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​​​Comments On Kevin James Shay and His Work

Creative abilities show up in window Yule tree and ornaments painted by Kevin Shay, Patty Powers, Matt Raines and Andy Kingery.

― The Tampa Times, 1964

Kevin Shay, 14, son of Mr. and Mrs. James J. Shay of Mapleridge Drive, was awarded the rank of Eagle Scout in court of honor ceremonies held recently in Northminster United Presbyterian Church.

― The Dallas Morning News, 1973

The LH B-Team has seen steady improvement in the second half of district play due to the surging efforts of John Melanaphy, Jeff Courtwright, Duane Weeks and junior Kevin Shay.

― Barry Smith, The Lake Highlands High Fang, 1976

The newest edition of Wildcat basketball opened Jerry Wells’ second season at the Lake Highlands helm [first one had 9-22 record] on a winning note at Wildcat Gym with a rather convincing 81-67 romp over the W.T. White Longhorns. And with two starters sidelined, the Wildcat victory tasted that much sweeter. Kevin Shay topped the Wildcat attack as the senior came off the bench to score 20 points and grab 14 rebounds. After trailing 18-15 at the end of the first quarter, [Shay entered the game and] Lake Highlands rallied to gain a 35-28 advantage at intermission.

― Chad Ferguson, Richardson Daily News, 1976

I really don’t know what motivated your attempt at the creep business [naming former University of North Texas head football coach Jerry Moore the first “Sports Creep of the Day” for hastily moving to Texas Tech and taking six assistant coaches].... It was a grossly unfair knock of Jerry. Unfortunately for you, the laugh may be on the Daily sports staff.

― Fred Graham, University of North Texas sports information director, memo to North Texas Daily, 1981 [resulted in Shay changing the name of the new feature from “Sports Creep of the Day” to “Sports Jerks of the Week”; Moore later went to Appalachian State and made the College Football Hall of Fame]

In examining Shay’s shuttle bus scheme, it is similar to most of the Daily’s proposals – a nice idea with no research or method of accomplishment.... Non-productive, ill-informed critics are a burden those of us lifting must bear.

― Steve Player, president, University of North Texas Student Association, 

NT Daily, 1981

While Shay may have a point to make, his tone can be characterized by a word he used appropriately in his column: arrogant.

― William Holmes, reader, NT Daily, 1981

Shay is certainly obsessed with victimization.....What has all this brutalization and inhumane mental torture that our crusader of the stinging wit must endure in a hostile environment got to do with anything?... Any day, our star reporter might go from plain old Kevin “Doc” Shay to Kevin “Doc, Sometimes I Just Feel Like Breaking Rules” Shay.

― David Landrum, reader, NT Daily, 1981

Shay almost hit the spot when he pointed out the immature way some public figures respond to publicity.... The graduate with stars in his eyes and illusions of integrity at his work place has to take a few bruises before he decides if that’s really how he wants to make a living.

― Gene Douglas, reader, NT Daily, 1981

Shay has a distinctive style of writing and a perspective in his stories that sets him apart from most college students. 

― Sharon Ware, Editor, NT Daily. 1981

[Shay makes] some great points. In fact, [he] may have inspired me to do another column.

― Skip Bayless, sports columnist and talk show host, 1983

Yours is a fine mission, and I send you every encouragement as you walk across our great nation for the cause of peace and understanding among all peoples.

― Jimmy Carter, former U.S. president, 1984

[Shay is walking with] the finest group of young people I’ve ever seen. Easy to talk to, pleasant in their disagreement with others along the way who try to provoke an argument and very tactful. But sure of their beliefs and firm in their convictions. I’m proud to have met him.

― Jean Ewing, Havre de Grace, Md., 1984

I thank you for your march, for your beautiful and sometimes painful march, giving concrete ground to the hope rising now in East and West beyond old ideologies.

― Raymond Yans, deputy mayor, Liege, Belgium, 1985

Shay is tanned, relaxed, and in good shape after spending most of last year [walking] on the road to Moscow. And for someone who was forced to stop playing basketball because of a bad knee, Shay shows no ill effects from his long trek.

― Dennis Phillips, correspondent, The Dallas Morning News, 1985

There is no hotel space [for you in Moscow].

― telex from Soviet Union officials, 1985

To Shay, a former Richland College student, his 18-month walk for peace in the world was like a master’s program in life. “I learned more in that 18 months than I ever could in school.”

― Jo Bristow, staff writer, Richland Chronicle, 1987 

[The walk project book is] an important contribution to the cause of peace.

― Robert Ellsberg, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, N.Y., 1988

Shay does not write articles about me the way my mother would write them.

― Max Wells, Dallas Mayor Pro Tem, Addison/North Dallas Register, 1989

The recent decision to put “cute” titles over crime reports [i.e. “Quick Dough” re: Domino’s Pizza assault and robbery] is surely in poor taste. We should be waging a war on crime, not glamorizing/humorizing it. 

― Patrick Beal, reader, Register,1990

I am angry, disgusted, and will never again read your newspaper. It will go straight into the trash after the trashy “Quick Pull-Out” bit in your Police Blotter. ... Are you hard up for material or what? Unctuous material like “Quick...” is low class and a total insult to your readers. My husband is equally shocked.

― Jackie Winberg, reader, Register, 1991

In [the book on Dallas civil rights history], Roy H. Williams and Kevin J. Shay pick up where other historians left off....Their account of Mr. Williams’ voting rights suit is fascinating and sobering.... A good start at providing a history of Dallas for everyone.

― Craig Flournoy, journalism professor, University of Cincinnati, SMU, Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter, The Dallas Morning News, 1992

[Williams and Shay provide] a powerful local supplement to several new nationally oriented evaluations, including Andrew Hacker’s Two Nations and Studs Terkel’s Race. Helps provide desperately missing context to what are often interpreted by whites as chaos and caterwauling. 

― Rod Davis, author, East of Texas, West of Hell, D Magazine, 1992

Your book [on humorous police blotter items] is excellent..... That’s a great photo of you in shades with the two cops. I’d have had them looking tough, though, instead of smiling. I think I’ll try that style for a publicity photo.

