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When I told my friends and associates three and a half years ago that I was going to take a job writing a political column for washingtonpost.com, I mostly got blank looks.

"You mean, you're not going to be in the newspaper?" was the common question. "Nope," I said. "Just the Web site."

In this rapidly changing media environment of ours, three and a half years might as well be a lifetime. I'm now headed back to a the newspaper to become the Maryland local government and politics editor for the Metro desk.

As I've told people my new plans, and how thrilled I am to be returning to my first professional love -- newspapers -- the common sentiment among friends and associates has been suprise -- "Really, why would you want to go back to the newspaper side? You've got a great job. The Web is the future."

Indeed.

The last few years has seen an explosion of the blogosphere, which has increasingly asserted its influence. At the same time, mainstream news publications such as The Washington Post have responded with more original online content, with their Web sites becoming the repositories for innovation and creativity.

And newspaper Web sites are becoming increasingly important to the journalistic bottom line. No less an authority than the guy who signs my paychecks -- Washington Post Co. Chairman Donald Graham -- has said so.

Washingtonian's online "Washington Buzz" column quoted Graham telling a group of investment analysts in New York recently that the "Web site simply has to come through, ours and that of other newspapers, for us to be successful."

Since I took over in July 2002 from Charles Babington, the first reporter to hold washingtonpost.com's "chief political correspondent" title, this site has continued to add original voices and content and improve in quality. Dan Froomkin writes a popular column about the White House, Jeff Morley a round-up of world opinion and the recently hired Chris Cillizza writes about national politics.

They, along with The Post's Howard Kurtz, write blogs -- a format that does well on newspaper Web sites, but which I have had little interest in adopting for myself. My column, Talking Points, was written in a bit more of a traditional newspaper column style, usually once or twice a week, rather than four or five times a week.

In some ways, I remained a traditionalist, which is why I look forward to returning to the newspaper.

Despite the changing media environment and predictions of doom, newspapers aren't going to be dead anytime soon. Most mainstream media news sites continue to get the vast majority of their content from newspapers.


Yet the Web will undoubtedly continue to change the news business. It already has given stodgy old newspapers a way to compete in the 24-hour news cycle. Since I came on in 2002, The Post has created the "Continuous News Desk" staffed by about a half-dozen people whose primary responsibility is to cover breaking news for washingtonpost.com.

The two sides, I believe, will continue to feed off of and complement each other in mostly positive ways.

If journalism were Congress, the Internet would be the House, the newspaper the Senate. The former is faster, younger, less stodgy, less arrogant and less beholden to tradition. The former is slower, more deliberative, older, perhaps a bit wiser, less emotional, and resistant to the fads, whims and follies of the masses -- as James Madison put it, "a necessary fence against...fickleness and passion" of the lower chamber, or in this case, of the Internet and blogosphere.

I've learned a lot in the three-and-a-half years since I took this job. I've learned that a lot of intelligent, thought-provoking dialogue and content is produced online.

I've also learned that there are a lot of nasty, intemperate, judgmental people out there seeking to co-opt cyberspace for partisan and ideological purposes. There are some great, whip-smart and entertaining bloggers out there. And then there are a lot of hacks claiming to be independent, who have turned out to be nothing more than extensions of the public relations arms of the two major political parties.

The most joyous -- and nerve-wracking -- part of this job was probably the e-mail. I received more than 10,000 emails from readers during my time at the Web site. Most of the messages were intelligent, kind, generous in praise and spirit. Even much of the criticism was constructive and given in a spirit of mature collegiality.

But many were from hyperventilating, overcaffeinated, often hysterical people, who cursed, tossed epithets and threw hissy fits about anything that deviated from their world view. My intention when I began writing this column was to share with you some of the gems. But who wants to spend a whole day trolling through years of old e-mails for that stuff! (I did write a column about my e-mails on Aug. 21, 2001, a few months after I started the job. Not much changed.) Suffice it to say, these e-mails reinforced to me how deeply ingrained the victimization complex is on both ends of the ideological spectrum.

If I wrote a column critical of the war in Iraq or raising questions about the Bush administration's handling of the war, I'd get mounds of e-mails from vast-left wing conspiracy theorists ranting about the Post's liberal bias. Many people on the right have co-opted the tone of '60s and '70s-era liberals they so despise. They see themselves at the helm of an ideological war aimed at vanquishing said liberal baddies. The truly believe they are oppressed by Sean Penn, the French, and the New York Times editorial page. And they view disagreement not for what it is -- disagreement -- but as a personal attack.

One common theme from some conservative critics would be to complain that I was being unfair to Bush or the GOP in one breath while taking note of my race in the other and complaining that black people don't vote Republican. Many of these e-mailers wrote to tell me that I was stupid and only had my job because I was black or because of affirmative action.

These e-mails where not a majority of those I received from conservatives -- the vast majority of which were thoughtful and intelligent. But it did come in often enough, and with enough ferocity, that it reinforced my understanding of how deep and complicated the racial divide is in this country and how much of politics is still really about race, just shrouded in code words.

On the other hand, many on the ideological left are working hard to regain the upper hand in the victimization wars. They feel betrayed that the MSM, which they believe "let" George W. Bush be elected and reelected and "allowed" the war in Iraq to happen.

Anything I wrote smacking of criticism of a Democrat -- particularly if that Democrat was Howard Dean -- would lead to a torrent of nasty e-mails, usually promoted by some blogger's exhortation to blast me. And some of the fiercest e-mails I ever received were from liberals complaining about a column I wrote earlier this year that refused to endorse the theory that Ohio -- and thus the presidency -- was stolen from John Kerry in a GOP conspiracy.

Always, whether it was from these critics on the left or right, the theme was the same: You media people don't get it!

Nonetheless, this job was almost always fun and entertaining. And I'm glad I did it. Not everyone agreed with everything I wrote, but too bad. That's life. You can't please everyone all the time.

Thanks for your words of wisdom, support and encouragement over the years.. Most of all, thanks for reading.

And I'm out ... for now.

