From the cover of the book, two things startle me.

First, the face of Anna Politkovskaya, bordered aptly in black, is challenging, intelligent and, eerily, exactly the face of my sister, Susan Stasiowski George.

Both women died too young, Politkovskaya violently.

Second, the largest letters on the cover spell out her name, which stretches nearly from side to side. Odd: Why wouldn’t the title of the book be in the largest letters?

Because, I’m guessing, the title is so frightening, the publisher thought it would repel potential buyers rather than sell them: “Is Journalism Worth Dying For?”
It is a collection of columns written by Politkovskaya, shot to death in her apartment building on Oct. 7, 2006. She was 48.
I was startled a third time when I learned on Page 18 the title’s question has nothing to do with Politkovskaya’s murder, which certainly occurred because of her columns blaming Vladimir Putin and others in power for many of Russia’s woes and misdeeds.
The title comes from the headline on a Politkovskaya column describing “an attempt … on the life of 30-year-old Mikhail Komarov,” deputy editor of the newspaper she worked for, Novaya gazeta.
Komarov, she wrote, was an investigative journalist who “delv(ed) into the commercial activities of the local oligarchs.” In Russia, “oligarchs” is code for “rich goons.”
A Sept. 13, 2011, editorial in The New York Times said 52 journalists have been killed in Russia since 1992. Eighteen of the murders, including that of Politkovskaya, remain unsolved.
I bought the book because of the title; it is not easy reading.
What made it most difficult was that I was ignorant of what has gone on in Chechnya the last two decades. In agonizing wars, Russia tried to subdue the disgruntled populace of Chechnya, which the Kremlin looks upon as an irritant.
Politkovskaya was a second Kremlin irritant. Her columns bravely and constantly exposed the Russians’ government-sponsored brutality, duplicity and inhumanity.
Many incidents in the book are gruesome, unfathomable to those of us who cover the normal, erratic, mostly benign lurching of city councils, school boards, legislatures and politics.
Politkovskaya lived with death threats. She negotiated with volatile, desperate hostage-takers. She survived what probably was a deliberate poisoning.

 Our most frequent risk is a nasty letter to the editor.
“There is something fundamentally wrong in Russia,” she wrote. “Life has been turned upside-down and the law has no substance. The entire range of public services is put to work on behalf of the criminal: the lawyers, prosecutors, courts – and even, sad to relate, public opinion. There is precious little help for the victims, especially if they happen to be Chechens.”

Think of her daily life. In the morning paper, she indicts her country’s entire superstructure (the people with guns, ammo and the legal authority to use them), then she drives to work, shops in grocery stores, walks to appointments. We do all of that without fear; she did it without protection.

She once went to France for the publication of a book of her columns. Her account of the trip included this heartbreaking passage:
“The starting point of the journey which brought me to the capital of France was Ingushetia and Chechnya: refugee camps; foothills; forests; soldiers desperate to go home; hungry people crying; the routine horror of life in our homeland where everybody lives as best they can, just trying to survive; That is why ‘my’ Paris seemed such a sweet, heavenly treat. It was like the taste in your mouth after wormwood, when a single chocolate has the impact of kilograms of honey.”

Once in my reporting career, an irate city councilman vigorously shook my hand and grinned malevolently as he told me that when he read a column of mine, he wanted to wring my neck.

But we were in his lavishly decorated home for his annual Christmas party, attended by dozens of elected officials. I was covering the party for the newspaper. I suspect his wife would have objected had he grabbed me by the throat.

Another time, I was in a restaurant, interviewing a congressman, when a robber tried to hold up the place. The petite female cashier refused to give him any money, so he – the robber, not the congressman – fled into the men’s room. The cops arrived and, uh, flushed him out.

I’ve been at gunman-barricaded-inside-house-holding-family-hostage scenes, but I crouched behind cop cars for the duration of those. They ended without gunfire or injuries.

Is journalism worth dying for?
That’s another way of saying: “Jim Stasiowski, if you were in the same situation as Anna Politkovskaya, would you expose moral corruption as she did?”

I do not know. But the face on the book’s cover asks me that every day.

THE FINAL WORD: At the end of a serious column, I needed fun. I nominate “eleemosynary” as the weirdest-looking word in the English language.

The dictionary says it is an “old-fashioned” adjective meaning charitable.

Jim Stasiowski, the writing coach for The Dolan Company, welcomes your questions or comments. Call him at 775 354-2872 or write to 2499 Ivory Ann Drive, Sparks, Nev. 89436.
