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To those who have served KICY as paid staff, volunteers, and supporters.

Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that

your labor in the Lord is not in vain.
—1 Corinthians 15:58, NIV
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FOREWORD

T he author’s analogy between the history of KICY and the Iditarod
Trail Sled Dog Race is keenly astute. The Iditarod embodies the
spirit of the 1925 serum run that brought much needed medicine to the
children of Nome to keep them alive during the terrible diphtheria epi-
demic that winter. When there seemed to be no possible way to get the
medicine to Nome, a brave and selfless group of men and dogs challenged
all odds and delivered the serum. Many lives were saved. Likewise, the
creation of KICY and its continued growth have kept the spirit and souls
of its listeners alive for many years.

Growing up in Nome during the time when the only radio station was
the Armed Services station, which was aired late at night, I remember
KICY coming on air as a huge event in the community. It is hard for peo-
ple to imagine the isolation that accompanied living in Nome. Our con-
nections to the world outside of Nome were limited. There was no tele-
vision or roads connecting us to other communities. Even our groceries
had to be delivered on one of the three barges that came from Seattle
during the summer months before the ocean froze solid. You had better
have ordered enough groceries to last for the year, or you might go hun-
gry! KICY helped us to feel more connected to those in our community
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and to the world.

Our growing-up years were closely tied to the Covenant Church. My
mother, Lois Mclver, was a daughter of pioneer Alaska missionaries L.E.
and Ruth Ost. My parents and my two aunts raised their families in Nome.
Between us, there were twenty grandchildren, so the Ost family was a
major presence in the Nome Covenant Church. Beyond our strong fam-
ily connection, KICY also tied us to the Covenant Church.

I will never forget Gert Fondell’s “Lines from a Mother’s Scrapbook,”
or one particular song that played so often, I never wanted to hear it again’
The name of the song was “Little White Duck” and for one whole year it
seemed that it was the only song on the request line. Needless to say, this
wasn't what we young teenagers wanted to listen to.

One of the truly wonderful services KICY has offered from the begin-
ning is the “Ptarmigan Telegraph.” People throughout the northland have
depended on this simple program that allows people to send personal
messages over the airwaves. It has tied families together by providing crit-
ical instruction, services, and information. When our family went mining
in the Council area, “Ptarmigan Telegraph” provided a vital service for us
to get supplies and messages to our family in Nome that we were fine.
Many folks have depended on this unique form of communication over
the decades.

It is so important that this part of Alaska’s history be saved. Future
generations can look back at the struggles and heartbreaks that occurred
in trying to get KICY on air and they will understand the great impor-
tance of God’s mission for the northern Arctic hemisphere.

GAIL PHILLIPS
Former Speaker of the Alaska State House of Representatives




PREFACE

For almost forty-five years radio station KICY in Nome, Alaska,
has been an important means of connecting the lives of the peo-
ple who live in western Alaska. One of its most popular programs is called
“Ptarmigan Telegraph,” which allows people to send personal messages
over the airwaves. In most areas, the use of public airwaves for personal
communication is prohibited by the Federal Communications Commission,
but the FCC allows it in rural Alaska, where many villages are isolated
and the only means of travel from village to village is by plane or dog sled.
The cover art provided by celebrated Alaskan artist Rie Mufioz graphi-
cally depicts how important “Ptarmigan Telegraph” is to those who live
in western Alaska.

Until Ptarmigan Telegraph: The Story of Radio Station KICY was writ-
ten there was no connection between the many stories written about
KICY and the oral histories of those who helped to start the station. Arctic
Broadcasting Association, an affiliated corporation of the Evangelical
Covenant Church and owner and operator of KICY, hopes that by com-
missioning Ptarmigan Telegraph we have provided the connection, ensur-
ing that the history of KICY is captured while those who lived it are still
with us. The stories of those who had the vision for this pioneer work are
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truly remarkable and point us to a God who is faithful and who worked
many miracles to see KICY reach its goal of spreading the gospel to west-
ern Alaska and the Russian Far East.

Clearly, the story of KICY involves the efforts of many of God'’s faith-
ful servants and it could not be told without highlighting those who played
alarge role in the station’s founding and operation. While we like to men-
tion everyone who played a role in the ministry of KICY, we ultimately
felt that the work flowed better if we focused on the story and its key
players. This is not to diminish the role of the over 500 people who served
as volunteers at some time with KICY. We have listed those folks in the
appendix as way of honoring those whose gifts have enriched the min-
istry.

When writing a historical account, it is inevitable that we wrestle with
terms and phrases that have changed over time. Those of you who are
familiar with the history of the Evangelical Covenant Church’s mission
work in Alaska may notice that the names of some individuals, such as
Uyabak, Axel Karlson's first convert, are spelled differently than in other
Covenant sources. It is important to note the Ifiupiaq language was not
a formal written language until the mid-sixties, when Roy Ahmaogak, an
ordained Presbyterian minister, translated the New Testament into liiupiaq.
Prior to this it was strictly a verbal language and there were no standards
to its spelling. For this book, we have used the on-line Ifiupiaq Dictionary
developed by the University of Alaska’s Institute of Social and Economic
Research.