― Chuck Shepherd, founder, News of the Weird syndicated column, 1992

I do not believe that anyone has separated the wheat from the chaff, or the truth from probabilities, possibilities, and lies, more than Kevin Shay reporting for the Metrocrest News. Shay has not allowed the “good old boyism” of local politics to color his reporting. Straight-forward and straight-shooting, Shay really tells it like it is.

― R. G. Harrell, reader, Metrocrest News, 1993

On one thing everyone agrees: there is no shortage of political intrigue in Coppell. As Kevin Shay, a journalist who covered Coppell for two years as a reporter for the Metrocrest News and is now an editor with the Arlington News, puts it: "It's a weird little town. There is always some issue for people to get riled up about in Coppell."

― Ann Zimmerman, Dallas Observer, 1994

A statewide editorial award is something for which you should be very proud.

― Daniel Crowe, president, Dallas-Fort Worth Suburban Newspapers, 1994

Pretty serious stuff on loss of American dream for corporate employees. Not much fun to read, even if we ought to.

― judges, Texas Press Association Awards, 1995 

I just read [Shay’s column] about Arlington ISD students wearing uniforms and comparing them to sweatshops. That’s as immature and certainly the least profound kind of thinking I can imagine. Where did he get his journalism degree?

― anonymous reader, “Sound Off,” Arlington News, 1995

There is an extremely negative and depressing kid who writes a column and may even be some kind of an editor for the Arlington News. His writing is not up to your standards, and I hope you will not include him on your new staff.... Did you see the recent article that I attached? Can you imagine anyone on The Dallas Morning News staff calling presidential candidates “SWINE?” 

― Benjamin Harrison, letter to DMN executive Gary Jacobson, 1996

It’s always a relief when you’ve done a really complicated piece to not hear any complaints, and even better when you get good compliments.

― Dave Hiott, Texas and Southwest editor, The Dallas Morning News, 1999







[Williams and Shay] rip the covers off the beauty queen we call Dallas and expose her ugly scars of racism, bigotry, cronyism, and greed. Those who profess to embrace truth cannot remain sedate and silent after reading the often petrifying story of power. This is must reading for all students and their parents.

― Martin W. Burrell, former executive, American Airlines Center, DART, 1999

Kevin Shay of Arlington received a $500 prize for his unpublished book in the fourth annual International Peace Writing Awards. Sponsored by the Omni Center for Peace, Justice and Ecology in Fayetteville, Ark., and the Peace and Justice Studies Association of Evergreen State College in Olympia, Wash., the program was founded in 1998 to honor writings about peacemaking.

― The Dallas Morning News, 2002

For the last time, pagans are not devil worshippers! The article [by Shay] was biased toward the Christian view. I’m sick of intolerant and uneducated conservatives painting pagans as sick, evil, blood-sacrificing freaks. Pagans didn’t create the devil, the Judeo-Christian belief system did. We’ve been around a lot longer than 2,000 years.

― John Lamberth, Fort Worth Weekly, 2002

Writing under a nom de plume, a Texas journalist has created a roster of journalists who, transgressing conventional media wisdom, opposed the Bush Administration’s war in Iraq and were fired.

― Joel Bleifuss, In These Times, 2003

If [George W. Bush] and their organizations are ever brought to justice, it will happen because a small and careful cadre of journalists, including [Shay], kept score.

― Sara S. DeHart, Associate Professor Emeritus, University of Minnesota, 2003

Not only are [Shay’s] essays and columns usually more well researched than syndicated columnists making big bucks in the national media, they are more passionate and just plain well written. In future centuries, it won't be the essays by the David Broder’s and Charles Krauthammer’s that will be studied and emulated, it will be the [Kevin Shay]’s.

― Brad Beachy, English professor, Butler College, El Dorado, Ks, 2003

[Shay] raises many issues that are still not being openly debated in the mainstream media, let alone acknowledged. 

― R.B. Ham, webmaster, Truth & Consequences, 2003 

[Shay] writes with a sword. His work reads like a bomb.

― Celia Ramirez, concert promoter, 2003

Shay was hired as a business reporter for The Gazette, a chain of more than 30 newspapers in Maryland. He was one of several contributors to the book, Big Bush Lies, released in June.

― The North Texan, 2004

Excellent analysis of the pros and cons of area “buy local” campaigns.... All information presented comes together to provide a complete overview of regional economy.

― judges, “Best of Show,” Maryland-Delaware-D.C. Press Association Editorial Contest, 2009

As underwhelming as the White House had seemed up to that point, walking into the foyer was like finally stepping into Willy Wonka’s wondrous chocolate room: the air was heady with tradition and formality; colors took on a heretofore unrecognized vibrancy; an atmosphere of excellence and attention to detail took hold.

“You almost made it here [as a player],” said former Dallas Morning News reporter Kevin Shay to former Maverick guard Rolando Blackman, who was sitting near the reporter/invited-guest divide. Blackman, who held the Mavericks’ record for most points scored until Nowitzki broke it...simply smiled, content to enjoy the current Mavericks moment.

― Peter Voskamp, Texas Monthly, 2012

[Shay’s road trip book is] amusingly chronicled.

― Roadside America, 2014

[Shay is] one gutsy guy ‒ two weeks ‒ 7,000 miles with two children. All three of you deserve medals!

― John Watson, founder, DriveCrossCountry.net, 2014

[Shay’s] latest endeavor is a hoot! Next time you’re on a road trip with your family, don’t be surprised to see 6-foot-7 inch Kevin Shay and his kids there, too.

― Lindsay Baronoskie, Lake Highlands Today, 2014

[Shay’s JFK book is] well documented cover to cover. Professional old-school journalism at its best.

― Stephen Michael Berberich, author, Night at the Belvedere, 2017

Shay does a commendable job of remaining objective... [His book on January 6] will be a great addition to any library.

― JD Jung, Underrated Reads, 2022

Every generation has an Edmund Pettus Bridge moment. You are a part of an Edmund Pettus Bridge moment. You knew before you got here that there might be some danger associated with what you were doing, but you marched on. You knew that because of current events [associated with the killing of Charles Kirk] that there are threats that are being made, threats that some people are allowing to cause them to change their course. But you didn’t change your course. You didn’t change your direction. ... You marched on 160 miles, and for this, you are now bringing the Edmund Pettus Bridge moment to Washington, D.C. You’re bringing it to fruition.

