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A beginning, a middle and 
an end: Canadian foreign 
reportage examined.
It’s a real honour to be here in Regina and especially 
to give the Minifie lecture.

James M. Minifie embodied the best of Canadian 
foreign journalism. He was an early integrator who 
filed for both radio and TV and I’m sure would have 
also filed for online had it existed.

The story of my coming to give this lecture is a little 
bit like the job that we do, a little like doing foreign 
correspondence.

Just like foreign correspondence, every obstacle that 
could possibly be thrown in my way happened! I felt 
like I was being tested – the way we are with every 
single story we file.

Even the very last leg of this journey, coming from 
Toronto just a few hours ago, I barely made it out. It 
was wet snow and a huge lineup of planes being de-
iced. I couldn’t believe we made it out.

So, just like every story we file, the object, as painful 
as it can be, is to make deadline – no matter what. 
The idea is that an imperfect but accurate and 
complete story on the air is better than no story. 
Better than dead air.

So every day, what you see on the air is a 
compromise, a huge compromise. We work very 
hard to do the very best that we can, to file the 
best story we can, but in the end it’s a series of 
compromises. It’s just the reality.

But it’s anything, and anything is better than dead air 
or an incomplete story.

I’ll tell you a small story that illustrates the way of 
thinking we have in this culture, the very strange 
culture of this world of foreign correspondence. I 
have told it a few times but it really does illustrate 
how we view our jobs.
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Once early on I was in Baghdad, early in my career, 
in the old days, before FTP, Twitter and internet, 
when we used to file our stories via satellite. We 
would go to an establishment that provided this 
service and pay $1,000 and we would be able to 
send ten minutes worth of material. I was with a 
colleague, Jim Hoffman, a great camera man. We 
did this story and went to the Palestine Hotel in the 
middle of Baghdad, at night. We were not supposed 
to travel at night so we were already taking a risk. 
We went there and handed our tape to our friends at 
the Associated Press. We watched them press play 
to send it out and we were proud – like watching 
your little baby go out to the world! At the very end, 
it was supposed to have a stand-up. But it didn’t. It 
went black. There was no one standing there with 
the microphone. That is an incomplete story. 

So when this happened, as you can imagine, I lost it. 
Jim and I were trying to figure out what happened, 
when the guys at the satellite station said, “You can 
go do it live; we still have five minutes”. 

We said “GREAT” and I ran up the stairs after the 
camera man, running across the second-floor roof 
of the Palestine Hotel. So I am not way up there. I 
am sort of at mezzanine level. It is night time, so I 
am blindly following the camera man and running 
through my head what my stand-up is going to be, 
when suddenly my whole world is turned upside 
down. It just went dark. I fell over somehow! I 
thought the hotel had been hit. But it hadn’t. I had 
fallen off the roof.

I fell about nine feet down. When I opened my eyes 
I realized what had happened. It was so painful, I 
started to cry. Adults don’t cry. I did! And I heard 
people calling for me. I said “I’m down here”, so 
they came and got me and pulled me up. And this 
is how we think. I heard a voice say “You still have 
three minutes”. I wiped my tears away, suddenly 
remembered my stand-up and I did it in ONE take, 
and the story got to air that night. That is what it is 
about – making deadline, NO MATTER WHAT!

Since those Baghdad days, foreign reporting has 
changed dramatically. Now all I need is this lap top. 
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I take it everywhere.

Certainly what has changed is that there are fewer 
and fewer of us doing this job. There are so few of 
us that we are multi-tasking every day. In fact, right 
now I come to you via Toronto, via Ottawa, but via 
Crimea, via Sochi.

Yes, I was there for the Olympics where I had the 
privilege of interviewing a certain young man from 
Saskatchewan with a broken rib who managed to still 
win a medal. Makes you proud doesn’t it?

He had just gotten off the plane. I’d heard a lot 
about him, but never met him, and I stuck a 
microphone in his face and he just started talking. 
Cheeky as ever.

I also got to do a couple of hockey stories which 
came to me a bit more naturally given I am a 
Winnipegger and a veteran of many a Jets game. 
Things kind of fell apart when the boss said “Guess 
what you are doing today? “ I said “what?” and he 
said, “ice dancing”.

You can imagine how I reacted. I had just finished 
doing some serious stories about Russia – about gay 
rights in Russia, about the environmental impact 
of the Olympics, stories about young people in 
Russia, (they are not what you expect.) – some really 
fascinating stuff. And then I am handed this ice 
dancing file. Nothing against ice dancing – I just 
know nothing about it and I didn’t have the option to 
say “no”. 