When it was possible to do so without changing the historical record,
terms and phrases have been updated to reflect current sensitivities. The
most notable example is the use of the term “Alaska Native” in place of
“Eskimo.” For those accustomed to the term “Native American,” the use
of Alaska Native may seem strange, but it is the term commonly used and
preferred in Alaska.

A work of this magnitude could not have become a reality without
the help of many people. The author and Arctic Broadcasting Association
would like to thank Ralph Hanson, Bill Hartman, Ralph and Gert Fondell,
Roald Amundsen, Fred Savok, Mina Bachelder, Ernie Hansen, Dave and
Mitzi Shinen, Jim Engwall, Chip Swanson, Dave and Kathy DeVries, Terry
Reynolds, Maggie Olson, Ted Haney, John McBride, Dave Oseland, Dennis
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Weidler, Deanna Nelson, Curtis Ivanoff, Patty Burchell, Frances Whitmore,
Harvey Fiskeaux, Robert C. Larson, Steve Dawson, Rob Hall, Margaret
Zylstra Davidson, Len Zylstra, Jonathan Zylstra, Cathy (Zylstra) Owens,
Phil Anderson, Jim Bruckner, and Ernest Owen for their contributions to
the manuscript.

We are grateful to Rie Mufioz and Juan Mufioz of Rie Mufioz Ltd. for
allowing us to use Rie's 1976 image “Ptarmigan Telegraph” for our cover
art.

We also want to thank Ellen Engseth of the Covenant Archives for
her assistance in locating primary sources and helping with fact check-
ing. The Evangelical Covenant Church’s Department of Communication
is also owed a debt of gratitude for their assistance with this project. In
particular, we want to thank Evy Lennard for reviewing and fact check-
ing the manuscript and Steve Luce for the cover and book design. Last,
but not least, Jane Swanson-Nystrom, managing editor of publications
for the Covenant, is owed a heartfelt thank you for her guidance and
encouragement throughout the process. Her skill and experience as an
editor were invaluable to us as we sought to accurately tell the story of
KICY.

When this project was first proposed we knew that getting the right
author was critical. We needed someone who would respect the history
and make the story come alive. Greg Asimakoupoulos served at KICY in
1987 as a volunteer in our time of need and he again answered our call
for help by agreeing to take on the daunting challenge of connecting the
various stories into a cohesive telling of the history of KICY. We appre-
ciate his dedication in seeing this project through to completion.

Finally we want to thank all those who had the vision for KICY and
most importantly we want to acknowledge God'’s faithfulness to KICY
in these many years. We earnestly hope that this telling of the history of
KICY will bring glory and honor to God.

ARCTIC BROADCASTING ASSOCIATION
Chicago, lllinois
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The Voice of the Arctic
by

Greg Asimakoupoulos

In the wildemess a voice is heard
declaring the word of the Lord.

It’s not Elijah who's speaking

(or even the Baptist named John).

Far from it.

In fact, this voice is far from most.

It’s the 50,000 watt voice

beaming from the coast of western Alaska
to the shores of eastern Siberia

and the windswept villages in between.
It's “The Voice of the Arctic”

calling the land of the midnight sun

to the One who alone

can fill the darkest heart

with the brilliant Light of day.






INTRODUCTION

T he setting sun casts an orange glow on the Bering Sea. Here the
ocean is frozen, and the reflection is eerily surreal. In the dis-
tance a parka-clad musher and his team of dogs move in the direction of
the disappearing orb. A continuous wind whips the snow from the tree-
less tundra southward to the sea. The musher urges his team forward—
they are only four miles from their goal.

A large crowd has assembled near the burled arch on Front Street in
Nome, Alaska. Townsfolk and tourists excitedly await the arrival of the
dog team and driver. The town of 3,500 has temporarily grown by a third.
It happens every March when the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race culmi-
nates here. It's a far cry from the 20,000 gold-seekers and merchants that
called Nome home in 1901. Still, several hundred warm bodies on the
ice-covered streets is a remarkable sight.

The perspective that the bush pilots have from 5,000 feet in the air
is also impressive. As the Iditarod “air force” flies dog food in and injured
animals out, they see the miles that separate the sixty-some mushers and
dog teams on the trail. While some are sleeping, others trudge on over
snow and ice in hopes of improving their advantage before taking a break.

The Iditarod is a grueling trail of 1,100 miles from Anchorage to Nome
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Introduction

that is fraught with blinding blizzards, sub-zero temperatures, and diverse
terrain. The trail takes anywhere from nine to twenty-nine days to com-
plete. The courageous competitors and their canine teams believe in what
they are doing. They are committed to a goal. It’s not just the cash prizes
for crossing the finish line. It's the pride that comes with doing what few
will ever do.

In 1973, Joe Reddington Sr., an Anchorage businessman, and Howard
Farley, a Nome meat-cutter and president of the Nome Kennel Club,
devised a way to preserve the disappearing art of dog mushing. The
Iditarod—known as the “Last Great Race”—has achieved its purpose, pay-
ing homage to a mode of transportation that for generations connected
villages that were isolated by severe weather and vast distance. In addi-
tion to the Iditarod, the Junior Iditarod, the Yukon Quest, and the Junior
Yukon Quest annually provide adults and youth with an opportunity to
test their endurance and skill on dog trails. While dog teams and their
mushers appeared to be a vanishing breed a generation ago, that is far
from the case today.

