
The Lance Semicentennial:
A Man Who Has Been Around the World
Zach Strauch /Editor in Chief He ^ves ™ a place where a five-mile commute is considered 

' long.
He used to live in a place where a five-mile commute took an hour.

-Actually, he lived in multiple places where a five-mile commute would take an hour.
He wakes up at 4:30 each morning to read the news. He begins helping his students create the news 

at 5:30.
As his 2014 Subaru Forester whistles down the worn, charcoal-colored pavement from Idaho into 

Washington, John Paxson thinks about what his day will hold.
He’s four hours and eight minutes away from having been 

around the world.
He’s been from Hellgate to Moscow, Idaho.
There were a few stops in between.
He’s covered 9/11, the First and Second Gulf Wars, and the 

deaths of Mother Theresa and Princess Diana. If it weren’t for 
showing up late to a press conference at the White House, he 
probably wouldn’t have covered any of it.

But as Ron Ziegler, who served as the White House Press 
Secretary and Assistant to the President during the Nixon 
administration said, “Thank you very much, ladies and gents,”
Paxson strolled into a press room where everyone else was 
strolling out.

Except Dan Rather, who was covering the Watergate scandal 
for the CBS Sunday Evening News and was also serving in his 
second tenure as a White House correspondent. He was headed 
downstairs.

Paxson decided to follow him.
And so he got his first story from the White House, which 

he was covering only because it was an emergency, from Dan 
Rather, who laughed when Paxson later told him that he’d taken 
his story. “It’s probably a good thing you did (take my story),”
Rather told Paxson.

He took a number of other stories as well, but not from other people.
Former NFL running back O.J. Simpson’s infamous Los Angeles freeway chase in 1994 lasted over 

two hours, and for five minutes, Paxson and his TV crew from CBS Los Angeles drove right beside 
him. They were the only crew to get ground-level shots from the event.

Paxson, who’s currently serving as a Journalism faculty member at Washington State University, 
worked with Scott Pelley, who, like Paxson, worked with CBS News for most of his career, on a number 
of news stories. The two got a tip from Dallas that NASA was working on some unbelievable space 
projects, and one of them involved catapulting a rather unqualified astronaut into space. She was 
claustrophobic and afraid of heights, but went on the mission anyway. The other members of the mis

A map of John Paxson's travels.
(Graphic by Nick Zetterberg, map courtesy of wikimedia)
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sion crew were frightened about the prospect, so they loaded up and went to a local hardware store to 
purchase a padlock, which they applied to the hatch to the space shuttle to ensure that their mission 
companion wouldn’t make any rash decisions mid-flight. Fortunately for them, she didn’t, but Paxson 
and Pelley both had the same thought as soon as they received the tip.

“There’s no way this story could be true,” Paxson said. “That’s what Pelley and I thought. We took a 
trip to the NASA Archives in Houston, and sure enough, we found a picture of the padlock. We put it 
on the evening news.”

That, Paxson said, was the weirdest thing he’s ever had to cover.
When a DC-10 jetliner crashed in Chicago in 1979, it 

was just flat-out dreadful.
American Airlines Flight 191 took off from O’Hare 

International Airport in Chicago and was supposed to head 
to Los Angeles. Instead, the plane lost an engine on takeoff 
and crashed moments later, leaving 258 passengers and 13 
crew members dead.

It was the deadliest aviation accident in U.S. history.
Paxson remembers walking through the wreckage, see

ing things that were unbelievably horrid, things he’d never 
want to remember.

“I still have a nightmare about that incident every now 
and then. It was the most awful thing I’ve ever had to cover,” 
Paxson said.

It was a misnomer compared to his other assignments, 
and was about as far from interviewing the 14th Dalai 
Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, as a story possibly could be.

But in 1973, that’s exactly what Paxson did.
Gyatso’s aid introduced him, and Paxson held his hands 

together to bow.
Gyatso held his right hand out to shake.
Both men laughed. “Let’s try again,” Gyatso said.
Paxson held his right hand out to shake.

Gyatso held his hands together to bow.
Both men laughed again.
“I was struck in a way I haven’t been struck since. Inner peace and inner joy just emanated from 

him,” Paxson said.
After Paxson’s time as a student at Hellgate High School, where he wrote for The Lance in the late 

1960s, and after his time at the University of Montana, he loaded up his Volkswagen with a suitcase, 
stereo, and a cardboard box filled mostly with Moody Blues records and embarked for Washington 
D.C. Chicago, New York, Los Angeles, Dallas, and London followed.

Then Moscow, Idaho.
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