So I had to think of it in my terms. It is a conflict, 
isn’t it? I know conflicts! It was still fantastic. What a 
great change to come to the Olympics. Such a change 
from what I normally do. I really loved doing it. 

It was incredible weather. While Mr McRib was 
spinning off jumps in the extreme park in the 
mountains, we were filming people swimming in the 
Black Sea, at the beach.

After a non-stop month in Sochi I found myself 
just a little bit further down the Black Sea coast, via 
London of course, to get to Simferopol, not that far 
away. And there we met a different Russia.
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In Sochi, I saw Russian President Putin in the flesh, 
taking a stroll down the boardwalk on the Black Sea 
coast, looking relaxed and projecting a soft power 
which he has touted as Russia’s new way of thinking.

One moment, he was in Sochi, basking in the benign 
spotlight of sporting glory, applauding hockey games 
and kissing medalists.

A few days later, a more solemn, more serious Putin 
was filmed nodding approvingly while observing part 
of a surprise military exercise near Russia’s border 
with Ukraine. 

Somewhere between these two events, there was 
a revolution in Kiev. The government was brought 
down, and a new one took its place. And in response, 
Russian troops tightened their hold on Crimea, 
sparking the worst East-West spat in a generation 
and paving the way for the peninsula’s return to the 
Russian fold.

It was here that I landed, literally three days after I 
had left Sochi – and talk about surreal!

In many ways it felt like Russia: picturesque, the 
music, the language, the food, same weather as 
Sochi. In other ways it felt very different – it also 
has a significant Muslim Tatar community, and it has 
(obviously) a Ukrainian community.

Anyway, before we get to all that, this was the week 
I was supposed to be writing the speech I am giving 
to you now. And instead I was chasing protests and 
filing news every single day until this Sunday.

So as we flew over the tentacles of the Black Sea 
extending into the mainland on the way to Crimea, I 
had to come up with a quick solution to this speech 
and to one that I was giving in Ottawa, because I 
knew it would be tight.

I knew if war broke out I wouldn’t be here at all. I 
knew I wanted to talk about foreign reportage. It’s 
a subject that is very important to me. It’s a job that 
not many do these days in Canada and I always have 
a lot to say about the importance of having foreign 
journalists who report back to Canadians about what 
is happening abroad.
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And it came to me. I thought what better way to 
explain to you the state of foreign reportage than to 
have you join me for this journey to Ukraine.

I decided to try to keep a diary. This required some 
diligence on my part which I am terrible at, given 
how much writing we do each day on these journeys. 
I have never successfully kept a diary in any of the 
places I have traveled. But in the interest of giving 
you as close an experience as possible I thought I 
would at least try.

So you will have to forgive me tonight for reading 
some passages.

 The Sochi assignment was fun, no doubt, but it 
was constant filing – every day, two or three or 
four stories every single day, for just over four 
weeks. Along with me were Richard Devey our 
genius cameraman editor, and Tracy Seeley, our 
Saskatchewan-born-and-raised producer, who, by 
the way, also shared something else in common with 
McMorris. She too had broken a rib and she too 
had come to the Olympics determined to do her job 
despite the pain.

So naturally we took to calling her Tracy McRibs 
instead.

In any case, after this whole long month, we landed 
in London, relieved to be home – only to be in full 
prep mode less than twenty-four hours later.

So for Tracy McRibs and me – Thursday was sleep, 
Friday was laundry and prep and one dinner out, and 
Saturday was pack, pay bills, check in with loved ones, 
before making our way first thing Sunday morning.

Here’s a little bit of what I wrote that morning on 
the plane over:

ENTRY 1 

March 2, 2014.

It happens to be exactly the tenth anniversary of 
that horrible day in Baghdad, when I witnessed 
a bombing and got caught up in an angry crowd 
pulled in a hundred directions. 
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I try to ignore the irony in that…given the reports of 
harassment and beatings of journalists where I am 
going.

I try to ignore the date every year in fact.

According to the in-flight map there are 281 miles 
left to our destination of Kiev…the next day we 
would be on to Simferopol, on the Crimea peninsula 
on the Black Sea.. 

Strange to think I was just in this neighbourhood 
exactly four days ago. Strange to think I was 
adamant about getting rest this time once I left it.

