Fife uses radio network to educate

by John Creed

Chukchi Mews aod Dnfeematiee Service

KOTZEBUE — Gary File wanis o
change the world. "T'm trying 1o
change the way the whole damn coun
iry thinks aboul Naive Alnenican peo
ple and Native American issues, " says
the trim 3-year-old broadeast jour-
nalist, brushing aside ihe glowing
strazight black hair that Mows halway
down his back.

File has a good shot at succeeding.
Every weckday, he delivers news und
feature storjes on Native Amernicans (o
a huge public radio sudience
throughout America. His broadcast
always begins with these words: “This
s MNatwonal Native News. 'm Gary
File."'

These five-minute doily doses of
MNative Amencan news — the first nu-
nonad Native anything, Fife says -
come live from the studhos of the
Alnska Public Radio Network in An-
chorpge. Nuationdl Native News s
avalable free to any public radio
STHLOn

And by building a national audience,
File hopes to dispel some persistent
Nalive Amencan slercolypes

UINatives  are ol some  exobic
mnnorily out West oroan the Arciie,
he says. ' That only perpetuates the
stereotype. We have 1o get away from
the “beads and  feathers” media
coverage of Nutive Amenicans. You
hnow, " colorful remoant of
Amerwi's  past. Nobonal Nalive
News gets iio the “bread und batter”
kbl

With the muinsiresm media sl
locusing almost exclusively either on
Native Americans’ socil problems,
such as alcoholsme or on trsditional
MNutive ceremonies, such as POVWTTIN
Matiotial Native News stunds alone for
s brand of nanonal news coverage

What's  “‘beuds and feathers'”
coverage”! Take Americans” view of
Phanksgiving every year, with the en-
durmg — and frankly . sercotypical
images of hardy Pilgrims sharing a
boanbifunl hiarvest with their new - found
Inchisn Triends. That bugs Fife

Oh sure, this American  likes
Uhanbesgving as much oy the next guy,
Pil ity @ serious fowmalisd arml 4 Native
Amencan, Fite would rmher cover
real issues and real people ot
sStereiiy pes tor his dmly public
rad iy progriam

You wouldn't bear the ypical
coren-bean-squash Thanksgiving story
over National Native News."' sad
File. “‘Rather, let's talk to, Nahve
Amencan ranchers and farmers and
see what prices they 're geting lor com
and how the drought has atfected their
orops.

MNitive Americians, ﬂfl’“ll—llﬂg o
File, are concerned about the same
thimgs as most people: feeding your
kids, putting a rool over your head,
working u job

1 want to report on things thai real
Iy do affect Native Amernicans —
cducation, health, labor., law and

order, that sort of thing,” be s,
““Nobody had ever looked at us before
i thas light. We've had enough of
lpoking sl powwows. Yes, we do have
pewwows, but that's not all of us ™

A typical National Native News
broadeast might cover, for exnmple,
ste gaming laws affecting tribal
sovercignty in Minnesota, the incor
porstion ol Native  language  and
culture in schools an Alasks, raging
fires on o reservation in North Dakors
andd an Indinn woman bemng honored
in South Dakota

Muthonal Native News emerped on
o vold day m Janoary 1Y87 powerod
by o tiny $6CLOEE searr up grant from
the Corporation for Public Browd

casting,  Fife's voice, beamed by
satellite from Anchorage, found just
22 stanons using the service. In those
days, Fife wisn 't sure of his paycheck
leovm one mwomnth o the next

Three-plus years later, with un ever-
growing audience and solid financial
backing, National Native News hay
become o staple, an institution, o
necessity for Amencans who have
come to depend on it

At last count, 1O public stations in
some M states mir National Native
Mews daily, including many stations
with huge audiences in big cifies such

al the public school system. "'

Alter igh school, Fife entered
Northeastern Sute College i Tahle
quah, Okla., during what he calls the
Indian “‘renaissance’” of the late
1960s, an outgrowth of America’s
civil mghts movemient and other social
upheavals of that ers

"1 was more o student ruedical type,
although Native kids there were very
conservitive,”” said Fife, who also
played blues harp in several bands, *'|
belicve in change by making your
vince heard. On campus we pushed for
more student involvement and more

enough.”

as New York, Washimgion, Denver,
Minneapolis, Houston, San Francisoo
and Seautle

“One hundred ten stutions s pol
" smd File, who s reaching
Matrves und non-Natives alike seross
the nation

1 want to s on 300 stations, " he
saick. That's an amhious goal, con
stderimg the country has only aboul
A50 public sations ol

During o recent interview in
Kotzebue, light made its way through
nosmull window at the local KOTZ
public radio statrom, dlominating this
fit-looking mon’s intense dark eyes
nnd hair, high cheekbones and hand
made beaded necklace.

Fife chuckled about being inter
viewed himsell, since he usually asks
the gquestions, but he dutifully started
at the beginning.

