroun’” but 
“walking around.” Not “PO lice,” but “p’lice.” Not “fried-day,” but “Fri-day.”   

In the fall of 1950, I entered Howard University as a freshman. I still had faded 
dreams of someday being a famous mystery writer. But a high school chemistry 
teacher convinced me that as a black male from D.C., it was long past time for me 
to pursue a more practical career. I decided to seek one as a federal government 
analytical chemist. I completed two years of Howard’s School of Pharmacy before 
the draft and the Korean War interrupted my plans. Following my service career, I 
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chose to follow a lucky chance job offer with the National Security Agency (NSA). 
The salary and federal grade levels were equal or better than all other jobs I knew 
of in the Washington area. By 1962, however, with four young kids in tow as a 
bachelor parent, I moved to the Virgin Islands to start a business.  

After several financial disappointments and unexpected reversals of fortune, my 
planned entrepreneurial efforts evaporated. Luckily, IBM was looking for someone 
to recruit and run their offices there. I was quickly hired and went to work – 
traveling between St. Thomas, St. Croix, Guantanamo Bay and San Juan. Still, I 
was restless, and when a part-time job as a weekend radio jazz disc jockey and fill-
in news announcer came up – I jumped at it! When the news of the Kennedy 
assassination broke, I rushed to the station and worked throughout the night.  

Within two months, I was offered a full-time news position and resigned my job 
with IBM. Six months later, I started an island-wide TV Guide magazine, and 
when I wasn’t working my news shift, I was out selling advertisements for my 
publication. Within three months, I was given a choice between giving up my 
magazine or my job at the radio station. When I related my dilemma to the general 
manager (and owner) of the St. Thomas television station, he offered me a job 
there. Basically, my duties were TV show film editing, cameraman for the live 
shows and weekend news anchor and cameraman. At the end of my Saturday news 
anchor show, I raced from the TV station’s mountaintop location to the downtown 
Hilton Hotel, where I did the other local radio station’s weekend jazz show.   

There were two St. Thomas radio stations and one TV station, so I enjoyed great 
exposure and saw many listeners and viewers late at night on weekends. Many 
were tourists from New York and, they convinced me that they would help me to 
secure a broadcast job when I moved back to the States. Unfortunately, I believed 
them. I moved to New York, but not only were there no jobs waiting for me, most 
of these “friends” wouldn’t even return my calls. With four children to feed, I 
secured an IBM-related job – selling used IBM equipment, with the understanding 
that I could get days off when filling in for an announcer at New York’s all-news 
WINS radio. I also taught part time at a school for adult foreign students.  

Again, lady luck smiled on me. One of the teachers there was also the wife of the 
ABC television network’s general counsel. Broadcast networks, and the nation, 
were just beginning to focus on the importance of fair employment and diversity. 
Through his wife, I met the general counsel and he set it up for me to have an 
interview for a new show being developed – to be called “Wide World of Sports.”  
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It was obvious from my first two interviews that the producers were looking for an 
excuse not to hire me. Over the next six months, I had three more interviews with 
the producers. The job, however, never materialized, and I eventually wound up 
accepting a job with an IBM computer manufacturer, back in D.C.  

Three years later, one of those New York producers called. He had just been named 
general manager of a new radio station in the Washington area – and wanted to hire 
me as news director. The station, WETA-FM, was to be a non-commercial public 
radio station, heavy on classical music, upscale talk and in-depth news and news 
analysis. This was right down my alley, and allowed me to expand my connections 
with Congress (where I had sold most of my IBM computers) and delve into many 
of the national political stories I had always found so fascinating.

After several years at WETA-FM radio, the general manager of WETA-TV called 
me to his office and said he was a member of an official search committee for a 
news director of a new network of public radio stations. It was to be called 
National Public Radio. He wanted to place my name in the mix. I quickly agreed.  

Several months later, I found out I was one of three finalists, and was invited in for 
a final interview. It was the middle of the summer, and I had taken to wearing 
colorful and well-starched dashikis. I had also grown a well-groomed and shapely 
afro and beard. I did not think of how this emerging “I’m Black and I’m proud” 
attitude and dress might impact conservative business leaders – many of whom 
were still trying to get use to “new and assertive Negroes.” Naturally, I was 
disappointed when I did not get the job. 

Not long after my NPR interview, I reinvented myself and accepted a job as the 
news director at WHUR-FM radio, with the stipulation that I could do a daily one-
hour news program. I don’t think, up until that time, that there had ever been a 
black-owned or -operated radio station do a daily radio news program that long.  
Due to audience demand, we eventually went to a two-hour evening news show.  

In 1974, Mal Johnson of Cox Broadcasting and I founded a local media group 
patterned after the Philadelphia Association of Black Journalists. We called it the 
Washington Association of Black Journalists. Our main goal was to sponsor a 
monthly newsmaker luncheon with national black newsmakers as primary guests. 
After several years at WHUR and still doing a weekly WETA one-hour remote 
broadcast, I eventually burned out, and reinvented myself as deputy director of 
communications at the Democratic National Committee.  
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In a specially called meeting of several national black journalists, during the 
Congressional Black Caucus weekend in September 1975, Mal and I laid out a 
blueprint for organizing a formal national organization of black journalists. On 
Dec. 12, 1975, more than 44 of us officially founded and launched the National 
Association of Black Journalists (NABJ). I say “more than 44” because many of 
those who were there that day failed to sign their names on the roster that was 
passed around. Nonetheless, an entire group of black journalists had bravely drawn 
their line in the sand and with unstinting courage reinvented themselves.  

Also on that day, I was an official employee of the Democratic National 
Committee. Co-founder Paul Delaney (then with the New York Times) brought this 
point up near the end of the all-day meeting, as we were voting for the 
organization’s officers and members. Because the official constitution that had 
been enacted that day said members would only be full-time working journalists, 
the body voted to elect me as NABJ’s first executive director.                          

Mal and I had long before reinvented ourselves as expert event planners. Working 
with my Howard University intern, Maurice Williams, we found a hotel suite large 
enough to hold the expected journalists coming to the meeting, and prepared 
breakfast and lunch meals for them. We also ensured that Maurice had a large 
enough van to pick up James Baldwin (and his entourage), who was the NABJ 
fundraising dinner speaker that evening. (Two years later, Maurice became the 
nation’s first black journalist killed in the line of duty during a shooting in the D.C. 
district building.) The fundraiser was a huge financial success, with almost all of 
the Congressional Black Caucus members on hand as well as many black elected 
officials in town for a Joint Center for Political Study conference.    

The next year, in 1976, I became vice president of news and operations with the 
Mutual Black Network (now American Urban Radio Network). Once again, I had 
to reinvent myself. Since then I have gone through many more reinventions: 
NAACP public affairs director under Executive Director Benjamin Hooks. Film 
producer for such efforts as Denmark Vesey’s “Rebellion,” Gordon Parks’ 
“Solomon Northrop’s Odyssey” and Melba Moore’s “Charlotte Forten’s Mission: 
Experiment in Freedom.” Plenty of work as a media consultant to many 
corporations and organizations, even to this day. 

There have been many moments when I wondered how did I keep managing to get 
myself into such a fix? Looking back and reflecting, however, I know that each of 
my experiences and reinventions have made me stronger.  
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Merv Aubespin

Listen For the Opportunity, Be Your Own Advocate

The opportunity to reflect about my career and the myriad changes over the 
years is something that I have written about but never really internalized.  

I have written about the path from poorly paid junior high teacher to better paid 
factory worker, from factory worker with some artistic skills to an opportunity to 
be a news artist at the Courier-Journal in Louisville.

This journey, at first glance, seemed to be one of luck. There would be no more 
early adolescent kids pumping hormones when I became a factory worker. After 
all, I had a wife and new baby to support. But this move created a world of 
chemicals and doubts about where I was heading in life so I became even more 
involved with my first love – art. I grabbed the opportunity to show my art 
wherever I could.
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When I heard about the Courier-Journal news artist position, I jumped on it. They 
hired me and I became one of very few African Americans at the newspaper not 
working in a menial position.   

Then, during the late 1960s, when social and racial unrest was at their apex, I had 
another opportunity. Volunteering to join a white reporter covering a street rally 
protesting police brutality, the rally quickly got out of hand. Fearing for the white 
reporter’s safety, I flagged a friend and sent the reporter back to the newspaper. 

It was left to me to report back with my artistic eye. I called in the story from 
various phone booths. For the next 48 hours, I was the newspaper’s only reporter 
on the scene. The photographer they sent out became a target for the crowd so I 
hired my kid brother and his friend to take photos.  

When order was restored, I returned to the paper and my old seat in the art 
department. Shortly thereafter, editors called me again and asked me to assist a 
team of reporters in covering an anatomy of the civil disorders. 

Shades of the Kerner Commission! They wanted my opinion! Weeks after, the 
publisher of the newspaper called and told me they were happy with my help and 
strongly suggested a way that I could be of immense use to the newspaper.  

