
2 News 
The Lance S e:m.ic en te nni al: 
John Engen 
Zach Strauch /Editor in Chief 

Life's been a lot of ''happy accidents" for Missoula 
Mayor John Engen. 

He stumbled into The Lance room at Hellgate, 
which spit him out into the University ofMontana··a 
level of education he never intended to pursue. 

He balanced a part·time position working the 
pay desk at The Missoulian during his time at both 
institutions. He also cranked out editorials for UM's 
student newspaper, The Kaimin. 

After he earned his bachelor's degree in journalism 
from Montana in the late 1980s; Engen accepted a 
full·time job at The Missoulian. He managed to scale, 
explore, and eventually find his way to the upper 
reaches of the publication until his departure in the 
late '90s. He dabbled in editorials, news, copy editing, 
features, and business along the way. 

Now he's Missoula's 50th mayor. 
But as he settles into his gray, cushioned office 

chair in his cozily furnished workplace at City Hall 
every day, he remembers his roots, which lie less 
than a mile away in an old briek building on South 
Higgins. 

"Hellgate was a melting pot. Rich kids, poor kids. 
The place was really a mixed bag. It was a place that 
made room for people like me, but it also made room 
for kids who knew from the womb that they were go· 
ing to Harvard," Engen said. 

People like Engen were "counterculture," he said. 
He didn't have direction. He was treading water. 

He wasn't an athlete, he wasn't a stellar student, 
and he didn't participate in any other extracurricular 
activities. 

He did, however, come upon Wayne Seitz. In a life 
full of ''happy accidents," this was possibly the most 
notable one. It segwayed into his others. 

Engen wandered into Journalism 1 as a sopho· 
more, unsure of what to expect. Seitz proceeded to 
call roll. He uttered Engen's name, to which Engen 
replied with the typical response of "Here." Seitz 
looked up from his roster and said, ''You've got a great 
voice for radio." 

''I was fairly grateful that he didn't say I had a 
great face for radio, but that's certainly something 
that would've come out of his mouth. It probably did 
later," Engen said. 

He'd found a niche. 
Engen wrote columns for The Lance while he was 

taking Journalism 1, but he officially joined the staff 
during his junior year. He was Editor-in-Chief of the 
publication as a senior. 

"You kind of live and breathe the thing because 
you love it, that's where your friends are, and that's 
what you like to do. It occupies a bunch of your time 
and a bunch of your psychic energy. You want it to be 
better than it was the last time. You're competitive 
about it. I attached a great deal of my ego to it. It was 
how I broke out of the pack," Engen said. 

And luckily for him, it ended up leading to the 
doorsteps of his eventual profession as a newspaper 
man. 

But it also helped prepare him for the obstacles of 
being a public servant. 

''I often say that journalism did prepare me for 
this work in pretty remarkable ways. You learn about 
natural curiosity. You become a generalist. You're 
ready to ask questions. You're ready to be critical 
about the way stuff works and the way stuff operates. 
Having some ability to think critically and having 
some aoility to articulate those thoughts has been 
crucial for me. Being able to move people in a direc· 
tion because you can say things that move them is 
a big deal. Language still moves people, the art of a 
decent speech, a decent letter, a decent essay. You can 
still convey ideas in a way that moves people, changes 
ideas, inspires. I attribute that to an education in 
journalism," Engen said. 

His journey from the crammed, tucked·away 
Lance room has led him to a much more significant 
endeavor. He's no longer the interviewer, rather the 
interviewee. No longer does he have to stare at the 
flashing cursor pulsating on a computer monitor at 
the beginning of a column, but he t,loes when he has 
to respond to emails, write letters, orders, or other 
documents. Ai3 he begins tapping away at his com put· 
er keys every day, that familiar clack, tap, clack, tap, 
he knows his job title has changed, but his purpose 
hasn't. It's a purpose that was unearthed by a few 
simple wrist protrusions over a course request form, 
and furthered by nights upon nights of knocking 
away on his father 's typewriter. It's a purpose that 
has led him down multiple avenues, perhaps the most 
important of which was South Higgins. 
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An example of Engen's work. 
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