I was born and raised in
Oklahomn,"" said Fife. 1 lived in a
poor section of town in Tulsa. My
parents were in Tulsa just afier the
W, Just Irying to get ]I'l

Fife no longer speaks in his once-
thick Oklahoms accent, compelling
fniends buck home 1o say he sounds
ke a Yankes — not funny Lo someone
descended from the last Southern
peneral, o full-blooded Cherokee, to
surrender af the end of the Civil Wai

A full-bloaded Native Americin
himsell, Fife's father |s Creek, hy
mother Charokee

I guess 'monor your run-of the
il Native.”" he said, " 1monod Trom
i reservistion, and 1 did tnke sdvantage

culturml sensitivity when you were jusi
supposed to shut up and do vour time
and get a piece of paper and geta joby,
We didn't believe in that.’

In 1971, Fife began an | 1-year stin
i Washington, D.C., starting us »
legislative intern with the Indian Legal
Information Development Service. He
cventually received his bachelor's
degree from the Flaming Ruinbow
Center of the University Without
Walls, affilisted with Missouri’s
Westminster College

Fife became the fimt-ever Native
American Ford Fellow in Education
journalism in 1978, which meant na-
tionwide travel and research to ex-
nmine contemporary issues in Native
Amencan education.

By the carly 1980s,
free for various Native publica-
tions in Washington, D.C., where he
gleaned a national understanding of
Native American Issues.

Fife was

“Sooner or lster, every mmsue affect-
ing Native Americans fillers into
Wathn]q om, from congressional ac-
tioin to the BIA (Buresu of Indian Al-
faire) 10 Supreme Count decisions,
he said

Fife moved 1o Minneapolis in | 982,
cominuing in journalism, covening
MNative American issues for broadease
and print medin.

By 1986, Fife had distinguished
himself as one of the 1wop MNative
American jourmilists in the couniry,

S0 when Dipne Kaplan of the Alaskn
Public Radio Network called Fife with
an offer to start a national news ser-
vice for Native Americans, she knew
Fife was the logical Native news per-
son with the kind of national ex
perience APRN needed.

O course, when he said he'd ke
the job, his family and friends all
thought he was muis for coming to
Alnska,"" Kaplan smd.

Once in Anchorage, Fife stared
cashing inon his years of networking
with journalists across the country,

‘| want to report
on things that really
do affect Native
Americans —
education, health,
labor, law and order,
that sort of thing.
Nobody had ever
looked at us before
in this light. We've
had enough of look-
ing at powwows.
Yes, we do have
powwows, but
that’s not all of us.’

—Gary Fife

“*He was om the phone for months, "
Kaplun sud

Fife needed to lure public radio
fournalists W cull in stones from
throughout the couniry — not an easy
sk from Alnskn, which seems a
foreign destination 1o people elsewhere
in the country. Despite the odds, -
day Fife boasts 75 working cor
respondents all over America.

I huve also found that Alaskans are
wid that this program s produced

in Aduska and hrr-.km throu mt the
entire country,” mjﬂun
ple msk. ‘Is i ldm:ni in

Alnska?" With s.au:lllur Imhmlnn
you can produce anything anywhers, "'

For Alsskans, it's not hard o
understund why National Native News
is such o natural export for this state,
where Alaska Natives number more
than 75,000 out of a 535,000 overall
population and hold tremendous
economic, political and cultural
influence.

Not one 10 use a cliche in his own
ing, Fife can't help himself
when asked aboul his own success
“It's really o dream come true,”" he
sl

Fife's dream, though, goes beyond
Just inlking 10 n massive national mdio
asudience about Native American
issues every day. He also cares ubout
whal he reports

“I"'m not interested in how we got
scrowed in treaties o hundred years



the United States about Native peoples

ago,"" Fife said. **l mm interested in
remﬂnu on the here and now, "
wanis Native news **to be good
quality news — period, '’ ing the
hi stundarnds of professional k:u.r
ism. He won't take stories from
with a conflict of in-
terest, such as a report on a tribe from
someone who works for thut tribe.

“I am a journalist first,"* Fife said.
1 sm a Native man second.
Sometimes that's hard. But this is &
news service, nol un sdvocacy pro-
grum. Every day we put our reporting
on the line. 1 am not going to sacrifice
that for anyone's private agenda,

“If someone calls with something
concrete to deal with 1°1 find out about
it and get all sides so that story 15 fair,
necurate und balanced. But if someone
calls and says, “Hey, Bro, let's go get
this guy,” | don't have tme for that.
| ain't going 1o go gel the white man
for them.

“‘1 don’t preach to the converted. |
don't try to make the rednecks mad
ot us, or if we do, it's at least from
un informed stunce. | just want 1o
make Natives and non-Natives think.

One common misconception the
country still holds and should” think
about, Fife said, is that all Native
Americans sre the same.

“Indian peoples are as different
from each other as Swedes are from
Russians, and that's what ['m lr:riﬂ_:
1o pud peross o our listeners, ' he sud,
Al the sume ume, folks like being
drgwn into & national community. |
want to help pull us together into one
nation,

National Native News also seems 10
make n difference in how Indian issues
get covered in 0 places.

