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I f running a newspaper were like 
playing poker- and some folks 
would say jou rnalists and ca rd 

sharks are both shrewd characters­
then Ben Johnson is raising his bel. 
And it's not a bluff. 

"Ben is the only person in a poker 
game who would raise on the first 
hand," says Byron Scott, describing 
the Columbia Missourian S new man­
aging editor. "He wants to take the 
first step," 

Scott, the Meredith chair in service 
journalism, led the search committee 
that recommended Johnson as one of 
two finalists for the ME post. Dean 
James Atwater chose Johnson, and 
on Del. 12, he became the first black 
managing editor in the paper's 79-
year history, replacing Brian Brooks, 
who had been in the sial since 1983. 
Brooks now coordinates the school 's 
copy editing courses and directs com­
puter development. 

With 15 yearsofjournalisticexper­
ience and a passion for the job, 
Johnson is confident of his hand. 

He's betting the paper will increase 
circulation from 6,000 to 10,000. A 
new design, in the works before he 
took charge, may help. The Missuu.r­
ian's new look includes a more mod­
ern masthead to replace the tradi­
tional gothic-style banner, and the 
paper is using spot color and four­
color photographs. 
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He also plans to improve coverage 
of local evenl~, increase background 
information on major issues and en­
hance continuity at the paper. That's 
not an easy task with a report ing staff 
that turns over five limes a year. 
Rcgardlc.'>S, he wants the student re­
porters to tackle stories aggressively 
and nOI fall behind the competition. 

As ME, Johnson, the St. Luui~·­
Pas/-Dispatch distinguished profes­
sor, calls the shots. He decides what 
will make today's headlines. Faculty 
members serve as beat editors; stu­
dents are assistllllt city editors and 
photo editors. Magazine and news­
editorial students pound the pave­
ment for stories. 

J ohnson praises his reporters' work 
on the Chief Bill Dyestory. When the 
local police chief, who is black, was 
fired this fall, hundredsofColumbians 
demanded to know why. "We were 
all over that story," he says. "We put 
our mark on it." 

The firing fueled charges of racism. 
The Missouriall covered the issue 
from several angles, giving voice, 
Johnson says, to a new leadership. 
"People are standing up to say, 'You 
can't do that,'" he says. " The paper is 
writ ing about issues such as that and 
will continue to do so as long as I'm 
here." 

That desire to act, not observe, 
reflects in his career decision. " It 
sounds corn y in these days, but I 
wanted to make a difference in the 
world or at least the portion of it that 
my paper serves," he says. "Journal­
ism isa good way to change the status 
quo as long as you don't expect to 
change things overnight. h has to be a 
commitment that lasts a lifetime." 

For Johnson, the commitment to 
journalism began at an early 
age. As a ch ild in Louisville, 

Ky., the avid reader won an essay 
contest in the sixth grade and conlin­
ued to reap glowing comments about 
his writing ability. After leaving the 
Marines in 1970, he talked his way 
into a $75-a-weekjob at the Louisville 
Defender. 

" ( was so happy to be working at 
the paper that I didn't even ask how 
much I would be paid," he remem­
bers. " I found that out when I got my 
firsl paycheck." He moved to a house 
three blocks away from the Defender 
and was convinced he would stay 
there,close to the paper, for the rest of 
his life. His success as a reporter saw 
him move on to other papers and to 

get a degree in journalism. 
"I've stumbled and made my mis­

takes," he says, "but I've never regret­
ted my decision to become ajourna!­
ist." Through the years, he has learned 
that perseverance pays off and that no 
one ever said life is fa ir. " I thought 
everything would accrue to you be­
cause you had the skills," he says. 
"But color is a factor." He calls 
himself a bulldog. And his tenacity 
has made him a success. 

His rc.<;ume attests to his years as 
a front-line journalist. He re­
ceivedjournalism training as a 

Mitrine at Fort Iknjamin, Ind., and 
learned combat correspondence at 
Camp Pendleton, Calif. He later work­
ed as a reporter, photographer or 
editor at the Defender, Louisville's 
Courier-Journal, the Washingtoll 
Post, and Gary, Ind.'s Post-Tribune. 
Then ca me a six-yearstint as reporter, 
assistant city editor and assistant to 
the managing editor at the Detroil 
Free Pre.\·~: 

"Ben cares mightily about what he 
is doing," says Dave L1wrencc, Free 
Press publisher, who was exeCUlive 
editor duri ng Johnso n's years there. 
"He is ethical and a strong reporter 
who works ext remely hard." Law­
rence recalls Johnson's dogged pur­
suit of a story about Cha rles J ones, a 
black Michigan resident who was 
held captive longer than other black 
prisoners during the Iranian hostage 
crisis in 1979. The Iranians suspected 
J ones, a high-ranking security admin­
istration official , was a spy. 