― U.S. Rep. Al Green, We Are America March rally, 2025

The protests today to support democracy and oppose Trump authoritarianism are more important than anything I have stood up for in my life. For the future of democracy, for the future of our children, for liberty and justice for all, we have no choice but to march on.

― Shay, “The Valor of Vigils and Marches,” 2025
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During the oppressive year of 1985, Romania ranked among the most tyrannical countries in the world, down there with the former Soviet Union, Iraq, and Vietnam. Police in that southeastern Europe Soviet satellite arrested people for innocent, seemingly harmless acts like smuggling coffee and books by Plato into their country.

So as I stood in a compartment of the crowded Romanian train, with gypsies leering at my belongings, with police approaching to search my pack that contained coffee grounds and Plato books, I pondered my options. At age 26, I questioned my decisions, if not my sanity. 

It seemed I had spent my life going against the grain. My career choice as a journalist in a dwindling job market, when aptitude tests and employment trends showed a computer scientist was a wiser path, bewildered more than just my mom. I attempted to be an idealistic journalist who wasn’t afraid to leave my typewriter to take action, not merely write about others doing so. I shunned binge drinking bouts in smoky watering holes and late-night parties. I joined a health club and used it religiously three times a week. I volunteered at soup kitchens and food banks. I delivered meals to the needy. Besides writing for some Dallas-area newspapers to pay the bills, I worked for free for an underground paper that published stories about labor strife and peace demonstrations. 

I didn’t always go to church; I would rather spend an hour delivering meals or loading food than sitting in a building listening to someone’s theories on the afterlife. I wanted to make this life better; I’d worry about an afterlife when I got there.

I wasn’t a communist. I wasn’t a socialist. I wasn’t a Democrat or a Republican. Though I later voted for mostly Democrats, I cast a 1980 ballot for Libertarian Ed Clark in the only presidential election I had participated in up to that point. I wasn’t a liberal or a conservative, though some accused me of being liberal. Independent idealist seemed to best describe my views. 

In short, I was woke long before the cons twisted that concept ‒ which dates to African-American leaders and musicians issuing warnings to “stay woke” during Jim Crow days of the early 20th century ‒ into something negative.

In the mid-1980s, narcissistic music videos dominated young people’s television screens. Madonna sang about being a “Material Girl.” Michael Douglas’ character in the 1987 movie, Wall Street, aptly summed up life’s motto for many: “Greed, for lack of a better word, is good.” 

It was the time of $10,000 Rolex watches, $500 running shoes, $7,000 Pentagon coffee makers, and multimillion-dollar yachts. School counselors advised kids to “just say no” to drugs and sex, as if that would work. Cocaine and steroids became popularized to help ladder climbers get ahead in corporate and sports circles. Werner Erhard and other pop psychologists told us how great we were the way we were. 

Among the maze of contrasting messages, well before the Internet would really confuse society, I searched for my vision of a utopian community, if not society. As I studied Earth’s history and various movements, I found that many had tried to bring forth improvements, only to have many gains used for selfish means. Sure, there were positive moments, from Charles Goodyear’s rubber tires to U.S. amendments that expanded civil rights and liberties to more people. But eventually, the negatives seemed to outweigh the positives. We could drive for miles to visit relatives, but the costs of vehicles rose out of sight and more people died in auto accidents. More folks could vote, but more wealthy people could rig the system.

I tried to focus on the Big Picture. In the mid-1980s, the biggest picture on the planet was the Cold War between the U.S. and former Soviet Union, seen most notably through the nuclear arms race. While President Ronald Reagan and Soviet heads of state had not as much as met in the four years prior to my Romanian visit, both sides built and tested nuclear arms at a furious pace, practiced detailed military maneuvers, and seemed hell-bent on staging the ultimate war.

Cold War tensions escalated soon after late 1979 when the Soviets invaded Afghanistan. President Jimmy Carter announced a boycott of the 1980 Summer Olympics in Moscow, and NATO deployed nuclear missiles in Western Europe. The Soviets countered with their own SS-20 nuclear weapons on the east side of the Iron Curtain. The concept of a “protracted nuclear war” was a key part of a classified report signed by U.S. Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger in 1982. That same year, Reagan approved a national security order to develop a “capability to sustain protracted nuclear conflict.” In early 1983, he announced the launch of the Strategic Defense Initiative to develop systems to shoot down missiles from space. 

U.S.-Russia relations nosedived in September 1983, when the Soviets shot down Korean Air Lines Flight 007 after the pilots mistakenly flew into Soviet airspace, killing 269 passengers and crew members. The victims included U.S. Rep. Larry McDonald, a conservative Democrat from Georgia. He happened to be chairman of the far-right John Birch Society and opposed the creation of Martin Luther King Day because he considered King to be a communist. 

As the Soviets accused KAL 007 of conducting a U.S.-sponsored spy mission and deliberately provoking a conflict, Reagan ordered the Federal Aviation Administration to revoke the license of Russia’s Aeroflot, and New York’s Port Authority denied Soviet landing rights. In late September, the Soviet nuclear warning system mistakenly reported that the U.S. had launched missiles towards Russia. A Soviet officer alertly suspected the false alarm and held off on reporting it to his superior, thus avoiding a potential real launch by Moscow.

Reagan officials soon urged NATO to deploy updated Pershing II and ground-launched cruise missiles in West Germany. The new missiles fueled more massive protests, including as many as 500,000 people forming a human chain around missile bases. 

The Reagan administration and Moscow leaders stepped up the nuclear war games, drifting the countries closer to nuclear war than anyone admitted, according to declassified documents published by nonprofit research group National Security Archive in 2013. As some 40,000 U.S. and NATO troops conducted maneuvers across Western Europe in late 1983, officers authorized nuclear strikes in an exercise called Able Archer 83, which could have been interpreted by Soviet spies as the real thing.

“While historians have previously noted the high risk of an accidental nuclear war during this period, the new documents make even clearer how the world’s rival superpowers found themselves blindly edging toward the brink of nuclear war through suspicion, belligerent posturing, and blind miscalculation,” maintained Douglas Birch, a journalist with the Center for Public Integrity. 1

The increased danger of nuclear war, along with conventional conflicts in Central America, the Middle East, and other places, caused the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists to move its “Doomsday Clock” – which had marked worldwide threats to humanity since 1947 – to three minutes until midnight in January 1984. These were not religious zealots holding signs saying, “The end is near.” These were scientists, some of whom won prestigious awards like the Nobel Prize, who had set their clock to the closest to midnight since 1953, when it was at two minutes with the testing of thermonuclear hydrogen bombs. 

