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Freedom Watch: My Final Phoenix 
column 
By HARVEY SILVERGLATE  |  March 25, 2013 
 
 

I have two indelible memories from my more than 40 years with The Boston Phoenix. 

 

The first memory: I began my long-running Freedom Watch column in the early 1970s, covering 

all manner of injustices committed by cops, prosecutors and judges. I considered myself an 

antidote to reporters too cozy with a power structure they saw more as good news source than 

good reporting target. Before long, a lawyer told me that he was walking in a courthouse 

corridor in Boston one morning and peered through an open door of a judge's office and found 

the judge reading one of my columns. Back then the traditional press was too gentle on 

prosecutors and judges, and the Phoenix was the outlier, a voice in the wilderness crying out 

against unfairness and injustice. I realized then that lawyers were right when they told me that 

my coverage of their cases had consequences. 

 

My next memory: After a couple of decades of watching some of the most talented young 

writers imaginable come, spend a few years at the Phoenix, and then leave for bigger cities and 

higher paying and more visible journalism jobs, I approached publisher (and by then my friend) 

Stephen Mindich. I suggested that Stephen might consider paying his journalists more, in order 

to entice them to stay so that he could build up a more or less permanent roster of the best 

reporters and writers in America. Stephen exploded at me. I'll never forget his words: "Harvey – 

I don't tell you how to run your law firm, and you don't tell me how to run my newspaper!" 

That was my first and last attempt to barge into the paper's management; I stuck to my 

"Freedom Watch" column. 

 

Of course, it turns out that Mindich was absolutely right. Had he retained a permanent staff of 

reporters and columnists, the paper would have become stale and complacent. It's not an 

accident that I'm able to boast that "I'm the oldest living columnist at the Phoenix." I'm one of 

the few who did not move on to write for, or even edit, some of the finest, most respected and 

powerful publications in the nation. (But, of course, that was expected, since I have another day 
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job.) The Phoenix has remained fresh, vital and relevant in large measure because of the steady 

influx of new blood, all enabled by Mindich's vision of what an "alternative newspaper" and its 

staff should be. 

 

And Mindich had a visionary's ability to pick editors of extraordinary talent and insight. And so I 

had the pleasure of working with Dick Gaines, Clif Garboden, Peter Kadzis, and Carly Carioli. I 

don't know anywhere else that I could have had better cohorts in "comforting the afflicted and 

afflicting the comfortable." 

 

+++ 

 

It's no surprise to me that assaults on freedom – the mainstay of my long-running column – 

have outlasted the newspaper I could always count on to publish even my harshest critiques of 

the criminal justice system. Unlike, it seems, the institutions that work hard to subjugate 

others, newspapers, which are essential to free the subjugated, are not immortal. Even the 

wealthiest such publications come and go; such was even the case back in the heyday of print 

media. 

 

But for me the Phoenix is not just another newspaper. It has been an essential part of my life. I 

attended law school (graduating in 1967) in order to become more sophisticated in legal 

matters so that I could continue the journalism career that I began in high school when I was  

associate editor of the Bogota (NJ) High School Klaxon. My school time job was as a high school 

stringer for the Bergen Evening Record, now renamed The Record, in Hackensack. During 

college my summer jobs were with the Ridgewood (NJ) News and Herald-News. I even grabbed 

the plum assignment of covering the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom in the 

summer of 1963, at which Martin Luther King and his sidekick Bayard Rustin changed the 

course of American history and confirmed my desire to go into journalism, but with a 

background in law. 

I was a reporter even during the summer of 1965 after my first year of law school, but then 

Alan Dershowitz talked me into taking a summer job in law for a small, innovative Boston 

criminal defense firm, which offered me a summer job and then a position upon graduation. I 

accepted, still with an eye to going into journalism after a few years, but that was not quite how 

it worked out. After working at the firm for 18 months, I started a new law firm – first with 

Norman Zalkind and then with Nancy Gertner – specializing in what we only half-jokingly said at 

the time were "the 3 D's – Drugs [we were in the early stage of the relentless 'War on Drugs'], 

Draft [we were in the Vietnam War] and Demonstrations [ditto]." When Martin Linsky and Paul 

Solman invited me to write about criminal law and civil liberties for their upstart weekly The 

Real Paper, I heartily accepted and started, in the early '70s, my "Brief Cases" column. When 
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Stephen Mindich's Boston Phoenix swallowed up the paper I wrote for, I became an acquisition, 

pursuing essentially the same beat, but under the rubric of "Freedom Watch" – the column that 

dies with this last submission. 

 

My beat at the Phoenix allowed me to combine my two loves – law and journalism. Because I 

was a practicing trial lawyer, and because my fields of specialization were criminal defense and 

constitutional law, my legal work put me in touch with endless cases and controversies about 

which to write. It was a perfect symbiosis, and it resolved my inner conflict over having gone 

into law rather than journalism. 

 

It is too sad for me to write much more about my decades of working for one of the most 

consequential, feisty embodiments of Thomas Jefferson's vision of the role of the press in a free 

society. Suffice it to say right now that our society has many institutions that I would be happy 

to see bite the dust, but the Phoenix surely isn't one of them. On the contrary, the paper has 

kept an awful lot of people and institutions more honest than they otherwise would have been. 

It is hard to see who or what is on the horizon to replace the Phoenix. Maybe that's because 

there is no likely successor. 

 
Harvey Silverglate can be reached at Harvey@HarveySilverglate.com. 
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