But this is important. This feels in a way as a 
continuation of my many years in the Mideast. Not 
simply as a story of war, of conflict, which are varied 
and numerous and happen around the world.

But because so much of what I covered in the 
Mideast, so many of its conflicts emanated, ebbed 
and flowed, grew and shrunk, depending exactly on 
how this conflict between the US and Russia evolved.

I had long reported in Lebanon for example that the 
Sunni side was backed by Saudi Arabia, and in turn 
by the U.S.

While the Shia side, backed by Syria and Iran, was 
backed by Russia.

I’d been in Afghanistan…I had read The Great 
Game…I spent a great deal of time in Syria…and 
Libya…and Iran.

I knew the different world views. 

But those were always third party skirmishes…
proxy wars real and imagined, about influence in a 
strategic region relatively far from both. 

Ukraine would be different. This would be at the 
heart of this low level conflict….at Russia’s doorstep 
but also smack in the middle between East and West. 
The closest you would get to a U.S.-Russia war. 

From the start I didn’t expect all out war – how is 
that possible in this day and age? 
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Yet people talked about World War Three. I thought 
it an exaggeration. Surely, this was the same Putin 
whom we had just seen visiting U.S. and Canada 
house with messages of good will? Surely the U.S. 
still wanted Russia’s cooperation on Syria, Iran, and 
a whole host of other issues?

I knew it still it wouldn’t be easy. There were already 
clashes between residents of Crimea, and Russian 
soldiers were on the ground.

But I went because I am compelled to understand. 

And I felt that to understand I had to make my way 
here to see it with my own eyes. I went because it is 
my job to do so. It’s what I am paid to do. It is my 
mission.

It’s not brave, it’s not courageous…there’s no 
sympathy needed. It’s my job. A job I happen to be 
very motivated to do.

On the flights over to various places, I always see the 
same faces. There is really a small group in the world 
of people who do this, and you see them over and 
over.

Our preparations reminded me of our trips to Iraq. 
Most important when you’re packing for a possible 
conflict is communication gear, and transport.

Some of the first things I pack:
 -  flak jacket…helmet…those are important 

obviously.
 -  my first war shirt – goes with me everywhere 

I go
 -  Clothing wise besides that, not much different 

than packing to go to Winnipeg…or Regina 
for that matter – heavy coat and boots, hand 
warmers and hats.

 - Kettle…medications…dark chocolate…music.

On transport…The airport in Crimea was closed, 
the flights sporadic. 

We went through three or four different scenarios. 
The road? Some of the worst highways in Europe 
are in the Ukraine. We heard colleagues had flak 
jackets and cameras confiscated.
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The train? 15 hours. Some of our colleagues were 
heading that way the day before. We would watch 
and see how it goes for them.

Wait for a flight? We decide that is the best plan.

We contemplate all this in Kiev, where we landed, 
and immediately headed to Independence Square.

Incredible the difference between my little 
neighborhood in London and Maidan…

Absolutely incredible meanwhile the similarities 
between Maidan…and Tahrir square following the 
killing of protesters. 

The sombre mood…the smoky smell…the 
barricades….the ashen faces.

Memories came flooding back. 

But we had to get to work.

Interviews in the square…an on-camera…a later 
interview with an MP. We file. Finish at 3 in 
morning. Head to airport at 8 to land in Simferopol.

And the marathon begins.

The pressure was already on.

We hear about thugs, journalists harassed, terrible 
road conditions. All of it had to be processed in our 
heads, along with the editorial content. 

I was trying to devour as many articles as I could 
from as many sources as I could – just to see what 
is being written – American, British – so that I had 
a benchmark to check against when I was finally on 
the ground.

One thing we had heard was that the airport was 
surrounded by soldiers. It would be one of the first 
facts we could check as we landed there. I was 
watching for any unusual signs when we landed. It 
was a nice sunny day and there was hardly a soul on 
the tarmac. It looked like ordinary movement.

We got out and waited in the small lobby of a very 
tiny airport, again still nothing unusual. One of our 
bags was missing. We went and filled out a form the 
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way you do anywhere else, and walked away with 
our bags to load them in the car and leave.

It was only at the very end of the airport, on the 
way out, that we finally noticed the gunmen. There 
were three of them – exactly three – wearing what 
appeared to be Russian military uniforms, and 
carrying Kalashnikovs.

And in front of them, there were three what you 
might describe as self-defense unit personnel. They 
were not armed, but standing behind riot shields.

