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A small Voice
makes a loud noise

In Flint, people are paying attention to the alternative
newspaper, though it has lost an important benefactor
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by ALEX KOTLOWITZ

n recently evicted ten-

ant was harassing Cal-
vin Craven, apartment
house manager. The angry
tenant kicked in the hallway
windows upstairs and shout-
ed obscenties at Craven and
his girlfriend through the
closed door. Finally, Craven
had had enough. He called
the police.

Forty-five minutes later
Craven lay dead, a police-
man’s bullet imbedded in his
chest.

The killing late last win-
ter was the fifth by a Flint
policeman since the previous
summer.

ichael Moore rushed
through his usual
lunch of chow mein and fried
rice. Sitting behind his worn,
wooden, cluttered desk —
flannel shirt untucked and
his long, straight hair
brushed down his back (it
has since been cut) — he
looked more like disheveled
hippie than editor.

Between mouthfuls of
cold chow mein, the 27-year-
old Moore asked a visitor,
“What do y'a think? Should
we run the story on the cov-
er?”

Moore is editor of the
Flint Voice, a bi-weekly tab-
loid newspaper that had giv-
en extensive coverage to po-
lice shootings in the past. He
didn't want to overdo it. He
didn't want to become a one-
issue newspaper. He remem-
bered only last year when
people criticized the paper
for devoting too much space
to the anti-nuclear and anti-
draft causes. But the story
was important and sure to be
controversial. And nobody
else had questioned the
shooting publicly.

Two days earlier, Moore
had received a call from a
friend of Craven. “It's not
the way the police said it
happened,” the caller said.
“Speak to the guy's girl-
friend.” Moore hesitated to
follow through. The shoot-
ing had made the front page
of the daily Flint Journal,
and the article said Craven
had waved a .22 rifle at the
police. And Craven was an
ex-con. Moore decided to

Alex Kotlowitz is a free-
lance writer who has done
some stories for the Flint
Voice.

look into the matter.

“It seemed like the same
ould scenario: a black citizen
who is not committing any
crime is shot to death in the
middle of the night,” said
Moore. “Then somebody
called us from the city gov-
ernment who wouldn’t give
us his name, and said that
the officer involved had
more police brutality com-
plaints filed against him
than any other officer. So, we
began our investigation.”

Witnesses interviewed
hy the Voice said the police
never identified themselves
and that Craven came to the
door with his hand on the
rifle barrel and the butt on
the ground. And, as Moore
discovered later, Craven was
the one who had called the
police for help.

The story ran front-page.
It was picked up by numer-
ous radio stations in Flint,
and the Voice sold out at the
newsstands. Though the
county prosecutor has ab-
solved the police of any
wrongdoing, the city’s om-
budsman is investigating the
killing.
rur a 24-page, 10,000 cir-

culation paper with
only a three-person paid
staff, the Voice attracts an
unusual amount of attention
and raises an unusual
amount of troublé. It has
built a reputation as contro-
versial, resourceful and of-
ten irreverent.

A New York Times re-
porter called the Voice a
“muckraking” newspaper.
The Flint political establish-
ment labels it radical and
sensational. The young peo-
ple who work there, almost
all of them volunteers, char-
acterize their paper as alter-
native, independent and,
ves, very definitely political.

The Voice evolved from a
modest four-page tabloid
published by the young staff
of the Hotline Center, a
‘drop-in shelter for runaway
youth. Moore is the only
original staff member work-
ing full time. In a sense, it's
his baby.

Moore grew up in Davi-
son, a Flint suburb. His fa-
ther, like most everybody
else in the Flint area, worked
in an auto factory. At 18,
Moore became the youngest
person ever elected to public
office in Michigan. Two

years into his four-year term
on Davison school board,
Moore’s critics organized a
recall campaign charging
that he was too radical for
Davision's schools. Moore
survived the recall.

“I think I won because I
personally went to every
door in Davison and said, ‘If
you have any criticisms
about me, let me know so
that [ can clear up any mis-
perceptions,” " recalls
Moore.

That perserverance has
rubbed off at the paper.

In its four years, the pa-
per has exposed racial dis-
crimination at a local How-
ard Johnson's and reported
extensively on a taxpayer-
financed trip by five Genes-
see County commissioners
to a conference in Hawaii.
The Voice was the first to
report on a censorship con-
troversy in the Lapeer public
schools. It investigated
charges of campaign abuses
by the mayor.

Its work has brought re-
sults. The state Civil Rights
Department investigated
complaints detailed in the
Voice's article about the
Howard Johnson's and con-
firmed that a prospective
employe had not been hired
hecause she was black.
Three of the five high-living
county commissioners were
defeated in the next election.
And, after an investigation,
the city's ombudsman con-
cluded that Mayor James W.
Rutherford had inappropri-
ately used CETA workers in
his re-election campaign.

It was that story, a litile
more than a vear ago, which
thrust the small paper into
the national limelight.