Perhaps another opportunity? They suggested that an existing program at Columbia 
University set up specifically to train minorities without journalism backgrounds 
would be perfect for me and the Courier-Journal. They would pay if I was accepted 
to the program. I was.
 
I wasn’t sure. I had a young family. I wouldn’t see them for awhile. But this was a 
whole new experience and I took advantage of the opportunity. I realized that I 
already had a checklist that I had used subconsciously when making earlier 
changes in my life. Based on advice from former teachers at Tuskegee University 
and mentors along the way, I had developed this life lesson checklist over time.  

It has served me well. 

Even in this economic downturn, there are still opportunities out there in our 
business. What I have learned is that you must be able to listen for the opportunity 
and be your own advocate. Times are tough and it is easy to lose heart, but if you 
are innovative, you will survive.
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Albert Fitzpatrick

Confidence and Determination Fuels Reinvention

I started reinventing myself during my senior year at Kent State University in 
1955. I was a journalism major and my adviser was Professor William Taylor, 
founder of the School of Journalism. He urged me not to go into journalism 
because “blacks could not get jobs on white newspapers.”

As I walked out of his office, I said with confidence that I would get a job on a 
newspaper. Then I recalled his words and decided I needed a backup in case I 
didn’t get one. I decided to get a second major in sociology to go along with my 
journalism major. I finished all of my courses in December 1955 but was listed in 
the graduation class of 1956 since the school had only one graduation a year.

I applied to more than 50 newspapers and did not receive a response. I attempted to 
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get an interview with the editor of the Cleveland Plain Dealer but that was to no 
avail. I went to the Cuyahoga County Welfare Board in Cleveland and applied for a 
social worker’s position. I told the manager who interviewed me that I really 
wanted to be a reporter but couldn’t find a job. Also, I told the manager if he hired 
me, I would probably leave if a reportorial position became available. He hired me 
at $60 a week.

The next day, the Akron Beacon Journal called and interviewed me for three hours. 
Editor Ben Maidenburg said: “We have hillbillies and drunks in the newsroom. 
What would you do if one of them called you a nigger?” I said, “Mr. Maidenburg, 
let me ask you a question before I answer you. Who signs the paychecks?”

He said, “I do.” I told him, “I don’t give a damn what they say in the newsroom.” 
When I took my first newspaper job, I was hired at $56 per week. This was a $4 
pay cut from $60 offered to me as social worker.

I was the only person of color at the Beacon Journal among 600 employees. I was 
the only person of color in the newsroom for 10 years. I was moved to practically 
every position in the newsroom. Some of the moves were sideways. I was a 
reporter, farm editor, assistant state editor, assistant news editor, news editor, city 
editor, assistant managing editor, managing editor and the executive editor.

I was the first African-American managing editor of a metropolitan newspaper in 
the country. It took me 20 years to accomplish that feat. Four years later, I became 
the first African-American executive editor of a major metropolitan newspaper in 
the United States.

In 1985, I reinvented myself again. I left the newsroom and went to Knight Ridder 
corporate headquarters in Miami and became vice president of minority affairs and 
diversity. I created 15 diversity programs for Knight Ridder and had the 
responsibility of recruitment and development of minorities and women throughout 
the corporation’s 35 newspapers and other entities.

I spent my entire years in the newspaper business full of confidence and 
determination. Even when I was moved sideways instead of up the ladder, I 
mastered every position. I took advantage of the opportunities offered me and 
excelled because of my performance.
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DeWayne Wickham

Don’t Let a Job Hold You or Your Journalism Hostage

I began my journalism career in the summer of 1974, as a Capitol Hill 
correspondent with U.S. News & World Report less than a week after I graduated 
from the University of Maryland’s College of Journalism. There was a real demand 
for black journalists then. Few newspapers had any black reporters, and most of 
those that did had only one or two. The same was true of television news 
departments. It was rare to find a station outside of the nation’s largest urban 
centers that had a single black reporter.

Back in those days, black journalists had a special “duality.” We were mostly race 
reporters who covered a local black community – until a national race story broke, 
at which point, we became national correspondents for our news organizations. 
That’s how NABJ’s 44 founding members ended up in Washington on Dec. 12, 
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1975. We were mostly local reporters sent there to cover the second gathering of a 
national organization of locally elected black officials. That was fine with me. Like 
a lot of my peers, I came into this profession not just for a paycheck, but to use 
journalism to change the world in which we live. Not by distorting the news, but 
by reporting it more completely. I began to agitate for that change in the fall of 
1975, after leaving U.S. News to join the Baltimore Sun, my hometown newspaper.

Shortly after I arrived, Jeanne Saddler, the only other black reporter at the Sun, left 
the paper. Her departure caused me to press the paper’s publisher and editors to 
hire more blacks. While those efforts produced good results, I became a marked 
man at the paper. In 1978, after getting all but one of the black reporters at the Sun 
and its sister paper, the Evening Sun, to sign a petition demanding that the papers 
hire a black assistant city editor, columnist, editorial writers and national and 
foreign correspondent, my boss demoted me. After nearly three years of covering 
local, state and national issues, he made me the backup obituary writer.

Three months later, I quit. Leaving the Sun taught me an important lesson: Don’t 
let a job hold you – or your journalism – hostage. Newspapers, magazines, cable 
and television stations and the Internet are simply delivery systems for the news 
and information journalists produce.

Over the years, I have found many ways to deliver my journalism. I hosted a public 
affairs program on WBAL-TV in Baltimore and worked as a contributor to CBS 
News. In 1985, I began writing a national column for USA Today and the Gannett 
News Service, a job I continue to do. In 2001, I created the Institute for Advanced 
Journalism Studies after Delaware State University named me its distinguished 
professor of journalism and scholar-in-residence. Three years later, I accepted an 
appointment as the distinguished professor of journalism at North Carolina A&T 
State University and moved my institute to that school.

I’ve used my institute to help black journalists enhance their newswriting and 
reporting skills, and students to prepare for a journalism career. I have raised funds 
to send more than 100 black journalists and journalism students on reporting trips 
to Cuba, Brazil, Columbia, Panama, Mexico, Haiti and Jamaica – experiences that 
I believed make them better journalists. I don’t know what the future holds for me, 
but this much is certain, 31 years after I was forced to quit the Baltimore Sun: I am 
the master of my journalistic voice.
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Sidmel Estes-Sumpter

The Story of My Transition Into My New Life

I celebrate the Fourth of July Independence Day holiday for an entirely 
different reason than most Americans. 

This year’s holiday marks the third year of my independence from a traditional 
television newsroom. I couldn’t be happier because now I am living and 
experiencing the second half of my career.

July 3, 2006, marked the day I was liberated from my “corporate slavery” of the 
Fox affiliate in Atlanta. My departure from the television station, after 27 years of 
service, was not on my time schedule, but it was on God’s time schedule.

You know the old folks always say, “Be careful of what you ask for.”
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During my last years at WAGA-TV, I had always pledged to myself: “When I turn 
50 years old, I’m out. I’m going to do my own thing.”

Well, my 50th birthday came and went and as I approached 51, I wasn’t really 
doing anything to make my pledge come true. So, the Higher Power stepped in and 
moved me out of that comfortable environment of regular paychecks and full 
benefits. There really was no incentive for me to change my lifestyle for the better, 
even though I often lamented, “News isn’t what it used to be.”

I’m an “old school” journalist who got into this profession to be a professional 
storyteller, to be a watchdog, to be a voice for the voiceless, to expose injustices 
and lies and to be of service to my community.

All those lofty goals have been eclipsed over the years by the drive for ratings and 
dollars. The need to investigate, verify and justify disappeared from the discussions 
in our newsroom. I soon found myself to be sort of a dinosaur because the 
corporate mentality and my value system did not mesh.

So, it was time to move on. But I was literally afraid to admit it, much less do 
anything about it. 

I am years away from retirement age; yet I am too experienced to take the entry-
level positions and salaries that the bean counters in corporate America offer. I 
became a budgetary consideration. This was the first time in my career that I 
realized that someone else had controlled my destiny for 30 years. It took me all 
that time, including taking my show to No. 1 for the first time in the history of the 
station, to realize that there was something else for me to do.

Now, I have never been more thrilled to “do journalism differently” with my own 
media consulting company, BreakThrough Inc. (www.breakthrough-atl.com).

I was able to leave before the floodgates opened and the entire journalism industry 
imploded. Since I have witnessed the evolution in the news industry, I have been 
able to adjust accordingly. Now, I am also using my company to help other 
displaced journalists through a special project, Journalists To Go 
(journaliststogo.com). I believe that the value system that shaped me as a journalist 
is making a comeback as the industry morphs into the next generation. 

It’s about time and I’m ready.
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Dorothy Butler Gilliam

From Corporate Security to Satisfying Reinvention

I can still remember the shock and pain that heralded the beginning of my 
reinvention about a dozen years ago. I was about to take a four-month leave from 
writing my column for The Washington Post to become a Fellow at Harvard 
University’s Institute for Policy Studies. During a farewell lunch with the new 
metropolitan editor, I was astonished when she asked me if I’d like to consider an 
assignment other than column writing when I returned.  