Crowds line Front
Street as a musher
approaches the
finish line of the
Iditarod.

Although Nome was at one time synonymous with the gold rush, that
is no longer true today. Now when Nome is mentioned in the news out-
side Alaska, chances are it is in relationship to the men and women who
mush their dogs there. The Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race and its related
tourism has become Nome's new gold mine.

For those associated with a small denomination known as the Evangelical
Covenant Church, the mention of Nome might also conjure up thoughts
of a radio station. Since Easter Sunday 1960, KICY has broadcast enter-
taining, informative, and inspirational programming for residents of Nome,
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Introduction

the outlying villages, and for those in Russia who can pick up the station’s
directional signal.

The story of how KICY came into being is a fascinating one. So are
the goals this remarkable station has achieved as it approaches its fiftieth
anniversary. The incredible journey that has led to its current ministry is
not unlike that of a thousand-mile sled dog race. There have been obsta-
cles, storms, weary participants, and an overarching goal that has kept the
dream alive. And like the mushers and their dog teams, KICY has pro-
vided the remote towns and villages of the Seward Peninsula a connec-
tion with each other and the broader world. A daunting mission, which
at times seemed impossible, has by the grace of God and the determina-
tion of visionary leaders become a reality. This is their story.






CHAPTER ONE

In Search of a Back Door to Russia

On Monday afternoon, March 10, 2003, Robert Sarlie pulled into the
Ifiupiaq village of Unalakleet, the largest (pop. 800) of the towns between
Anchorage, the start of the Iditarod Trail, and Nome, where the race ends.
Sorlie, a forty-five-year-old fire fighter from Norway, knew he was leading the
pack of mushers, but he wasn't sure by how much. He soon found out. Within
seventy minutes of Serlie’s arrival, Ramy Brooks and his dog team reached
the town. Because of its position on the Bering Sea, Unalakleet marks the end
of the sheltered trail. From here on harsh winds and unpredictable weather
makes the dash to Nome a daring feat.

Although Brooks overtook Serlie in the town of Elim en route to Nome,
he was not able to maintain the lead. By midnight on March 13, approach-
ing Nome, Sprlie was two hours ahead of Brooks. By two in the morning, a
crowd of 1,000 enthusiastic Iditarod fans had gathered on Front Street in
Nome. Ignoring the sub-zero temperature and a brisk northerly breeze, these
diehard faithful cheered the Norwegian as he drove his team of dogs across
the finish line.

Of the sixty-four competitors who had begun the lditarod nine days
earlier, Robert Sorlie was the first to glide beneath the famous burled wood
arch. With only eight of the sixteen dogs with which he had begun the

7



Chapter One

thousand-mile trek, a virtual unknown became the first Scandinavian to win
the Iditarod.

T he story of radio station KICY in Nome, Alaska, begins with the
saga of Axel Karlson, a young minister of the Mission Covenant
Church of Sweden. Although he would not live long enough to listen to
aradio (let alone understand how important it would become to the com-
munities in western Alaska), he laid the foundation for the station’s devel-
opment.

As a young man, Karlson felt a strong call to commit his life to min-
istry. He wanted to bring the message of salvation in Christ to those who
had not heard the gospel story. In 1880 the Mission Covenant Church of
Sweden commissioned Karlson as an evangelist and sent him east into
Russia. Heading to Archangel in the northernmost part of Russia, Karlson
set out to witness to Swedish sailors. He also planned to learn the lan-
guage of the nomadic Samogitians in order to share Christ with them.

But Karlson faced opposition from the Russian Orthodox Church and
the czarist government. He was arrested and jailed in the Central Moscow
Prison and the authorities planned to send him to Siberia as a political
prisoner. The Swedish State Department intervened, and in 1885 Karlson
was released and allowed to return to Sweden.

Although grateful that God had answered the prayers of those who
interceded on his behalf, Karlson was not content to stay home. The young
missionary’s sense of call was bolstered by something he had heard attrib-
uted to Swedish explorer Nils Adolf Erik Nordenskiold, who had encoun-
tered Alaska Natives while navigating the Bering Straits en route to the
North Pole in 1879. Upon returning to Sweden, Baron Nordenskiold con-
fided to E.J. Ekman, president of the Mission Covenant Church of Sweden,
that there were native tribes in Siberia and Alaska who needed to hear
the gospel.

When Karlson heard Ekman quote Nordenskiold, he offered to go. A
fellow Covenanter by the name of Adolph Lydell expressed a similar
interest. He had spent the previous few years in Russia evangelizing the
Swedish workers at the invitation of Alfred Nobel who operated petro-
leum plants in Baku. Lydell had left Russia when his wife had become ill
and eventually died.



In Search of a Back Door to Russia

Both Karlson and Lydell were ready to accept a new challenge and
lose themselves in it. In 1886 the Swedish Covenant Church called the
two men to minister in the Russian Arctic. Even though Karlson had been
spared Siberian exile, he was willing to go there as a missionary. This time,
however, he would travel to Russia by going west.

