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Colleagues, 

  

Don't miss - Pete Hamill, Peter Arnett and Kimberly Dozier will discuss 

defining images of Vietnam War on Thursday at NY's @92Y: 

http://t.co/qKtU3rdWz0. (8:15 p.m., Lexington Avenue at 92
nd

 Street, 

Buttenwieser Hall.) 

   

The event is tied, of course, to the AP's Vietnam photo history - 

VIETNAM: THE REAL WAR. All the coverage that the book has generated 

since publication in October is gathered here. 
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With a canoe and a camera,  

AP journalists told story of coal ash spill 
  

By Kristen Hare, Poynter.org 

  

After a long day of reporting, Michael Biesecker sat by himself at a table 

at Outback Steakhouse in Danville, Va. 

  

"And they brought me a big glass of water," said Biesecker, a reporter 
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with the Associated Press, in a phone interview with Poynter. "And I 

knew the water was drawn and treated from the river, and everyone 

around me was drinking that water." 

  

That water, he discovered earlier that day, was thick and dirty with toxic 

coal ash stored in a coal ash pond that had leaked into the Dan River. 

Biesecker (pictured below) asked the waitress if she'd heard of the spill. 

She hadn't. Hardly anyone had. 

  

  

I need to tell people what's 

going on here, he thought. 

So he wrote fast at that 

table, with a salad, a baked 

potato and a bottle of water 

nearby. 

  

Outside, a 16-foot Mad 

River Canoe canoe perched 

above Biesecker's Mazda 

CX-9. Clumps of river mud 

still stuck to the bottom. 

 

HAVE BOAT, WILL REPORT 

  

News broke Monday, Feb. 3, of a spill from one of the coal ash ponds on 

the banks of the Dan River. Duke Energy issued a press release about 

the incident, "but it really made it seem like it was not a big deal," 

Biesecker said. 

  

He called his editor. We need to go up there, he said, and "because it 

was a spot on the river, I packed a canoe." 

  

That Wednesday, Biesecker met AP photographer Gerry Broome. The 

two weren't the only ones on the river bank that day. Environmentalists 

were coming down to see the damage, too. Biesecker and Broome met 

with canoe guide Brian Williams, who offered to help the two navigate 

the water. The three paddled downstream, and pretty soon they saw for 

themselves the real damage from the coal ash spill. 

  

The riverbank looked like a bathtub with a ring of dirt around it. Both 

Biesecker and Broome describe it that way. Biesecker pushed his paddle 

into the river and found ash several inches, if not feet, deep. 

  

"That was when it really started to sink in," Broome said in a phone 

interview with Poynter. 

  



3

Biesecker's story, which ran Feb. 6, described what they found. 

  

Canoe guide Brian Williams dipped his paddle downstream from where 

thousands of tons of coal ash has been spewing for days into the Dan 

River, turning the wooden blade flat to bring up a lump of gray sludge. 

  

On the riverbank, hundreds of workers at a Duke Energy power plant in 

North Carolina scrambled to plug a hole in a pipe at the bottom of a 27-

acre pond where the toxic ash was stored. 

  

Since the leak was first discovered by a security guard Sunday 

afternoon, Duke estimates up to 82,000 tons of ash mixed with 27 

million gallons of contaminated water has spilled into the river. Officials 

at the nation's largest electricity provider say they cannot provide a 

timetable for when the leak will be fully contained, though the flow has 

lessened significantly as the pond has emptied. 

  

TAKE ME THERE 

  

Broome (pictured below), who shot a photo of a hand covered in sludge 

left from the spill, said he's actually gone on much greater adventures 

for images. 

  

"It was just a peaceful little float," he said. "But it paid off." 

  

  

Since his trip on the Dan 

River, Broome has gotten 

calls from other 

photographers wanting 

tips on getting similar 

shots. Other than to just 

figure it out, he said, be 

safe is the first tip. Know 

what you're doing and 

where you're going so you 

don't become the story. 

And know what you're dealing with legally. 

  

Before they set out onto the river, officials with Duke Energy asked 

Broome and Biesecker who gave them permission to do so, Broome 

said. It's a river, they replied, so no one. But they knew not to stop on 

Duke Energy property, too. 

  

Those images, Biesecker said, helped move the story along. They 

showed what was really happening. Biesecker has that same instinct, to 

go and see and tell. Biesecker, a former Eagle Scout, said that was 
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reinforced by an editor early in his career. 

  

"He would always say, take me there," he said. 

  

Biesecker, Broome as well as AP reporter Mitch Weiss have done more 

than take a boat trip onto a dirty river. They've continued reporting on 

the results of the coal ash spill, the state's lack of enforcement of 

ground water contamination violations, slap-on-the-wrist settlements 

and modest fines, and no requirements for Duke Energy to clean up. 

Biesecker wrote Feb. 19 about 20 subpoenas sent out by federal 

prosecutors as they widened their investigation following the spill. 

  

Last week, Biesecker covered a press conference where officials walked 

out. 

  

On Saturday, he and Weiss wrote about the people living in 

communities that may face similar issues with coal ash dumps. 

  

From inside that canoe, Biesecker and Broome could see for themselves 

the damage caused by the coal ash spill and the many miles of damage 

it would continue causing as it moved downstream. And they're not the 

only ones reporting on it. On Friday, the Los Angeles Times reported on 

a second ruptured pipe at a coal ash pond on the Dan River. On 

Monday, National Geographic published a story about the economic 

impact the spill might have. 

  

On Tuesday, Biesecker headed back to Eden, N.C., and the site of the 

spill. This time, he left his canoe at home in Durham. He plans to wash it 

thoroughly before using it again. 