And this whole group was standing in front of the 
airport’s administration building, just before you exit 
the airport.

No one tried to get in our way. No one stopped us. 
We just drove into the city.

This was an interesting detail because the airport 
might have been surrounded at the very beginning, 
but as far as we know not much changed in the time 
that we were there.

And yet time and again I heard and read reports 
talking about how the Simferopol airport was 
surrounded by Russian troops, that it was still closed.

There was so much misinformation I had several 
queries from fellow journalists, from as far away as 
Spain and Canada on twitter and email and phone, 
people I knew and some I didn’t – all asking me for 
help in confirming that the airport was indeed open.

I was happy to help but I was a bit disturbed. It 
was the first indication to me that there seemed to 
be some misinformation out there about what was 
happening on the ground.

In any case, once again we had to hit the ground 
running.

We drove to a base called Perevalne, about half an 
hour away, where we knew there was a military base 
with Ukrainian soldiers, guarded by Russian soldiers. 

We approach cautiously but see there are other 
crews there – seem relaxed enough.
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A change of the guard happens. We finally see these 
disputed soldiers up close. 

We recognize the Kalashnikovs. The soldiers are 
clearly disciplined, not a militia, but a trained armed 
force.

They are wearing balaklavas. But the Ukrainians 
would tell us over the coming days there was no 
doubt in their minds they were Russians. Some of 
them they knew by name. Some of whom they even 
drank vodka with.

The soldiers don’t mind being filmed. They let you 
come right up to them. Our cameraman Ousama 
Farag who had just come in from Toronto tests 
this. No problems. The same Ousama who had 
successfully come all the way from Toronto with 10 
pieces of luggage, all of which made it through – 
except for his personal clothing bag.

Back to the soldiers who are far from being ready to 
fight.

A security advisor normally comes with us. He is 
there to advise us, not there to protect us. These 
security guys notice things that we don’t because 
they are around this stuff all the time. He pointed 
out, very early on, that the weapons were not loaded 
– only one in every five weapons had a magazine in 
it. I had not seen that reported anywhere.

We see the Ukrainians from behind the fence. 
Anguished families are nearby. We speak to one 
woman, who is nearly in tears. She had come to 
bring food for the soldiers. She says Russians and 
Ukrainian had always been united in Crimea and 
there was no need for this.

Shortly afterwards the commander of the base 
comes out to speak to us. They would not be 
surrendering.

It’s getting dark as we rush back to start the filing 
process. Every second counts. So we are on the 
phone to our desks as we drive back. I am going 
through the pictures I took. I’m frustrated because 
I am expected to tweet but neither of my phones is 
working. I am trying to get someone in London to 
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top up my data plan. I am frantically trying to make 
my local phone work.

We are also required to do live hits by phone as we 
get ready to file. I have less than two hours to write 
my story. I have to get it just right. Two hours seems 
like so little time, but that is the reality. That is what 
we do!

In the meantime, Tracy and Ousama are going 
through the material we gathered and compiling it 
to send to Toronto. The internet isn’t cooperating 
fully. Tracy is also planning for tomorrow. She’s 
also helping Margaret Evans, our London radio 
correspondent who is with us – another one of 
us prairie girls who are over-represented in this 
business.

In any case, by the early morning, I write two 
versions of my story. Each one must be checked by 
the desk and then edited in Toronto.

I voice and edit, and send it in. In the meantime I 
am putting on make-up to get ready for the on-
camera. Those are always the last things we do for 
the evening. You can imagine how one looks at that 
hour.

At 3 a.m. we finally pack it in. I have filed two stories 
– one for local shows and another for the national. 
Hard to find words at 3 a.m. as we do one more chat.

Just as I am finally falling asleep, I remember I was 
supposed to book my flights for this event! 

So I get back up and call our travel agent and get 
that done.

So, from that, some conclusions: 

LESSON 1: Seeing is believing. Without actual 
eyes on the ground, looking for you, not from 
an American perspective, not from a partisan 
perspective, but from an ordinary Canadians’ 
perspective, you will never know what is truly 
happening there. That airport -surrounded by 
soldiers; those troops looking to fight – with no 
magazines in their automatic rifles. Those are crucial 
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details, and in this case, reporting them incorrectly 
could literally be the difference between war and 
peace. An objective, neutral voice on the ground is 
indispensable, especially in cases like this.