The two arrived in New York and made their way to Chicago. While
waiting for their westbound connections, Karlson and Lydell met with
transplanted Swedes who were part of the American Mission Covenant
Church, which had organized officially the year before. En route to San
Francisco, they stopped in Rockford, Illinois, to attend the second annu-
al meeting of the young denomination. While there the two were given
an opportunity to describe their plans with gathered delegates.

By the time the two Swedes arrived in San Francisco, the last north-
bound ship of the season had already left. They would have to spend the
winter in California. Making the most of their unexpected layover, they
preached to Scandinavian immigrants and attempted to learn English.
During their time in California, they heard talk of an immediate need in
Alaska for missionaries.

Alaska in 1887 was largely an unknown land. Only twenty years ear-
lier the United States had purchased the Alaska Territory from the czar
of Russia for $7,200,000. Although critics called the purchase “Seward’s
folly” after the secretary of state who negotiated the deal, acquiring a land
mass more than twice the size of Texas—586,400 square miles—for 2.5
cents an acre was no small accomplishment.

Karlson wrote to the mission board in Sweden requesting that he and
Lydell be allowed to focus their attention on Alaska instead of Siberia.
His request was granted, and in the spring of 1887 they booked passage
on a ship to Alaska.

When the captain of the ship discovered what Karlson and Lydell were
planning to do, he attempted to dissuade them. “Don’t you know that
Eskimos have no souls? It is useless to preach to them!” he protested. But
the young missionaries had an overwhelming confidence that they were
in the center of God'’s will.

As the ship drew nearer to Alaska, Karlson looked to God for guid-
ance about where he should begin his ministry. His experience had taught
him that God would make it clear in his perfect timing. An Episcopal
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Chapter One

missionary on board by the name of John Chapman proved to be the
means by which God answered Karlson’s prayer for guidance. He encour-
aged him to go north of the mouth of the Yukon River.

On June 25, 1887, Karlson disembarked at the village of St. Michael.
He had said good-bye earlier to Lydell, who had decided to focus on a
group of Indians know as Tlingit further south on the Yakutat Peninsula.
Although Karlson was apprehensive about setting out into an unfamiliar
territory, he knew God was leading him.

Karlson met a Russian-speaking native who was the liiupiaq chief from
Unalakleet, a small village on the Bering Sea. Nashalook befriended Karlson
and encouraged him to go with him to his village. Karlson agreed, and as
they journeyed by foot to the village, he practiced saying “Unalakleet,”
which means where the east wind blows. In spite of twenty hours of day-
light, which allowed for long days of travel, the trip was difficult and took
two weeks to complete.

Life in the village did not begin smoothly for the hopeful missionary.
Some men threatened to kill him and for three months Karlson had to
live under the chief’s protection. Finally, when the danger had passed, he
built his own quarters and was able to visit several villages during his first
winter there.

Karlson befriended a teenage boy named Uyabak (Ifiupiaq for “rock”)
who was orphaned when his father was murdered while traveling to St.
Michael. Karlson taught him English and employed him to be his inter-
preter and sled dog driver. As trust developed between the two, Uyabak
opened his heart to the missionary’s message and became Karlson’s first
convert.

The severe weather and the isolation of a winter in Alaska took their
toll on Karlson. He wrote in his diary of bouts with loneliness and rheuma-
tism. After his first year there, Karlson chose to make a trip back to the
United States for supplies.

While traveling, Karlson was informed that the Swedish denomina-
tion had entered into conversations with the American Covenant to have
them take over the oversight of Karlson and the Alaska project. And so
in 1889 the Evangelical Mission Covenant Church of America had its
first missionary in its first mission field. When Karlson returned to Alaska,
he was accompanied by August Anderson, a missionary who had been
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In Search of a Back Door to Russia

assigned to work with him by the Swedish church before the transfer of
responsibility had been made official.

By the fall of 1889, Karlson, with the company of his Swedish-speak-
ing colleague, was beginning to feel accepted. Unfortunately, the Ifiupiags
were not as willing to accept his message of the gospel. Although Uyabak,
who became known as Rock, had been willing to trust Christ, his response
did not reflect the majority in Unalakleet.

Uyabak

Karlson recognized that his primary task was to win friends before
attempting to win converts. He used his knowledge in carpentry to help
adults in the village construct homes. In the process, he laid foundations
for both dwellings and relationships.

He also began a school for children. He wanted to teach them how to
read and write. The children of the village responded warmly to the man
with wire-rimmed glasses. They called him Isregalik, “the man with the
glass eyes.” Using the Bible as a textbook for teaching English, Karlson
explained the message of God’s love while introducing the children to
words that sounded strange to them. In his journal in 1889 Karlson made
the following entry on the day classes began: “Today in the Lord’s name
we began school for the children. Twenty-nine children were present,
twenty boys and nine girls. The children all got new names and some clean
clothes and promised to wash their faces each morning.”

In spite of the difficulty winning converts, news of Karlson's work in
Unalakleet resulted in a growing surge of excitement among Covenant
churches. By 1891, the church sent five additional missionaries to Alaska—
David Johnson, Hanna Swenson, Agnes Wallin, Agnes Carlson, and Selma
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Peterson. The church also purchased a boat and a small sawmill for the
mission. With the additional personnel and equipment, Karlson was able
to construct a children’s home in Unalakeet. Hanna Swenson oversaw
the operation of the home. Soon after she arrived, Swenson and Karlson
were married.

