News Column for Wednesday, March 25, 2009
By:  Chuck Browne
	Everyone remembers where they were and what they were doing when some historical, life changing event occurs.  The death of John F. Kennedy, the space shuttle Challenger disaster, the attack and collapse of the twin towers in New York…..all of these will be etched into my mind forever.
	Monday morning, March 21st, 1994 is another one of those days that I will never forget.  It was spring break, all my children were little and we were on a family camping trip to Vogel State Park in the beautiful mountains of North Georgia.
	Part of my daily morning ritual is to read the newspaper.  I woke early as usual, way earlier than the rest of the family.  I walked down to the main office of the campground where there were several newspaper stands and dropped the coins in and pulled out the Atlanta Constitution.  The headline made me feel like someone had hit me in the stomach with a baseball bat.
	“A friend of the South” in bold black letters sadly announced the column headline “Columnist Grizzard dies at 47 following fourth heart surgery”.  There was a full length color photo of him leaning against a brick wall, probably taken somewhere in Atlanta.  With his arms folded and a mischievous grin on his face, he was dressed in his typical fashion of a button down shirt, Khaki pants and Gucci loafers with no socks.  That by itself was probably enough to make some people mad.
	Lewis Grizzard was good at making people laugh.  He was also good at making people mad.  He was a syndicated columnist in 450 newspapers all over the country and wrote 20 books which featured collections of his news columns and stories with his interpretations of life, primarily set in the South.  
	A lot of people identified with Lewis.  Even though he was from just up the road in Georgia, Lewis was “one of us”.  He was, as they say, “a small town boy who made good”.
	Lewis had a way of writing and storytelling that captivated the reader.  He used exaggerated characters with outlandish names such as Kathy Sue Loudermilk, Wyman C. Wannamaker Junior (his boyhood friend and idol) Wandy Fribish and Cordie Mae Poovie to tell his stories.
	All of these characters were based on real people he had encountered at some time during his life.  I guess he changed the names to protect the innocent.
	Lewis wrote about things near and dear to the hearts of many who grew up in the South.  Barbeques, football, dogs, homegrown tomatoes, mama, fried chicken, church hymns sung on Sunday morning and any other topic associated with small town country living were often the subject of his news columns.
	However he sometimes strayed into the current topic of the day and that often got him into trouble.  His brand of satirical humor while commenting on these things did not go over well with some people, particularly those for whom his barbs were intended.  His love for the Georgia Bulldogs and comments about “the cow college” in Auburn even bristled me up a time or two. I read somewhere that he said he had received numerous hate mail letters and even several death threats following some of his columns.  Although he was deeply religious he was told on several occasions that he was going straight to hell.
	However when objectively viewed, the wit and underlying humor and raw human emotion he could evoke with a single news column was unmatched.  On the days his column came out, I would open the paper and go straight to it and see what Lewis wrote about this time.  I guess you could say he was my all time favorite newspaper writer.  I even once named a dog Lewis in his honor.  
	As I finished reading the paper that morning in the campgrounds, the rest of the family was waking up.  I remember telling Cathy that Lewis died on Sunday and there would be a service at the small Methodist Church where Lewis grew up and often wrote about in Moreland Georgia.
	Oddly enough, we would be passing by Moreland on I-85 very near the time of the memorial service on our way home.  We briefly entertained thoughts about stopping by to pay our respects, but quickly nixed that idea.  With three little boys, a 25 foot travel trailer and only camping clothing, we decided to just offer our condolences and prayers as we passed by on the interstate.
	Fifteen years have just passed marking the day Lewis Grizzard’s news columns abruptly stopped.  I never met him in person but knew him well, as did all his readers.
	As I was digging thru the closet the other day, I came across a great big manila folder with that folded, yellowed copy of the Atlanta Constitution dated Monday, March 21, 1994.  Along with it was a Sunday insert highlighting Grizzard’s career and columns.  It was dated the following Sunday, March 27th.  I pulled them out and sat on the bed and read both of them cover to cover, remembering the sadness I felt back then, while laughing hysterically at some of the more popular humorous columns that were feature in those inserts.  Eerily enough, it was almost exactly 15 years to the day from when he died.  I could not believe it had been that long. 
	I smiled at the coincidence and timing of this rediscovery of his works.  “A-ha…..I know what I’ll write about in my next news column” I thought.  This one’s for you Lewis.