LESSON 2: The demands are enormous. They 
have grown exponentially over the years, even 
since I have been with CBC and that is about ten 
years. This means, gathering time has shrunk. Yet 
the number of clients is endless. The technology is 
supposed to make our lives easier but it also requires 
the attention of the whole team, and because it 
makes it easier to file, you are expected to file 
more often. The demands on our time make it very 
difficult, although we try our very best, to provide 
accurate responsible information. But it gets harder 
and harder. 

Back to the diary…

ENTRY 2

We finally got a decent amount of sleep. And we 
woke up to word of a shooting in Belbek. As far as 
we know those were the first shots fired since the 
crisis started, even if they were warning shots. 

We learn quickly it’s very tense. 

Just around the same time, we learn that Putin 
is about to speak for the first time since the crisis 
started. 

We know we will have to include both in our story, 
and I don’t know about you, but I wanted to hear 
the man’s words directly as he said them. The last 
time I saw him was on that boardwalk on the Black 
Sea and he was talking about how he hoped his team 
would beat ours at hockey.

We also have our morning run to cover…as you 
know at CBC we have the National, afternoon 
shows, News Network, twitter, radio and all of that 
stuff. So we opt to stay and listen to Putin, file, and 
then rush to Belbek later to see what we could learn 
about what had happened.

We started tweeting…doing live reports…checking 
what video was available – of that incredible face off 
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between that group of Ukrainian soldiers walking 
towards the Russians to talk…to ask to return to 
work.

Then finally off to Belbek. It’s an hour and a quarter 
away.

Again, it’s late in the day…and we would like to 
come back as quickly as possible – not just for our 
deadlines, but because our security adviser says it’s 
best not to travel in the dark. 

So we set a time limit – we will be on the ground for 
one hour maximum before heading back.

We get there and they allow us on onto the base. It’s 
the first time I get to step foot onto a Ukrainian base 
– they seem to have figured out that media coverage 
is a good idea. In fact, they had taken media with 
them when they walked up towards those Russian 
soldiers.

Within minutes we had sight of the colonel in charge 
himself. He was still giving interviews, hours after 
the fact and had a very grave, solemn and serious 
face under a steady rain.

One advantage of having to wait to listen to Putin 
was that I could ask the colonel directly what he 
thought of Putin’s assertion that there were no 
Russian soldiers on the ground.

The look on his face was priceless – a classic TV 
moment. He kind of arched his eyebrow and smiled 
broadly. He didn’t need to say any more. But he did. 
He said no one else in the region could possibly be 
that well equipped. And he would know.

While talking to him I’m holding my mic with one 
hand, and photographing him with my cell phone 
with the next – so that I could tweet as soon as is 
polite to do so.

I would have loved to stay to get more – to see how 
things unfolded. As it were, they were waiting for 
the Russians to come back to them with an answer 
on a proposal to jointly patrol at the base, to work 
together. It was only an hour away but by then it 
would be dark and late.
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It’s just impossible, given the time constraints. It’s 
just too late in the day. We have to rush back to start 
the filing process.

At night we hear that the Russians refused the 
proposal. And we hear about yet another event – the 
UN representative Robert Serry being apprehended 
by gunmen. It was not at all clear and the source was 
not first hand, so we had our suspicions about what 
was going on.

Sure enough – we see tweets from a journalist who 
was with Mr Serry and from the UN saying he has 
not been kidnapped but holed up at a café with 
gunmen outside, essentially being harassed. Big 
difference from being apprehended by gunmen!

He eventually did manage to get out of the café, got 
into his convoy and left – with a crowd shouting pro 
Russia slogans. He was apparently heading for the 
airport.

We heard this, and half our team decided they 
would go out and try to investigate. Margaret 
and Tracy went to the airport and tried to stake 
him out. They never saw him. They spoke to an 
airport spokesman who said that he was on his way 
somewhere. I stayed back. If I was going to make my 
deadline, I couldn’t go anywhere.

Serry, we later found out, had indeed left Crimea 
altogether.

The lessons?

-  There simply aren’t enough of us doing what we 
do. We simply don’t have enough bureaus and that 
means we have to pick our battles.

-  Ideally, we would have had someone in Moscow 
listen to the Putin speech and cover that story 
separately – using their expertise and knowledge 
of Putin, Russia, and what he said before, to put it 
all into context.

-  As it were, our Moscow correspondent, Jean-
Francois Belanger, was actually in Crimea too.

