Michael Lacey and Jim Larkin
Pioneers in Independent American Journalism
Pulitzer Prize Winning Reporting
Michael Lacey and Jim Larkin established Village Voice Media or "VVM" in 1970 as a weekly
alternative newspaper in Phoenix, Arizona. It was the beginning of four extraordinary decades of
independent Journalism.
The fuel for the creation of New Times was provided by “mainstream” journalism coverage of
the Vietnam War and specifically President Richard Nixon's decision in the spring of 1970 to
expand the war and launch an invasion into Cambodia. The spark came from the shooting
deaths of four students at Kent State University by National Guardsmen. College campuses
across the country erupted into demonstrations and strikes, including Arizona State University in
Tempe.
By 2001, the company (NTI) had grown to 13 newspapers in major cities across the United
States. In 2006, with the acquisition of the Village Voice group of publications, the company
took the name Village Voice Media Holdings and held more than 17 weekly newspapers.
From its inception, NTI/VVM became known for its fiercely independent journalism and its
willingness to take on topics and stories that spooked mainstream publishers. The newspapers
also became touchstones for local arts and culture, devoting entire sections to the coverage of
rock music when most dailies ignored the genre, and investing in sophisticated restaurant
criticism at a time when dailies focused primarily on recipes and home cooking tips.
During the 42 years from its founding in 1970 to the sale of the publications in 2012, the
company's publications danced to a different tune than that of daily papers and glossy
magazines. The early days of Phoenix New Times were driven editorially by opposition to the
Vietnam War. As the company grew, Lacey, the rough–edged editorial boss, demanded
reported stories but also expected his reporters to have a voice. In a writers’ manual first drafted
by Lake and amended by others over the years, reporters were told that, "Objectivity is the Loch
Ness monster of journalism. Only a few claim to have seen it, and no one believes them. Your
standard in framing stories should be intellectual honesty. A crook is a crook, a liar is a liar, and
these are demonstrable things."
That mission statement created the foundation for a deliberate methodology of unfettered, often
long-form, journalism. Early on, Lacey demanded editorial independence from the business
interests of the paper, and in 1978 the company's board of directors approved an editorial board
for Phoenix New Times that gave editors full control of the editorial section of the paper. That
separation of church and state meant that publishers did not hire or fire editors, an arrangement
that was an anomaly in the newspaper industry but which made it easier for Lacey to fulfill his
stated desire for entering the industry in the first place.
They were the only journalists in recent memory to be arrested and jailed both for what they
wrote and for what they advertised.

Early History
The early history of New Times, the state's dominant newspaper, the Arizona Republic,
published an editorial cartoon by Pulitzer Prizewinner Reg Manning. The cartoon showed "a
dirty, longhaired young fellow (labeled "campus terrorist") draped in vines with a torch in one
("arson") and a knife ("deadly assault") in the other. The caption: "Hang ivy on me and call me a
student"
The cartoon angered Michael Lacey, the Binghamton, N.Y.-born son of a sailor turned New
York City construction worker. Although his father wasn’t college educated, Lacey later recalled,
he had insisted that his son read the daily New York Journal-American every day, a habit that
bred a lifelong interest in journalism. Lacey had attended Catholic schools in Newark before
moving west to attend ASU. He’d already dropped out of school when he and a pair of students,
Frank Fiore and Karen Lofgren, felt compelled to accurately report upon the campus anti-war
protests, which they believed were either being ignored or misrepresented by the ultraconservative local media led by the Republic. They planned to publish their own paper, which
after missing its own first deadline made its debut on June 9, 1970 as the Arizona Times
The New Times relaunched in September 1970 and the paper began a weekly publication. It
was neither a hard-core underground publication nor a mainstream journalistic enterprise. It
began to develop a unique identity, like a number of other post-underground papers around the
country. Over the next two years, New Times explored a variety of social and political issues,
both local and national. Revenues crept up and small successes became beacons of hope. In
April 1972, the paper attracted J.C Penney, which ran a series of full-page advertisements.
In that same summer, Phoenix native Jim Larkin joined the paper. Part of a blue-collar family
that had deep roots in the desert metropolis, Larkin had grown up reading many of the same
magazines as Lacey, whose attention he got by sending New Times a detailed written analysis
of the city's political and media scene. A fellow college dropout who had attended school in
Mexico before returning home, Larkin quickly became the paper's business and sales leader,
injecting some practical thinking into its operations.
"The paper survived because there were so many people willing to work for nothing or next to
nothing because they had a common vision: all that Sixties and Early-Seventies bullshit" Larkin
later recalled. "The anti-war movement was valid, certainly, but there were certain elements of
the hippie movement that the paper took advantage of. People would work for nothing because
they thought they were part of a great social experiment."
Larkin took a more levelheaded approach in part because he had something few of the other
New Times staffers did – a spouse and two children to support. After working all day at the
paper, "he would drive to the Nantucket Lobster Trap where he worked all night as a waiter. “In
1974, Larkin was named publisher and president of the company, a move that presaged his
future role as CEO of the largest group of alternative newsweeklies in America.
One of the predecessors, the Village Voice and Paul Krassner's The Realist– an amalgam of
Mad-magazine-style satire and alternative journalism first published in New York City in 1958—
are often cited as the main sources of inspiration for underground newspapers. But there were
differences. Although the Voice and The Realist had a distinctly liberal bias, they also gave
favorable treatment to multiple opinions and put an emphasis on quality writing. Radicalism and
activism were not their focus. This was not the case for the underground press. Activism and
social and political change was its raison d’être. Journalism and editorial quality took a back
seat. That fact, combined with a lack of sound business practices (most were organized as

