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“M

eet John Doe” is a 1941 comedy/
drama directed by Frank Capra and
starring film greats Gary Cooper
and Barbara Stanwyck. Capra is best known for
such classics as “It’s a Wonderful Life” and “Mr.
Smith Goes to Washington”. “Meet John Doe”
never attained the fame and huge popular acclaim those two films enjoyed.
But the film, which is as funny as it is dramatic, is considered to not only be one of Capra’s
best. It’s also considered to be one of the100
most important films made in American film
history.
Ann Mitchell, a newspaper columnist at The
New Bulletin, is laid off from her job by the
wealthy publisher who just bought the paper.
He feels her columns are too “lacy” and lack
the controversy people enjoy reading. Infuriated, Ann writes and prints a fake letter from an
unemployed “John Doe”, a supposedly disillu-
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sioned and despairing man who is threatening
to commit suicide on New Year’s Eve in protest
of society’s ills.
When the column causes a huge sensation
among readers, the newspaper is forced to rehire Mitchell. As a result of the stunt, Mitchell
and her managing editor, Connell, are forced to
find someone to play the role of John Doe, the
fictitious writer of the letter.
In walks John Willoughby, a former minor league baseball player who, after injuring
his arm, has taken to riding freight trains and
traveling the country in search of work. Long
past viewing himself as any kind of sports hero,
Willoughby is a humble, simple and straightforward man who has few illusions about himself
or others. Originally wandering into the newspaper for just enough money to continue on his
way, Willoughby agrees to play John Doe in exchange for an operation that can heal his arm.
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Ann’s newspaper stories create an “All American” persona for John Doe, and his words—
written entirely by Ann—strike a chord with
everyday folks, creating a fame that he never
anticipated. His plain spoken philosophy of
helping one’s neighbors soon becomes a national powerful movement.
But Ann soon discovers that the wealthy
newspaper publisher, D.B. Norton, is bankrolling John Doe Clubs across the nation for the
purpose of using them to launch a presidential
campaign that will land him a place in the White
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House.
In an exclusive dinner with his wealthy friends
and powerful supporters, Norton declares that,
once in power, he will rule the clubs with an
“iron fist” to keep them in line. When they hear
this, it alarms Ann and even Willoughby, himself, as it goes against all the John Doe Clubs
believe.
Willoughby confronts Norton on the night
he’s supposed to address all the John Doe Club
members who have assembled for a convention
and refuses to give the prepared speech endors-
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ing Norton for president, saying Norton and the
powerful, special interests he represents go
against everything the John Doe Clubs embody.
Norton retaliates against Willoughby by
printing a special edition of the paper which
names Willoughby as a fraud and impersonator.
It’s a truth Willoughby must admit when Norton
calls him out as he stands at the podium ready
to address the crowd.
Ashamed, ruined and disillusioned with himself most of all, Willoughby takes off, disappearing on the rails once again as he actually
contemplates doing what John Doe threatened
to do—commit suicide in protest of all the ills
of the world and ending his own life in payment
for what was done. But he is intercepted by Ann
on top of the 14 story building that houses City
Hall. She admits that she loves him for who he
is and what his humility has taught her. Club
members, who have shown up at the building
anticipating what Willoughby plans to do, convince him to carry on, despite Norton’s exposure of his original lie by reminding him of his
own words and the power to be found in each
person being kind to his neighbor.

kiowacountyindependent.com
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The Meaning of Essential

By PRISCILLA WAGGONER
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A

ccording to the Global Language Monitor, the total number of words in the English language—at least, as of January
1, 2020—amounted to a stunning 1,022,000.
Well, in the months that have passed since the
first of the year, the number should be changed
to 1,022,003, for words like COVID, COVID-19
and coronavirus have become some of the most
commonplace, frequently used words we’ve
used in a very long, long time.
But another word that has become commonplace is “essential”, and, recently, we’ve heard it
used most often in relation to “essential workers.”
In this context, an essential worker is someone whose job is one that cannot go undone,
for these are the people who keep things going.
They’re the doctors and nurses and lab techs
and CNAs who take care of us when we’re sick,
even at great risk to themselves. The bus drivers who get us to work and the truck drivers
who transport any number of things we need to
get by every day. The pharmacists and grocery
store clerks who continue to provide us with
the necessities of life and medicinal remedies
for our various sicknesses and conditions. The
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convenience store clerks who keep gas pumps
running and those items for sale that we need
on a moment’s notice. The teachers who continue to teach our children, even when required
to do so from a remote location using digital
devices that they’ve never had to fully employ
in the classroom before. The farmers who continue to grow and harvest crops, the ranchers
who continue to tend cattle, the first responders
who answer our calls for help and put out the
fires that threaten to consume our homes and

8
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property.
These and others not mentioned here are the
individuals, the true heroes who, while the rest
of the nation is paralyzed by a force they cannot see but that can bring great destruction to
our lives and our families, keep on going, day
in and day out, despite the risks and enormous
challenges of continuing on in the face of a pandemic that is the most serious health crisis in a
century.
But essential also has another meaning, a
deeper meaning that is worthy of our consideration, as well. Essential is a form of the word
“essence”, which means “fundamental or central to the very nature of a thing or being.”
As we navigate these enormously trying and
difficult times, what have we learned about the
essence of who we are, as individuals, communities and a nation, as a whole? What have we
learned about ourselves? And what are we to do
with what we’ve learned?
This Christmas edition is a little different
from the ones we’ve done before and, rightly
so, for this Christmas season—this year—is unlike any we’ve ever known.
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In many ways, we’re isolated, and
it goes far beyond “social distancing.” As a nation and a people, we’ve
become isolated from each other,
filled with suspicion and distrust
based on nothing more than impressions. That distrust is not limited to
one perspective or set of beliefs; it
has somehow spread, like an unseen
and pervasive virus, that is filling us
with fear and a belief that our differences are so great that they can
never be bridged.
But is that truly who we are? Is
that the essence of us, of our nation
and who we are, at our core?
I don’t believe it is.
I believe, at our essence, we continue to be people who help those
around us who are in need, who will
lend a hand to a stranger less fortunate than ourselves, who—once the
differences are stripped away and
that precious, common ground is
found—will step up and be the hero
that does what it takes to keep things
going, not just for ourselves or our
families but other people and other families some of whom we don’t
even know and maybe never will.
Like the man who directed the
film “Meet John Doe” so fervently
believed, I, too, believe in the basic
goodness in people, and I believe it
still resides in our hearts even when
first, cursory impressions may suggest that it does not.
As one character in the film says, I
believe we all have the capacity, and
yes, the desire, to be “lighthouses in
the fog.”
And the rediscovery of that at this
time of year when our faith is reborn
and we’re all reminded of the power
that comes hand in hand with grace
and mercy, hope and love, let us also
lift our hearts in celebration of this
Christmas that is so essential in so
very many ways.
From our house to yours, wherever you are, we wish you the merriest
of Christmases filled with peace and
goodwill to all men.
kiowacountyindependent.com
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Reminders
of Faith
By TRAVIS WALKER