Around that same time, I read a short article in the underground newspaper that I wrote for about a proposed 7,000-mile group march from California to Moscow called A Walk of the People − A Pilgrimage for Life.  Something clicked. Perhaps a walking community could be my utopian movement. When the project reached Texas that May with four survivors, I answered the call. The longer we walked, the more it seemed like a real-life Survivor television show ‒ but without the promise of riches. As we grew to 15 members, the physical part of walking 20 miles a day wasn’t as draining as the mental part of organizing housing, food, meetings, visas, and more. But we were making a difference in people we met and spreading a message of hope through the media.

As we walked through some of the most conservative parts of the country in rural Alabama, Reagan proclaimed that he signed legislation to “outlaw Russia forever” during a radio program microphone check. “We begin bombing in five minutes,” he said to a crowd that included National Public Radio engineers. The pre-broadcast remarks hit the media, and Reagan backtracked, saying he was merely “joking.” Reagan had previously made public statements that “all mankind would lose” in a nuclear war, though he had also claimed that one could be limited to Europe. Such mixed messages didn’t exactly stem the massive anti-nuclear protests in Europe that we would later join. 

After the project was turned back by the Russians in Hungary following 18 months on the road in late 1985, I sought another way to reach some people across the Iron Curtain. When Hungarian freedom fighters urged me to visit Transylvania, the disputed section of Romania where many Hungarians had settled before World War II only to be stuck in poverty without the right to freely travel, I could not say no. And when Gyorgy, a history student, handed me a pound of coffee and some Greek philosophy books to hide in my pack to take to his friends, I accepted the contraband. 

I took coffee and books on philosophy for granted. To Gyorgy’s friends, they were nuggets of gold. But to the Romanian government, they were threats to its reign.

“Don’t worry, the guards never check you Americans,” Gyorgy had assured me. Famous last words, I thought as the slow-moving train ground to a halt and I observed guards rifling through people’s bags. The thought of being whisked away to a holding cell without being able to communicate to anyone entered my mind. This was before everyone and his infant had a cell phone, when you had to deposit coins into a pay phone to make a call. I considered slipping the coffee and books out the window.

But something made me stand tall, which at 6-foot-7 is pretty tall. It was ludicrous to me that people could be arrested for carrying coffee and books. Smuggling those items was a small step for liberty in this country, yet an important one. It showed that even in the darkest times, some would take a stand against a dictator, as insignificant as that action might seem. If we couldn’t make a stand for the smaller things, what chance did we have standing up for larger ideals? 

Rosa Parks made a difference over a seat on a bus. I was among numerous supporters of the Romanian revolution who would make a difference with coffee and books.

A guard searching through the suitcase of the Romanian theology professor next to me pulled out some eyeglasses, tried them on, and pocketed them. The guard skipped over the pack of Adele, the only other fellow walk participant crazy enough to accept the freedom fighters’ challenge, and asked me to open mine. 

I decided to play the obnoxious American card, one of my better decisions at that time. “What?” I snapped angrily. “Why are you bothering me? I’m from the USA.” 

I then ripped open my pack and shoved it in the guard’s face. The move worked, lending more evidence that the more obnoxious you act, the more you get your way. The guard sheepishly felt around the top of my pack, his hands not going deep enough to discover the contraband. As he moved on, I observed Gyorgy smiling. We’d later have a good laugh, as he called me the “angry American.” 

Among my first sights in this country, the home of the 15th-century Prince of Wallachia, Vlad Tepes, whose legendary, blood-thirsty killings of Turks and other foes gave Bram Stoker great material for his Dracula novel, was a humble railway station. The station looked like it was out of a Podunk, last-edge-of-the-world scene, with its single, one-room waiting area and one hardwood bench. 

I crumbled into a corner and waited there for about three hours until some of the two million Hungarians living in this area met us right before dawn. I tried to sleep, but the memory of my close call and chatter of my hosts ‒ which grew louder with each pass of a bottle of vodka ‒ kept me awake.

Finally, I gave up and took a swig of vodka. My tongue burned, but the potion was just what I needed at the time. 

Welcome to the End of the World, I thought, as I drifted off to a restless nap.

​​​​​‘All we can do is learn’

At dawn, we walked through a village of decaying frame houses, few people, and fewer cars. Living conditions for the Hungarian minorities worsened after communist dictator Nicolae Ceausescu rose to power in 1965, my hosts said. Hungarians stuck in Transylvania could only visit Hungary once every two years. They lived in houses that were little better than shacks, with clean water, butter, meat, cheese, fruit, and vegetables in short supply. 

Since this was market day, where locals had a chance to buy fresh fruit and vegetables, we tried to catch another train towards the village of Bratca. The first few trains were so packed we let them pass. Some people caught rides with families on horse-drawn carts. Finally, we decided to jump on the next train no matter how crowded.

When the train stopped, its cars became engulfed with a surging sea of human bodies. Seeing that Adele was having a tough time climbing up the steep steps with her pack on, I helped propel her into the mass of people in that car. A whistle sounded as I observed I was the only one of my party still on the ground. I leaped onto the next car’s steps and grabbed hold of a vertical bar. 

As the train began to slowly rumble down the track, I ignored a conductor’s yell to get off and started up the steps. At that precise moment, my pack started to slip off my back, hanging precariously on one elbow. I made a frantic effort to yank the pack in, open the train door, and pull myself through, all in one motion. I landed in the middle of a crowd of elderly women and stood up.

“Excuse me,” I smiled, pointing at my chest. “American.”

The train soon stopped, and I observed everyone leaping out onto sharp rocks by the track. Women who made the six-foot drop moaned in pain as they landed. So I jumped myself, then caught one woman after the next, like I was Salinger’s Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye, saving people before they fell off a cliff. This wasn’t a dream like Holden’s, though it seemed like one.