Her words hit me like a ton of bricks. I had been a columnist for more than 17 
years and had invested a lot in trying to build a reputation for integrity in the 
community. Although it was a challenging job, it was also satisfying. Despite its 
pains and difficulties, there were many perks. I made speeches around the country 
and wrote columns that many readers told me brought about change. Besides, the 
nation’s capital is an exciting venue for a columnist. The thought of losing my 
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status at work and standing in the community sparked a fear and anger that 
descended like a shroud. Reinvention meant that I had to shift from fear to faith; be 
open to a new way to serve my community and use my passion for diversity, 
justice and equality. Reinvention was also a spiritual journey. Serving as president 
of NABJ from 1993-1995 put me on my knees; starting a brand new program and 
sustaining it has kept me there. Reinvention was also a process.

When I returned to The Post after my mini-sabbatical, I knew the clock was 
ticking. I came up with a three-pronged strategy for survival. (1) I would write the 
column as long as possible. (2) I would aggressively investigate one editor’s 
suggestion that I consider developing a program for high school students. (3) I 
would consider outside options. I pursued this strategy against a backdrop of 25 
years of having been deeply involved in the struggle of journalists of color for 
racial diversity in the media. I spent evenings, weekends and parts of my summers 
engaged in this activity. Before leading NABJ, I was a founding member of the 
Institute for Journalism Education (later re-named for my friend and co-founder 
Robert C. Maynard) and served as chair for nearly 10 years.  

As I investigated my editor’s suggestion that I consider developing a program for 
high school students in The Post’s circulation area, I was outraged when I 
discovered in l997 that not a single high school in the District of Columbia had 
published a school newspaper. I decided to turn my passion for diversity into a 
mechanism for helping local high school students. Over the year that I pursued my 
three-pronged strategy, there were moments of anger and pain. When my emotions 
threatened to overtake me, I’d call the special friend who helped me devise the 
coping strategy. I started the Young Journalists Development Project and ran it for 
five years. All during that time, I considered this: If The Post was willing to invest 
in the next generation, maybe other media companies would also.

  
When it was time to retire, after 33 years at the paper, I conferred with the acting 
director of George Washington University’s School of Media and Public Affairs, 
with whom I had worked in the program at The Post. Out of that collaboration 
grew the Prime Movers Media Program at G.W. Currently the Prime Movers 
Media Program attracts professional journalists and college interns to urban high 
schools in both the Washington and Philadelphia area.

Over the past 5 years, the program has help to train 2,500 students. Most of them 
are people of color. In this reinvention period, I now call myself a social 
entrepreneur. I am actively helping to raise funds for the program, and during our 
five-year history I have raised more than $1.5 million.
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Arthur Fennell

Dusting Off Old Skills and Repolishing For Use Today

I’ve often spoken to journalism aspirants about what it takes to make it in our 
industry and they almost always ask about my personal background and training. I 
am a product of the “old school” way of learning journalism.

Having grown up in rural South Carolina and in very small television markets, I 
found out very quickly that the more things I learned to do in television news, the 
better off I would be in the future. So I took on any and all tasks necessary to get 
my product on the air, particularly because there was no one else around to do it.    

I learned to write and properly craft a story. I learned to operate the camera with 
details to angles and lighting techniques. I learned the art of television editing. I 
learned to produce programming. I learned to report. I learned to anchor. But the 
funny thing is, as I progressed in market sizes and skill levels, I found that I had to 
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do less because bigger news operations had the luxury of bigger staffs to do all 
those individual jobs that I had done in the past.

In fact, I remember one occasion while working for NBC 10 Philadelphia. I wanted 
to use my coffee cup on the air on the anchor desk. Little did I know that I couldn’t 
simply carry it in the studio myself because now that the cup was going to be used 
on the air, my cup was magically transformed to a “prop.” This meant I had to give 
the prop (cup) to my producer prior to airtime. My producer had to then give it to 
the stage manager (who handled all props) to carry into the studio. And then upon 
my request in studio, I could have the cup delivered to me on the anchor desk so 
that I could drink. Ridiculous right? But I digress.  

Well, somewhere along the way, the industry began to shift and downsize. Many of 
those meaningless jobs were cut, but so too were many of the meaningful, very 
important jobs. News operations, in an effort to reduce costs, are now opting away 
from so-called “specialists” who only do one specific job and are seeking 
employees who can perform multiple tasks well. In essence, they want people with 
diverse skill sets and backgrounds like mine. In my current capacity at the Comcast 
Network in Philadelphia, after my entire staff of producers, writers and 
photographers were laid off, I now many times produce my own programming.  

I shoot stories with my personal high-definition Sony camera. I edit using Final 
Cut Pro on my Mac computer. I produce and manage programs and documentary 
projects. I shoot still photography for television and print productions using my 
Nikon SLR camera. I recently incorporated all of these talents as I traveled alone 
without a crew to Africa for a documentary project.

Basically, the very skills that I acquired long ago in the sticks in rural South 
Carolina, I have now dusted off and repolished for use today. No longer is it good 
enough to put on a designer suit and sit at an anchor desk; you may be called upon 
to help build the anchor desk if you want to keep your job. I am now quite often 
back in the field reporting, carrying my own equipment and one-man-banding, just 
like I once did as a cub reporter.  

My point is simple: in today’s ever changing, highly volatile news industry, you 
have to remain relevant by any means necessary. In my case, it meant going back 
to the beginning and remembering how to do more with less, but still do it 
effectively. By the way, that one-man-band, Africa documentary project that I 
mentioned aired with rave reviews and has been nominated for an Emmy Award.  
Wish me luck.  

NABJ Founders Task Force  Reinvent  Yourself 
 29



Will Sutton

Create Your Brand As You Reinvent Yourself Daily

Call it what you want, but it’s all about branding. You must be the CEO of Y-O-
U. Here’s what must be done: Research. Perform. Define. Focus. Refine.

Research: Look for gaps, then fill them. I forgot why I got into journalism. 
Intentionally. I started in this business decades ago. But I quickly came to realize 
that if I didn’t stay ahead of the game, I would be left behind. I left my humble, 
meaningful desire to change the world as a reporter and started focusing on 
changing myself. Only three years into my reporting career, I started trying 
different things while working at the Courier-Post in Cherry Hill, New Jersey. 
Rather than complain about writing municipal meeting, police and weather stories, 
I took them on as challenges, writing ear-catching leads, identifying just the right 
quotes and learning to edit my own work. I asked for assignments others didn’t 
want, including writing obituaries and even covering the Ku Klux Klan.
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Perform: Be the best at your job, then do another. I may have been a cub 
reporter, but I was determined to be a quick study and move on. The Philadelphia 
Inquirer hired me after just three years. I took a night cops job, working weekends 
with Wednesdays and Thursdays off. Colleagues thought I was crazy to give up a 
job where I had more flexibility. No, I was challenging myself – and I promised 
myself that I would be out of that job in less than three years. After figuring out 
how to make sources come to me with stories, finding ways to write news features 
on a hard news night beat and ensuring I worked some of my stories into 
centerpiece packages, I was on to the next assignment in less than a year.

Define: Be different as a part of being better, no matter the job. To reinvent 
yourself you must start by defining yourself rather than letting others define you. 
That’s why my favorite principle in Kwanzaa’s Nguzo Saba is Principle No. 2 – 
kujichaguilia, self-determination. Put into practice correctly, it means that we 
define ourselves, name ourselves, create for ourselves and speak for ourselves. If 
you want to be successful, remember who you were in high school. Be serious and 
be real. You’re the same person you were then, only more knowledgeable, more 
mature and more skilled. Emphasize the best of what you have to offer. De-
emphasize your bad points. Find mentors who can school you about the wonderful 
things you do and the horrible mistakes you make. Make sure the definition you 
create can apply across two, three or more jobs, not just the one you have.

Focus: Create clear objectives. As you move through your career, someone else 
usually establishes your work objectives. That’s why you must create clear 
branding objectives. How is your brand going to be built and used? Where do you 
want to go? Rather than focus on a single job or title, focus on experiences, 
learning and skills. The most successful are those who seek continuous learning. 
Have a Plan A, Plan B and Plan C. Share them with only trusted advisors.

Refine: Time to make some decisions. As you become more comfortable with 
your brand, you may need to let go of a comfortable salary, title and situation as 
you continue to be true to yourself, your values and your people. You may need to 
tweak your brand after realizing that you can’t recognize yourself versus the roles 
you’ve been filling. You may need to ditch an objective or two because you’re 
older, wiser and have different needs. You may need to leave – so don’t fall in love 
with any business or company so much that you can’t put yourself first.