A

highlight of living in southeast Colorado is
the vast amount of birds that pass through
our beautiful, open spaces. Each season
brings different species that are either passing through to winter or summer habitats. For
some birds, southeast Colorado is their summer or winter habitat. I’m such a nerd about
our feathered friends that I record when certain
species make their seasonal appearance. One
particular bird species that I look forward to
watching in the winter months, especially in the
Christmas season, is the Dark-eyed Junco.
The Dark-eyed Junco is a very common bird.
They vary in appearance, but the one that is
most memorable is the “slate-colored” type,
where the mostly gray body contrasts with white
feathers on the belly. I find this contrast of color
to be quite striking, particularly during or after
it snows. It’s a migratory bird and spends the
winter months with us.
For me, migratory birds like the Junco are
amazing. While they may not return exactly at
the same time every year, I can expect that they
will faithfully appear when the days are shorter and the air is cold. Their return appearance,
generation after generation, flying great dis-
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tances for a such a small bird is a feat of nature.
It’s also a reminder of what faith can look like,
especially in the Christmas season.
I’m drawn to the definition of faith being
“something that is believed especially with
strong conviction.”1 Using this definition, we
can imagine faith in the sincerity of our relationships, moral code or ethics, and especially
in terms of religion. I use the word faith to describe my religious convictions, as I place my
belief in the hope and life of Jesus Christ. The
word faith can be used broadly yet connects us
with our deepest convictions.
A theologian and writer that impacted my
understanding of faith is Paul Tillich. He writes
that faith concerns us with what we value the
most.2 While we may have concerns of basic
needs such as food or shelter, humans are concerned with other things as well, such as our
spiritual lives and social connections of friends,
family or community. Concerns such as these
help us to understand what we value and where
we place our faith. Faith then becomes a part
of our human experience, driving our decision
making, our connections, and even how we
spend our time.
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While having faith is an important part of the
human experience, reminders of faith evoke
what we hold closest in our beliefs and in our
lives. The season of Christmas with all of the
aspects that embody this time of year, is full of
reminders of faith. In fact, part of why I think
this season is so meaningful for many is that it
prompts us to remember and be reminded of
what is important to us. Those reminders can
take many forms, from songs, to decorations,
or countless other aspects of the season.

While it may not be a traditional symbol of
Christmas, for me the Dark-eyed Junco is a
meaningful reminder of this time. When I see
this bird, I am reminded of much more than just
how amazing they are in their own right. I’m reminded of watching the birds with my grandparents. I’m reminded of how I value relationships
in my life. I’m even reminded of the hope that is
celebrated in this season, as the return of Juncos mark the coming of this time.
kiowacountyindependent.com
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Yet, though we may have reminders of our
faith, it is not difficult to pass by our faith. Not
only is Christmas a meaningful time, it can be
an incredibly busy and hectic time. We can become consumed by our schedules, end-of-year
goals or projects that we forget the things that
we value the most in our lives. I know there are
many days in this season I will fill up the bird
feeders in the yard but neglect to see the Darkeyed Juncos.
This year it is especially important that we remember what we hold most dear to us, where
we place our faith, and that we do not neglect to
nurture our faith. Living through 2020 no doubt
has tested our faith in many aspects of life. The
testing that we’ve experienced through the pandemic is exhausting. Some of the gatherings
and traditions that would have nurtured our
faith and well-being may not be possible this
year, further adding to the exhaustion and the
experience of feeling tested. However, I don’t
believe that the exhaustion is what defines us. It
is the faith that we hold that defines us.
This is why reminders of faith are matter.
While we may not have the same experiences,
this season as in past years, the beliefs, connec-
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tions, and values that hold are still present. It’s
important and even life-giving to be reminded
that our faith is still present and a part of our
experience. Even though it may look different
and be lived out differently this year, our core
faith is unchanged.
This Christmas season be reminded of faith.
We are reminded of the roots of this season in
the birth of Christ. We are reminded of the faith
we have in our relationships as we connect with
family and friends. As we celebrate this time at
the end of the calendar year, we are reminded of all that we have experienced and the faith
that carried us through those moments.
I encourage all of us to take time to consider
what we believe with conviction. I encourage all
of us to embrace the reminders of those beliefs
and the faith we have. Pause this season and
recall the blessings that are in your life because
of your faith.
And, if nothing else, take a look out your
window and enjoy the sweet chirp and striking
appearance of the Dark-eyed Junco. Your day
will be blessed by a small reminder of how great
it is live and experience Christmas in southeast
Colorado.
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By PRISCILLA WAGGONER
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O

ne hundred and six years have passed since
that famous Christmas Day in 1914. For
years, the only people who told the story
were those who were actually there that day, who
saw what happened, who took a part in what happened and could testify to what they experienced.
With all that happened immediately after that
Christmas, it’s no surprise that the stories would be
doubted, and they were. For quite some time, the
truth of it all was called into question, and the story
almost faded into the past. Almost, but not quite.
Then, as more decades passed and, one by
one, that older generation died, possessions were
passed down to younger hands who had not heard
the story, letters began to surface. Hundreds and
hundreds of letters that had been sent to loved ones
back home telling the tale. Individual letters jammed
into old shoe boxes or kept within the pages of photo albums or family Bibles, written decades before
by men who never knew each other, by men who
didn’t even speak the same language all began to
be shared. And they told the same tale in the same
voices of wonderment of those who experienced
something that felt almost miraculous in a way.

