
FEATURED POST
Hoofbeat Editor Takes the Ride, But Doesn’t Buy the Ticket
Hi, my name is Adria. I’m from Mississippi. My question is, “How do journalism, the First Amendment, David Gregory, delicious food, seemingly endless surveys, and beautiful people all relate?”

They don’t.

That is, unless you were fortunate enough to be one of the fifty –one students (one from each state plus the District of Columbia), selected to be their state’s recipient of the 2014 Al Neuharth Free Spirit and Journalism Conference. I am one such recipient, and to this day (nearly five months after the conference), I continue to reap the benefits.

On March 23, a few months before we actually arrived in DC, the unbelievably put-together Tess Harkin, from Connecticut, created a Facebook page for us all to get to know each other. (To save you the trouble of wondering if my introduction was as awkward as I am on a daily bases—yes, yes it was). By the time we all officially met in June, it was basically like seeing a cousin who moved to Singapore for two years but has finally returned.

During of brief trip, I got to shake hands with, hug, and talk to Congressman John Lewis (D-GA) and Rip Patton. I was able to actually watch David Gregory, former host of Meet the Press, pace around the set before filming his show; then, I was able to sit in confused silence when David Gregory told 51 aspiring journalists not to major in journalism. I was able to tour USA Today where I decided, once and for all, that one day I am going to work at USA Today. I toured the United States Capital—and got to see real live Senators and Representatives.

I was not able to express my gratitude to Judy Woodruff and Gwen Ifill (of NewsHour), for their innumerous contributions to ethically presented journalism and to two women (!) being co-anchors of a news show. I asked Ron Nesson, former press secretary for President Ford, a question (before doing so, I was so nervous that I was tempted to pace the room David Gregory style). I learned really cool, kind of creepy tech stuff from Val Hoeppner. I met—and ate lunch with–the unbelievably lovely Jan Neuharth, who is Al Neuharth’s daughter but a legend in her own right.

The question is not, “What did I do while I was at the Conference.” It’s what didn’t I do. I could write about a single event of the conference, but I just don’t believe that that would do Al Neuharth, the incredible people at the Newseum, Travis or Annie, or my fellow Free Spirits justice.

I have always felt like the transistor radio in a room full of iPods. I am awkward, ill-fitting cardigan that you’re-not-so-sure-why-you-own-it-in-the-first-place in a wardrobe full of nice, lavender mohair cardigans. Heinlein wrote Stranger in a Strange Land about me.

I cannot describe the joy and happiness that five days with people from literally every part of the country brought me and continues to bring me. My Free Spirit family and I “talk” pretty much every day through GroupMe or Facebook. I can always count on a Free Spirit to silently say, “I feel you, man” as they favorite one of my tweets. When my mother was diagnosed with Breast Cancer, my Free Spirit family was immediately there to support me and offer any assistance they can. Sometimes, when I’m writing up speeches for Congressional Debate, I think about Sam Tiratto, from Tenessee, who, when asked what his favorite right granted by the First Amendment is, reminded us that “dissent is the highest form of patriotism.” When I’m feeling like the patriarchy will get me down, I think about Texas’ Nyssa Kruse. Whenever I can’t think of a good question for an interview, I think about Beryl Kessio asking a random street preform questions that Diane Sawyer herself would be jealous of. When I see any meme, I think of Iowa’s Lushia Anson. When I see anything even remotely related to Kansas, I think of the unyieldingly kind Julia Poe. When I—clearly, the list goes on and on and on. I might not talk to them daily, and I haven’t even seen them since June, but I will forever be grateful for the 50 amazing friends I’ve made, that constantly dare me to dream, but most importantly, do.

Since returning home from this beautiful Conference, I have found a new confidence in myself and, most importantly, in the future of journalism.
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