Like most of the paper’s
investigations, it began with
a phone call. A former CETA
worker told Moore that he
had been forced to campaign
for Rutherford one morning
while at work and made to
buy a $25 ticket to Ruther-
ford’s re-election birthday
party. Moore talked with
three of the CETA em-
ploye’s co-workers. They
confirmed everything the
man had said. As a precau-
tionary measure, Moore had
the CETA workers sign affi-
davits.

The Voice ran the story
on the front page — and at
the next City Council meet-
ing, a group of citizens who

had read the story asked the
city’s ombudsman to under-
take an investigation. The
ombudsman’s report con-
firmed everything the Voice
had reported. It gave the pa-

per more credibility in the’

community. “It's always the
case with a paper like ours
where you're new and you're
not part of the establish-
ment press, that people look
with some skepticism on
whether or not what's being
printed is true,” said Moore,
“so he (the ombudsman)
comes out and he verifies
every single point that we
made in the article plus some
that we didn’t make.”

But that was just the be-
ginning.

The Voice got its hands
on the ombudsman's report
a few days before it was to be
released officially. (A grin-
ning Moore is still not saying
how he got it.) Those few
days gave the paper's staff
enough time to typeset, lay
out and insert the report’s
findings into the upcoming
edition of the paper. The
Voice hit the streets Monday
afternoon. The ombudsman
released the report later that
evening.

In Flint, it’s a misde-
meanor to release a city re-
port early — so the police
wanted to find Moore’s
source. With warrants in
hand, they appeared at the
paper’s printer and seized
the business records per-
taining to that particular is-
sue, which, they hoped,
would lead them to the leak.

Seemingly always one
step ahead of the game, how-
ever, Moore called a press
eonference at the paper's
two-story house-turned-of-
fice. Everybody came: the
Free Press, the Detroit
News, WXYZ and WDIV-
TV and numerous local ra-
div and TV stations. And
later that day, reporters
from the New York Times
and the Associated Press
stopped by for interviews
and a CBS film crew flew in
from Chicago. They were all
there to report on an appar-
ent First Amendment viola-
tion by Flint's police.

The Voice won the skir-
mish. Editorials appeared
acruss the state from the
Free Press to the Battle
Creek Enquirer and News
condemning the police
search. With the eyes of CBS
cameras hovering about and
reporters from throughout
the country phoning daily,
the Flint police let things lie.
*The whole thing backfired
in their face,” recalls Joe
Dupzca, the city ombuds-
man and a former city po-
liceman.

“They’ve always under-
estimated our power to fight
back,” Moore adds with a
smile.

Flint Police Chief Max
Durbin, when asked how he
felt after the incident, re-
plied, “I did not feel uncom-
fortable. I don’t hold them
any different than I do the
Flint Journal or the Detroit
Free Press,” except, he add-
ed, that they're smaller.

lt.s size does not seem to
inhibit the Voice. The
paper straddles no fence and
has certainly offended peo-
ple. After it ran the front-
page story on the county
commissioners’ trip to Ha-
waii and a story uncovering
nepotism in handing out
county contracts, one angry
commissioner, Eugene Ko-
vacs, asked the attorney gen-
eral to revoke the paper's
non-profit status. Kovacs,
who lost a bid for re-election,
refused to comment on the
stories that appeared two
vears ago. He would only say,
“That was a thousand years
ago; they had their prob-
lems.”

Moore enjoys the contro-
versy. “I think it’s a journal-
ism in the true sense of what
it should be and was up to 25
vears ago: Tell the truth and
raise some hell. Qur advoca-
cy is our hope that people
will do something; that peo-
ple will give a damn.” It's a
journalism, however, that
makes many people uncom-
fortable.

Ray Stephens, Flint
Journal editor, reads the
Voice regularly and respects
the paper's work. Says Ste-
phens, however, “The ques-
tion is whether you use the
press to persuade or inform
... I think that they're too
subjective.”

Says production man-
ager Liz Haus, 24: “I believe
in the purpose of the paper;
communicating to people
what the other media
doesn’t, just providing an al-
ternative.”

he subjectivity and the
staff’s eagerness to
tackle controversial issues
may give the paper a lot of
attention, but they do not
guarantee financial success.
The newspaper, now more
than $5,000 in debt, operates
on a shoe-string annual bud-
get of $120,000. Moore gets a
salary of $250 a week, Haus,
$225. Neither has taken any
money in recent weeks. Until
February, when it started
charging 25¢ an issue and
began to solicit advertising,
most of the paper’s revenues
came from weekly bingo
games, a film series and ben-
efit concerts by singer Harry
Chapin.

Until his death in a car
crash July 16, Chapin had
been a key to the paper’s
survival. Three years ago,
Moore literally cornered the
politically active singer in
his dressing room after a
concertin Grand Rapidsand
asked him if he would come
to Flint and play a benefit
for the Voice. Chapin agreed
and had been visiting ever
since. He had plans to help
raise $60,000 this fall
through a concert and sev-
eral appearances.

Said Chapin in June
from his Long Island home,
“Here is a group of people
saying, ‘I matter. These are
my values, and I'm not going
to hide behind any wall.' It is
the alternative voice in
Flint; if you want to get some







