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In search of local content
By Bradley A. Martin
Editor
Hickman County Times
Centerville, Tennessee
Oct. 3, 2016

Every report I read about newspapers and
the future seems to have the same conclu-
sion: Local content is the path to success.

Here’s what that means:
As many local stories about new babies

and football and mold and police and high
school plays and community revitalization
and history and sports and weddings and
upcoming festivals as you can collect, that’s
what you publish. 

Local stuff, in other words. 
I don’t care one bit what is happening in

Nashville, and as much as I like to know
what’s going on in our surrounding commu-
nities – Dickson, Hohenwald, Waverly,
Columbia, Fairview, Linden, even Franklin –
there is more important information that
must come first.

That is, what’s going on here. 
In our case, local content also means the

laughter that’s provoked by our humor
columnist, the life-slice tales of our resident
cook, a Christian-based example of how to
make it through, and an entire single page
devoted to opinion. Unfortunately, it tends to
be more of mine and little of yours.

Write a letter!
Achieving local content is a laborious

thing, and despite my best effort it is difficult
to fill every nook and cranny with informa-
tion about what’s happening in Centerville
and Hickman County every seven days. There
is, no doubt, enough information that should
be disseminated. But –unbelievably, even at a
weekly newspaper – there is not enough time
to get it all told.

So to plug the gaps I’ve got a few far-flung
friends. One is Lee Hamilton, the former
Indiana congressman who writes regularly
about American democracy and what ails it;
he thinks well. More fun than him is Daris
Howard, an Idaho teacher and farmer whose
stories are worth reading every single
time…unless you don’t like good stories.

Bringing up the rear is The Rural Blog, a
collection of news from around the region
and the country, all of it designed to help
weeklies in places like this plug into the rest
of the world.

I’ve already told you, I do not like plugging
into the rest of the world; there is enough
going on here for me – and since no one else
is telling the local tales that the Hickman
County Times does, then my work approach-
es the status of public-service mission.

But, most weeks, you will see two or three
or five reports from The Rural Blog; they
come from daily e-mails that give me 25 sto-
ries a week to choose from.

The blog is a product of the University of
Kentucky Institute for Rural Journalism and

Community
Issues, where
director Al
Cross – once a
weekly editor
himself – and
his student
journalists
comb newspa-
pers far and
wide in search
of stories that
have something
that’s worth
knowing in other communities.

One of the things the blog does best is pro-
vide us weekly editors a hook to the bigger
story. A lot of times it is a nationwide map of
data that has been broken down to the coun-
ty level. Pull those numbers out and you can
find a report with clear local impact.

The best recent example I can give was
just last week: the Blog provided a link to a
report in the Washington Post about the rise
in deaths among middle-aged white women
during a 15-year period, while other cate-
gories – men, blacks, Hispanics – showed
decreases.

My curiosity led me to the Hickman County
data, where the result was surprising; a 69
percent increase in deaths for white women
ages 35-54 here from 1999 to 2014. The
Post report pointed to the deadly combina-
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