kiowacountyindependent.com

Meet John Doe: An Essential Christmas

|

15

Before long, those letters made their way to
the media and the story was reported as if it was
breaking news; the unexpected nature of it was
just that great. There was even a movie made
about that day, but it’s not known how many
people actually saw it.
Yet, even the abundance of evidence proving
the veracity of that Christmas Day, 1914 doesn’t
help historians tasked with the job of explaining
why and how things transpired the way they did.
And it is very important that historians—that
someone—explain how it happened because,
in a very significant way, we need it to happen
again. And soon.
So, what exactly is the story of Christmas Day
in 1914? The best place to start is the beginning.
In July of 1914, a Serbian nationalist named
Gavrilo Princip assassinated Archduke Franz
Ferdinand, heir presumptive to the Austro-Hungarian throne. What caused Princip to fire the
shots is unimportant, at least for this story.
What matters is what happened next.
The assassination sparked a war that soon
spread like a wildfire on very dry land. First one
country was pulled into the conflict then another and another after that until the great powers
of the world were divided into two major coalitions: England, France and Russia were at war
with German, Austria-Hungary and Italy.
For the first time in recorded history, the entire world was at war with battles being waged in
Europe, Africa, the Middle East, the Pacific Islands, China, the Indian Ocean plus the North
and South Atlantic Ocean, as well.
It was called the “Great War” and “the war
to end all wars”. There was no consideration of
calling it World War I. That would imply that a
World War II was possible, and no one wanted
to think that was true.
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Al eyes in America were immediately focused
on Europe, even in the small towns that dotted the High Plains of southeastern Colorado.
Newspapers like Colorado Farm and Ranch,
the Brandon Bell, the Haswell Herald and
the Kiowa County Press carried cover stories
on the war almost on a daily basis, chronicling
the creation of hundreds and hundreds of British military hospitals, the Russian purchase of
massive amounts of weaponry along with stories of Russian Cossacks painting their horses
brown and green to camouflage them in battle.
From the very beginning, there was an unspoken but overwhelming feeling that there was
something very dreadful about this conflict, and
with good reason. The innovative minds that
had invented the combustible engine and enabled man to fly had turned their attention to
warfare, resulting in weapons that could kill with
unprecedented efficiency, ferocity and scale.
Machine guns. Tanks. Fighter planes. Submarines. And mustard gas that caused a painful, agonizing death.
But terrible as the weapons of war were,
nothing could compete with the relentless horror of the trenches.
As the end of 1914 grew closer, German
troops had advanced into France but an assault of weaponry from French forces stopped
them advancing any further. Despite the constant barrage of firepower, the Germans were
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determined to not lose the ground they had
won, so they did the only thing they could do.
The “dug in”, first just digging foxholes deep
enough to protect themselves. The French and
British, equally determined to not forfeit native
soil, “dug in”, as well, and the battle quickly
became one of attrition—a horrendous strategy where one side attempts to defeat the other
by just wearing them down through relentless,
never ending loss of life and resources.
This was accomplished by building trenches—long, narrow and deep ditches almost always dug by infantry soldiers at “the front” who
would then occupy them for weeks or longer at
a time.
Trenches were never dug in a straight line but
were, instead, a complicated network that kept
changing as one part was blown apart or caved
in or another part changed hands from the Allied Forces to the Germans or vice versa.
By design, they were built to protect soldiers
from poison gas, enemy machine gun fire and
artillery attack from the air. But they were not
a strategy that allowed troops to advance and
retreat; once soldiers were in the trenches, they
could expect unceasing battle—or at least the
potential for unceasing battle—until they were
relocated somewhere else.
In some places German and French/British
trenches were separated by no more than 10
yards.
kiowacountyindependent.com
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The trenches extended 475 miles, starting
at the North Sea, running through Belgium and
northern France, and ending in the Swiss frontier. More than 100,000 soldiers were involved.
Soldiers often wrote in diaries to pass the
time, and their entries describe a nightmarish
existence. It was a brutally cold winter at the
end of 1914 with weather alternating between
snow and torrential rainfall that flooded the
trenches, in some cases causing mud so deep
and thick that men couldn’t move.
Men by the hundreds developed tortuous fungal infections called “trench foot” caused
by standing in water for hours and hours at a
time with no way to remove wet socks. Worse
than “trench foot”, some men suffered frostbite
followed by gangrene.
A December issue of the Brandon Bell describes more than 1,000 men losing their feet to
frostbite after standing in wet snow and freezing rain for days without relief of any kind for
days on end.
As if that wasn’t enough, the toilets in the
trenches often overflowed, and rats became a
problem, feeding off waste and spreading dis-
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ease. Soldiers on both sides fought numerous
enemies, sometimes coming as bullets or artillery fire and sometimes in the form of diseases
like cholera that could sweep through an entire
battalion.
Trench warfare created the reality of constant, endless, relentless exchanges of gunfire,
which led to periods of time when, by sheer necessity, no shots were exchanged. Sometimes,
the respite would last only 15 or 20 minutes.
Sometimes, they’d last several hours or more.
On December 7 of 1941, Pope Benedict
XV, horrified by the hundreds of thousands
of deaths, called for a Christmas truce. The
idea was immediately, unanimously and officially rejected by the military on both sides. With
so much committed to this strategy of war,
victory—for either side—would only come as
a result of unceasing battle. The field generals
needed to always, always count on the fighting
continuing to go on..
It was in this hellish world that Christmas of
1914 arrived.
It was December 24th, Christmas Eve. The
fighting had been especially fierce in different
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stretches of the front, and an informal and
much needed rest kicked in.
In the world that surrounded the trenches,
from the distant fields to the sky overhead, it
turned out to be a particularly lovely night. Private Albert Moren of the Second Queens Regiment, who was in the part of the trench located
in Belgium, described it as “a beautiful moonlit
night, frost on the ground, white almost everywhere.”
Suddenly, in the silence, Moren and others
heard the sound of singing. It was the German
soldiers. Of their own accord, they were singing a Christmas carol, and the sound drifted
across the “no man’s land” to the trenches of the
French and British soldiers on the other side.
Graham Williams described in a letter
home what happened next.
“The Germans sang one of their carols and
then we sang one of ours,” he wrote. “Then, the
Germans, followed by us. When we started up
‘O Come, All Ye Faithful’ the Germans immediately joined in singing the same hymn to the
Latin words Adeste Fideles. And I thought, well,
this is really a most extraordinary thing – two
nations both singing the same carol in the middle of a war.”
Unbeknownst to Moren and Williams, the
same or similar thing was happening in different parts all along the front. It was not universal. It had not been planned or approved or discussed in any organized fashion. In fact, there
were still sections of the front where the fight20
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ing continued. But, in something that no one
can exactly explain, different soldiers in different parts along the 475 mile front decided to
just…stop fighting for Christmas.
Within hours, the sun rose. Christmas morning came, and, in various places, groups of two
or three German soldiers tentatively emerged
from their trenches, calling out “Merry Christmas!” in English. Others held handmade signs
saying, “You no shoot, we no shoot”.
Allied soldiers responded in kind, warily at
first, concerned that it was a trap. But it was no
trap. It was exactly what it seemed to be: a truce
called not by the generals but by the soldiers on
the fields of war.
There are different accounts of what happened that day, chronicled in letters, diaries
and interviews years later. There’s the story of
a young British soldier getting a haircut from a
German soldier who had been a barber before
the war. Another young German supposedly
gave a Brit a letter to his sweetheart who lived
in London. The troops traded gifts—cigarettes,
buttons, hats, food. Names were exchanged.
Photos were shared. Impromptu soccer games
springing up with empty tins used instead of
soccer balls.
One junior officer wrote, “Between the
trenches there were a lot of dead Germans.
Once we went out and up, we could see them,
half buried with a leg or gloved hand sticking
out of the ground. We helped them to bury their
dead. You may be shocked, but it was the right
thing to do. Years from now, I will probably still
recall the numbers who had died in that place.”
It was Christmas, and, for one day, soldiers
ceased to view each other as enemies and, instead, looked at each other for who they were.
Someone’s son. Someone’s husband. Someone’s brother or father or sweetheart and not
so very different from themselves. Some even
exchanged names and addresses and plans to
contact each other after the war.
The day went on, but at its end, there was
no confusion about how things stood. On both
sides, commanding officers, received word of
what was happening. Alarmed at what it could
imply, they sent strict orders down the line for
soldiers to return to the trenches.
The soldiers were not surprised. They knew
that Christmas Day was not permanent. It was
not an end to the war. They were soldiers. They
did as they were told. They returned to the hell
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of the trenches. But one wonders what resolve
it must have taken to erase from their memories
the names, the faces, the feel of a handshake or
the sharing of a joke as they lifted their guns,
took aim and fired.
In the weeks that followed, top commanding officers in the Allied forces sent explicit orders that “any friendly contact with the enemy”
would be strictly prohibited and bring the most
serious of consequences. On the German side,
a young Corporal named Adolph Hitler supposedly exclaimed, “Such a thing should never happen in wartime. Have these soldiers no sense of
German honor?”
And those voices got their way. The war progressed. The fighting escalated to horrific proportions, taking its toll on hearts and souls on
both sides.
By the time the war ended in November
1918, more than an estimated nine million soldiers and seven million civilians had been killed.
And not another truce took place until the
countries called one themselves in the Treaty of
Versailles.
Yet, this story is far from irrelevant. Our
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country is at war—not just with distant countries, but also with ourselves. Not since the Civil
War have Americans been this divided, this angry at each other, this ready to call each other
“enemy”, this convinced that one side can only
win when the other side loses. We’re battling
over masks, votes, conspiracy theories that
have no basis in fact and facts from institutions
that some no longer believe are credible.
We may not be living in trenches, but we are
firmly entrenched in our ideologies. And it’s
tearing us apart.
Will we ever be able to do what those soldiers
did on that Christmas Day? Will we ever be able
to look at each other and see people with whom
we have much in common and our country not
as a battleground but as a place where common
ground exists between ourselves and those who
believe differently than we do? Can we learn
from those soldiers on that day and, even in our
disagreement, still find the humanity in each
other?
That Christmas truce of 1914 holds a lesson
for us today. The only question is: can we learn
what that day longs to teach us?

