Don’t Stop The Presses
by Vanessa Van Gilson

(
The Grand Forks Herald of Grand Forks, ND won a Pulitzer Prize in 1998 for public service for its work during and in response to the flood that swept Grand Forks in 1997. Maintaining continuous service to the flooded area of Greater Grand Forks while their offices were first flooded and then burned and operating out of a local school’s computer lab in order to keep the presses printing for the scattered readership of the daily newspaper helped to secure the honor. 

The city of Grand Forks, ND is situated between the Red River to the north and the Red Lake River to the east, which join south of the downtown area. Christi Stonecipher, special projects coordinator in the Public Works Department of the City of Grand Forks, says that “Grand Forks has been extremely susceptible to flooding. In the past 115 years, about half of the time we hit flood stage, which is 27 feet for us. We hit 54 feet in 1997. In the last 20 years we’ve seen an increased frequency and magnitude of flooding.” 

After a brutal blizzard two weeks earlier, coupled with record‑breaking snowfall the winter before, the Red River rose on April 18, 1997 and took out the mitigation measures that the town had put in place. The dikes and sandbags that the citizens had built were washed away by the floodwaters that exceeded predictions. On April 19th, a fire broke out downtown and spread to 11 buildings. Ironically, the presence of water everywhere in the town made it difficult to fight the fire – firefighters could not move their trucks through the flooded streets and equipment was not easily operated in the water.

In the midst of all of this waterlogged destruction, the daily newspaper the Grand Forks Herald maintained operations in order to inform residents about the disaster. Mike Maidenberg, publisher of the Grand Forks Herald, says that the flood of 1997 was an “extraordinary experience to go through.” In order to work through a disaster, he says, “you’ve got to have people and communica​tions and the will to overcome the hurdle no matter how high it is. I’m sure all businesses have it, but in the newspaper business, with a disaster evolving, you’re the lifeline of the readership. We were going to publish if we had to find a Xerox machine and do it ourselves.” 

Maidenberg, who is featured on our cover, says that the Grand Forks Herald “had emergency publication planning for years, and every year we do the planning and think it out. Each year technology changes that could affect publishing, and we have to change with it. Newspapers involve daily operations and produce a daily product. If we can’t get it out there’s a tremendous impact on us from customers,” says Maidenberg.

Mission‑Critical Mission

Businesses in every industry rely on specialized equipment to carry out mission‑critical functions, whether they need fiber‑optic cables or custom‑made, one‑of‑a‑kind machinery. With a newspaper, the daily product depends on the mission‑critical equipment of the press. Without the press, all of the frantic scurrying of the reporters tracking down leads all over town would never come to fruition. The physical machinery of the press is absolutely essential to the newspaper.

“Over the years, newspapers have evolved very stable systems to get their product out every day. It’s not like a production environment where we can make it up. We buy the kinds of things that don’t break down. The press is the link. It has to happen for us to print and distribute. The most vulnerable part of our operation is generally the press. If we can not print, that’s what all of our contingency planning has dealt with,” says Maidenberg. 

Other possible impediments to dropping off a fresh stack of newspapers at the newsstand each morning include events like “losing power in our building so we couldn’t print,” says Maidenberg. However, he says, “our basic nightmare has been: if we loose the press, what do we do then? Our plan is to go to a newspaper in Fargo 80 miles south. We produce page negatives here and print there,” says Maidenberg. In the event of an emergency, even if it were a competitor’s emergency, “newspapers would help each other out and be at their site – if someone’s house is burning down, you help out. If a competitor’s house is burning down, you go help him.” 

In order to preserve the continuity of the press, Maidenberg says members of his staff sit down once a year and discuss various disruption possibilities and their options for keeping business going in each scenario. “We do contingency planning once a year. We think it out, get phone numbers. No situation really compared to what happened in 1997. [Our] contingency planning was totally inadequate for that; we were not set up for it – it was not a contingency, it was a disaster,” says Maidenberg of the 100‑year flood. “Nor am I sure that if someone told me what was going to happen I’d be able to do it,” he says. 

“What I’ve learned [from the flood experience] is that if you have your people, your fundamental resource – people who work at your operation and have its best interest at heart – if you have them after the disaster, you can overcome. We did have those people, and they wanted to work,” says Maidenberg.

Communications Quandary

The early warnings of the impending flood certainly caught the attention of the Grand Forks Herald staff, and not just as a news story. “Earlier, we were doing contingency planning. We were in touch with our parent company, San Jose, CA‑based Knight Ridder. We were either going to make it, or there would truly be a disaster and we’d be engulfed by the flood,” says Maidenberg. 