I joined the mass walking towards the market and realized my companions were nowhere in sight. I suddenly became rather religious and prayed I ran into familiar faces. About a half-mile down that road, I heard Gyorgy’s deep baritone. “Kevin, where you been? We been looking all over for you. We thought you might have missed that train.”

“Not quite,” I replied. “I had to....take care of some business.” We reached our home for two nights ‒ a barn we shared with donkeys and horses. I shook off Gyorgy’s offer of vodka and sausage to join the animals.

What seemed like days later, I awoke to the smell of donkey dung, taste of straw in my mouth, and sound of a surreal scene just outside the barn. I observed gypsies dancing and singing; merchants hawking fruit, vegetables, pottery, rugs, woolen clothing, paintings, and baskets; children riding carnival rides; and colorfully-dressed magicians and sword-swallowers performing for crowds. 

This has to be a dream, I thought. 

That evening when everyone assembled for dinner, I whipped out a bag full of buttons and postcards I had collected during the previous 18 months to give to people in Eastern Europe. Thinking that this was as far East as I would get ‒ several in the project would later make it to Moscow via train, as I would with my brother the following year ‒ I gave the bag to a young woman to distribute. She excitedly took it and called everyone she knew together in a circle. She then threw the bag into the air like a basketball referee does a jump ball. The scramble for the buttons and other treasures was more intense than any hoops contest I had played. 

A man wearing glasses and a stocking cap approached me while I observed the scene to say, “These people, they’re not for peace. They want a violent revolution. They want to take back this part of Romania for Hungary.”

Jozsef, a former Romanian schoolteacher, said he quit that job because he got tired of “lying to students.” He spent his work days translating technical manuals from English into Romanian. He was not happy with the work but shrugged, “It is a job, and what else can I do?”

He eagerly read illegal books brought to him by Budapest friends. He told me about a journal some Hungarians had tried to publish three years before in Romania. The publication that criticized Ceausescu’s regime had lasted only seven months before two of the Hungarian founders were imprisoned and the other exiled for life, Jozsef said. 

Of the political revolts that would ensue throughout Eastern Europe from 1989 to 1991, the only one that would contain a wide stench of violence and result in the execution of its leader was in Romania, which was also one of the few Eastern Bloc countries not to boycott the 1984 Olympics. After a bloody week-long battle that claimed the lives of more than 1,000 people, mobs would drive Ceausescu from the presidential palace in Bucharest. After his execution, people like Jozsef would eventually be free to leave Transylvania and return at their pleasure.

Four years before that rebellion, Jozsef agreed progress needed to be made somehow. “We are such a poor country,” he said. “We cannot do anything. Most government officials take bribes. If we try to say something against these officials, we are beaten or put in jail. If someone finds out I have these books or was talking to you this way, they would beat me.”

He looked away, sighing, “All we can do is learn.”

I looked at Jozsef, listening in silence. I wanted to tell him that he could do more, that in reading the books and talking to me “this way” he was doing more. I wanted to tell him about the fine things some people I had met in the West were doing, despite most citizens wallowing in the excesses. But as I stood there in the mist, realizing how much my way of life contrasted with Jozsef’s, all I could do was nod my head and listen. Who the hell was I to give this guy a pep talk? I was not Werner Erhard. 

On the walk back to the train station to get on with my journey, some Hungarian women thanked me for the coffee, books, and buttons. They offered me a golden bell and vest, not accepting my polite refusal. I handed them the rest of my Romanian currency, which they refused. “You need this more than me,” one said, pecking my cheek. 

“No, really, I don’t,” I protested. Nothing I said changed their minds. That kind of will was what would drive out Ceausescu.

From my perch on the evening train as I left my new-found friends that dark, misty evening in 1985, I caught Jozsef and his girlfriend smiling and waving from the platform. I waved back and watched their faces grow dimmer.

To this day, I don’t know the fate of Jozsef, Gyorgy, and others I befriended in Romania. Their situation shook my belief that a nonviolent revolution, as Gandhi had led in India, was always possible. “Sometimes the only response to brutality can be violence,” Gyorgy had said. “We all can’t be revolutionaries. But we can all do something.” 

In a 1986 letter, Gyorgy invited me back to Transylvania. “I hope [to] see you again, and wish you many good things and more,” he wrote. That was the last I would hear from him. 

[image: romaniatrain]

Potential revolutionaries from Romania and Hungary wait for an approaching train in 1985 in rural Romania.    Photo by Kevin Shay

​​​​​Trying to maintain idealism

In the years since, I tried to maintain a semblance of that daring brand of idealism while juggling a career and family amid changing times. I continued to volunteer through my kids’ schools, scouting groups, and youth sports teams. After Republicans took the 2000 presidential election under questionable circumstances, I authored articles and columns that strongly criticized the George W. Bush administration under a pen name. When Barack Obama was elected as the first African-American U.S. president in 2008, I really thought the country and society were changing.  

But the threats to the planet were still increasing, according to the atomic scientists. They had set their clock all the way back to 17 minutes in 1991 as the Cold War ended and the U.S. and Russia honored new treaties and reduced their nuclear arsenals. But since then, the clock has climbed steadily, getting closer to midnight in 2025 than it has ever been.

The rise of far-right leaders in the U.S., Russia, Holland, Italy, Hungary, and other nations, Russia’s aggressive war in Ukraine, a potential three-way nuclear arms race involving the U.S. Russia, and China, record heat, massive floods, wildfires, and technologies such as artificial intelligence that spread disinformation make these times more perilous than ever, the scientists said in 2025. “Trends that have deeply concerned the Science and Security Board continued, and despite unmistakable signs of danger, national leaders and their societies have failed to do what is needed to change course,” they said. “Consequently, we now move the Doomsday Clock from 90 seconds to 89 seconds to midnight ‒ the closest it has ever been to catastrophe.” 2

So what can our response be now, as we continue to pursue utopian visions? In 1984, there were several other groups of marchers walking across the U.S. at the same time as the one in which I participated. In the Internet Age, such actions seem archaic. Massive protests and citizens lobbying their leaders could help, if leaders really act. 

“Blindly continuing on the current path is a form of madness,” the scientists said. “The United States, China, and Russia have the collective power to destroy civilization. These three countries have the prime responsibility to pull the world back from the brink, and they can do so if their leaders seriously commence good-faith discussions about the global threats outlined here. Despite their profound disagreements, they should take that first step without delay. The world depends on immediate action.” 