Jny Baltezore, 40, has freelanced for
Fife since the beginning of the news
service. Corre nis get $20 for
news, $200 for festures, He first
worked from Alaska, then fram ldaho
after moving there.

“*After | moved to Idaho, (National
Native News) spurred my interest in
local tribes,”” Baltezore said. ‘1
forced me o pequaint mysell with
thiwe issues as a reporter. It puts a dif-
ferent dimension on the reporter's
education of jssues,”’

The United States has some 1.6
million Native Americans living in all
S0 states, according to the latest cen-
sus figures, Navional Native News is
the first regular, daily communication
ever between all those groups.

“‘National Native News gives us an
idea of what other Indian people are
doing acrias the country, ™ said Roy
Stone, 36, general manager of KILI
public station on the Pine Ridge Reser-
vation in South Dakota.

Though Native American tribes dif-
fer vastly, most congressional legisla-
ion and 11.5. Su e Cournt deci-
sions affect all Native groups equal-
Iy, Stone said.

"*Some tribes make decisions based
on local concerns,'” he said. *‘But
if an issue goes through Congress or
the Supreme Court, it will ultimately
uffect all tribes. National Native News
tells us about such developmenis
first. ™

Some stations in the contiguous 48
stutes repeal National Native News
several times a doy. Public station
KWS0, on the Tribes of
Warm Springs Reservation in central

Uregon, brosdcasts National Mative
News four times daily each weekday,
and Friday's report also airs three
times on Satrday. The station serves
n llm%m- with about 70,000

le, 2,500 of whom are Ame
nddiuns,

National Native News is "'creating
an awareness, like, “Hey, | never
knew that,' " said Gerald Smith, 40,
KWS0O's station manager. "' And the
local BIA people, | know they tune
"’

Fife has often had o fight 1o ensure
his news mirs during time,
especially on the big city stations.

*“1 refuse to let someone ghetto-ize
our service to 6:45 a.m. on a Sunday
moming,'' he said. “'One station
manager told me he would save up the
segments all week and mir them all m
once on Semurday afternoon. | sad,
‘Over my dead I'md.ir Y ou're doing 1o
us what you do to all minorities. " The
guy thought about it and called back
and said, “You know, you're right,’
and began mnng the service at a good
lime. "

These days Navional Native News
15 thstributed nationally by Nutional
Public Radio, giving it the **stamp of
approval " that means quality pro-
gramming, said Cate Cowan, 38, an
NPR spokesperson in the nation’s
capital.

Apparently, mainstream public
radio  listeners are enjoving the
SETVICE.

“Our listeners like it, und that's why
we air if, because people like i, said
Jyl Hoyt, 43, mansging editor of

BSU on the campus of Boise State
University in Idaho, where the vast
majority of public radio listeners are
nom-Native.

“It's good to hear news of Native
Amernicans,”” Hoyt said. ““Listener
surveys also show a positive response
o National Native News.™'

Fife's program has become so
popular Jlll';rum of the Lower 4% that
on one Indian reservation in Morth
Dakota, Fife is considered the " Dan
Rather'” of Native American news,
Kaplan said.*

*1 was told that if Gary ever weni
there, he'd probubly be swamped,™
she said.

Fife might go there o wvisil

sometime, but he calls Alaskn home
now.
I love it here,"" he said. “*Tt's just
the mout fascinating place. And il you
have any feeling for the Creator or for
u higher power, you can feel that here.
You also get a feeling for what thas
continent was like before the white
man came. '

Fife's voue carmes across that same
continent every day from Alaska, in-
forming Natives and non-Natives alike
on issues affecting his people in every
cormer of Amenca.

“"What | do is just a patural exten-
sion of our oral tmdition — storytell-
ing"" he said. "*Really, that's all | do.

“The fun part s that 1 get to 1ell the
whole country. ™

{_'J ohn E ;J!I:'d b hﬂ ﬁ.;‘lrlft.uur ]
‘uﬁt"l R, @ DN

the Universiey of Alaska me }’2‘
reaches English amd journalism.
Chuskchi News and Information Service

is a writing project of Chukchi
College.
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Anchorage
Barrow
Bethel
Chevak
Dillingham
Fairbanks
Galena
Haines
Homer
Juneau
Ketchikan
Kodiak
Kotzebue
McGrath
Nome
Petersburg
Sand Point
Seward
Sitka

St Paul
Valdez
Unalaska

Wrangell

KSKA
KBRW
KYUK
KCUK
KDLG
KUAC
KIYU
KHNS
KBBI
KTOO
KRBD
KMXT
KOTZ
KS5KO
KNOM
KFSK
KSpr
K201A0
KCAW
KUHB
KCHU
KIAL
KSTK

ationa

Al
EW

Y1.1 Im
HB0 am
640 am
pending
670 am
104.7 fm
910 am
102.3 fm
RO90 am
103.1 fm
105.9 fm
100.1 fm
720 am
870 am
780 am
100.9 fm
B40 am
B8.1 fm
104.7 fm
91.9 fm
770 am
1450 am
101.7 im



