What seems intolerable could prove quite helpful
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Guys who can chat up pretty women; anyone who sings well or plays a musical instrument; people who speak a foreign language. 

Not to go all Julie Andrews on you, but these are a few of my favorite things - or at least, things I'm jealous of, talents I wish I had. 

Topping the list, however, would be good narrative writers. How I envy people who can describe events in a way that makes you feel like you're there. 

Ernest Hemingway was an outstanding narrative writer. His descriptions of the Spanish countryside, of horse racing, bullfighting, of being young and in love in Paris were so appealing, they may have been responsible for half the post-war tourism to Europe. I know he was a primary cause of my overseas trips after college. 

John McPhee is another favorite. In the newspaper business there's a phrase about "writing it onto the front page," meaning you took a ho-hum, back-section story and made it so interesting it was moved out front. McPhee has done that with an enormous variety of subjects. 

One of the better examples of narrative writing in recent years was Mark Bowden's "Black Hawk Down: A Story of Modern War," about the 1993 Battle of Mogadishu between U.S. forces and Somali militia. As Bowden mentions, the book has become something of a training manual for soldiers because of its realistic depiction of the chaos and miscommunications that take place in battle. 

I remember reading several years ago that some of the same Somali factions who opposed the American presence there in 1993 wanted U.S. troops to come back to help end the decades-long civil war and rebuild the country. I don't know what role Bowden's vivid narrative had in blocking that move, but certainly the horrific images from the battle itself made it unlikely any American aid would be forthcoming. 

The Somali turnaround wasn't much of a surprise, though. So often in retrospect, things that seem intolerable at one point in our lives actually turn out to be pretty moderate, if not downright helpful. 

I have to wonder if Gov. Otter will feel that way come Nov. 3. 

Otter apparently found the idea of debating his gubernatorial opponents in Lewiston intolerable, so he backed out of a planned Oct. 7 debate here. It's not clear what the objection was - his campaign manager didn't return calls and his campaign spokesman wouldn't say. But whether it was a blithe dismissal of the community, a petulant slap at a Lewiston Tribune editor whose criticism he doesn't like or just a pressing need to be elsewhere, the governor clearly doesn't think the move will cost him in November. 

Will he come to regret that decision? 

Similarly, will north-central Idaho come to regret efforts to block Imperial Oil's "mega-load" proposal? This region is hardly so flush with economic development opportunities it can afford to pick and choose, but apparently opponents don't see the project that way. It's foreign equipment destined for a foreign mine, they say, not something that will benefit us locally - and rejecting it won't cost us opportunities in the end. 

One hopes future development directors won't feel a need to make pilgrimages to Ft. McMurray and other industrial centers, espousing the benefits of U.S. Highway 12 as a transportation corridor in hopes of drumming up business for a dying port. 

The newspaper industry makes calculations of this sort as well. At one time papers were the biggest supporters of economic progress, the most outspoken boosters of business opportunity. Rather than sit on the sidelines, they actively participated in the game, encouraging certain outcomes and lambasting those who stood in the way. 

Somewhere along the way the industry shifted from calling plays to calling fouls. It casts a skeptical eye at anyone in power, thinking the public is best served through this watchdog role. 

There is certainly value in playing that role, but ultimately the media is not the final arbiter of its fate. Like the governor and the community itself, it relies on others. They may at times feel justified in biting the hand that buys them, that votes for them, that helps them prosper - but do it often enough and they'll be bitten in turn. Like the Somalis, their past actions may come back to haunt them. 