Freedom House, an organization co-founded by Eleanor Roosevelt in 1941 to monitor political rights and civil liberties worldwide, reported that global freedom declined for the 19th consecutive year in 2025. Citing Ukraine, the continued rise of authoritative regimes in nations that included Turkey, Hungary, Myanmar [formerly Burma], and Tunisia, and political repression that destabilized a wide range of countries, the organization found that 60 nations saw their level of freedom decrease while only 34 experienced an uptick. El Salvador, Haiti, Kuwait, and Tunisia showed the largest declines, while Bangladesh, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, and Syria recorded the most significant gains.

A sobering trend remained: The number of nations classified by Freedom House as “not free” rose to 67 in 2025 from 51 in 2014, while those deemed “free” declined to 86 from 89. Those in the “not free” category included Russia, Belarus, Syria, North Korea, Nicaragua, Haiti, and Sudan ‒ all countries that the Trump administration sided with in opposing a 2025 UN resolution that condemned Russia for invading Ukraine.

The U.S. slide towards a form of competitive authoritarianism ‒  in which voter suppression increased and elections were stacked against opposition candidates  ‒  was barely noted in Freedom House’s report. The group slightly upgraded the U.S. score to 84 from 83 in 2024 [still well below Canada and most Western European nations] and claimed that the 2024 election, which was marred by GOP vote suppression laws, bomb threats at polling sites, and thrown-out ballots, was “free, fair, and credible.” Freedom House reported that Trump “warned that he would prosecute his political opponents and reduce the independence of institutions  ‒  including federal law enforcement agencies, the civil service, and the media  ‒ that have traditionally protected the rule of law, ensured transparency, and served as beneficial checks on presidential discretion.” Throughout 2025, the Trump administration furiously engaged in a scheme to dismantle democratic institutions, violate laws and constitutional rights, and further authoritarianism, as Trump and allies like Elon Musk did exactly what they promised and more. 3 

As a journalist, my main response is to expose harmful actions and outline possible real solutions. As an idealist, I have no choice but to continue the search for a utopian something. The following pages contain some of the hundreds of essays and columns I have written in my 40-plus years in journalism. Many started with articles or columns, and blossomed into larger essays. Where relevant, I have updated them. This first volume contains more serious, timely topics, while the next volume will include lighter subjects, including sports and travel, as well as attempted humor.

Ultimately, I don’t know what our response to the apparent approaching midnight should be. I became involved up to my teeth back when the atomic scientists said we were so close to midnight in the 1980s, to see such efforts apparently pay off and then be negated once again. It seems to be one of those vicious cycles in which humanity is forever destined to be stuck. 

We have lived on this precipice ever since I can remember, and not much seems to change, no matter what we do. Somehow, we’re still here. And many still believe that we can improve our society in both large and small ways.

Sometimes, my mind wanders to my climactic conversation with Jozsef in 1985 a few years before his country erupted in a bloody revolution. I cannot help but think that, amid the noise and confusion, Jozsef’s conclusion contained an amazing dose of clarity. 

In 1985, Freedom House issued Romania its lowest scores for political rights and civil liberties, something only the former Soviet Union, Iraq, Vietnam, Somalia, Afghanistan, Bulgaria, and 12 others recorded. Even Hungary and Nicaragua were rated slightly better. 4

By 2025, Romania’s total score improved to 82, better than all of the worst 1985 nations except for Mongolia, which shot up to 84. Romania was only two points behind the U.S. while surpassing China [9], Russia [12], Nicaragua [14], Vietnam [20], Iraq [31], Hungary [65], Israel [73], and many more. People had to rise up, take action, risk their lives and security, and die, for that to occur.

Perhaps, Jozsef did have a point. At least in nations where freedoms are severely curtailed, there may be little citizens can really do but bide their time and take notes. Meanwhile, in the countries where we still have liberties, we must keep standing up and using them. Or else we all risk falling into the abyss, where we can be arrested for carrying coffee and books.
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The Big Issues
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Taking on the Big Issues
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First published in Medium, January 2, 2019 
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Never depend upon institutions or government to solve any problem. All social movements are founded by, guided by, motivated, and seen through by the passion of individuals. 

― MARGARET MEAD,  1901-78

––––––––
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While watching a public television documentary, a clip showed 1961 Freedom Riders on a bus stopped along a country road in the Deep South. The terror on the faces of the reformers sitting in their seats grew more intense as they observed white middle-aged men and youth carrying pipes, bats, and other weapons walking towards their vehicle. As the attackers smashed the bus windows and started to enter through the door, one rider confronted his fear by running to the door and standing against it, temporarily blocking their assailants’ passageway. The clip ended with him sacrificing his body to the mob, as hands reached in to execute their cruel injustice.

The emotional vividness of the short clip shown from the work of director Sidney Lumet shook me enough to research further into that time. I discovered that my knowledge of the riders’ campaign was fairly superficial. I knew it was an important segment of the civil rights movement, one that challenged the notion of segregated public buses, which the U.S. Supreme Court had ruled unconstitutional as early as 1946. Southern states had ignored those decisions, and federal officials did nothing to enforce them. So sadly, it was up to individuals to test and ultimately make the government obey its laws by putting their own lives on the line.

What I didn’t fully understand until I unearthed a valuable signed copy of the late David Halberstam’s 1998 book, The Children, was what it was really like for those civil rights workers, how courageous and creative they had to be to take on the decades-entrenched Jim Crow system. How could a relatively few individuals, armed with nothing but their own consciences and sense of justice, lead the way to such a profound change, which had not occurred through legal means by those whose jobs it was to make such changes?

In doing so, they had to not only confront the courts, politicians, police, KKK, business community, certain media, and other segments that supported the unequal policies that signified second-class status for many. The unfair Jim Crow codes included separate restrooms, schools, and water fountains, not being able to eat in most restaurants and shop in many stores, sitting in the backs of buses, and obstacles to voting. Civil rights champions had to take on the apathy in their own communities. Many had to confront unsupportive parents, who feared their actions would get them expelled from college, jailed, and even killed. And they had to deal with resistance from numerous African Americans who preferred being a bigger fish in their own pond to the unknown future that integration would bring.