"No one else could get close to that 
family, but Ben hung on until he got 
the story. It was impressive," law­
rence says. 

Along with tenacily, Johnson hasa 
potent concern for issues amx:ting 
minority people. He is adamant that 
papers can help improve race rela­
tions through sensitive reporting or 
small changes such as adding a black 
comic strip to the cartoon page, which 
he did at the Missourian. He and his 
wife, Esther, a historian, co-wrote 
Who s What and Where, a Directory 
of Minority Journalists in Amer­
ica. 

He has been called overly race 
sensiti ve. " I am. I plead guilty," he 
says. "That's the litt le extra you get 
when you hire a non-traditional man­
aging editor. I'm not going to cover 
just the stereotypical news stories 
We'll jump in and cover stories as 
journalists should- completely and 

S I' H 1 J~ G 1988 



sprc INt 1981 

As ME, Johnson 
brings new ideas. 
The Missourian 
has seen other 
changes, too. Its 
redesign is 
shown in this 
page negative. 
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objectively. There are a lot of rea· 
sons to cover minority issues. but iffor 
no other reason, we sho uld do so 'to 
report America as it really is., both its 
strengths and its weaknesses." 

His interest in ensuring that mi· 
nority groups have a voice in 
the newsroom brought J ohn· 

son to Mizzou in 1986 to direct the 
School o f Journalism's new multicul· 
tural management program. The De· 
lroil Free Press gave him a n open· 
ended leave of absence to get the 
program on its feet. [Esther Johnson 
now serves as inlerim director of the 
program until a new director is nam· 
ed.! 

Search committee leader Scott was 
surprised when J ohnson withdrew 
from the committee and added his 
name to the list of candidates for 
managing editor. '" assumed he 
would be relUrning to Detroit where 
he had a future in management," 
Scon says. " But Ben doesn't like to see 
a problem that isn't being solved. He 
saw our problem in the initial stages 
of the search when we couldn't find 
qualified minority candidates. In the 
end, we had several, but not in the 
beginning. Ben solved that problem 
by calling his own name." 

Dean Atwater says the school ac· 
tively recruited mino rity applicants 
for the post because, " We are con· 
scious of the need to get minorities 
and women into power positions. It 
does an enormous amount for our 
diversity as a school and lends differ· 
ent points of view. It also grants 
visibili ty to minority faculty members., 
which encourages role models for our 
minority students." 

Critics claim that Johnson's lack of 
zcademiccredentials is a mark against 
him . To that, he says. " I'd like to have 
a master's, too. But while others were 
getting thei r degrees. I was o ut work· 
ing." J ohnson graduated in 1975 with 
a bachelo r's degree in jo urnalism 

Johnson likes 
to get in the 

trenches with the 
reporters. In the 

newsroom, he 
posts comments 

on Missourian 
stories. 

from Lincoln University in J efferson 
C ity. " I'm aware of the value of a 
degree," he says. " But I think the total 
package makes me the perfect person 
for the job." 

Students will vouch for that. His 
office door is open to the shouts. 
telephone rings and general confusion 
ofthe newsroom. Students are always 
welcome. 

" He's cooperative and outgoing 
and leads students to resources," says 
Diane Boothe, a junior magazine 
major from Highland Heights. Ky., 
and a Missourion business reporter. 
" He's ajoy as a person and a teacher. 
He helped me get thro ugh the rough 
stages. No other teacher takes as 
much time to work with students or 
pay them compliments as Ben does." 

Johnson makes it known that he is 
reading their stories. He tacks copies 
o f the paper to the newsroom bulletin 
boards with comments scrawled in 
black marker. "Good job." "What 
happened hereT' 

His goals for his student reporters 
harken back to his own dreams as a 
jo urnalist. " \ want them to know how 
to write a good story," he says. '" 
want them to be able to process infor­
mation in a way that will impact the 
community in which they live and 
work." 

He's watching them as they devel­
op. And he's aware that eyes 
are on him, too. "Alumni are 

concerned about the Missourion. I'm 
not a traditional managing editor, so it 
will take some time to trust me," he 
says. " It's kind oflike living life in the 
fISh bowl. That's not fair. But whoever 
said it would be fair. 

" If I do well, there is an extra 
reward for me knowing that so many 
people are watching to say, 'Hey, he 
did OK."· 

This is no bluff, says the Missour­
ian 's new ME. " I know I will suc­
ceed." 0 


