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commentary

from other pens...

Closing schools a part
of small town decline

Great Bend Tribuneon small town decline;

You could call it an epidemic.

Acrossnorthwest Kansas, school sareclosing and threehigh school s
have now announced they will not have another school term.

AtMorland, Uticaand L enoratherewill be no more high school and
weall know what adifficult decision that isfor asmall community.

Any small townthat hasexperienced afalling popul ation knowshow
itgoes. Youloseyour highschool, youloseyour grocery store, youlose
your gradeschool, youloseyour churchandwhat isleft, if you’ relucky,
isafew homesand aservice station.

We are witness to the passing of away of lifein truly small town
Americabut these people are not getting national attention or support.
Very few people care.

But Kansans ought to, from the statehouseto thelocal coffee shop.

Thesesmall townsare, or were, our state’s bread and butter.

We ought to careif they aredying.

TheTopeka Capital Journal on presidential pardon:

Peter Ninemire didn’'t know the president’sbrother. Hewasn't afat-
cat contributor to the Democrat Party...

Hejust didn’'t belong in prison anymore.

Theformer president got thisoneright, by golly.

Tenyears ago, Ninemire, aNorton-areanative, was sentenced to an
incredible27 yearsinfederal prisonfor growing 600 marijuanaplants.

OnJan. 20, when outgoing President Clinton commuted theremain-
der of Ninemire' ssentenceand hewal ked out of amedium security prison
near Denver...

Oh, the hysteria surrounding the war on drugs! It just defies reason
sometimes. | magine: Absent thepresident’ saction, Ninemiremight have
spent nearly 30 yearsin prison for growing marijuana. That'supinthe
double-murder range. And it’scrazy.

Buttohiscredit, Ninemiredid morethanjust putinmorethanhisshare
of time. Heturned hislifearoundin prison...

(Federal defender Marilyn Trubey) felt at the time that Ninemire's
sentence— prescribed essentially by congressional fiat— waswrong.
And she never gave up trying to changeit somehow.

Shepromised...

Trubey doesn’t want people to think that all 140 of the former
president’s |l ast-minute pardons and commutations were politically
tainted. Ninemire was released because of his extraordinary transfor-
mationin prison, “ not because he had ahigh-priced attorney,” shesaid.

No, but oneworth her weight in gold.

ThelolaRegister on regulating county rock sales:

A bill that passed out of the House and went to the Senate... make it
difficult for some of the smaller towns hereaboutsto improve streets.

The bill would restrict on what could be done with rock crushed in
county-owned quarries.

Only four countiescrushrock. Allen County isone. OthersareBour-
bon, Neosho and L abette...

The association which represents Kansas aggregate producers |ob-
bied for thebill that would curtail what thefour countiescould dowith
therock they crush... Allen and L abette countieshavefurnished rock to
citieswithintheir bordersat no charge. That'slogical ...

Last year the county provided 5,000 tons of pea-sized rock for chip-
seal and other street work inAllen County towns other than lola...

Sen. Derek Schmidt, who represents Allen County, said he wasn't
eager to have state government imposeitself on counties.

Hisreasoning isrock solid.

Legislatorshavetheir handsfull with statewideissueswithout trying
to micromanage what occurs in a handful of counties. That comesin
spadeswhentheinterferencedisruptsstrong, beneficial andwell-work-
ing rel ationshipswithin the counties.
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Not matter when | die, I’ll look good in print

Ray Morgan died a couple of weeks ago. He
went into the hospital on Friday, wrote his obitu-
ary on Saturday and went to sleep.

Steveand Ray hadworkedtogether at TheKan-
sasCity Times, inwhat seemsalifetimeago. Ray
wasaseasoned political reporter, thenacolumnist,
and Steve wasthe Jimmy Olson cub reporter.

When | heard about Ray’sdeath, | called Steve
andtold himthat Ray had written hisobituary and
died.

There was silence for almost a minute before
Steve said, “ That soundslike Ray.”

To some people, writing your own obituary
might seem strange or macabre. It'sreally avery
sensibleway to dothings, likebuying your burial
plot. My parents bought their plot more than 50
yearsago, when Dad' sparentswerebuyingtheirs.
Overthepast 50years, threeof thefivespaceshave
beenfilledandMomhasamarker onhers. Thefifth
spotisup for grabs, | guess. | never could figure
out why my grandfather bought threeburial plots.
Maybe he planned on remarrying after Gramma

You get acall from the police, and your stom-
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died — or maybe he just wanted elbow room.

Steve's parents didn’t purchase their plots and
markersinadvance, but Stevedidwritehisfather’s
obituary morethan ayear before his dad died.

Steve'sfather was awidely-known lawyer and
hisfather had been apolitician and newspaperman.
Many papers keep obituaries on file of important
people so that if they keel over tomorrow, the ba-
sicfactswill beready for the story.