In summary, I’ll share with you what I’ve shared with my son, Tre, since before he 
could talk (live it and you’ll reinvent yourself daily, because you must): Have fun. 
Learn a lot. Do something good for somebody. Every day. 
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Condace Pressley

Observe, Learn and Understand – Then Reinvent

One of my all-time favorite books is Dr. Spencer Johnson’s “Who Moved My 
Cheese.” You’ll find it in the business section of your local bookstore. It’s a quick 
and worthy read. “Who Moved My Cheese” is a parable about change featuring the 
mice, Sniff and Scurry, and the little people, Hem and Haw, in their search for 
cheese. The message of the parable is a simple one. Cheese moves. 
 
I first read “Who Moved My Cheese” as an assignment during a leadership 
development session at my company, Cox Enterprises. Who knew this little parable 
would be such an eye opener? To this day, the story influences the way I see 
situations as well as the way I see others react to situations. Change is the one thing 
to which we are most resistant, and yet the ability to deal with change has an 
impact on one’s success or failure.
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Key to any plan for reinvention is the recognition and acceptance of the fact that 
cheese indeed moves. Key to any plan for successful reinvention is the ability to 
recognize, as Johnson writes, “the handwriting on the wall:”
 
1.     Change happens –  they keep moving the cheese.
2.     Anticipate change – get ready for the cheese to move.
3.     Monitor change – sniff the cheese often so you know when it’s getting old.
4.     Adapt to change quickly – the quicker you let go of old cheese, the sooner 

you can enjoy new cheese.
5.     Change – move with the cheese.
6.     Enjoy change – savor the adventure and the taste of new cheese.
7.     Be ready to quickly change again and again – they keep moving the cheese.

 
People who know me know that I often describe myself as a “sponge” and in 
coaching staff or talking to young people I will encourage them to be sponges. By 
that I mean in any and every situation absorb all the information that you can. 
Process that information through your own filter and then apply what works for 
you to your professional DNA.
 
For example, if you are an employee with a poor manager, be a sponge in all 
interactions with the boss. Observe, learn and understand what qualities made that 
person a poor manager, and when you become a manger, don’t do those things.
 
The converse is also true. Be a sponge to a great manager and embody those 
qualities in your management and leadership. True reinvention success comes 
when one is able to be a sponge in all situations. The more information you take in 
and process into your own professional DNA the more able you will be to achieve 
reinvention success.
 
I know that I am blessed and highly favored. 

I have worked for the same company for more than 20 years, something that is 
unheard of in journalism. I have not had the same job in those 20-plus years and I 
am always willing to help out wherever. No job in our organization is beneath me, 
for I have found leadership by example results in our greatest success. 
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Herbert Lowe

Keeping Your Journalism DNA Outside a Newsroom

While serving as NABJ president, just a few years ago, I sought to ban 
programming at our annual convention that aimed to help black journalists leave 
the profession. So it surprised many people when some 18 months later, I left my 
reporting job at Newsday on Long Island to become communications director for 
the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation (CBCF) in Washington.

Many say I was fortunate to have a Plan B. These days, I urge all my journalism 
friends to have your own Plan B. More than that, I urge you to save as much 
money as you can, so you can be free to pursue that plan, or have enough left to 
move onto Plan C or Plan D. Figure out what you would spend all your time doing 
if you won the lottery (for me, it’s presenting stories digitally). Then pursue it and 
see how much money you can actually make from it. Pursue a master’s degree if 
you don’t have one. With so many former journalists out there these days, every 
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advantage matters. Also, whatever networking steps you might do if unemployed, 
start doing them now. Freshen up the resume – get it professionally redone. Get 
comfortable with social media now. Waiting until you are out of work is too late. 

Leaving the newsroom wasn’t particularly hard. My college dreams of becoming a 
network television anchorman or covering a presidential campaign or the White 
House had long dissipated. Through NABJ, I had discovered and nurtured my 
leadership gene. I wanted to make a difference beyond writing another article 
published in traditional or new media. My new goal was to lead a nonprofit 
organization focused in some way on serving the black community. I needed to 
learn a lot more to be ready for a job on the scale I wanted. I had already led a 
national organization with a gavel at board meetings. But what about meeting 
logistics, fund raising and development, communications and external affairs, 
research and programs, governmental relations? That’s why the CBCF job 
appealed to me. I could learn each day from those who were doing all these things.

There was just one problem. Communications director sounded like public 
relations. My PR friends will hopefully understand how much of a jolt this might 
be to a journalist’s DNA given my 22 years at several newspapers across the 
country. Fortunately, it quickly dawned on me to focus on my strengths. I found 
new and creative ways to tell the foundation’s story, mostly by dramatically 
revamping its quarterly newsletter, its primary Web site and the in-house daily 
newspaper at its annual conference, best known as “CBC Weekend,” in D.C. 
Beyond that, I edited a 160-page book commemorating the Congressional Black 
Caucus’ historic influence in the 110th Congress and during the 2008 election.

The truth is, I had been preparing for that job throughout my entire journalism 
career and NABJ service. All the news releases I wrote to highlight our 
association’s successes, those times I edited the NABJ Journal and anniversary 
tributes dedicated to the past presidents, leading the revamping of NABJ’s Web site  
in 2004 – all of this in addition to my daily journalism enabled me to further my 
capacity for telling stories that uplift, motivate and inspire.

In February, after 20 months with CBCF amid the Obama phenomenon, I left D.C. 
for Chicago, where my wife, Mira, is now editor-in-chief of JET. (Talk about 
reinvention!) I have a new business, Aim High Media (www.aimhighmedia.net) –  
remember, creating stories digitally – while I pursue my next reinvention.

My wish is that every NABJ member who wants to remain in journalism can do so. 
I merely offer my example to show you can still tell stories outside a newsroom.
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Reginald Bryant

Reinvention Time: Following a Chameleon’s Instincts

First I need to distinguish the difference between a chameleon and a city shape 
shifter. A chameleon chooses to change defensively so as not to be discovered. The 
city shape shifter is an urban-dwelling, assertive person and becomes whatever is 
necessary in order to survive his situational surroundings.  

The necessity of changing a persona, redesigning myself, is how in fact I have 
achieved whatever has been my lot. Starting out as an artist and professor, and 
literally following the old techniques that for centuries was practiced by the master 
European painters, I was able to slowly advance in my early career.  

Thanks to my early formal training, reinventing myself to secure decent 
employment was not a major hurdle for me. I was well grounded educationally in 
the field of history, and also managed to present myself as something of an art 
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historian as well. During this period, I worked as a public school teacher, a 
university professor and as a mental health professional. All thanks to some of my 
early training, and my innate ability to reinvent myself. For example, when the 
opportunity presented itself for me to work in a mental health and mental 
retardation center, I was able to quickly and efficiently adapt, which I did as 
director of education consultation.  

I mention all of these things because when you redesign (or reinvent) yourself, 
these skills become a deep pool or reservoir upon which you can draw. It was these 
skills that served me so well as I moved into my career as a TV and radio talk show 
host. During this period, I ventured into an adjacent career as a documentary 
filmmaker and made several critically acclaimed documentaries.  

All of these career moves and film ventures increased my curiosity and interest in 
investigative journalism and how good journalism can empower your community. 
Those insights led me to television – and eventually to the national and critically 
acclaimed weekly news analysis show, “Black Perspective on the News,” a half-
hour production that I hosted and produced in the early 1970s with my lifetime 
friend and co-host and co-producer Acel Moore.   

This burning need for empowering my community through information and in-
depth essays continues even up until today through my daily radio show, “Urban 
View Time.” I came along at a time when it was important for those of us who had 
a means to share the power of information because it impacted the very existence 
of black folks in Philadelphia.  

Once again reinventing myself, this led to becoming a speechwriter for a number 
of Philadelphia newsmakers, including two groundbreaking union leaders. These 
ventures once again got me deeply involved in what goes on in my city. However, 
as fate would have it, my speechwriting consulting work led me back to being a 
full-time talk show host – and what I call broadcast journalism. Today, I have 
returned to my firm commitment and deep resolve to my community, and older and 
wiser I rely even more on my experience as a broadcast journalist.    

The extent to which in the last 12 years I have focused my attention on broadcast 
journalism and being a talk show host, documentarian and archivist depends upon 
one’s point of view. Today we live in such a rich and spectacular time for those 
who collect and report information. The news reporter is the twin of the historian, 
working in different time frames. I find in this the current edition of Reggie 
Bryant: I have become both journalist and quasi historian.
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Charlie Cobb

‘Reinventing Myself Has Meant Being True to Myself’ 

When you are deeply involved with a movement as I was – with the Southern 
freedom movement as a Mississippi field secretary for the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) – sometimes the language of struggle can be a 
handicap when speaking convincingly to people who do not share your experience.

That’s what got me in the news business: a kind of reinvention from political 
activism. Few had been louder in their criticism of how news folks covered the 
movement than I.

Nonetheless, the opportunity to work as a newsman at the just-established WHUR 
Radio in Washington was irresistible – especially because after leaving Mississippi 
and wandering in Africa for a while, I had joined the staff of a congressman on 
Capitol Hill, and quickly learned that kind of servitude was not my calling.
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As a newsman, I worked on a language that at once conveyed important 
information, but without the political insistence that political struggle so often 
requires. It helped that WHUR broadcast primarily to black people.

