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Off the record.

You can’t quote me.

It’s wrong, but I don’t want to say
anything.

Here’s what I think — but don’t use
my name.

In the land of the free and the home
of the brave, the first two guarantees
amended to the Constitution are the
right to speak freely and the right to
bear arms, in that order.

But it’s startling how many people
surrender their greatest right the second
they have a chance to use it. If a reporter
asks, they jerk their knees and say no.

Or they speak and then unspeak:
“But you can’t use that, I don’t want to
be quoted.”

Here’s the equivalent (before you
dismiss it as hyperbole, recognize that
this might have happened to your par-
ents or grandparents): You're very hun-
gry. You have to feed other people who
are also very hungry. You have a rifle,
which is your right, guaranteed by the
Second Amendment. A deer walks by,
but you lay the gun down and say, “No.
I don’t use guns.”

Surrendering your First Amendment
rights is just like that. No, I don’t use
free speech.

You can remain mute, of course. But
why would you?

In a Publix plaza in Naples is a cute
little real estate shop. Inside sit three
or four well-coiffed women — women
who go to bed every night with full
bellies and an absolute guarantee: that
the First and Second Amendments will
serve them faithfully, every single min-
ute of every single day, all their lives
(which is probably more than their
children, their parents, their spouses,
their bodies, their Botox injections,
their corporate bosses, their politicians
or the economy will do).

They smile widely at visitors, as if all
the world were sunshine and shopping
malls and effortless financing.

I went in a few weeks ago and asked
to interview one of them, any one
of them, about their workday reality:
How’s life in this struggling market?
Do you have a theory about how the
market can get stronger? What are you
doing on this particular day behind that
desk?

They looked at me like zoo tourists
locked in the cage with a tiger.

These women had a chance to con-
tribute something, something that
might prove valuable to a fellow citi-
zen — and inevitably to plug their own
struggling operation (they are, after all,
in sales).

But no.

“I don’t talk to newspapers,” sniffed
the woman at the reception desk, as
if called to some higher moral virtue.
Ditto the others. They don’t talk to
newspapers. Any particular newspa-
per? No, just any newspapers.

People in our class don’t talk to
newspapers.

What if an alarm should be sounded
at a moment of American crisis?

Don’t count on us to sound it, pal
We do our nails; we don’t do the First
Amendment.

Their attitude suggests a breathtak-
ing lack of generosity, for one thing.
But more than that, it reveals the rube’s
ignorance.

Is there cowardice there? Yes, that
too. Let other people say what they
think, I’ll just hunker down here in the
foxhole and wait until it’s all over.

Arrogance and stupidity? Yep. They
probably buy into the notion that there’s
something wrong with free speech,
with expressing an opinion, with tell-
ing a story, with using words to fashion
an opinion of the world and to offer it
with all the honesty and clarity one can
muster.

Maybe they think it’s “the media’s
fault” — whatever “it” is.

Or maybe that’s not it. Could it be
that such people truly and honestly
exhibit a hermit’s sensibility, a simple
desire to avoid the natural communion
of a community?

No. There are such people, of course,
but they number few in our society.
Reporters respect them and protect
them.

And those women were not working
at Hermit Real Estate Co., Inc.

Whatever their reasoning might have
been — those grinning paragons of
false virtue — they didn’t have to talk.
It was their right to surrender the First
Amendment.

There’s another class of person,
though, who doesn’t have that right,
not typically: a public official.

I watched a colleague taking copious
notes last week in a phone conserva-
tion with a spokeswoman for the U.S.

State Department — a woman who gets
paid (by you and me) to speak.

After about 15 minutes, suddenly she
told the reporter, “That’s all off the
record.” She managed to question him,
as well, about who else had said what
else, and from which other agencies.

For reporters, here’s the traditional
rule of the road: Once you’ve identified
yourself as a reporter at the beginning
of a conversation, everything a person
says afterward is on the record.

But when you’re speaking to private
citizens inexperienced with the press,
you don’t usually insist. If they make a
statement and then ask you not to print
it, you don’t.

For public officials, however, that
rule doesn’t apply. When they talk to
reporters, they’re on the record unless
two conditions are met: One, they say
upfront they want to be off the record.
And two, a reporter agrees, and says so.

If the reporter doesn’t agree, then
they’re on the record. They don’t get
to dictate the rules of the road because
they work for all of us citizens. When
we ask, they have an obligation to
answer.

“No comment” is on the record, too.
So is silence, the unreturned phone
call.

For all Americans public or private,
silence is golden only in those rare
instances when honor or duty calls for
silence.

On all other occasions the great and
gentle dignity of the First Amendment
— an American grace note in a world of
bigots, bullies, tyrants and free-speech
haters — relies on you and me and the
rest of us.

To speak. B

A Better Way...

to Go Green!

BONUS!

For every account opened, a donation
will be made to your choice of one
of these e-friendly organizations. Each

features you will enjoy:

W Electronic statement

Bill Payment
M Debit/ATM card

ousing Lender ® Member FDIC

Here are just a few of the e-green checking

I Direct deposit and/or automatic debit
B OnLine AnyTime Internet Banking/

INTRODUCING

e-green checking

Edison National Bank’s namesake - Thomas A. Edison - dedicated his life to finding “a better way”
through his many inventions. In keeping with that honorable tradition, we are proud to introduce our
latest green innovation. e-green checking is an all-electronic way to do banking, with checks available
on recycled paper for occasional use. When you open an e-green account, you'll save big — save the
environment by reducing the use of precious resources, save time by logging on anytime anywhere,
and potentially save your identity by eliminating paper trails.

() Electronic statement is a requirement of account
along with a $100.00 minimum opening deposit.

e-green checking is a secure way to do your
banking with no monthly service charge.

@ Activate all of the above listed features -
$100.00 donation. Activate minimum of two
of the above listed features - $50.00 donation.
Limited offering. One donation per household.
Features must be activated and utilized within
90 days to receive donation.

13000 S. Cleveland Ave.
Fort Myers, FL 33907
239.466.1800

e-friendly organizations
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2105 First St.

239.334.4668

is focused on preserving Southwest
Florida's pristine environment.
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Fort Myers, FL 33901

Calusa Nature Center
and Planetarium
www.calusanature.com

CREW Land & Water Trust

www.crewtrust.org

CROW

www.crowclinic.org

"Ding" Darling Wildlife Society

www.dingdarlingsociety.org
Keep Lee County Beautiful

www.klcb.org

PURRE Water Coalition

WWW.purre.org

Sanibel-Captiva
Conservation Foundation
www.sccf.org
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1699 Periwinkle Way
Sanibel Island, FL 33957
239.472.7211




