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Doonesbury move not comical 
- Dick Rogers
Friday, January 20, 2006 

READERS WERE seriously annoyed last
Sunday when they picked up the comics
section to find that Zonker, Joanie and the
rest of the Doonesbury bunch had been
booted from the cover page by a pugnacious
feline named Garfield.

While youngsters might have been delighted
to see their favorite cartoon cat assuming the most prominent spot in the section, Doonesbury
fans weren't the least bit amused. Some thought the strip had disappeared, going the way of
Zippy the Pinhead, Piranha Club and Prince Valiant.

For them I have good news: Doonesbury is alive and well in The Chronicle. But in a rare move
it had been reduced in size and moved to the second comics page to make everything fit.

The shift was proof once more that the Sunday comics are no laughing matter. It also was a
reminder that when the paper messes around with a popular feature, it ought to let readers know
what's up. Otherwise, readers have no choice but to guess.

It's predictable that two topics will trigger a vigorous reader response -- politics and the comics.
This was the intersection of both. No surprise, then, that my inbox quickly began to fill with
suspicion, complaint and a dose of contempt. By downgrading Doonesbury, dozens of readers
surmised, the paper was taking a political stance.

"How could this happen? Why has it happened?" asked Jeanne Lassen of San Francisco.
"Those in the know can't possibly think that anything, let alone Garfield, could replace the most
brilliant, droll and politically left coast strip you have! Tell me it was a mistake! Tell me
someone held the printer hostage! Tell me it was a joke! Or maybe a way to see if we're all out
here paying attention! Just please tell me you will put Doonesbury back in its rightful place next
Sunday!"

It's hard to blame Lassen or dozens of others who thought the paper was making a statement.
Doonesbury is often unabashedly political, with a liberal bent and no reluctance to confront
controversy. In 2004, for example, its creator, Garry Trudeau, produced a hotly debated
Memorial Day strip listing the names of 702 American military personnel killed in Iraq. Some
papers consign him to the editorial page; others have killed the strip when it became white hot.

Many people revile Doonesbury for the same reasons that others revere it, but in the Bay Area,
the comic is wildly popular, consistently ranking at the top of reader surveys. Tinkering with it
not only flies in the face of that consumer preference, it violates a canon of newspapers: Don't
fiddle with readers' habits, if you can avoid it.

And if you can't avoid it, at least explain it. That's where The Chronicle fell short.



Putting together the Sunday comics is a little like doing a jigsaw puzzle -- the pieces have to fit.
Last Saturday, no other "short vertical" strip was available to fill the spot on Page 2, according
to Kathy Gregory, The Chronicle production department staffer who coordinates with the
company that prints the comics for the paper. Doonesbury was available in just the right size.

The message didn't get from production to the newsroom, meaning the message didn't get out to
the readers, meaning that Susan Shankle of San Mateo was left to wonder whether Trudeau has
been "cutting a little too close to the Bush bone these days."

The two departments have resolved to bridge that communications gap. To make up for the
lapse, here's a little insider information: This Sunday's strip will be back in its accustomed
place, stirring things up as always.

Dick Rogers is The Chronicle's readers' representative. E-mail him at
readerrep@sfchronicle.com.
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