-  An extremely capable reporter, Belanger is 
one of the rare reporters available now who 
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is linguistically ambidextrous, he can file in 
French and in English FLUENTLY. He can do 
radio, television and online and he tweets and 
knows how to edit and shoot. But even with his 
incredible talents, he is just one reporter, with one 
cameraman, no producer, not even any interns, 
virtually no support.

-  As hard working as he is, he can’t keep up with the 
whole region and certainly not for both English 
and French

-  So we have to do without his expertise – he’s been 
living in Russia for three years, and both networks 
have to do without a reporter in Moscow.

It is a matter of resources.

There is no question that foreign reportage is 
expensive. So naturally it has been a target for cuts – 
not just for CBC, but for networks across the world 
– no surprise there and it makes sense. This means 
that our bureaus have shrunk in number, and in size.

That means we dip into stories, and we dip out. 
There are fewer and fewer specialists.

Unlike the experience I had in the Middle East, 
where for nearly a decade I covered nothing but, 
and could draw on a deep well of information that I 
had learned first hand, in London where I am now 
based, I cover the world.

In recent months, I have physically been in Nairobi, 
Beirut, Vienna, Northern Ireland, Moscow, St 
Petersburg, Sochi, Crimea. But from London, I have 
also done stories about Syria, about Cote d’Ivoire, 
about a few other places without actually going 
there.

Sometimes, it’s places that I know, so I have ways of 
doing some reporting to find out what is happening 
by telephone or email or a Skype interview – but 
sometimes I don’t.

I try to minimize the number of stories we do this 
way. But in today’s world, where a deployment of 
just two people could cost thousands and thousands 
of dollars, there’s no avoiding it.
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ENTRY 3

For the next couple of days we are getting the hang 
of what’s on the ground and want to go to the Black 
Sea. 

Admittedly I was obsessed with the idea because 
Sochi was so close, and I had just been there, and I 
simply wanted to point down that coast and say that.

But news kept slapping us around.

Suddenly a wire report claims that the Crimean 
government just voted, unannounced, that it would 
join Russia.

They also voted to move up the referendum to allow 
the residents of Crimea to vote on this decision.

We had had no inkling this was coming. No debate 
that we knew of. 

But according to the vice premier, who gives a press 
conference that we didn’t know about, it was all but 
a done deal. 

We were, essentially now in Russia. Ukrainian 
soldiers, says the vice premier, were occupiers who 
should either surrender or walk away.

We ditched the Black Sea and decided to at least go 
out to parliament and see what is happening there.

We find a friendly crowd, compared to what others 
had seen in the past…they were singing and dancing 
to old Russian songs…people carrying old and new 
Russian flags…and celebrating.

It wasn’t as big a crowd as I would have expected 
given the news…and given the fact that Crimea is 
2/3 ethnic Russian. I didn’t know why the crowd 
wasn’t bigger… maybe people were still at work or 
afraid to come to the street! I didn’t know the reason 
and had no time to figure it out.

That’s all I wrote that day.

In the meantime, the international unarmed military 
observers had landed in Odessa. The OSCE had 
sent representatives from 25 different countries to 
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provide independent verification of unusual military 
activity – and they were making their first attempt to 
cross the frontier into Crimea.

Should we be going? How long is the trip? Six hours, 
we are told. It’s too far. We don’t have time.

Tracy McRibs is the one who is handling getting 
information about the observers. We have a source 
close to the mission who knew what they were up to. 
We are tweeting updates on that constantly, along 
with pictures. 

We have our evening run, which now includes 
live hits because after hours of trouble shooting 
the Internet connection, Ousama our cameraman 
manages to get the live system up and running. 

Our desk is thrilled, but it’s creating a monster – 
because while we want to be up live, we didn’t want 
to be stuck at the hotel all day doing hits without 
seeing anything. It’s ALWAYS a balancing act. We do 
a few hits, go out, and come back and do more.

I was supposed to file an online piece that day, an 
analysis piece that I had pitched. I get a break from 
the desk and they say I can file it Friday. So I only 
get through half of it. 

The story is on Putin – to compare the two very 
different Putins I had seen in a matter of a week.

I think we went to sleep around 4 that morning.

LESSON 3: Context, from the ground, is crucial. I 
believe it’s part of my job to provide analysis – not 
just feed you with news. Anyone can provide the 
news. Any of us can go to a war zone and provide 
first hand information about what is happening, 
who is fighting whom, and with what and when. But 
providing that analysis is yet another thing to add to 
the already huge list of products and elements we 
have to deliver. 