Communicating with the readership in the flooded Grand Forks area was the first priority of the Grand Forks Herald staff. Reaching out to those displaced by the flood with news of home was a noble mission, but how does a newspaper communicate with its readers when it can’t communicate with its staff? “What we didn’t have plans for is how do you communicate with no communications,” says Maidenberg. “Everyone was driven out of their homes – there was no one home to answer phones. We had cell phones, but not enough. We had a radio broadcasting 24 hours a day. After we had made the necessary arrangements to continue, we needed our people to help. We put out a call on Saturday at noon on the radio, saying that we’re going to publish. We said if you want to help, you can come to the student union at the University of North Dakota at 2 p.m. The University had suspended classes till the end of the year. When we came in, we saw 25 people. Once we had that initial communi​cation, then we knew how to stay in touch. They were there to help us through the initial 48 to 72 hours until we could bring in reinforcements. Once I saw those 25 people, I knew we could do it,” says Maidenberg. 

“On Friday, the day of the disaster, I told the Knight Ridder troubleshooter, Bill Wilson, who was my main point of contact, that we should talk on the cell phone the next day and we’d know then [if we would need to relocate]. We were still hoping against hope that we could fight the rising waters,” says Maidenberg. “On Friday the downtown flooded. We shut our press off at 2:26 a.m. as we were trying to get the last edition out. Water was coming up the street and we abandoned ship,” Maidenberg says.

Community Considerations

Some of the considerations of the newspa​per’s staff included the human aspect of the flood. “If there is a disaster, we’ve got to be with family. That means that the contingency plan wouldn’t work. The lines of communication were being cut,” says Maidenberg. “We hatched the plan of printing at the St. Paul Pioneer Press [in Minnesota], another Knight​ Ridder paper, until we could find a way to carry out a more normal distribution,” he says. 
“That morning [of the flood] I helped out in the neighborhood. I called Bill and said the worst that could happen has happened. [The editor, Mike Jacobs, and I] called the University of North Dakota and told them we needed telephones and computers. The University is two or three miles west of the river and was still operating at that time,” says Maidenberg. “We made contact with Bill. We got our people assembled and were publishing from the student union. Bill called the publisher in St. Paul and said we’d publish there. It was mid​ afternoon on Saturday. We know that we have communication with our people linked up to people in St. Paul. Now the issue is when we are going to print. When are the papers going to get there and how are we going to get them out? We know we can produce it, but how do we get it out? Everyone has left the cities, so our usual method is immaterial,” says Maidenberg.

“One of the people who showed up [at the student union] was Jim Fetsch, the director of circulation. No one else from circulation came. He called a friend, Todd Phelps, who had done circulation in the past, and was now selling cars – it was like a battlefield commission. He got on the phone and reached the haulers, par​ticularly those who lived outside the affected area. Jim and Todd said ‘we’re publishing, we need you to get trucks and relay distribution drivers. We’re going to hit every convenience store, every evacuation site, hospital, every​where we think people have gone who need papers.’ In eight hours we set up a distribution route beginning from the airstrip to the tradi​tional distribution area to far beyond,” says Maidenberg.

“We got papers into airports in Grand Forks and Minnesota. Northwest Airlines was still flying. The papers printed in St. Paul got off the press at 3 a.m. We printed our paper, which was 12 pages, one section. When it got here at 10:30 in the morning, we started making distri​bution. I walked around with this newspaper at the University of North Dakota where the emergency center was located. I started hand​ing it out – jaws just dropped. People thought, the town had been flooded; fire broke out downtown at 4 p.m. on Saturday and burned two of our buildings and the rest were flooded. And then here is the newspaper? To have a newspaper appear on that Sunday, the first day after the flood, was amazing, astounding, elec​trifying. All the things that were happening at that time were somehow made more livable by having a newspaper,” says Maidenberg.

Back to School

Contingency plans often include the possi​bility of relocating to an alternate site. The Grand Forks Herald, however, was forced by the rising waters to find yet another site to operate in. “We were at the University for only one day – the power system was beginning to be threatened, the sewage system was bad – we had to get out of Grand Forks. We went to the Manvel Public School in Manvel, ND to relo​cate. It had a very good computer lab, and newspapers must have phone lines and comput​ers,” says Maidenberg.

“The way we were getting our stories to St. Paul was to save them to disk and give them to the reporter who was most Internet savvy – he or she would download it and email it to St. Paul. To this day I don’t know how creative they were, how near the misses were,” says Maidenberg.