collectives), the end of the Vietnam War, and harassment by the U.S. government, predestined
a rather short life for them. By the early 1970s, the majority had ceased publication. A few,
grounded in a different publishing philosophy that followed many of the examples set by the
Voice and the Realist, survived and formed the beginning of a new alternative press. These
included the San Francisco Bay Guardian, the Boston Phoenix and the Georgia Straight
(Vancouver). One of the survivors was New Times in Phoenix, Arizona.
Although in the late 1907s, circulation was at a low point of 17,000, the new managers knew
they faced an uphill struggle. Luck was with them. Investigative Reporters & Editors ("IRE") was
about to release a massive report entitled the "Arizona Project" that detailed the events
surrounding the 1975 murder of Arizona Republic reporter Don Bolles. But the Republic refused
to publish the report, claiming it was unfair and improperly investigated. The Bolles murder was
a major story in Arizona. The refusal by the Republic meant the residents of Maricopa County
would have no place to read the report. Except, that is, in the newly re-formed New Times. For
weeks, the paper ran installments of the IRE investigation. Papers flew off the stands and the
paper established a readership foothold in the Valley of the Sun. The IRE report was far from
the last time New Times would clash with the Republic. In 1980 the daily and its publisher Duke
Tully sued New Times for libel, claiming its coverage of a union dispute at the Republic was
inaccurate. While the suit was eventually dismissed, the enmity between the two publications
grew. Ultimately Tully was forced to resign as publisher of the Republic after it was revealed that
he had falsified his claims that he had served as an Air Force fighter pilot in Korea and Vietnam.
In fact, he had not served in Korea or Vietnam and had never been in the military at all.
Illegal Arrest of Lacey and Larkin
While NTI/VVM has seen their share of legal skirmishes over the years, the tide turned in 2007
when Lacey and Larkin were arrested by Maricopa County Sheriff Joe Arpaio for allegedly
violating grand-jury secrecy laws, harkened back to the VVM founders’ early days bedeviling the
power elite of Phoenix. As fate, would have it, the case also provided a fitting bookend to
Lacey's and Larkin's long careers with the company.
After county attorney Andrew Thomas dropped the charges against them, Lacey and Larkin
sued Arpaio, Thomas and special prosecutor Dennis Wilenchik for violation of their First
Amendment Rights and abuse of power. In 2012, the 9th U.S. Circuit of Appeals ruled there had
been no probable cause for the arrests and that the subpoenas were invalid because, despite
his claim to the contrary, Wilenchik had never actually consulted a grand jury.
Lacey and Larkin Use Judgement $ to Assist AZ Hispanic Community
In 2013, Maricopa County settled the case with Lacey and Larkin, paying them $3.75 million.
Subsequently, Lacey and Larkin used the money from the settlement to establish the Frontera
Fund to assist the Hispanic community of Phoenix. Arpaio had frequently been accused by New
Times and others of racial profiling and unfairly targeting Latinos for detention and arrest. The
U.S. Department of Justice investigated the charges, and later filed a civil rights lawsuit against
Arpaio and Maricopa County. That lawsuit was settled in July 2015,[60] but the settlement did
not bring an end to Arpaio's legal troubles. In August 2016, a federal judge in Phoenix asked the
U.S. Attorney's Office to file criminal contempt charges against the sheriff for failing to follow the
judge's orders in a separate racial-profiling case.

Major Journalism Awards
The publications went on to win a multitude of local and national journalism awards. These
included a groundbreaking Pulitzer Prize in 2007 for LA Weekly food writer Jonathan Gold. The
company's writers were also finalists for five other Pulitzers.
In addition to the Pulitzer Prize, NTI/VVM writers won some of the most prestigious awards in
American journalism: Investigative Reporters and Editors: 39 awards including 5 winners.
Livingston Awards for Young Journalists: 39 awards including four first-place winners. Sigma
Delta Chi Awards: Ten winners.
James Beard Foundation Journalism Awards: 67 awards including 21 winners. In the three
decades from 1982 until the sale of the company in 2012, NTI/VVM publications and its writers,
artists and editors won 1,520 first-place awards in 124 national, regional, state and local
journalism contests. They also were finalists for or nominated for an additional 2,289 awards.
NTI/VVM writers were named Journalist of the Year in state or local contests 28 times over a
thirty-year period. Phoenix New Times writers alone garnered this award from the Arizona Press
Club fourteen times in a 29-year span including three times each for Paul Rubin, John
Dougherty and Terry Greene.