Meet John Doe: An Essential Christmas

|

21

A Belief
in the
Goodness
of Man
By PRISCILLA WAGGONER
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By PRISCILLA WAGGONER

n 1903, when the Capra family left their small
town of Bisacquino in Sicily, they were leaving
behind a life of poverty and strife in a land
that had been marked by wars, earthquakes
and the mafia. The Capras were a hardworking
family, very hardworking. But no matter how
long the hours or how much effort both Salvatore and his wife, Rosaria, put forth every day,
they could see no future for their children, no
hope for providing a better life for them than
they had known, no chance to live unfettered
and free as Salvatore had always dreamed.
There was no doubt Salvatore was a dreamer. Yes, he had heard the stories that Italians
were not welcome where they were going. He
listened patiently to the other men in town who
told him there was no guarantee that things
somewhere else would be better than the life
they were leaving behind. But nothing he heard
changed his mind.
Salvatore was certain that there was only
one place to go. One country. One land named
America that, like him, was filled with hope and
possibilities and the promise of freedom that
he, like millions of others, sought with every
ounce of their being.
The seeds of that hope were planted in their
five-year-old son, Francesco Rosario, long before the Capra family ever set foot on the ship
that would take them to their new world. And,
five weeks later, from the first moment their
ship sailed into New York harbor, five year old
Frank was in love with his new country.
Seventy-five years later, Frank Capra still
recalled in an interview the moment his father
swept him up in his arms, ran to the end of the
ship and pointed to where the Statue of Liberty
was coming into view on the horizon, her arm
lifted up and holding the golden lamp. He remembered the exact words his father said to
him upon seeing the Statue of Liberty.
“Ciccio, look! Look at that!” his father had
said. “That’s the greatest light since the star
of Bethlehem! That’s the light of freedom! Remember that. Freedom.”
Remember is exactly what he did.
Once their feet were firmly on American soil,
the Capras moved to California, ultimately settling in Chinatown in a neighborhood Frank later described as “an Italian ghetto”. The family worked as hard in the United States as they
had in Sicily. His father picked fruit to support
kiowacountyindependent.com

