CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY 

The Power of the Independent Press


Chains often cut down on local news to save money, and often avoid controversial issues so as not to offend advertisers.  What may be lost in that bargain can be seen in communities that still have an independent press.  One such community is the tiny town of Linden, Alabama, population 2500.  Linden had a big problem.  Their county Sheriff was running a corrupt department, but everyone was afraid to speak up.  Everyone, that is, except for the editor of the local weekly paper, Goodloe Sutton, and his star reporter, Jean Sutton, who was also his wife.


The Sutton family had owned the Democrat Reporter since 1917.  In all that time it had never been taken over by a chain because it was so small no chain ever noticed it.  When the Suttons started to print stories about the corrupt sheriff, they began to receive threats.  One came anonymously, and said, in part, "I wonder how brave you will be when someone catches you in a place where there are no witnesses."  Other threats were delivered in person, by the sheriff's deputies who routinely stopped the Suttons whenever they drove their car.  One of the deputies warned them that if they didn't stop publishing stories about the sheriff they were going to find some drugs planted in their house, and be arrested for possession.  The sheriff also began to spread rumors.  He told people that the editor was a drunk, his wife was having affairs and his two sons used drugs.


In spite of his unconventional approach to law enforcement, the Sheriff was “well liked” in the town of Linden.  He had friends and family in local government and business.  Some of the Suttons’ biggest advertisers stopped advertising in the paper, and many readers cancelled their subscriptions.  But the Suttons kept publishing.  When they found out the sheriff had bought his daughter a pickup truck with county funds, they published the story.  When they discovered that the sheriff had embezzled funds, they published a page of his ledger as proof.  When they uncovered the fact that he had stolen checks from the county mental health center, they published copies of the cancelled checks.  They exposed everything from extortion to the protection of drug dealers, and they sent every piece of evidence they collected to state authorities.  Unfortunately, they received no reply from the state.


Figuring that the sheriff's powerful friends were protecting him, the Suttons nevertheless continued to publish their stories.  What they didn't know was that a U.S. attorney in the state capital had started an undercover investigation when his mother sent him copies of some the Suttons’ first articles.  He couldn't tell the editor or his wife about the secret investigation, though, so they continued to publish their stories without any knowledge of action or protection from the authorities.  Finally the state authorities swept in, arrests were made and in 1997 the sheriff and his deputies were all sent to prison.  The U.S. attorney who won the case summed up the Sutton's fight by saying, "Never get in an argument with a man who buys his ink by the barrel."

� 	Jean Sutton, the editor of the Democrat-Reporter, died in 2003.
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