Steve' sfather wassick for severa yearsbefore
hedied and Steve was given thejob of getting the
obituary. Hehad awonderful talk with hisdad about
what he had done, where he had been and what he
had seen.

“1 didn’t know Dad wasa Shriner,” wasthe one

Parents must face weight o

achdrops. There sbeenanaccident, thevoicesays.

Therest of thewordscut likeknivesinsomefever |

dream you can’t quite comprehend. Inamoment,
your world cracks and fallsto thefloor in shards.
Lifebeforethe phonecall isnow delineated from
everything that will come afterward.

Your child hasbeenkilled. It isaparent’ sworst
nightmare.

Thisisaparent’ ssecond-worst nightmare: Your
child did thekilling.

I can’t push from my mind the newspaper pho-
tograph of Diane Attiasinside the Santa Barbara
County Superior CourtonFeb. 27. Theanguishon
her face captured so hauntingly the unthinkable
possibilitiesof life.

Her 18-year-oldson, David, stood beforeajudge
in an orangejail jJumpsuit facing murder charges
for gunning hiscar downacrowded street near the
University of California at Santa Barbara. He
killed four people and injured afifth. Witnesses
said Attias screamed, “| am the angel of death!”
andranuptothebodiesandsaid, “ Thisistheway
you' resupposed to die.”

In the photo of Diane Attias’ face, | saw the
weight of thosefour deathsand thecollectivegrief
of four sets of parents. | also imagined | saw an-
other death: The death of ahope she perhaps had
carried most of her son’slife, that hewould be OK,

that the medication and psychiatrists and special
schools and her own love would ultimately calm
the confounding, restlessforcesinside him.

No parentsimaginetheir childrenarecapableof
such horror, but when another teen-ager in shack-
|esshufflesinto another courtroom, weknow heis
some parent’schild.

“Parentstypically takemoreresponsibility than
iswarranted for the actions of their young-adult
children,” said Dr. ReidMeloy, aforensic psychia-
trist and author of “Violence Risk and Threat As-
sessment.” “They think they should have been
moreloving, more helpful. What I’ ve seenisthat
the parents who suffer the most are the oneswho
did themost they could.”

Theparentsof thetwo Columbine High School
killers were blamed — and rightly so — for not
knowing that their sons had built arsenals right
under their noses. But we seemed alittletoo eager
toaccept theparents’ ignoranceasareasonfor the
massacre. It seemsthat if we can pointtoalogical
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of several things that popped in the months after
that.

K atherineWhite, who wastheeditor of The Em-
poriaGazette, not only wroteher ownabituary, she
chosethepicturetogowithitand designedthelay-
out. Mrs. White, thedaughter-in-law of thefamous
William Allen White, ran the Gazette for several
years after her husband, author William Lindsay
White, died.

When sheknew that timewasgetting short, Mrs.
White got her obituary together, picked out apic-
ture of her in her prime (circa 1940) and told the
managing editor how shewantedit set up—onPage
1 of course.

| don’t know that I'll ever write my own obitu-
ary, or Steve'sfor that matter. But | do try to keep
my resume up to date and that lists all my clubs,
organi zations, honorsand ad nauseam.

And, of course, I’ vegot anicepicture, circal970,
onfile. | may not know thehour or theday, but when
my picture comes out in the paper — baby am |
gonnalook GOOD!

f the world

and predi ctabl e cause, then we' re safe. Something
so horrible couldn’t possibly happen in our fami-
lies.

Sofar, weknow nothing that suggeststheA ttiase
could have prevented the killings. “1 can’t say
enoughgoodthingsabout hisparents,” saidaformer
baby sitter. “ They were such alovely family.”

David, though, hasbeen described asaggressive
impulsiveanderratic, earningthenickname* Crazy
Dave.” Hereportedly hasseen psychiatristsandwa
prescribed medication. Butintheir onepublic state:
ment, the Attiases did not use their son’s mental
conditionto distancethemselvesfromthetragedy

“On behalf of my wife, I'd like to say how dev-
astated and heartbroken we are for everyone af-
fected by this horrible event,” Daniel Attiastolc
reporters. Hetalked of the* unspeakablegrief” the
familiesof thevictimsmust befeeling. And, chok-
ing up, he extended “ whatever compassion weare
capableof.”

Surely nothing can compare to the anguish of
losingachild. Butwhen| look at DianeAttias face
inthat photo, | can’t help hoping that we extend tc
her and her husband whatever compassionwe, too
are capableof.

Joan Ryanisa columnist for the San Franciscc
Chronicle. Send comments to her in care of thic
newspaper or send her e-mail at joanryan@-
sfgate.com.
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