The following year, Karlson traveled to the Covenant Annual Meeting
in Rockford, Illinois, where he inspired delegates with the potential of
the work in Alaska. They generously opened their wallets, allowing Karlson
to return with nearly $2,000 and renewed determination. That zeal result-
ed in mission extensions in Golovin and Shaktoolik.

Axel and Hanna
Karlson

By the early 1890s, Karlson’s investment in friendship evangelism was
beginning to pay off. Alaska Natives in and around Unalakleet were com-
ing to faith. Among the first converts were Frank Kamaroff, Stephan
Ivanoff, and Andrew Kakorin. These men used their dog teams to travel
as evangelists and encouragers from village to village throughout the
Seward Peninsula. Operating a lending library of Christian literature, they
transported books, Bibles, and pamphlets. Alice Omegichuak and a women
named Kooleeruk bore witness to the power of the gospel among women.

In those first years, the growing mission was faced by a number of
obstacles—geographical, cultural, and economic. Citing the journal entries
of early missionaries, Karl Olsson in his book By One Spirit paints a somber
picture of the harsh realities that confronted them: “It is a heroic record
of battles with a capricious and cruel Nature as well as with her Arctic
concomitants: loneliness, depression, and anxiety.”

The influence of the Russian Orthodox Church was a challenge to the
young mission. Even though Alaskans in general had not embraced this
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In Search of a Back Door to Russia

branch of Christianity, the historical Russian presence had influenced
their thinking. When Karlson and his colleagues attempted to follow up
new converts with baptism, the officials of the Russian church questioned
the meaning that Covenanters ascribed to the sacrament.

Another challenge the missionaries encountered was the co-habita-
tion practices of the Alaska Natives. Women were viewed as little more
than second-class citizens. Ifiupiaq men often had several wives to help
them eek out a living on the stingy tundra.

But the greatest threat the growing mission faced began in 1893 when
support for the growing mission was threatened as the American econo-
my suffered a major depression. For three years giving from churches fell
off significantly. Fortunately, a government program allowed the mission-
ary schools to collect federal funding for each village child enrolled. This
was a welcomed policy. So was the means by which reindeer from Lapland
were imported to the Seward Peninsula for the sake of generating rev-
enue. But finances were still tight.

Then in the late 1890s, gold was discovered on the Seward Peninsula,
and soon the gold rush in Nome began. In a phenomenon that almost
defies reason, the windswept town of Nome grew from 200 to 20,000 as
fortune seekers flocked to Norton Sound to stake claims. With the prospec-
tors and prosperity came brothels and bars. Even the notorious gunslinger
Wyatt Earp opened a saloon on the town'’s Front Street to capitalize on
the boom-town economy. What initially appeared to be good fortune was
anything but.

Stephan
Ivanoff




Chapter One

Even some of the missionaries were caught up in the gold fever. The
story of a certain claim at Anvil Creek outside of Nome is a saga of greed,
avarice, deception, and litigation. In 1897, P. H. Anderson, a student from
North Park College in Chicago, arrived in Golovin to work with N. O.
Hultberg. He was soon exposed to the talk of the town. The next year he
bought rights to the Number 9 Above claim at Anvil Creek for twenty
dollars. It proved to be a financial bonanza. Over the next few years
$385,000 worth of gold was mined from his claim.

But was the money his or the mission’s? The question proceeded
to sap the energy and focus from many who had come to Alaska to
deny personal gain and seek God's kingdom. Anderson claimed the wind-
fall was his. His colleagues thought otherwise. It was a battle that twice
found its way to the United States Supreme Court and raged for twen-
ty-two years until the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 8th Circuit finally
dismissed it.

At the height of the gold rush in Nome, Axel and Hanna Karlson were
on an extended furlough in the United States. By the time they returned
in 1901, they found a mission field distracted by the gold rush.

Karlson recognized that a permanent church was needed in Unalakleet
to take the place of the buildings they had used for worship in the pre-
vious fifteen years. The lack of available money didn’t dissuade him. He
built it with his own savings. In addition, he found ways to support the
local people by creating jobs for them and generously remunerating them.

By the time Axel Karlson died in 1910, he had learned to communi-

Axel Karison’s
grave marker in
the cemetery in
Unalakleet
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In Search of a Back Door to Russia

cate in Ifiupiaq and his faithfulness and integrity led the people to trust
him and to listen to him. Because Karlson lived and preached faithfully,
the Holy Spirit succeeded in making remarkable inroads for the kingdom
of God.

“In 1890 there probably was not a single Christian Ifiupiaq Eskimo,”
writes Ernest S. Burch Jr. in his essay, “The Ifiupiat and the Christianization
of Arctic Alaska.” “Twenty years later, there was scarcely an Ifiupiag who
was not a Christian.” Those words are inscribed on Karlson’s grave mark-
er in Unalakleet. His impact was nothing short of remarkable.