Meet John Doe: An Essential Christmas

|

23

the family while Capra sold newspapers every
single day of his life from the age of 7 until he
graduated from high school 11 years later. As
Italian immigrants, they were the targets of
prejudice and discrimination and treated by
some as being “less than” others who had been
in the country for a longer period of time. Life
was far from easy, yet the deep love Capra held
in his heart for the ideals represented by America never dimmed.
While in high school, Capra discovered a new
passion when he took part in a theater production, working the lights behind the stage. In that
venue, with the lights and the stage and the rapt
attention he saw in an audience transfixed by
the actors and the story they were being told,
Capra saw a vehicle for the thoughts, principles,
beliefs and stories of his own that he longed to
tell.
When he graduated from high school, others
in the family expected Capra to put foolish desires of a career aside and to devote himself to
working as they did. But Capra had other plans.
He was determined to pursue an education.
A career in theater was just a distant dream
to him, but having a profession of some type
was not, so he worked his way through college,
earning money for tuition by pulling shifts in
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the laundry, playing the banjo in bars for tips,
waiting tables and cleaning engines at a power
plant.
After four years of hard work and determination, Capra earned a degree in engineering. But
he still found himself drifting from job to job,
part of a “cultured” class with whom he could
not connect or relate, seeking direction in his
life that, despite his best efforts, continued to
be elusive.
Lost about what to do or where, Capra began
to travel the country, hitchhiking from one town
to another, hopping from one train to another,
leaving California far behind as he discovered
and re-discovered the nation he loved so much,
not just in the small towns that were little more
than spots on the wide sweeping lands he traveled but moreso in the lives of the people he
met along the way.
He had been on the road for just a short
time when the economy collapsed, the Great
Depression hit and the Dust Bowl blew in. Suddenly, Capra found himself in the company of
hundreds of men who, just like himself, had nowhere to go and all day to get there.
Despite the harshness of the life he and
others were living, he met countless men who
were gentle, “honest and forthright fellows”,
confused, at times, maybe even inconsistent
but always sincere and who believed in the basic goodness of others and had the courage to
fight for their principles. It wasn’t long before
Capra’s love for the country was matched only
by a deep abiding love for its people.
On those same travels, Capra witnessed firsthand the political corruption that was rampant
in parts of the country at the time. Men of great
influence manipulating and exploiting the desperation of people for their own profit. Scales
of justice weighted to favor the wealthy over
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the poor. Those who attempted to organize and
form a united voice being thwarted in their efforts by the sheer force of power.
It was while watching that struggle—the
battle between “little” people of great principle struggling to persevere despite those forces
far richer and more powerful than they could
ever hope to be—that Capra’s true patriotism
was born, stripped of illusion yet ultimately
fashioned in an unshakeable belief in a democracy he’d seen tested by the fires of personal
ambition and greed.
It was in that time on the road, traveling with
the dispossessed as learning what he believed
to be the nature of man that the seeds of great
storytelling took root in Capra’s heart and began to grow. And the harvest would be some of
the greatest films to ever come out of the film
industry, then or since.
Capra returned to California and returned to
doing odd jobs, but this time it was in the film
industry. He took jobs as extras in films and on
production crews building sets. In the course
of the day, he met producers and directors and
actors who displayed the great love he felt for
storytelling. How Capra fell into filmmaking as
a filmmaker in his own right is irrelevant to the
purposes of this story. All that matters is that
he did, and the first movie to put him on the
map was “Mr. Smith Goes to Washington”, a
film about Jefferson Smith, a young and naive
man who is appointed to fill a vacancy in the
United States Senate. Smith’s plans promptly
collide with the political corruption of senators
he’d previously admired, but he refuses to back
down, even in the face of large, almost overwhelming power.
In an almost bizarre twist of fate, the film was
released in the second half of 1939, a few short
months after Hitler had invaded Poland and was
preparing to invade the Soviet Union. France
and Britain had declared war on Germany, and
two decades after the horrors of the First World
War, the world was marching toward global war,
once again.
Tremendous pressure was put on Capra to
not release the film. There were fears that people in the U.S. and around the world would view
America as being ripe with corruption. But even
though Capra was concerned as well about releasing a satire about Washington at that particular time, he released the movie, nonetheless.
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Capra made the following statement to the
press the night the film premiered. “The more
uncertain are the people of the world, the more
their hard-won freedoms are scattered and lost
in the winds of chance, the more they need a
ringing statement of America’s democratic ideals. The soul of our film is anchored in Lincoln.
Our Jefferson Smith is a young Abe Lincoln,
tailored to the rail-splitter’s simplicity, compassion, ideals, humor, and unswerving moral
courage under pressure.”
He later said that the character of Smith—
and the film, itself—was inspired by those men
he’d met along the road.
The film received rave reviews and was described as a “smash patriotic hit” that had audiences leaving the theaters with “an enthusiasm
for democracy” and “in a glow of patriotism”.
Capra had discovered how to make a movie
that sent a message to the public that the public
could hear and understand.
Then, in 1941, just as Hitler was marching
across Europe and it appeared that dictatorial
fascism might, to the horror of the free world,
be victorious, Capra released “Meet John Doe”,
starring Gary Cooper. This film is described by
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many as Capra’s most controversial work.
So what does all of this have to do with people today? How can a filmmaker who was one
of the most important in the film industry of the
1930s and 40s have anything of possible value to say to a world that barely resembles the
world of his time?
The answer is simple. Despite the passage of
more than three quarters of a century, the challenges Capra saw and experienced firsthand in
his lifetime are still with us, and, in some ways,
are even stronger than ever. Of course, the answers to those problems don’t lie in a single
story, for no single story can address all those
problems involve. Nor can a single man offer up
solutions for a nation populated by more than
hundred million people.
But that was never Capra’s approach, for his
stories were stories about the individual, the
solitary man who finds himself in such a world
and the decisions he chooses to make, involving “compassion, ideals, humor and unswerving
moral courage under pressure.”
That story, that perspective, is perhaps the
best story to tell. And 2020 is the best year in
which to tell it.
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The John Doe Club
By BETSY BARNETT
Photos by JESSICA LONG,
TORI UHLAND,
and TY LIN WILLIAMS
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hen the Corona virus hit the United
States in March 2020, we began hearing the words “Essential Workers.”
These seemed to be people who couldn’t, under
most circumstances, lock down in their homes
safe from the ravages of the pandemic we were
told was raging outside. The Essential Worker
had to keep working in order to keep the country going. Although the government went to
great lengths to try to categorize the people into
who was “essential” and who wasn’t, it quickly became evident that in order to survive this
pandemic and emerge on the other side with
some semblance of ordinary it would take everyone, every common John Doe, doing what
they do best, pulling their weight. Our people
in southeastern Colorado, without hesitation,
took up the challenge and continued to do the
work that kept us going.
In honor of us all, the essential John Does,
we bring you the iconic radio speech given by
John Doe in the Frank Capra movie, Meet John
Doe, that moved millions of people into coming
together to make our world a better place to
live. Just as we have done since March 2020.
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If anybody should ask you what the average
John Doe is like, you couldn’t tell him because
he’s a million and one things. He’s Mr. Big and
Mr. Small. He’s simple and he’s wise. He’s inherently honest, but he’s got a streak of larceny
in his heart. He seldom walks up to a public
telephone without shoving his finger into the
slot to see if somebody left a nickel there.
He’s the man the ads are written for. He’s
the fella everybody sells
things to. He’s Joe Doakes,
the world’s greatest stooge
and the world’s greatest
strength.
Yes, sir—Yes, sir, we’re
a great family, the John
Does. We are the meek who
are—who are supposed to
inherit the earth. You’ll find
us everywhere. We raise
the crops; we dig the mines, work the factories, keep the books, fly the planes and drive
the busses. And when a cop yells: “Stand back
there, you!” He means us, the John Does!
We have existed since time began. We built
the pyramids. We saw Christ crucified, pulled
the oars for Roman emperors, sailed the boats
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for Columbus, retreated from Moscow with Napoleon and froze with Washington at Valley
Forge. (insert doctor with newborn baby)
Yes, sir. We’ve been in there dodging left
hooks since before history began to walk. In
our struggle for freedom we’ve hit the canvas
many a time, but we always bounced back! Because we’re the people—and we’re tough.
They’ve started a lot of talk about free people going soft—that we can’t
take it. That’s a lot of hooey!
A free people can beat the
world at anything, from war
to tiddle-de-winks, if we all
pull in the same direction.
I know a lot of you are
saying “What can I do? I’m
just a little punk. I don’t
count.” Well, you’re dead
wrong! The little punks have
always counted because in the long run the
character of a country is the sum total of the
character of its little punks.
But we’ve all got to get in there and pitch.
We can’t win the old ballgame unless we have
teamwork. And that’s where every John Doe
comes in. It’s up to him to get together with his
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teammates. And your teammate, my friend, is
the guy next door to you. Your neighbor—he’s
a terribly important guy that guy next door.
You’re gonna need him and he’s gonna need
you, so look him up. If he’s sick, call on him. If
he’s hungry, feed him. If he’s out of a job, find
him one.
To most of you, your neighbor is a stranger,
a guy with a barkin’ dog and high fence around
him. Now, you can’t be a stranger to any guy
that’s on your own team. So, tear down the
fence that separates you. Tear down the fence
and you’ll tear down a lot of hates and preju-
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dices. Tear down all the fences in the country
and you’ll really have teamwork. (insert photo
of student and online teacher)
I know a lot of you are saying to yourselves,
“He’s askin’ for a miracle to happen. He’s expectin’ people to change all of a sudden. Well,
you’re wrong. It’s no miracle. It’s no miracle because I see it happen once every year. And so
do you—at Christmas time. There’s somethin’
swell about the spirit of Christmas, to see what
it does to people, all kinds of people. (insert
photo of preacher and bride/groom)
Now, why can’t that spirit, that same, warm
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Christmas spirit last the whole year around?
Gosh, if it ever did, if each and every John Doe
would make that spirit last 365 days out of the
year, we’d develop such a strength, we’d create
such a tidal wave of good will that no human
force could stand against it. Yes sir, my friends,
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the meek can only inherit the earth when the
John Doe’s start lovin’ their neighbors.
You better start right now. Don’t wait till the
game is called on account of darkness.
Wake up, John Doe. You’re the hope of the
world.
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Rich O’Brian (left) worked with Dan Rather (right) in October
1981 taping promotional materials to try to save Rather’s
career.