It’s frustrating. Because on the ground you notice 
things that someone writing from Washington 
or Ottawa isn’t seeing. Important things. My 
compulsion is to fit that into my coverage. But given 
the demands I mentioned, it’s impossible.
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There are also fewer and fewer places for us as 
journalists to output in-depth contextual stories. 
There are just fewer homes for stories like that.

Again because of cost – we don’t generate enough 
stories to sustain any foreign shows, so we have 
watched shows like Dispatches on radio, Around the 
World and une heure sur terre, all of them disappear 
one after another.

Looking at the larger pool of foreign reporting, it 
tends because of necessity to focus on the spasms of 
violence, on the spikes of conflict, and not enough 
on the everyday slices of life.

In this particular story there seemed to be – and 
I was guilty of this too – too much focus on the 
machinations of preparations for war, without 
enough about what it was doing to the people. To 
try to mitigate this, we tried to include at least one 
ordinary person’s voice in each piece – just to stay 
plugged into what people were thinking.

We tried on this trip to step away from the news and 
do just one contextual story.

I wanted to go to Yalta. You know the history there? 
It’s central to the history of Crimea, and to the 
reason why we are going through this again. And 
yet there are people that have never heard of it. 
So I thought it was my job to tell the story of Yalta, 
but not just tell the story, because that can be done 
from here, from Ottawa, from Washington. I wanted 
to physically go to Yalta and tell the story through 
today’s eyes.

So instead of a history lesson, you would actually get 
something that was alive but that provided some of 
the explanation of why we find ourselves here.

But again – and it goes back to resources – news 
was our primary task. That’s what our audiences 
were depending on us for. Good comprehensive and 
accurate news.

So even though I wanted to go to Yalta, I had to put 
all that on a shelf. News had to come first. We would 
provide context when we could. In-depth context? 
Well that would have to wait.
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The next entry is even shorter again…and there are 
no full sentences. I will read as it is.

ENTRY 4

The next day again we tried to go to ship, no luck

To the Ukrainian protest

Chasing the observers

Waited and waited

And then nothing

Wasted opportunity of ship

Filed on military observers being rejected at frontier

Online piece that went nowhere again

Tweeted

Checking out flights

Heard journalists had been beaten up – 

Saw CCTV video of journalist beaten up.

News hits…Ian’s show

Top and tail

Local shows

The National

Sleep

That’s all I wrote.

LESSON 4: It is almost always hazardous for 
journalists to work in situations like this. There’s 
nothing new there. Crimea was dangerous too. 
Again. It’s terrible when foreign journalists are 
targeted. But it’s part of the territory. No sympathy 
needed. It’s part of our jobs. More seminal was what 
was happening with local journalists. On the same 
day that the Crimean government had voted to join 
Russia, we heard that gunmen had taken over a local 
network and shut it down.

That night it was far too late to go out to confirm it. 
But what we wanted to do was at least confirm that 
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those networks were off the air. So, we asked our 
fixer to check with friends who had a TV and who 
happened to be at home watching. All I could report 
that night was that indeed, two Ukrainian channels 
had disappeared off the air. And that one was added. 
That was Russian. 

Who did this? I did not know.

Were there gunmen involved? I don’t know.

I reported what I knew.

Here’s the final entry from the diary, but again, it is 
quite choppy

ENTRY 5

Woke up to go to the ship

Again derailed – again slapped around by news.

Tatar protest

Something happening

Clashes

Then self defense unit…mean men with batons, dogs, 
arm bands.

Swearing oath to new Crimean government.

Disturbing…

It was hard to watch.

Reminded me of that day on March 2, 2004, 
Baghdad.

A tense crowd that could turn on a dime.

Verbal argument on the street – sad to watch

Reminded me of Egypt.

Military movements…found out late in the day.
 -  convoy of dozens of trucks and military 

personnel arriving in Simferopol.
 - Raid overnight on Ukrainian air base
 - Observers shot at
 - For once we have gathered a full story
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Filed

Live

Two scripts

Tweeting and reporting – sending pictures

Packed

Handover

Slept 1 hour

Got on a plane and off to Kiev

At the airport wrote a piece on Putin

LESSON 5: When push comes to shove, when a 
story is this big, when the whole world is watching 
when so much is at stake, we do, do it right. We 
have the resources we need – a producer, which 
is often a luxury these days despite how terribly 
important it is to have one, a security person and a 
second crew doing stories from Kiev while we were 
in Crimea.