They joined this war knowing they would not be furnished with weapons beyond training on how to ignore insults and focus on the action, how to curl up in a ball and cover your head during attacks. They knew they could be jailed. They knew they could be beaten. They knew they might even die.

In short, they were some of the most courageous Americans who have ever lived.

[image: BigIss1961freedomridersattackedBirminghamUSNatEndowHumanitiesPublicDomain]

A mob of white men beats a Freedom Rider at a bus station in Birmingham, Ala., in 1961.    Photo from U.S. National Endowment for the Humanities, Public Domain
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​​​​​‘Non-ending struggle’
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On May 4, 1961, thirteen Freedom Riders – seven African American, six white – departed from Washington, D.C., on a Greyhound bus, with the goal of reaching New Orleans by May 17, the seven-year anniversary of the Brown v. Board of Education school desegregation ruling. Organized by the Congress of Racial Equality, which had conducted a similar action in 1947, the group openly tested a Supreme Court decision that segregated buses and terminals were unconstitutional. 

As integrated groups sat towards the front of the bus, they did not encounter violence in Virginia and North Carolina. The first ugly incident occurred in Rock Hill, S.C., where Fisk University student and future U.S. Rep. John Lewis and two others were attacked after they tried to enter a whites-only waiting room. 

In Atlanta, about half of the group split to join a Trailways bus. The Greyhound bus reached Anniston, Ala., first, where a mob of klansmen attacked the vehicle, slashing tires and breaking windows. The driver continued past the crowd, many of whom followed in cars and pounced on the bus when it soon stalled due to flat tires. After breaking more windows, one attacker threw a firebomb into the vehicle, which exploded into flames. Some assailants pressed against the doors and yelled, “Burn them alive!” 1

At one point, an exploding fuel tank made the mob back off. Riders escaped through windows and doors, but some mob members assaulted them and talked of lynching them. Original rider Hank Thomas, a 19-year-old Howard University student, was hit in the head with a baseball bat. Alabama highway patrolmen reportedly fired warning shots in the air, helping to disperse the mob. 

The Trailways bus arrived in Anniston about an hour after the Greyhound one. Some police officers entered the bus and told riders to switch seats. After they refused, klan members who secretly joined the bus in Atlanta stood up and beat several riders. As some viciously struck 61-year-old Michigan teacher Walter Bergman with hammers and clubs, his wife begged them to stop. They ignored her and threw Bergman’s bleeding, unconscious body over other passengers in the back to block them from sitting up front. The assailants did the same with 46-year-old New York union organizer James Peck, 21-year-old South Carolina student Herman Harris, and others. 2 

The bus continued to Birmingham, where another mob entered the vehicle. Eugene “Bull” Connor, Birmingham’s notoriously racist police commissioner, allowed klan members to beat riders for about 15 minutes before calling in officers to intervene. Peck required 53 stitches. Bergman suffered a stroke from the blows to his head and was forced to use a wheelchair for the rest of his life, which lasted to the age of 100. The mob went after news photographers, destroying their cameras, although numerous photographs survived. Some journalists, including Howard K. Smith of CBS News, observed attacks, and their reports eventually helped expose the Deep South savagery and attract international sympathy for the cause.

As Peck was treated at a clinic, he told reporters he would continue the rides. “It is my philosophy that the struggle has to be a non-ending one, because I am not one of those idealists who envision a utopia,” he later said. Peck was the only participant of both the 1961 and 1947 campaigns. The latter journeyed through Upper South states like North Carolina and resulted in arrests, but only isolated violence. Between the 1930s and 1980s, Peck was arrested more than 60 times for labor, social, civil rights, and environmental causes. 3 

Some participants tried to locate other buses to take them onward, but drivers refused to escort Freedom Riders. Some decided to fly to New Orleans from Birmingham, but flights were canceled due to bomb threats. It took calls to U.S. Attorney General Robert Kennedy’s office to get a plane to take some riders to New Orleans, where Xavier University of Louisiana housed them in secret.

Enter Diane Nash, Rev. James Bevel, Rev. C.T. Vivian, Bernard LaFayette Jr., and others. While attending college in Nashville, they had organized sit-ins that integrated drugstore and restaurant lunch counters. Hearing about the Freedom Riders’ problems, Nash, LaFayette, Vivian, and Bevel were among those who traveled to Alabama to keep the effort going. Robert Kennedy sent special assistant John Seigenthaler to lobby for an end to the Freedom Rides. When that didn’t work, the federal official helped negotiate with local officials to protect riders. 

Seigenthaler told Nash that continuing the rides could result in death to participants. She responded, “We know someone will be killed, but we cannot let violence overcome nonviolence.” Lewis responded in kind to an older mentor: “We understand that [death] may be the price. But it has to be done.” Ironically, Seigenthaler himself was knocked unconscious in Montgomery while trying to protect riders. 4 

On May 20, Lewis, Thomas, and others left Birmingham on a Greyhound bus to Montgomery. As the vehicle entered the terminal, police protection again disappeared. The scene appeared quiet, then a mob carrying clubs, baseball bats, pipes, and more suddenly appeared. Riders debated about whether to exit through the back and attempt to outrun the angry assailants. Ultimately, white rider Jim Zwerg first ventured off the bus in front. 

Before the mob reached him, he bowed his head and asked God for strength. “I had the most wonderful religious experience,” Zwerg, who had transferred to Fisk from Wisconsin through an exchange program, later told a PBS reporter. “I felt a presence as close to me as breath itself, if you will, that gave me peace knowing that whatever came, it was okay.” 5

Zwerg probably saved numerous riders, said Fred Leonard, who was then a student at Tennessee State and later became a successful businessman. “He walked off the bus in front of us, and it was like those people in the mob were possessed. They couldn’t believe that there was a white man who would help us,” Leonard said. “When we came off the bus, the attention was on him. It’s like they didn’t even see the rest of us for about thirty seconds.” 6

Zwerg, who later became a minister before working for IBM and a charity, was not only badly beaten but thrown over a rail several times. Men held him while women and children clawed his face. He suffered a cracked spine, among numerous injuries. Lewis also took a barrage from the mob, being hit with a wooden crate at one point. He later said he thought he was going to die. The group took refuge at the First Baptist Church in Montgomery, where Martin Luther King Jr. arrived to speak. A white mob surrounded the church, and Kennedy sent marshals who used tear gas to disperse the mob.