Although Karlson never was able to return to Russia, his pioneer work
among such villages as Unalakleet, Golovin, and Shaktoolik laid the foun-
dation for a ministry that would, given the right circumstances and God’s
timing, successfully transmit the gospel message to the country in which
he once was imprisoned—to a country he had been called to reach.
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CHAPTER TWO
A Seed Is Planted

Long before the legendary Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race was first run in
1973, a far more important race took place in Alaska. In January 1925, the
lives of countless children in Nome were at stake. An epidemic of diphtheria
broke out, and the town did not have a sufficient amount of antitoxin. Dr.
Curtis Welch telegraphed Fairbanks, Anchorage, Seward, and Juneau, ask-
ing for help. Three hundred thousand units of serum were located at a hospi-
tal in Anchorage. It was the only supply in the entire state.

The problem was to get it to Nome in time to tide the epidemic. With the
Bering Sea frozen and no railroad or roads extending to Nome's remote loca-
tion, dog teams were the only solution. The 300,000 units were packed in a
cylinder and wrapped in fur and canvas and transported to Nenana on an
overnight train. The serum arrived at 11 p.m. on January 27. From there, it
would be transported 674 miles by a sled dog relay race. It was a distance
mushers who delivered the mail normally covered in a month. The dying chil-
dren needed the medicine much sooner than that.

The first musher took the insulated cylinder fifty-two miles, and passed it
on to the second musher who traveled thirty-one miles. From musher to mush-
er the relay continued, involving a total of twenty sled dog drivers and their
teams. The needed medicine arrived in Nome on February 2. It had taken
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only 127 hours for the lifesaving serum to arrive from Nenana due to the
cooperative effort of individuals who braved sub-zero temperatures and blind-
ing blizzards to save the children of Nome. Each year the Iditarod Trail Sled
Dog Race commemorates that amazing feat.

The divided interests brought by the gold mining controversy,
declining financial support from the denomination, and turnover
of staff slowed the momentum of the early Alaska mission. The severe
weather of the Seward Peninsula proved too extreme for many. So too
the isolation from family and loved ones. But the passion to save souls
did not dissipate. The early part of the twentieth century was marked by
a series of missionaries who helped the mission maintain a forward motion,
albeit slow.

O.P. Anderson, a Chicago pastor, resigned his church to travel to Alaska
with the Good Hope Mining Company in hopes of striking it rich. However,
once in Alaska, Anderson left the mining operation and joined the Golovin
mission staff in 1900. For ten years he witnessed the power of God in
remarkable ways. With his wife, Amanda, Anderson conducted Bible stud-
ies and introduced gospel music to the surrounding community. The
results were amazing. Records indicate that Anderson baptized 447 peo-
ple during his decade of ministry on the Norton Sound. Half of those
were converted in 1903 alone.

Word of Anderson’s ministry reached as far as Kotzebue, about 160
miles due north of Golovin, and in Shishmaref, about 140 miles north-
west of Golovin. Traveling great distances by dog team, people came to
hear Anderson preach. And as they traveled throughout the Seward
Peninsula, the message of the gospel was beginning to link the villages of
western Alaska.

Ludvig E. and Ruth Ost arrived in Golovin as the Andersons were
leaving the mission. The Osts oversaw the mission outpost there, which
included a children’s home, a school, and a church. L. E. Ost’s role as mis-
sion director also included the oversight of a growing reindeer popula-
tion. Around the turn of the century, Presbyterian missionary and educa-
tor Sheldon Jackson had imported a herd from Siberia to provide the
Alaska Natives income and a food source. The initial herd of some 1,200
grew exponentially. By 1917 the reindeer population in Alaska was 95,000
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and peaked at 600,000 in 1936. Besides being used for food, the herds
also were used to pull sleds, deliver mail, and transport people.

Soon after arriving in Golovin, Ost was managing more than 12,600
reindeer with the help of an overworked staff. The same occurred in
Unalakleet where Henning Gustafson struggled to keep the mission togeth-
er following Axel Karlson's death. It became obvious that raising rein-
deer was draining the energy away from propagating the gospel. Ironically,
when the decision was made to disband the reindeer operation, the herds
were growing, but the mission was not.

Tragically, in September 1913 the Golovin mission station was des-
troyed by a massive storm. Ost relocated his young family and a dozen
Alaska Native children sixty miles by water further up the Norton Sound
to a sheltered area of high hills and spruce trees. It was a heroic expedi-
tion that resulted in the establishment of a new village, which they called
Elim.

Ludvig and Ruth
Ost with Alaska
Native children in
Golovin

While the Osts attempted to build a mission outpost in Elim, the
Gustafsons in Unalakleet were trying their best to rekindle a passion for
evangelism and grow a healthy congregation that had been dispirited by
the loss of Axel Karlson and his financial support. Meanwhile, financial
troubles for the young Covenant denomination impacted the mission
work in Alaska. In 1907 nearly $14,000 was earmarked for ministry to
the Alaska Natives, but by 1913 the amount was a paltry $2,800. Despite
the poor funding, by 1919 a new vision for ministry began to spread,
resulting in renewed life for the Covenant’s work in Alaska. Ost con-
vinced the missions staff at Unalakleet (which by this time was under the
direction of his brother-in-law Lars Almquist) to come to Elim for a meet-
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ing. Ost wanted them to pray for a strategy for future evangelism and
church planting.