Then National Public Radio asked me to join its news staff. I wasn’t sure if I 
wanted to do it. My reluctance had to do with the audience. But NPR wanted me as 
a foreign affairs reporter. A person I admired greatly, Goler Butcher, who was 
Detroit Congressman Charles Diggs’ Counsel on the House Subcommittee on 
Africa – said “Do it.” There are people you don’t reach who need to hear you, 
Butcher said. So I went to NPR. 

It was not a comfortable fit and I would leave after a few years. I entered the 
freelance life. In this life, I had to do something I had never had to do before: sell 
ideas to publications in order to earn a livelihood. 

Almost accidentally – and it’s a story too long to tell here – National Geographic 
magazine became one of my clients. Ultimately, the magazine offered me a staff 
position. 

Again, I was uncertain. As an NPR reporter, I had resolved writing to nonblack 
audiences. With National Geographic, the question in my mind was what kind of 
stories would the magazine want me to write. Friends and family said: “Are you 
crazy? You can write. Accept the offer.”

I did – and became the first black staff writer they ever had. Best career decision I 
ever made. The magazine’s highly stylized form of writing notwithstanding (first 
person), no place has helped me more in the craft of storytelling, and my takes on 
various places in the world were always respected.

I might still be there, but an old comrade from my Mississippi movement days, 
Bob Moses, asked me to join him in a book project. I left the magazine to do that. 
That book was published as “Radical Equations, Math Literacy and Civil Rights.” I 
have since had published “On the Road to Freedom: A Guided Tour of the Civil 
Rights Trail,” and was a co-editor of “No Easy Victories: American Activists and 
African Liberation Movements, 1950-2000.”

I am at work on a fourth book, tentatively titled “Crossroads.”

You could say I’ve come full circle – reinventing myself has meant being true to 
myself – to the best in myself. Of course, that’s always risky. 
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Leon Dash

Reaching Out is the First Move of Reinvention

I imagine my reinvention began on March 10, 1997, the day the new editor of 
the investigatory and projects desk at the Washington Post told me that I would no 
longer be allowed to engage in the months-long and, in some cases, years-long 
ethnographic investigatory projects I had been doing since 1984.  

He wanted me to go back to a traditional paper-trail investigatory process wherein 
the results were publishable within a three- or four-month time frame. We agreed 
that the project I had begun in July 1996 on young male killers would be allowed 
to run its projected course to be published in the summer of 1998. Our discussion, 
during a two-hour lunch, was amicable, but I knew that I was not at all interested 
in what he was proposing, so I decided it was time for me to leave The Post after 
32 years. I began to plan my leaving to coincide with the estimated 1998 period 
when the young male killers series would be ready for publication. 
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Immediately after that lunch, I contacted the editors of DoubleTake, a magazine 
which did long ethnographic pieces on groups all over the United States. 
DoubleTake was based at Duke University, so at its editors initiative, we began 
discussions with the African American Studies department at Duke about me 
accepting one of Duke’s Professor of the Practice positions. In April, I was invited 
to give a series of lectures over three days to students and faculty in the University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign’s Journalism Department. A member of its faculty 
was aware that I was in discussions with Duke. On my second day of the three-day 
visit, the late Dean Kim Rotzoll offered me a tenured full professorship.  

A week or so later, I was in Los Angeles doing reporting for the young male killers 
series when an international relations professor at the University of Southern 
California, a friend who knew I was in discussions with Duke and the University of 
Illinois, asked me to have lunch with Geoffrey Cowan, dean of USC’s Annenberg 
School for Communication, about coming to USC.  

Soon thereafter, I received an offer from the University of Kansas at Lawrence. 

In September and October 1997, I made extensive visits to three campuses, giving 
lectures and being verbally picked over by their faculty. By November, I had three 
offers: Professor of the Practice at Duke and tenured full professor at the 
University of Illinois and USC. Duke’s offer of Professor of the Practice involved a 
five-year renewable contract, which was of little interest. In the first week of 
December, I chose the University of Illinois for financial and personal reasons. 

While the salary offers from the University of Illinois and USC were about the 
same, the cost of living in Urbana-Champaign was substantially lower than the cost 
of living in Los Angeles. Also, my youngest daughter, who was scheduled to 
graduate from high school in June 1998, would be coming with me. She is a young 
woman with cerebral palsy and the University of Illinois has the oldest and most 
comprehensive support program for students with disabilities in higher education 
in the country. She graduated in May 2005 with a Bachelor of Science degree in 
Theatre Studies and lives independently today as a result of the university’s 
program.

When closely examined, I had little to do with reinventing myself as a university 
professor. What did indeed determine where I ended up had everything to do with 
my first reaching out to Duke’s DoubleTake magazine and becoming engaged in 
discussions about teaching at the university level. Until that process began, I had 
not thought of myself as a university professor, but others did.  

NABJ Founders Task Force  Reinvent  Yourself 
 41



Joe Davidson

Change is Frightening, But I Did It and Would Again

Reinvention is a difficult and frightening concept, now more than ever.

I have done it more than once and I’m willing to do it again. I was forced to 
reinvent myself when pushed from The Wall Street Journal in 1997. At the time, I 
had been in newspapers my entire professional life and at the Journal for 13 years.

Moving to something new was done with considerable trepidation.

In the beginning, I think my fears got in the way of effective planning, but I 
eventually used my journalism skills to develop new roles as a journalistic 
consultant. That meant I edited a newsletter and magazine for a national non-profit 
organization. I also conducted professional journalism training seminars. And I 
continued teaching journalism at Howard University, as I had done for years. 
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Certainly editing the newsletter and magazine for a non-journalistic organization 
required a new approach to my work. Skepticism was no longer required. And 
while I was never much of a cheerleader, this less than arms-length approach to my 
subjects felt foreign and uncomfortable. 

I was able to cobble together enough work as a consultant to afford my mortgage 
and maintain a comfortable lifestyle, even though paying for a family health 
insurance policy out of my pocket took a big bite out of my income. But working 
for the non-profit organization didn’t sit well with my self-identification as a 
journalist. I was able to keep my journalistic bearings by writing regular political 
columns for BET.com, MSNBC.com and commentaries for National Public Radio. 
Those experiences proved to be critical in shaping my desire to be a newspaper 
columnist, which at the time I didn’t think would ever happen.  

In 2001, I moved from being a consultant to working full time for a think tank, 
while continuing to conduct training seminars, write political columns and provide 
commentaries and news analyses for NPR. At the think tank, I edited a monthly 
magazine and made it more of a journalistic organ than it had been. While I printed 
articles from the staff scholars and researchers, I also used news services and 
freelance reporters. I put my mark on the magazine.  

That experience led to another reinvention, this time as an editor for the 
Washington Post.

 The Post needed an editor for The District Extra, a weekly section that covers 
community news. More than one person asked why someone with my background 
– a former Washington and foreign correspondent for the Wall Street Journal, 
covering national and international news, including Jesse Jackson’s and Nelson 
Mandela’s presidential campaigns – would be interested in a relatively low-status 
position at the high-powered Post. There were two reasons – I really wanted to get 
back into newspapers and I enjoy being able to put my stamp on a project. Editing 
The District Extra allowed me to do both. I considered The Extra my baby. I 
nurtured it and demanded that reporters treat its copy with the same respect they 
had for copy submitted to other sections of the newspaper. Also important was self-
confidence that sustained me even when others had questions.

Now, since the summer of 2008, I’ve reinvented myself again as a Post columnist, 
covering federal employee and workplace issues, a key subject area for the top 
newspaper in the nation’s capital. It’s a lot of pressure to write four days a week, 
twice as often as many columnists, but I love it. 
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Allison J. Davis

September 11 Influenced My Reinvention

Like so many of my colleagues, I have been fortunate to be a witness to some 
of the more remarkable moments in history. 

As a producer for NBC News, I covered elections, the fall of Communism, 
America at war and natural disasters. I met policy makers, movie celebrities, sports 
stars, great authors and ordinary people who showed extraordinary courage. I 
traveled with Nelson Mandela, dined with Jimmy Carter, danced with Michael 
Dukakis and drank with Willie Stargell. 

I have forgotten more stories than I’ve told, been to more places than I remember, 
all thanks to a thirst for truth, a desire to tell a story and a need to effect change. 

But all that changed on Sept. 11, 2001. 

NABJ Founders Task Force  Reinvent  Yourself 
 44



I have worked in New York City most of my career but rarely went downtown. On 
this bright sunny end-of-summer morning, I walked up Wall Street on my way to 
Trinity Church where I was to take part in a program with the Bishop of Wales, 
Rowan Williams. It was early and I realized that it was time for a second cup of 
coffee so I passed the church and headed to the World Trade Center.  

The first plane had already crashed into the center’s north tower. After the fire 
trucks crossed our path, we were encouraged to continue on. No one quite knew 
what was going on or the danger we faced as we approached the buildings.