In the large scheme of things though, we do have 
to pick our battles. Covering this story wall-to-wall 
means we will not spend as much on other stories.

Fewer bureaus and reporters mean we will miss 
some of the nuances. When this story quiets down 
and we all leave, things will happen that we won’t 
report.

Because of the lack of resources, on these big stories 
we do the beginning really well. The middle, we 
do a respectable job. But the ending is sometimes 
sacrificed for the next story, victim of the lack of 
enough bodies to continue the coverage.

We have to target our money to the biggest and most 
important stories.

But to do our jobs properly we have to be telling the 
middle and the end and the in-betweens.

Why?

This is where I have to stop and tell you this is as 
far as I got in writing this speech. I am not a natural 
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speech giver. I normally have to write down what 
I have to say, because I am used to two minutes of 
lives – not one hour lectures. So I don’t trust myself 
to remember.

But like a foreign assignment, I have to keep 
going and I wanted to make this deadline too, so a 
compromise had to be made. What I have done here 
is made small notes and I am going to use them to 
practice my speech telling abilities. So this is what I 
wrote. This is a tiny bit of diary that I wrote on the 
plane on my way here.

It is only 40 minutes until the flight lands, and am 
not going to get this speech done. I would have to 
wing my conclusion, just like I did with that stand-
up in Baghdad a decade ago. So I made some point 
form notes to help me along, and here it goes….

-  Why do we do this? Because not every Canadian 
gets to go to Crimea. We do this because every 
Canadian deserves to know what is going on in 
Crimea. We do this because we think you deserve 
a Canadian perspective of what is happening in 
Crimea – and you deserve verifiable information.

-   I think you deserve, we all deserve, the 
information that will help us make decisions of 
what our leaders across the world are doing – 
Canada and beyond. 

-  So that is why I do this. People say “why do you 
do this?” They feel sorry for me. Don’t feel sorry 
for me. I love my job!

-  It’s not easy. This particular run started for me 
Jan 6th. So today was the 65th day in a row that I 
have written something. Even for me, that is a lot. 
I like to write!

-  So it’s time for a break for me, but I am back to 
Crimea next week

-  NO ONE is putting a gun to my head, or to any 
of our heads. We take this very seriously. I take 
this as a mission. I take this as a very important 
mission.
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And trust me, seeing you here tonight – and I did 
write this sentence down because I want to make 
sure I say it right – seeing you here, knowing that 
you were watching and continue to watch and listen 
and read us makes every single obstacle along the 
way worth it.

Thank you for being here!
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JAMES M. MINIFIE, one of Canada’s most courageous 
journalists, was born in Burton-on-Trent, England. 
His father was a hay and feed dealer who joined the 
adventurous pioneers then emigrating from England to 
Canada in 1909. The family homesteaded at Vanguard, 
near Swift Current.

As a boy, James experienced the many hardships of 
early prairie life. His father led the campaign for the 
tiny school he attended after early morning farm chores. 
At 16, he talked his way into the Canadian Army, then 
served in Europe during the First World War.

On his return to Canada he attended Regina College, 
later to become the University of Regina. He went on 
to the University of Saskatchewan, graduating in 1923, 
studied at Oriel College at Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar 
and finished his education at the Sorbonne in Paris.

Minifie’s career as a journalist began in 1929 when he 
joined The New York Herald Tribune as a reporter, 
subsequently becoming its Paris correspondent. During 
the Spanish Civil War he was captured by Franco’s 
forces. Later, he went to Rome to report on Benito 
Mussolini.

During the Second World War, Minifie reported the 
Battle of Britain from London. He lost the sight in 
one eye when he was struck by shattered glass while 
watching an air raid during the Blitz. Transferred to 
Washington, he joined the Office of Strategic Services 
and at war’s end was awarded the American Medal of 
Freedom for his contributions to the Allied cause.

Then began his long association with the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation as its Washington 
correspondent. For 15 years, first on radio, then on 
television, he built up a large following of devoted 
listeners and viewers who waited for the famous, “This 
is James M. Minifie...”

He wrote several highly regarded books before being 
overwhelmed by illness in 1968. He died in Victoria in 
1974.

In June 1980, the James M. Minifie Fund was 
established to help launch the School of Journalism at 
the University of Regina. The fund supports excellence 
in journalism education, including the annual 
James M. Minifie Lecture.
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