R

By BETSY BARNETT

ich O’Brian taught me to always be intrigued with people. That everyone is important in one way or another. He’s like
that eternal box of candy Forrest Gump told us
about, “You never know what you’re going to
get.” And, in Rich’s case, more true words were
never spoken. I met Rich a few months back. On
that day, an elderly gentleman with a pleasant
smile and an open, friendly personality wearing the Alabama Crimson Tide on his cap and
sweatshirt, walked into my office intrigued with
how we did the newspaper and wanting to buy
a subscription. He and his wife Dianne had just
moved to Eads. Some weeks later, he submitted
an article and said, “Use it if you need a filler, if
it works for your readers.” I was somewhat intrigued. This gentleman seemed to understand
a little bit about newspapers.
Actually, Rich O’Brian knows a lot about not
only newspapers but also about radio and TV
news. He’s been in the media industry since
1975 when one day his natural curiosity and
love of people’s stories was relevant in his decision to start a newspaper up in Montana entitled The SkyLine and Big Sky newspaper. Next
came his accidental assent into becoming a
well-known television news anchor across the
Western United States. Finally, he settled into
radio production until 2005 when he decided to
pursue projects in Christian ministry.
36
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Meet
Rich O’Brian:
The Forrest
Gump of
Journalism
A thousand different stories can be told of
O’Brian’s experiences as the news anchor at
KOLN-TV, Channel 10/11, CBS in Lincoln or
as a talk show host at radio station KJTY-FM,
Joy 88 in Topeka. In fact, Rich spent 3 years as
a newspaper publisher, 23 years as a television
news anchor, and 14 years in radio. Those more
than 30 years were stuffed full of deadlines,
storylines, bylines and interviews in which Rich,
in his inquisitive and authentic way, learned a
lot about a lot of people. And he loved every
second of it.
That eternal curiosity and belief that all people are essentially important and have something interesting to say may have been the
reason Rich has met and influenced so many
prominent people during his long life. As a journalist, having worked in television, radio and
newspaper, his love of people resulted in him
becoming the Forrest Gump of journalism as
O’Brian rubbed shoulders with famous sports
heroes, politicians, journalists, authors, and
even activists who played pivotal roles in shaping the nation.
But Rich’s brush with historical figures didn’t
begin when he started his career. It actually
started long before that, as he was curious and
open to people even as a young child. From the
1940s through the early 2000s, O’Brian walked
the streets of the Deep South and traveled his
way through the Heartland meeting and greet-
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At age 16, Willie Mays joined the Birmingham Barons of the
Negro American League. The New York Giants purchased his
contract in 1950.