I heard the roar of the low-flying jet moving overhead and watched it as it burst 
into a ball of fire upon impacting the south tower. Instinctively, I hit the ground and 
shielded my face from debris still falling from the crash of the first plane. I reached 
in my bag for a cheap digital camera I carried, held it above my head and snapped, 
never looking into the viewfinder or setting the exposure for a perfect shot. 

What happened next changed my life and the road I chose to follow.  

After picking myself off the ground, I ran away from what was arguably the 
biggest story of the century. I didn’t run for my life or run out of fear. I ran because 
I am a mother and I couldn’t bear the thought that my boys would have even a 
moment of panic about my whereabouts and safety.  

9/11 changed so many lives.

For me, it was confirmation that the profession I so dearly loved had run its course 
and while I remain fiercely proud of the years I spent as a broadcast journalist, I 
now focus my energies, my passions and skills in telling the stories of those 
institutions and people who truly make a difference in the world we live.  

When I get together with some of my former NBC colleagues, we sit for hours and 
tell our “war stories,” recalling the excitement but admitting the toll it took on us 
and our families.

My children are almost grown and, thankfully, I have grown with them.  

Almost a decade after the Sept. 11 attacks, I am grateful that I ran towards a life of 
service and found a different yet equally profound calling.  
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Paul Delaney

My Makeover, Based on Most Things Journalism

Like most of the changes in my long career, leaving the New York Times for 
the University of Alabama was seamless, an anticipated continuum. Similar to past 
moves, it simply seemed too easy. I had reached a point of no return at the Times, 
with no more real promotions in my future. And, despite excellent and sincere 
choices presented me to prevent my departure, I felt that I should move on. 

Perhaps, I had been spoiled by my former longtime editor, David Jones. Twice 
during my 23 years at the paper I was tempted to quit, both by the possibility of 
joining the Washington Post. Jones, the national editor, reminded me that the Times 
needed me more than I needed it, thus, I was too valuable for the Times to lose. 

Abe Rosenthal, the executive editor, later chided, “You’re at No. 1. Why would 
you go to No. 2?” Abe also added a few bucks to my paycheck. 
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I thought more about Dave’s comments and concluded that when I got the 
impression, or was told explicitly, that I was no longer valuable to the New York 
Times, I would leave. That moment had finally arrived. The position at Alabama 
was chair of the journalism department in the College of Communication. The 
dean, Ed Mullins, had chased me in a slow dance that went on for years. He had 
me on campus almost annually for a decade to meet with students and faculty, and 
he put me on the college’s Board of Visitors. 

I’m sure he was shocked when, all of a sudden, I began talking seriously about the 
job or half seriously. He met my salary demand and came back with a yea on one 
final point, tenure. Even then, with everything in place, it was extremely difficult 
to walk away from 23 years. My closest friends and colleagues thought I was 
joking: “Give up the good life in New York City for ...” they could hardly say it, 
“Tusca-whoooo?” Several friends broke into tears. I felt terrible. 

Max Frankel, Abe’s successor as executive editor, put this note on the newsroom 
bulletin board, after he saw an Associated Press story headlined, “University of 
Alabama Names Journalism Chief:” “Friends, my first reaction to this AP story this 
noon was to issue a denial, an expression of my strong desire that this long-
brewing appointment would not after all take Paul from our ranks. I had the good 
fortune to be the Times editor who hired Paul and I have been personally as well as 
institutionally blessed by his unflagging service to us all. He has been a fine 
correspondent and editor, a wise counselor and leader, a brave and generous friend. 
I can understand the challenge that beckons in Tuscaloosa, but Paul will always 
remain with us and he promises to steer his most promising students only to us.” 
  
There may not be life on Mars, but there is after the Times. I was at Alabama for 
only three years but have maintained relations with many former students and 
others on campus. I still receive wedding announcements from them. I joined some 
friends in Baltimore in trying to start a national black weekly newspaper, an effort 
that failed for lack of adequate support. Subsequently, I wrote editorials for the 
Baltimore Sun. I also was on the board of directors of National Public Radio, and 
still serve on the selection committee of the Kaiser Media Fellowships in Health. 

I tried starting a Center for the Study of Race and Media at Howard University, 
then joined another group of friends who founded the Gene Media Forum that 
sponsored seminars for journalists on the hot topic of genetics, however, another 
failed venture due to lack of funding. Talk about a checkered past. But, obviously, 
my makeover centered on most things journalism.
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William H. Dilday Jr.

Redirecting My Efforts from Television to Politics

I don’t know if you can say I reinvented myself since leaving television. My 
background and education had always been in business. As general manager of 
WLBT-TV in Jackson, Mississippi, my journalism amounted to writing and 
delivering editorials on air. 

I held a managerial position at WHDH Radio-TV in Boston, Massachusetts, in 
1972, when the interim group operating WLBT-TV named me the first African-
American general manager at a commercial television outlet in the country.

The original owners had lost their license to operate the television station for overt 
racism in their programming. The interim group was interracial and believed a 
station’s employment could reflect the makeup of the city and could operate in the 
public interest.
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At WLBT, I found a station in racial turmoil. The older white employees watched 
newer black employees make mistakes without correcting them. The public was 
not to happy to have a black man running the TV station, particularly after my first 
editorial criticized the governor for vetoing a $3 million grant for a minority health 
center. Through hard work, sheer determination and winning over most of my 
employees, we turned WLBT into the state’s No. 1 station and one of the South’s 
top stations. I was the first African American to serve on a television affiliate’s 
board of directors; vice president my last two years on the board and the first to 
serve on the National Association of Broadcasters’ television board.  

After 12 years managing WLBT, a new group bought the station and brought in its 
own management team. I left WLBT knowing it had the top ratings, revenue and 
employee morale of any station in the state. We were the state’s first station to win 
a Peabody award (I am most proud that it came from an idea I suggested to the 
news department). We were the South’s first station with a black male and white 
female as evening newscast anchors. (I overruled some of my managers who did 
not believe Jackson was ready for it.) A competing station in Jackson, WJTV-TV, 
hired me to manage it. I stayed there for eight years until a new group bought the 
station and brought in their management team. (Seems like a broken record).

While at WLBT and WJTV, I had dabbled in local and state politics, supporting 
and backing candidates for office. As a young man I had admired J. Raymond 
Jones, the first black head of Tammany Hall and the Democratic Party in New York 
City. He worked behind the scenes in getting people elected and controlling New 
York politics. While I never hoped to attain the power and influence he had, I did  
want to work behind the scenes in getting candidates, especially black candidates, 
elected. Consequently, upon leaving the television business, I started an advertising 
and public relations company, Kerimax Communications, with a specialty in 
political strategy. I have done and continue to do political strategy for 
Congressman Bennie Thompson of Mississippi. I planned the strategy for Harvey 
Johnson Jr., who became Jackson’s first African-American mayor, and have 
worked on the campaigns of numerous state and local elected officials here in 
Mississippi. I am the only minority political strategist in the state recognized by the 
Democratic National Committee. 

So given my activities after leaving television, I believe I have redirected my 
efforts more than reinventing them. Managing a television station was all about 
motivating my employees and meeting the needs of the viewing public. That is not 
very different from planning political campaigns and delivering the message to the 
voting public.
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Sandra C. Dillard

Five Rules to Guide a Fulfilling Newsroom Career

My 29 years at The Denver Post were all about transition and reinvention.

I walked into the newsroom Aug. 31, 1972, as the first black woman hired by a 
major Colorado newspaper. I started in the features department, which had hardly 
evolved from being the women’s pages. After a couple of months of accepting 
assignments, I proposed one of my own: Black women’s take on the Women’s 
Liberation Movement. I got all the space I needed for the comments and photos of 
about a dozen well-known women from Denver’s African-American community.

That success encouraged five career rules I lived by: 

Ask for what you want: The worst anyone can tell you is “no.”
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Prepare yourself: When I decided I wanted to work in the newsroom, I started to 
volunteer for such things as the all-night stint on Election Night. During the next 
few years, I covered night general assignment, suburban government and 
education. Then I was offered a place in The Post’s four-person Washington 
bureau, occasionally covering the White House, but mainly focusing on Congress 
and more specifically the Colorado delegation. After 13 months, despite my 
editors’ reluctances, I returned to Denver so my son could graduate from high 
school with his friends. After covering that year’s Senate race, I requested and 
received the city hall beat, which I held for three years.

Tiring of newsroom politics, I asked to return to features. Turns out the real fun, 
the all-expense travel and excitement lay in the entertainment department. 

Position yourself: That transfer put me in line for what I really wanted, theater 
critic, a post I had unsuccessfully applied for a few years before. In addition to my 
entertainment assignments, I volunteered to back the current critic. When he 
decided to go to law school, there I was with not only my M.A. in Theater from the 
University of California at Santa Barbara, but a substantial collection of theater 
clips. For the next 11 years, I was the theater critic and a Sunday columnist 
covering local, national and international productions. 

I was the American Theater Critics Association’s first African-American member. 
In that role, I led a National Theater Critics conference in Denver and helped 
secure the 1998 Regional Tony Award for the Denver Center Theatre Company.