On May 24, a group made it to Jackson, Miss., but many were arrested. Gov. Ross Barnett instructed guards at Parchman, the state’s worst prison, to “break their spirits.” That action was typical for Barnett, who said during his 1959 campaign that God “made [black people] different to punish” them. In 1962, he defied a federal order to admit James Meredith to the University of Mississippi, leading to riots. The following year, Barnett opposed allowing the Mississippi State basketball team to compete in the NCAA playoffs to the point he supported a court injunction, but the team avoided being served by sending decoy players to the airport.

Lewis, Thomas, and others appealed the Parchman sentences, and it took several years for them to be reversed by the Supreme Court. More riders descended on Montgomery and Jackson in ensuing months, and at one time, more than 300 riders were held at Parchman.  

Lewis, like many, spoke of the persistent fear during those times. But they got beyond the fear mainly through their faith, outrage over injustices, and commitment to fellow participants. Often, what kept them going was they did not want to let down each other, particularly people they had recruited into the movement. It was not unlike the bonds forged by combatants during wars, where ordinary people perform extraordinary deeds for the cause and each other. Their actions transformed them into nonviolent, spiritual warriors who would persevere despite great risks and long odds.

Two years after the Freedom Rides, Fred Shuttlesworth, a Birmingham minister who co-founded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference with King and others, convinced King to help with an integration campaign in what was probably the most segregated U.S. city. King wrote the famed “Letter from Birmingham Jail” after being jailed for exercising First Amendment rights. Shuttlesworth fought a conviction for parading without a permit to the U.S. Supreme Court, which reversed the conviction years later. Bull Connor provided graphic media images by ordering officers to use fire hoses and dogs on children during those demonstrations. Far-right leaders and activists met in New Orleans to plot the killing of JFK and civil rights leaders.

King wanted to call off the Birmingham campaign after merchants told him they couldn’t negotiate with demonstrations occurring, said Shuttlesworth, who didn’t agree. “If we had just called it off without an agreement, the merchants would’ve said, ‘Well, we never agreed to anything.’ And we would not have gotten a victory,” Shuttlesworth stated. “And King wouldn’t have been immortal today.” 7

A month later, Mississippi NAACP leader Medgar Evers was assassinated by a klan member at his Jackson home as part of a tri-state conspiracy. On the same night, LaFayette, then a Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee organizer, was brutally attacked at his home in Selma, Ala., and barely escaped death. Rev. Ben Cox, a Congress of Racial Equality organizer who had also participated in the Freedom Rides, eluded other assailants in New Orleans by being out of town.

A few months later, President John F. Kennedy was felled in Dallas by another assassin in what many believe was a conspiracy involving former CIA officials who Kennedy forced to resign and other political enemies. More violent acts ensued, including the June 1964 murders of civil rights advocates James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner in Mississippi. The following year, Malcolm X was gunned down, while Lewis and others were beaten by authorities on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Ala., during a famed voting rights march. 

The violent wave forced many politicians to support the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and other laws that took the shackles off Jim Crow. But such victories remained hollow since many states and municipalities ignored the laws until individuals challenged them, at continued risk. An often-forgotten axiom: Just because a law is passed doesn’t mean it will be enforced; as Peck said, the struggle for “liberty and justice for all” seems to be an unending one.
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Students C.T. Vivian, Diane Nash, and Bernard LaFayette lead a 1960 march in Nashville. LaFayette was targeted for assassination on the same 1963 night that NAACP leader Medgar Evers was killed. Photo from U.S. National Endowment for the Humanities, Public Domain
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​​​​​Segregation ‘not going to change by itself’
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Even though I grew up in a middle-class, all-white neighborhood in one of the most segregated cities in the South during the 1960s, I was not immune to the social changes. When some black kids were bused to my school, I refused to shun them, unlike many of my peers. I befriended them on the playgrounds in a way that innately made sense to me at a young age. Why should something as insignificant as skin color play a role in defining who you are and what rights you have as a human being? Don’t many white people try to get darker skin in the summer by sitting in the sun? 

As I played and followed sports, black athletes ‒ Bob Hayes, Bob Gibson, Bill Russell ‒ were among my favorites. I felt outrage as I watched movies and television shows that depicted slavery and other injustices. In 1968, when sprinters Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised black-gloved fists during an Olympic Games medal ceremony, I didn’t understand why the adults around me were mad about that. I had seen a lot of athletes raise their fists during games. Why was it so bad to do during a ceremony when the national anthem – written by a slave owner who even supported sending freed slaves back to Africa ‒ played? I wanted to learn more about why Smith and Carlos did that, and why people were so mad about it, to the point that the athletes were initially ostracized by many and received death threats. Being only nine years old, I was shielded from the harshness of Jim Crow racism, the assassinations of King and another Kennedy, the continued civil rights struggle. 

In my teen-age years, I was more interested in sports than social movements. But I read biographies of African-American athletes like Wilt and Russell and sought to understand what they had overcome. I befriended black basketball teammates and even brought some home to play pool or ping pong. The family dog, who ironically was both black and white, wasn’t used to seeing nonwhites and barked more than usual at my black friends. Was Boots racist, or was he reflecting the racism in our lily-white neighborhood? Or was it a physical, vision issue, with the barking done more out of confusion?

During college, my biggest stands were exposing shoddy practices by a psychology professor who encouraged students to rappel down the football stadium wall with little training that resulted in one dying, advocating for the Libertarian Party, ranting against female reporters in men’s locker rooms, and calling Jimmy Carter “nuts” for believing that his 1980 Olympic Games boycott would sway the former Soviet Union. Four years later, I joined the nuts, believing that a walk from California to Russia could impact the former Soviet leaders. 

How did I get there? I started my journalism career as a sportswriter and soon discovered that was too limiting a career path. One thing led to another, and I found myself helping to produce an underground newspaper called the Dallas Advocate for Jobs, Peace and Freedom. As I previously wrote, I sought to be the kind of journalist who wasn’t afraid to cross the line into advocacy at times and work on some solutions, rather than merely sit back and watch. That might not be the best approach since you get labeled an activist and worse, but there was one thing I knew: You gotta do what you gotta do.
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