   

(Click here for the link to the story on Poynter.org.) 
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From the Connecting mailbox 

  
New Connecting member Lynda Zimmer Straw remembers friend and 

former AP colleague Bill Greer, who died Feb. 8: 

  

  

I was a friend of Bill's for almost 50 years. We were students, friends 

and work colleagues. He was endearing and irritating, much like a pesky 

little brother. 

  

I remember the old house he rented with the late John Rawlinson, our 

journalism classes at the UA together and his coaching when I got a 

senior year job at the Arizona Daily Star. 
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In the late 60s we ended up in Phoenix with the Associated Press. I 

became engaged to fellow AP staffer Robert Zimmer whom Bill also 

befriended. He took Robert to Las Vegas as sort of an impromptu 

bachelor's party. 

  

When Robert and I lived in Little Rock, Arkansas, Bill showed up again as 

part of his AP travels. When Robert I moved to Champaign, Illinois, Bill 

was a regular visitor as he met with Illinois newspaper editors. He 

always seemed to show up minus a tie or belt, which he needed to 

make a good impression. He'd borrow the accessories and usually forget 

to return them. But he always seemed to leave behind his dirty laundry. 

  

Once, before I even met her, I mailed the laundry to his soon-to-be-wife 

Norma with a silly "get even" note that sounded like I was a 

girlfriend. We finally met Norma and their wonderful daughters when 

they moved to Michigan City, Ind. 

  

We just seemed to always be crossing paths. After the Greers moved 

back to Tucson, we'd leave cold Illinois and visit them at their Tucson 

home every year for the infamous holiday party. 

  

When Robert died in 1992, Bill wanted to know all the details and get 

tested. He was sure he also would die young. He lived another 22 years, 

but it still was too soon to go. 
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Appreciate each day you are given 

  

That's my takeaway from a Facebook post, and this follow-up note to 

Connecting from Miami Chief of Bureau Jim Baltzelle. He explains: 

  

I had a great member visit at the Naples Daily News yesterday 

(Tuesday). I was there for several hours, spending time with Manny 

Garcia, the new editor, formerly of The Miami Herald and El Nuevo 

Herald, and his new team. I wanted to show a few editors 

www.apvideos.com and returned to my car to retrieve my iPad. As I 

stepped from the building's main entryway, a car to my left was stopped 

so I could pass through the portico. I nodded and walked toward my car, 

just past a column that obscured my view of a traffic lane. I was in mid 

step when an orange sports car sped past and I was able to pull back. 

Just barely. The driver did not see me but, as I said in my post, I could 

have touched her. She raced past, possibly going 50 mph, much faster 

than the 5 mph appropriate for an area with heavy pedestrian traffic. 

People visit the paper all day, as it situated in a major shopping area. 
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The other motorist checked on me, told me to go inside and tell 

someone what occurred, to make sure I was alright. Then, she followed 

the other driver to confront her.  

  

As you said, Paul, many of us have had brushes with mortality on the job 

for AP or with other news organizations. While this one didn't involve a 

man with a gun or an angry mob in an unfamiliar place, it reminded me 

of how ordinary our endings can be, how quickly focus can shift. I plan 

to have a really good day and I hope you do as well. 
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And with a lead like this, how could you resist not 

reading on: 

  
  

The devil walks into a bar and sits at a table with eight newspaper and 

magazine publishers plus one strange little fellow in shabby, dated 

robes. The devil says, "How'd you all like to get some advertising 

revenue at higher rates than what you've been fetching for the past five 

or six years?" 

  

Intrigued? Well, read on by clicking here. 

  

-0- 

  

Celebrate 9-8 !!! 

  
  

  

Our Connecting colleague George Bria 

turns 98 on Sunday, March 2.  

Connecting asks that you join me in 

sending him a congratulatory note - send 

yours to me, at stevenspl@live.com, and 

I will pull the greetings together and get 

them off to him. Deadline: next 

Thursday, Feb. 27. 

  

  

(Photo of George by Valerie Komor) 
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Welcome to Connecting 

   
Dudley, our official Connecting welcome dog, 

welcomes these additions to the Connecting family: 
   

Erin Madigan White - Senior Media Relations 

Manager, AP New York 

Ebony Reed - assistant chief of bureau, AP Boston 

  

Julie March - manager, AP Global Training and 

Development, based in Albuquerque 

  

Mike Graczyk - began his AP career in 1972 in his hometown of Detroit 

and transferred to Houston in 1983. In Texas, his primary focus is on 

prison and criminal justice issues and he has witnessed hundreds of 

executions. 

  
 

Items of Interest... 

   
AP Mobile features Academy Awards coverage 

   

-0-  

  

The Future of the News Business: A Monumental Twitter Stream All in 

One Place 

  

-0-  

  

What the DOJ's new guidelines mean for journalists 

  

-0- 

  

House votes unanimously to fix FOIA process 

  

-0- 
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Ohio newspaper thief makes daring escape on bicycle (Bob Daugherty) 

  

-0- 

  

What newsroom sounds will vanish next? 

  

-0- 

  

Richard Just, New National Journal Editor, Plans To 'Reinvent' 

Magazine 
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CNN, TMZ and Gawker Fall for Justin Bieber Hoax (Doug Tucker) 
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The ups and downs to covering Ukraine 

  

-0- 

  

FWAA, NFF to conduct new weekly college football poll in 2014  (Lew 

Ferguson) 
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Marines try to ban Marine Corps Times 
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The return of Newsweek 
 

Paul Stevens 

Connecting newsletter 

stevenspl@live.com 
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