ing people from all walks of life who would
eventually become famous in their own right.
His Forrest Gump tendencies first emerged in
the Deep South in Birmingham, Alabama. Rich’s
natural inclination to study people and induce
them into conversation began as a child as he
watched how individuals were treated during
the segregation era when the “equal but separate” belief system had been in place resulting
in practices that were short on common sense
and long on unfair treatment. Even as a kid,
Rich leaned towards equality and had a naïve
interest in all people, no matter their color.
He and his father used to love to go watch
the Birmingham Barons, a minor league baseball team, play at historic Rickwood Field, the
oldest ballpark still in use today. There was another team that also played at Rickwood Field,
on the off days, separate from the all-white Barons team. The Birmingham Black Barons, of the
American Negro League, played home games at
Rickwood on alternate Sundays and at other
times when the white Barons were not playing
kiowacountyindependent.com
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Nine-year-old Linda Brown poses outside Sumner Elementary School, Topkea, Kan., in 1953. When her enrollment in
the segregated school was blocked, her family initiated the
landmark Civil Rights lawsuit ‘Brown V. Board of Education,’
that led to the beginning of integration in the U.S. education
system. Carl Iwasaki/The LIFE Images Collection/Getty Images

at home. Local preachers often dismissed their
congregation before noon when the Black Barons were in town, telling their parishioners that
they would meet them at the game. Indeed, the
success of the teams became a point of community pride.
Rich was walking the streets of Birmingham
and attending baseball games prior to 1948 at
a time considered to be the last year of the Negro Leagues. After Jackie Robinson was drafted
to the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947 and shattered
the race barrier, many other fine black players
followed. Willie Mays was one of those players who had a tremendous career in the major
leagues. Before that, Willie Mays played for the
Black Barons. It was during those years that
Rich O’Brian stood shoulder to shoulder with
the famous Mays while on the streets of Fair-

38

|

field, Alabama.
O’Brian tells the story, “I assume he had come
down from Fairfield Highlands where most of
the negro population lived. He had his uniform
on and his jersey said ‘Mays’ on the back and
he had his cleats hanging over his shoulder. I
assume he was waiting for a streetcar to take
him to Rickwood. That’s how we got around Birmingham in those days. I was just standing at a
store window gazing at the display, and he came
up and did the same. He wasn’t very big.”
In the early 1960s Rich was still in Birmingham and had seen the devastation of the September 1963 bombing of the 16th Street Baptist
Church in Birmingham that killed 4 young black
girls. The church bombing was the third in Birmingham in 11 days after a federal order came
down to integrate Alabama’s school system.
When thousands of Black protesters assembled
at the crime scene, Governor George Wallace,
whose central goal was to preserve segregation,
sent hundreds of police and state troopers to
the area to break up the crowd.
In later years, Rich would interview Wallace
in Washington, D.C. Rich described Wallace as,
“Arrogant and self-righteous.”
During the years Rich was an eyewitness to
the end of segregation in Birmingham, a little
girl in Topeka named Linda Brown started a
legacy of activism in 1951 as a third grader. At
the time, the school district maintained four elementary schools for black children, compared
with the 18 available for white children. Her father, Oliver Brown, attempted to enroll her in
Sumner Elementary School, which was a few
blocks away from their home and all-white at
the time.
At the request of the NAACP, Brown’s father
and 12 other families similarly tried to enroll
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Rich O’Brian met Bill Clinton on a plane headed for Washington, DC in 1981. Britannica

their children in all-white schools, expecting to
be unsuccessful. They were, and that gave the
NAACP the leverage to file a lawsuit, led by future Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall.
Because Brown was the first name alphabetically on the plaintiff’s list, the case was dubbed
Brown v. Topeka Board of Education. The U.S.
Supreme Court unanimously ruled that segregated schools violated the 14th Amendment’s
equal protection clause. Long after her successful court case, responsible for dismantling “separate but equal,” Brown continued to be a voice
for school desegregation in Topeka.
Later in life and while working in TV and
radio, Rich worked directly with Linda Brown
and her sister Cheryl Brown Henderson as
they served on a board in Topeka, founded by
Brown, called the Board of Education for Educational Excellence. Rich greatly enjoyed the
work this foundation did as it was based on welcoming education for all people. Rich admires
Linda Brown to this day saying, “What a sweet
lady she became.”
O’Brian also took a seat in history one day in
1982 when he happened to sit beside a young
kiowacountyindependent.com
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Rich O’Brian (right), news anchor for KTKA-TV, Channel 49, ABC, Topeka hired his co-anchor Donna Kelley and a top-notch
weatherman and sportscaster in 1987. Kelly went on to work at CNN. O’Brian said, “Donna Kelly was a darn good anchor.”

