The Passing of a Newsman
Broadcasting and the news business recently lost an individual who stood for so many of the ideals which people seem to pine for these days. And so, as criticism of the media - much of it self-inflicted – climbs ever higher it might help to look back on the career of John Masters, who passed away recently at the age of 69.  For those of us who were drawn into the field, it helps us remember some of the ideals that drew us to broadcasting and broadcast journalism.

John Masters, who started his radio career in the 1950s in Delaware, was a newsman in the tradition of Murrow, Collingsworth, and Cronkite.  Where the modern reporter seems as intent on making him or herself the focus of the story as much as reporting the facts, John was old-fashioned, indeed.  He taught every youngster who appeared at the newsroom door that the job really wasn’t that difficult - just remember the five basics of any news story: Who, What, When, Where, and Why.

Not that John didn’t have his opinions.  The amazing thing about John was that as opinionated as he could be off the air, he was unswervingly apolitical once that microphone was turned on.  Whether he was reporting on Michael Dukakis or William Weld it made no difference.  All that mattered was Who, What, When, Where, and Why.

By adhering to those tenets he lasted decades in a business that chews people up and spits them out after one or two ratings periods.  His booming voice was first heard in Boston on WCOP, then as part of WRKO’s “20/20 News” in the 1960s and 1970s, when that station was top-rated in New England.  Later, in the 1980s, listeners to the David Brudnoy talk show were treated to John’s top-of-the-hour roundups.  Throughout his three decades on Boston radio Boston we could rely upon this John to give us the story and nothing but the story.  Who, What, Where, When, and Why never failed him.  And John never failed us.

Here’s another amazing trait of John’s: no one had a smaller ego.  In an industry simply brimming with the stuff, John was as self-effacing and humble as one of the dozens of college interns he mentored.  Not that John wouldn’t have had cause to strut – he won many awards for his reporting, including honors from both United Press International and the Associated Press.

His former colleague and good friend Mary Blake spoke for all of us who knew and worked with John when she said “No one deserved twenty years of happy retirement more than John.”  Sadly, he only had six before cancer took him from us just two weeks ago.  But, knowing John as his friends, family, and co-workers did, we are sure that he enjoyed each and every minute of those six years to their fullest.

And if, like the fictional newsperson Murphy Brown, John were to show up in heaven with the opportunity to interview God, we also have no doubt that he would whip out his reporter’s notebook and call upon his most trusted colleagues: Who, What, When, Where, and Why.  John was the kind of reporter who could get the answers to them all.