All the Alaska Native Christians were invited to the Elim conference
held in the summer. Ost stood up before them and made a case of indige-
nous leadership. “By now you have been Christians long enough to know
what is needed to carry on the work, and that you yourselves must sup-
port your own missionaries. We white people have come here to Alaska
simply to help and support you. Now the time has come for you to take
over a part of the responsibility.”

The Alaskans welcomed the challenge. They gathered around Wilson
Gonongnan from Golovin and, laying their hands on him in prayer, they
consecrated him to full-time ministry. He became the first Alaska Native
Covenant pastor. Within a few months, Wilson and his wife, Minnie, were
laying a foundation for a new mission station in Mountain Village on the
Yukon River.

Wilson Gonongnan
(left), with two
unidentified women

Two years after the Elim conference, Ost welcomed a visitor to Alaska
who was determined to pick up where Axel Karlson had left off in try-
ing to get into Russia by way of Siberia. Nils Hoijer, a sixty-four-year-old
Swede, had spent twenty years in Russia as a missionary of the Covenant
Church of Sweden. He now wanted to bring the gospel to a part of Russia
that was not accessible from Scandinavia. Ost had met Hoijer while on
a brief furlough in Chicago in 1917. At that time they had discussed
Hoijer’s interest in establishing a mission in the Russian Far East, and Ost
extended an invitation to come to Alaska.

In 1921 Hoijer arrived in Alaska with C. J. Sodergren, a theologian
and a leader in the Swedish Lutheran Church. Ost borrowed a schooner
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named Jenny and piloted the two would-be church planters up the Bering
Strait to Little Diomede Island. With the help of two Alaska Natives as
crew, the schooner sailed west to the eastern coast of Siberia. Excitement
built as thoughts of reaching the isolated Russian people with the good
news of Jesus were translated into more than wishful thinking as each
mile passed. Not since David Johnson made a brief preaching mission in
Siberia in 1896 (with Axel Karlson’s first convert Rock at his side) had
Covenant missionaries been able to enter Russia.

Within several days Jenny and her passengers were docked in Anadyr.
Ost, Hoijer, and Sodergren announced their intentions to the officials
there and waited for their request to be considered. To their amazement,
they granted them permission to conduct missionary outreach. A certifi-
cate was issued allowing any or all of the men to stay in Anadyr or any-
where else on the Siberian coast.

The men returned to Alaska to prepare for an evangelistic outreach
to Siberia. Although eager to begin the Russian mission, it took Hoijer
two years to finalize his plans. He realized that he was too old to work
full-time in Russia, so he recruited two missionaries from Alaska to join
him. Anna Carlson and Ernst Andersson had worked at the mission in
Elim and Unalakleet as a nurse and a teacher and were willing to expand
the Covenant work in Russia.

In June 1923, just as the ice was breaking up in Norton Sound, L. E.
Ost performed Ernst and Anna’s wedding in Nome and then saw the cou-
ple off as they sailed westward with Hoijer. When they arrived at the
coastal village of Naukon, Hoijer met with the Russian authorities while
the newlyweds went to a guesthouse for lunch. There were two soldiers
there as well. As they waited to be served, one of the soldiers reached for
his rifle. To their horror, he shot and killed the other soldier. Shocked and
frightened, the couple darted out of the little house and ran back down
to the dock. They immediately returned to the Seward Peninsula and,
within a year’s time, they left the Alaska mission and moved to Minnesota
to be near family.

For Hoijer the events surrounding the Anderssons’ short-lived assign-
ment was a devastating blow. Although he made several other visits to
the Siberian coastal villages over the next couple years, he was not able
to establish a permanent mission station there. Failing health and a
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subsequent shipwreck off the coast of Nome took its toll on the man
who had attempted to rekindle Axel Karlson’s dream. Nils Hoijer died
in 1925.

Although plans of reaching Siberia were put on hold, the vision to
extend the mission in Alaska was kept in focus. In 1926 a church was
established in Hooper Bay with an Alaska Native pastor. In 1928 the Ost
family left Elim and returned to Golovin. The expansive new home Ost
built for his family was big enough to house the ministry of the mission,
which after the devastating storm fifteen years earlier, was finally re-estab-
lished.

Little by little churches were built and pastors called to village after
village. These new infant fellowship groups included Mekoryuk on Nunivak
Island, White Mountain, Candle, Solomon, Koyuk, and Bethel. Interestingly,
the first three native pastors, Wilson Gonongnan, Misha Ivanoff, and Jacob
Kenick were married to three sisters, Minnie, Alice, and Sara Omegichuak
respectfully. But even beyond blood relations, there was a growing aware-
ness of being God'’s family as congregations in these Alaska Native vil-
lages interacted with one another.

What was occurring in terms of spiritual planting and harvesting was
also occurring in a much more literal sense at the oldest Covenant mis-
sion station. In 1923 the Covenant denomination sent a new pastor and
mission director to Unalakleet. Ernst B. Larsson loved to garden. Not will-
ing to accept the local wisdom that because of short summers and long
winters, produce and flowers wouldn’t grow, Larsson set out to prove
otherwise. Starting with the small plot in back of the mission house, he

Ernst B.
Larsson
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grew vegetables, fruit, and flowers that had never been seen at such a
northern latitude.