“The fascinating thing is that school went on. We took over part of the school and they went on. We were walking around publishing a newspaper and kids were lining up for tater tots. We needed a tremendous amount of flexi​bility and a tremendous amount of communica​tions. Once we established how to publish and had communications set up, then everything was built on that beachhead,” says Maidenberg.

“Knight Ridder turned its full attention to helping the Herald. They sent out 250 people over time to help us restart our systems. We had wonderful assistance from all over the country. We printed in St. Paul for 30 days, and once we were able to we brought the printing back to Fargo and another small town in North Dakota. In another six months we began to print with a press we rented ourselves. We built a new building in March 1998 and could print the entire paper west of town. In July of 1998, we rebuilt our offices downtown and have a semi‑normal existence here,” says Maidenberg.

The Receding Waters

As the Grand Forks Herald continued to print, the newspaper became a hot commodity. “That first newspaper came out and the second newspaper had the headline ‘Come Hell and High Water.’ Once it became clear that the Herald was publishing, it was like an electric shock. We got requests from all over the area that our readers had evacuated to. Can you get us papers here, there? Our normal press is 40,000; at the peak it was 150,000. We kept our online site up too. Our servers are in Virginia. All we needed was a phone line and someone to update the site. There has been a huge response to what we were able to do. It became a defining moment for this newspaper and our company. That is in some ways a result of our response to contingencies,” says Maidenberg.

The Grand Forks Herald has updated its response to contingencies after the flood. Now when they plan, they incorporate communica​tions and corporate involvement. “Our top operating people are involved in the contin​gency planning. Everyone is involved in a functional sense as far down as building main​tenance and custodians. Reporters are also involved, to an extent, as well as circulation. A newspaper is a 24‑hour operation. Flexibility is built in. We don’t test whether Fargo can print for us or have other newspapers write for us. We continue to emphasize communications. The flood has made us much more aware that disasters can strike. We also have blizzards – our operations are disrupted by weather. We’ve learned over the years how to deal with that,” says Maidenberg.

Stonecipher says that the 1997 flood was a 210‑year event. The city has come a long way in its rebuilding efforts and is revitalizing the devastated downtown area, as well as working to protect it from future high water. The Mayor of Grand Forks, Pat Owens, says, “one of the most crucial things we have in front of us right now is future flood protection. We’re moving forward in a positive manner.”

“The current plan is a system of levies that were built as temporary when the floods hit, then additional levies. We base the flood site plan on predictions – there was not too much we could have done” based on the predictions in 1997, says Stonecipher. “We fight floods along existing lines of defense. If they’re cata​strophic, we build a secondary line – we may have to dike in hundreds of homes and sacrifice them in order to save the city.”

Owens says, “we have so many building pro​jects on our plate right now it’s overwhelming, but we’ll come back better in the long run. [This flood has been] very trying physically and emotionally on our people. As we see the progress we’re feeling better.” The progress that the city of Grand Forks has made is posi​tive, says Owens. “The process of recovering from a disaster of this magnitude is supposed to take from 8 to 10 years. The strength of our residents and the help from across the nation has been unbelievable,” she says.

In the midst of businesses in the downtown area that pulled themselves up by their boot​straps, “the Herald obviously tops the list, as it was the hardest hit,” says Stonecipher. “The Herald was flooded and burned. The National Forest Service brought in chemicals – it was surreal. Here was a burning building in the middle of water and we couldn’t get water to it.” Stonecipher says that the impact of the flood can’t be explained in words. “Fifteen ​hundred businesses shut down. There were 13 days without water. There were 12,000 homes and 9,000 had water. On the streets there were 10 to 12 feet high piles of clothes and carpets. Now to see businesses reinvest in the commu​nity – it’s heartening. We still have a long way to go. Unfortunately most of our community will feel the impact of the flood for decades,” due to millions of dollars in disaster assistance loans that they’ll be paying back, says Stonecipher. “We’re still demolishing flood damaged buildings. The Herald’s new building was one of the first completed. It was a real shot in the arm,” says Stonecipher.

The flood certainly has figured into the city of Grand Forks’ historical imagination. Stonecipher says “people divide time now according to the flood. It’s a major paradigm shift. We’ll never be back to where we were.” And does the Flood of the Century figure into the Herald’s daily approach to business? “Right afterwards we talked about it quite a bit, then you don’t want to talk about it,” says Maidenberg. 
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