Reach out: Over the years I encouraged African-American journalism students and 
was active in the Colorado Association of Black Journalists, which awards 
thousands of dollars in scholarships annually. I taught two summer stints in the 
Institute for Journalism Education at U.C. Berkeley, now renamed The Maynard 
Institute, the same program that helped me launch my own career when it was 
based at the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism.

Learn and experience all you can: Working at a daily newspaper is the equivalent 
of a paid education. I enjoyed parties at the White House and at the penitentiary. I 
observed autopsies and surgeries, rode with police and rescue workers, interviewed 
a president, other politicians, fashion designers, physicians, actors, directors, 
visiting royalty and other newsmakers. I received appealing job offers along the 
way, most notably from the New York Times and Los Angeles Times – but I 
proved I could transition and reinvent myself where I was.
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H. Chuku Lee

The Only Absolute is Change – The Goal is Control

We are engaged in a cosmic competition for control of the universe’s resources. 
Whoever has the best organization wins! Aided by technology, we are constantly 
reinventing ourselves or shape-shifting our God-given senses into the most 
competitive form imaginable. My first invention was my family’s doing. It was 
about making and taking opportunities. Take a look around, educate yourself, 
select your goals and identify what you need. Make a plan and go for it. Again and 
again and again until you get what you want. 

My next career change was more my own doing. Fascinated by the power of 
words, I became a propagandist for America. From the American Embassy in Paris 
as an officer in the U.S. Information Service, it was my job to “tell America’s story 
abroad” by using the electronic and printed press, personal appearances and 
exchange programs. In telling America’s story, I began to participate in the 
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competition for hearts and minds of foreign audiences. Everyone loved, feared or 
hated America. They wanted American things, and access to opportunities, but 
maybe not American values. As an assistant cultural attache, I was offered as an 
example to competitors of America’s theory in practice that “all men are created 
equal.” What European competitor could boast of a system that re-invents slaves 
into diplomatic officers? I had an eventful tour, and the streets of Paris led to 
Ethiopia, Egypt, Ghana, Nigeria and other places.  

After leaving France for New York City, I became a Pan-Africanist activist and 
American representative for the African-owned, London-based Africa Journal Ltd. 
Africa Journal published Africa Magazine, Africa Woman and the encyclopedic 
1,300-page, three-volume Know Africa. Connecting Africans with America was 
my goal. The natural alliances between blacks in Africa and the diaspora were 
largely perceived, but unexploited. Africa Journal sought to tell our stories directly, 
not filtered through someone who didn’t look like us or share our interests.  

While in New York working as a “journalist,” I networked with politicians, 
celebrities, opinion leaders, black publishers and distributors. I was president of the 
New York chapter of TransAfrica for a short period. In the same period, NABJ 
took shape. I came in a side door as a propagandist with no formal training in 
journalism. I hoped to encourage links between our communities by bringing 
Muhammad Ali, Max and Randall Robinson, Congressman Charles Rangel, John 
Henrik Clarke, Minister Louis Farrakhan, Alex Haley, Andrew Young, Rev. Jesse 
Jackson, John H. Johnson, Ed Lewis, Ida Lewis, Earl Graves and others directly to 
Pan-African audiences through Africa Journal Ltd., NABJ and TransAfrica. We 
succeeded, and it was a great deal of hard work and soul-satisfying fun.  

Finally, after a brief tour as a legal assistant for New York Attorney General Robert 
Abrams, I became a state-certified general real estate appraiser. I tell folks what 
their property is worth for a living. Meanwhile, I am working on my next re-
invention, namely my own 20-year plan to become a producer of programs for our 
own global satellite and cable channels. Financed by real estate revenue, we will 
produce and broadcast multilingual programs promoting non-exportable jobs in the 
travel and real estate industries. I want to create savings and jobs that cannot be 
exported, but expertise that can be.

Even while waves of technology produces a fog of information designed to engage 
and persuade us, we remember that we are still competing for control of the 
available resources. Our goal is to be the best organized. Whoever is best organized 
wins.
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Sandra D. Long

Sometimes You Must Reinvent Right Where You Are

I learned very quickly that reinventing yourself does not always mean moving 
into a new career or going back to school to get another degree. As vice president 
for newsroom operations, my job is to combine into one staff the production and 
visual staffs of two newspapers – the Philadelphia Inquirer and the Philadelphia 
Daily News. The combined staff produces one broadsheet and one tabloid with two 
very unique voices. There was no blueprint to follow. For me, reinventing has 
meant figuring out how to get the best out of a shrinking and less diverse staff 
every day. It meant keeping morale up when all everyone could see was dwindling 
resources. And I had to move from the state of being a survivor after buyouts and 
layoffs to a state of thriving and stretching resources to get the job done each day.

As staffs shrunk over the last few years, it was easy to focus on what we no longer 
have and bemoan how difficult it is to get anything done. But if I was going to 
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continue to be successful and bring out the best in others, I had to think differently. 
I had to build a team. I had to change the culture. I started by re-prioritizing what I 
had to accomplish. Then I moved to motivating my staff.

Re-prioritize: What’s the most important thing you must accomplish each day? 
Each week? Each month? Each quarter? What do you want the outcome to be? 
What will it take to accomplish it? What tasks can you eliminate?

Learn something new: Learning always re-energizes me. Taking time to talk with 
colleagues about how they work and seeing if it ties into what you are trying to 
accomplish can be very beneficial. Take a short course in a related area. I also set 
up brown-bag sessions so staffers could share their expertise.

Be open to new ideas: All media companies are looking for ways to generate 
revenue. Consider ideas from advertising or circulation on ways to attract more 
readers and make money. Is there a way for the idea to still hold up 
journalistically? Sometimes it’s looking at a slightly different design of the page or 
considering which ad adjacency should run before or after a specific ad.

Be ready to adapt to the changing culture around you: As companies downsize, 
long-time employees leave and sometimes employees from other companies join. 
They bring new ideas or different ways of doing work. The new attitudes those 
employees bring make it important to understand how business gets done in the 
company. Being resistant to change only makes it more difficult.  

Stop trying to do it all by yourself: Everyone has absorbed the work of several 
people who have left over the years. And some days it can be overwhelming. I 
have learned to ask for help and seek out suggestions on ways to do something 
better or more efficiently. Remember to reprioritize.

Do fewer meetings: I make better use of the company’s e-mail system. I try to 
have efficient meetings where decisions are reached and goals are set. I do not 
meet just to have a meeting. I also do smaller group meetings which usually last 
half the time. Those who attend are asked to pass on information to their staffs.

Reach out more: I had to get to know more people I had not worked with and 
build new alliances that are critical to building our changing business model.

Have fun: Reinventing yourself is hard. But I still love being a journalist. And 
most days I can still find a reason to smile and take pride in what we do.
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Acel Moore

Using Controlled Anger to Reinvent From Within

Almost from the start of my 43-year journalism career, I have been reinventing 
my newsroom’s culture even as I adapted to the industry’s constant changes. My 
career began in 1962, when I started at the Philadelphia Inquirer as a copy boy. 
From then on, few things and events have caused me to rethink my career goals. 
Some of the challenges I’ve encountered have, as President Obama recently stated, 
caused me to “recalibrate” my views and values. I have been, at times, provoked to 
anger and disgust. Yet these incidents or challenges to my humanity have been but 
minor annoyances that have caused me to smile and laugh at their absurdity.

My first challenges happened during my first days at the Inquirer. The old 
newsroom was filled with more than 100 middle-aged, angry white men. There 
were no women there. In those days, when six editions of the paper were published 
every night, newspapers were still trying to maintain the element of immediacy 
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that they eventually gave up to television and radio. The newsroom was filled with 
cigar smoke, many editors openly chewed tobacco and a few still wore green 
eyeshades. Pencils and carbon paper were the norm. Some of the old editors had 
racial attitudes representing Jim Crow North, or as a local civil rights leader said: 
Up South. Despite all this, I pursued a journalism career, not just to become a good 
journalist, but also to create change. I desired to raise the consciousness of our city 
and society by reporting on social issues such as poverty, racism and equal justice.

Some of the newsroom’s old white males, when they needed news copy to be 
moved from one desk to another, addressed the black news aides by shouting 
“Boy!” One day, a copy chief angrily tried that with me. I walked away. “God 
dammit, boy,” he yelled. “Don’t you hear me talking to you?” I simply moved 
copy at another desk. Later, after his anger had subsided, I said to him, so only he 
and I could hear: “I will never respond to you or anyone else who calls me ‘boy.’ ... 
It is a classic racist insult to refer to a black man as a boy. I will respond if you call 
me by my name, Acel, or yell ‘copy!’ But if you continue to insist on calling me 
‘boy,’ you and I will have to talk about that this evening after we get off work.” 
Another black copy aide said to me, “I would have told him that I would kick his 
ass.” I knew better. “If I had done that I would be an ex-copy aide,” I told him.
    