personable man on a plane headed to Washington, D.C. Rich was on the flight because, as a
news anchor at KOLN-TV, Channel 10/11, CBS
affiliate out of Lincoln, NE, he was assigned to
go to Washington to tape a series of promos for
the national CBS anchors such as Dan Rather,
Diane Sawyer, and Mike Wallace. Rich felt the
young man was someone he should know being
in the news business.
“I turned to the young man and said, ‘Say
I feel like I should know you, but I can’t place
how?’ The young man turned to me and told
me he was the former Governor of Arkansas,
Bill Clinton. I asked him if he was going to run
again.”
In 1982 while talking to Rich O’Brian, Clinton
was an attorney at a private law firm in Little
Rock, although at the time he most definitely was running for Governor of Arkansas for
the second time. He had served as Governor
for one term from 1978 to 1980. After meeting Rich, Clinton won re-election in November
1982. Clinton would go on to serve a total of
40
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five terms as the Governor of Arkansas. Of
course, history also tells us that Clinton become
the President of the United States serving two
terms from 1992 to 2000.
When O’Brian and Clinton got off the plane
in Washington, DC in 1982 Clinton went on toward his eventual arrival at the White House,
O’Brian went to the CBS Network in Washington where he met many memorable people
through shooting the
promos and at various
social events throughout the week.
Rich described the
trip by saying, “I was
sent there to be a part
of a promotional idea
CBS had to raise ratings. Dan Rather was
not a popular figure
at the time and CBS
thought this promo
would help to boost
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his image a bit. I found Rather to be a really
good reporter and he could sure break a story—
but he wasn’t a great anchor. He was a nice man
and I felt he became the scape goat for CBS.
I also met the lovely, gracious CBS co-anchor
Diane Sawyer. She was quite nice and friendly.
And finally, on that trip I worked on a promo
with Mike Wallace. I found him to be somewhat
pompous. I later met his son, Chris, who is the
same.”
There have been a number of other people
Rich met in his years in television. They include
former Kansas Senator Bob Dole, President
Lyndon Johnson, former Kansas Senator Nancy Kassebaum, former United States Attorney
General John Ashcroft, and a long list of national Christian leaders.
He’s also worked with Tom Brokaw when he
was the anchor and managing editor of NBC
Nightly News which he held for 22 years. He is
the only person to have hosted all three major
NBC News programs: The Today Show, NBC
Nightly News, and, briefly, Meet the Press. Rich
found Brokaw to be, “Taller than I thought he
was and really nice. I liked him.”
Another person Rich found very charming
was Charles Kuralt. This was when Rich worked
at KCWY-TV in Casper, a new television station
he helped to get established. Kuralt was most
widely known for his long career with CBS, first
for his “On the Road” segments on The CBS
Evening News with Walter Cronkite, and later
as the first anchor of CBS News Sunday Morning, a position he held for fifteen years. “Kuralt
would pop in and chat with us in Casper. He was
a great guy,” remembers O’Brian.
Throughout his career, but particularly during
his years in radio, O’Brian admits that he loved
doing the one-on-one interviews the best. “I’ve
been told that I’m pretty good,” he smiles, “I
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Rich O’Brian (center) interviewed Sam Brownback (left) and
John Carlin (right) during their Kansas congressional race in
1994. Brownback defeated Carlin in a landslide. This was when
Rich was TV anchor at KTWU-TV, PBS, Topeka.

should be, I’ve done enough of them.”
Rich has interviewed the most interesting
people through his work in newspaper, television and radio. They include Governor Ronald
Reagan (he later attended a press luncheon at
the White House after Reagan became President), Montana Governor Thomas Judge (who
he actually ran laps with at the YMCA track in
Helena), former Governor of Kansas Kathleen
Sebilius, baseball great and former manager
of the Kansas City Monarchs of the old Negro
League Buck O’Neill, former pitcher and later
baseball coach at Liberty University Al Worthington, former Kansas Governors John Carlin
and Sam Brownback (when they were both candidates for Congress), host of Candid Camera
television show Allen Funt, American tenor
singer of the Lawrence Welk Show Joe Feeny,
Harlem Globetrotters’ Meadowlark Lemon,
Vice-President Dick Cheney, Nebraska Gover-
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nor Bob Kerry, and journalist Geraldo Rivera.
Brittanica lists Rivera as “American investigative journalist, talk show host, conservative political commentator, and television personality
best known for his sensationalistic reporting
and his tendency to include himself in stories.”
Rich agrees with Brittanica’s description
based on personal experience, “Geraldo Rivera
was not a genuine person. I interviewed him at
KOLN-TV Channel 10/11, CBS in Lincoln in the
mid-1980s. He was only interested in pursuing
his career and would do anything it took to do
so. Didn’t he later do some crazy stunt involving
Al Capone’s Vault? When I interviewed him, he
was pretty much the way he is today on FOX.”
Even today, despite pursuing other interests,
Rich still has ideas of perhaps starting a podcast
focused on southeastern Colorado and its people. Rich describes his idea, “I’d talk to people
from all areas of life about agriculture, education, religion, and business. I think there are a
lot of people around here that have important
and interesting things to say.”
He may be onto something with his podcast
idea. This new type of media, the way people
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Tom Brokaw (left) hosted the Rocky Mountain Emmys in Scotsdale, AZ while Rich O’Brian was a presenter. O’Brian later said
of Brokaw, “He’s taller than I thought he was, but I really liked
him.”
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get their news these days, has changed so drastically. People no longer look to the mainstream
media to get the truth, to find the stories. They
go online looking for their favorite pundit or
news provider who leans politically in their favored direction. Rich thinks it’s because cable
news ruined journalism.
“When we were producing news in the 1970s
and 1980s people thought that if you were a
television news anchor you were honest. They
believed the person who came into their living
rooms every evening at 5pm giving them a thorough, and unbiased, summary of the day’s happenings. We never gave our opinions through
chit chat when we were live. We were above
that. We left it for the people to decide what the
news meant based on the facts we presented.
But when cable news came in, they didn’t have
the same rules as the networks. They started
talk TV, explicit content shows and commentary
at night. By the time I was about ready to retire, the way news was distributed and received,
especially on cable stations like CNN, MSNBC,
FOX and others, definitely had a political lean
and if you paid attention, a bias toward certain
people or ideas.”
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After interviewing Geraldo Rivera when he visited the Lincoln,
Nebraska KOLN-TV studios, Rich found Rivera to be self-absorbed.

It has been a true pleasure to Meet Rich
O’Brian, the Forrest Gump of journalism whose
general wonder of the world and the people in
it, makes him a genuine, average guy who has
rubbed shoulders with legendary people such
as Willie Mays and Ronald Reagan, lived and reported history as it occurred, and listened with
great interest as they, both the famous and the
not-so-famous, answered questions only a person like Rich O’Brian would ask.
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