The result of my taking that stand, and expressing controlled anger, was that the 
copy chief apologized and later shared this story with other copy chiefs. I never 
again heard anyone in the newsroom use the word “boy” when calling for copy. I 
used that controlled anger to create change, urging the paper to stop using the word 
Negro and to refrain from using racial terms when describing blacks. I was invited 
to join the paper’s style committee, which barred using “negro or colored” in favor 
of “black” and prohibited the use of racial terms except when relevant.

My personal challenge, as a reporter and later as a columnist, was to write about 
social issues with skill, fairness and humanity. There have been significant changes 
over the last four decades in newspapers and in America. Racism is often more 
complex and insidious. Young journalists today who have never experienced the 
old Jim Crow – Up South or Down South – find dealing with it difficult. There are 
more class divisions among blacks these days. And the Internet and other 
technologies have made journalism’s future more uncertain and impermanent.

The weak economy and the decline of newspapers have left far fewer blacks and 
other minorities in newsrooms. Life is a challenge. It is my hope that amid these 
changes we maintain the values that have made the Fourth Estate a key to our 
democracy and the fundamental belief that all men are created equal.
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Vince Sanders

Close Encounters and How the Village Took Care of Me

What an enterprising assignment this is, reinventing oneself. 

Some of my moments of re-make were so daunting; I thought it was over for me as 
a broadcast journalist several times.

However, just as an aside, before we continue with my professional close 
encounters, let’s mention one of the world’s greatest reinvention artists, the King of 
Pop. He is just now moving over to another plane of existence – no doubt, to 
continue his unparalleled style of self-reinvention. Our prayers and memories are 
with the millions of fans and family who will miss Michael Jackson.

Yours truly was news director at WMPP Radio near Gary, Indiana, during the 
Michael Jackson invention. I saw some of the developments close up.
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Well now, I think the remake of oneself is seriously impacted by the individual’s 
social strata at the time the overhaul is needed. If the old adage, “it takes a village 
to raise a child,” stands true, there is a chance the villagers will contribute to the 
process, immeasurably. In my case, there was no stamp of approval and, even 
worse, no chosen course of direction, but the villagers were there.

It took me quite awhile to understand what happened. I had been hired by the new 
general manager at one of the five black-owned radio stations in America. What I 
didn’t know about the job, my first full-time on-air assignment, was that the 
station’s ownership was locked in a court battle. And, as it turned out, the general 
manager, who had promised he and I were made for progress, wasn’t a member of 
the winning team. The new owner came to the station just hours after the judge 
made his decision and fired the general manager. While that news rumored around 
the studio, the new owner lined another six of us around the studio wall and 
unceremoniously fired us by pointing a finger. 

I asked, “Why?” 

He said, “You’re overpaid.” 

“Seventy-five dollars a week?” I yelled.

He yelled back: “You’re damned right!”   

Then one day, as I sat in a barbershop, another patron recognized me from one of 
my on-stage performances. His comments attracted the attention of one of the 
announcers from a local radio station in suburban Chicago. The announcer then 
said I should use his name as I applied for an actor’s voice needed for special 
programs. From that, I was later offered a job as a talk-show host that lasted for 
nearly 10 years. 

However, this time, a new sales manager, while complimenting me on the success 
of my phone-in talk show, insisted we should set up a shadow agency in my name, 
allowing us both to double-dip on the ad sales. I said no. He was angry. And guess 
what? He later became the station’s general manager and took revenge.

Again, the village took care of the child. Three weeks later, I got a call from NBC 
News announcing I could start to work immediately. However, it was some years 
later that NBN allowed me to host the launching of the New York Association of 
Black Journalists from its Manhattan facilities for more than three years.
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Sheila Brooks

How I Reinvented Myself and SRB Communications

My story of how I reinvented Sheila Brooks goes back long before I decided to 
become a journalist first, and then an entrepreneur – a story that made me who I 
am and what I stand for today. I think back to the time growing up as a child during 
the height of the 1960s civil rights movement. The child of a single parent, a 
divorced mother who raised two girls from the ages of 2 and 1 in an impoverished 
neighborhood in Kansas City, Missouri. Her journey would become my legacy.

All the adversity in my life during those turbulent times made me a more 
determined, more independent person. It became clear to me early on that to 
overcome the insurmountable odds of poverty, busing and rioting in our drug-
infested neighborhood, you must have a clear vision and purpose in life. You see, I 
always knew what I wanted to be when I grew up. At 5 years old, I watched every 
6 o’clock newscast, read the local newspaper and never passed up the chance to 
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read aloud, act, present, debate and be on stage. I learned when I was very young 
that I was driven to succeed. I learned then that success is more likely when the 
primary goal is the passion to create something of value. I left my home and that 
neighborhood at 17 years old and never looked back. 

After earning a college degree in broadcast journalism and spending 13 years in 
newsrooms across the country as a reporter, anchor, news director and 
documentary producer, again I reinvented Sheila Brooks. This time leaving the 
limelight of television news for a new journey as an entrepreneur, still another 
unfulfilled longtime dream. SRB Communications started out 19 years ago as a 
television and video production company primarily producing television shows for 
the networks and training, educational, promotional, and instructional videos for 
the federal government, the military and national nonprofit organizations.

In the wake of 9/11, the business climate for small businesses drastically changed – 
meaning we had to change as well. We lost 60 percent of our business overnight.  
To sustain quality business practices and thwart the competition, we hired a 
marketing consultant, rewrote and implemented a new strategic business plan over 
the next 13 months. The outcome: our revenues tripled, staff doubled and we won 
long-term, multi-million-dollar federal government contracts. We rebranded 
ourselves and became a full-service media and communications agency that helps 
clients develop a brand identity that communicates a consistent message in ethnic 
marketing campaigns, improving their corporation’s buying power.  

Specifically, we provide cross-platform media solutions to customers in broadcast, 
print and multimedia. We also expanded our offerings to provide creative services, 
especially print layout and design of newspaper advertising, brochures, bus ads and 
media placement services especially newspaper advertising and radio and 
television commercials. Every day, we learn more about how we position ourselves 
in this digital media revolution.  

As a CEO of a multi-million-dollar corporation that started as a one-person firm in 
my spare bedroom, I am passionate about my work. Over the years, I’ve employed 
hundreds of talented professionals and trained and mentored young people. The 
truth is, each and every one of us are success stories. Nobody gets to be a success 
on their own. We all know, to whom much is given, much is required. The most 
rewarding aspect of being an entrepreneur is the enormous network of friends and 
associates that I can call on across the country. Every day I build partnerships. And 
every day, I thank who knew early on I would persevere through every 
accomplishment and continuing challenge … my Mom and my almighty God.
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Wayne Dawkins

Transforming From the Newsroom to the Classroom

I left my daily newspaper in 2003.

In 2002, I was 47 years old and an editorial board member at a Virginia newspaper. 
I loved the news business, but the craft did not love me back.

Recent performance evaluations were poor.

Had I lost my journalistic mojo, or was the management manufacturing a case to 
get rid of me? 

Whether my performance was because of me or them, I decided to plan my exit on 
my terms.

I cashed in company stock options. During the previous recessionary year I was 
given options instead of a merit raise. Cashing them in gave me revenue to retire 
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my car note and my wife’s, with money left over to cover the mortgage and other 
major bills for a few months.

I made some calls to NABJ colleagues to alert them that I was leaving my 
newspaper. I was immediately set up with freelance assignments. 

I felt so valued. The magazine pieces supplemented my stock-option payout.

My decision to leave the paper was wrenching.

My spouse was upset. Why was I giving up a good-paying job? She called me a 
“deeply disturbed man.” 

I was convinced that if I stayed, I truly would be mentally damaged.

I decided to leave with my dignity and self-respect intact.

So I jumped rather than wait to be pushed.

When I submitted my resignation letter in spring 2003, my supervisor asked, “Are 
you sure you know what you’re doing?” 

Yes, I was sure, about the leaving part.

I was unsure of the leap of faith I was about to take.

But six years later, here I am, transitioned into full-time work as a journalism and 
communications professor. 

It is rewarding to teach and prepare students for the digital media world.

For years, newsroom colleagues said I had the temperament and intellect for the 
classroom. I’m putting those theories to the test.

Former colleagues ask if I miss the newsroom. Not really.

It’s gratifying to get evaluations from students who say I am passionate about 
journalism practice. 

I’ve been at this transition to teaching for four years.

Year five resumes Aug. 31.

I’m even on cordial terms with the bosses at my former newspaper.

My students are their interns.  
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Reinvent Yourself
Essays From Those Who Have

Been There and Done That

From the Foreword:
The NABJ Founders Task Force asked its members – consisting mainly of the 
organization’s founders, past presidents and former board members who joined 
NABJ at least 25 years ago – to share their stories of reinvention in a series of short 
essays. What follows are extremely personal stories, full of candor, insight, 
innovation and perseverance, that is, the stuff of which successful careers are 
made. Some readers will find the essays inspiring; others may see them as perhaps 
the first drafts of the history of a generation of black journalists in America.
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