Each summer as he expanded his garden, he was amazed at how large
his cabbage, lettuce, and potatoes grew due to the twenty-plus hours of
sunlight. He realized that gardening could be a means to supplement the
operational budget of the mission and give the villagers food not only to
eat but for use as barter for other needed staples. Gardens were planted
throughout Unalakleet. Produce was harvested and regularly transport-
ed to Nome to be sold at the market. Large orders came from all across
the state.

Vegetables
grown by the
Covenant mission
in Unalakleet

Government officials came from Juneau, Anchorage, and Fairbanks to
look at the gardens for themselves. The introverted Larsson gained the
reputation as the “gardening pastor.” Amazingly, this often-overlooked
Covenant missionary is the genius behind a major agricultural phenom-
enon in Alaska’s Matanuska Valley that encircles Anchorage.

Larsson’s overriding passion however, was planting seeds of faith in
the hearts of Alaska Native youth and adults. In addition to preaching
and pastoral care, each year he created a twelve-week Bible school, offer-
ing courses in Bible, church history, English, and music. As he traveled up
the coast of the Seward Peninsula, he hoped to reach beyond the Bering
Sea. Aware of the original passion that had motivated Axel Karlson, Larsson
wrote, “We pray, also, that the day may come when we may have the priv-
ilege and joy of sending the gospel to the Siberian natives for whom this
mission was first intended.”

In 1935, a young American pastor who would be directly involved in
starting KICY, arrived in Golovin with his wife. Ralph and Alyce Hanson
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were assigned to provide pastoral leadership in both Golovin and White
Mountain. As one who had come to appreciate the capability (and porta-
bility) of radio, Hanson brought with him the best battery-operated receiv-
er he could buy. He had hoped that a radio would help them feel more
connected to the broader world, and less isolated. The nearest radio sta-
tions, however, were 500 miles (by air) away in Anchorage and Fairbanks.
The uneven topography of the mountainous wilderness that separated
him from the transmitter towers resulted in a scratchy signal that would
last for only a few minutes and then fade away.

Ralph and Alyce
Hanson

Like the missionaries before him, one of the challenges Hanson faced
was the difficulty of traveling between the villages. Although Golovin and
White Mountain were only twenty-five miles apart, there were no roads
connecting them (there were no cars) and it took four hours by dog sled.
Hanson did not own a team and had to rent one to travel back and forth
between his two churches. Bush planes were available by that time, but
they were substantially more expensive.

One day while watching a small plane take off, Hanson had a thought.
Why wouldn’t it be possible to use an airplane engine to propel a sled
across the frozen tundra? He could picture it. A couple pair of skis, a cus-
tomized sleigh, and a gas-powered propeller was all he would need. As
he shared his brainstorm with Alyce, she affirmed his ingenuity but gen-
tly reminded him of the obvious. Where would he find an airplane engine?
They were hundreds of miles from a supplier of airplane parts.

Hanson brought his concerns to God. He specifically asked for an air-
plane engine. Not long after, he was visiting a friend. As he prepared to
leave, Hanson looked over his friend’s shoulder, and just to the side of the
front door he saw an airplane engine. He had found an answer to his
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prayer in the last place he would have expected to find it. His friend was
willing to sell the engine for twenty-five dollars.

Hanson assembled the four-speed Harley Davidson engine to a home-
made passenger cabin and called his creation an airsled. It looked like a
sawed-off airplane on skis with the propeller at the back. But it worked.
And it saved time. The twenty-five-mile trek between Golovin and White
Mountain could be completed in just under an hour. This precursor of
the snowmobile (known as a snow machine in Alaska) also allowed Hanson
to reach the surrounding villages of Council, Elim, and Bluff. He was able
to travel the seventy miles to Nome, where both of his sons were born,
in just one day.

Ralph Hanson in
his homemade
snow machine

In 1941 Alyce Hanson became ill and required medical attention that
doctors in the area could not provide. After only six years, the Hansons
had to return to the States. But Ralph’s love for and commitment to Alaska
would continue throughout his ministry, and his concern for improving
access and communication between churches and villages would help
create the vision for a radio ministry.

After serving as interim pastor of the Berkeley Covenant Church near
San Francisco, where Alyce recovered, Ralph was called to become the
denomination’s secretary of missions. As such, Ralph Hanson would prove
to play a pivotal role in the Covenant's decision to incorporate radio
broadcasting into the Covenant’s ministry in western Alaska.
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CHAPTER THREE
The Birth of an Idea

Nowice observers of sled dog races have questioned whether the sport is humane.
They wonder if subjecting dogs to grueling runs constitutes cruelty to animals.
But ask any musher and they will tell you how much their dogs love to race.
From their perspective, the sled-pulling pups are in their glory when they are
running in sub-zero temperatures on a snow-covered path. These are no ordi-
nary dogs. They are carefully bred to handle the necessary six- to seven-mile-
per-hour run with ease.

Similarly, the uniformed observer might question how the sled dog driv-
ers can run the Iditarod year after year. How can they challenge the bitter
elements of frigid winds and blinding snowstorms to reach the famed burled-
wood arch on Front Street in Nome? The answer lies in the title given to a
book by Christian theologian and writer Eugene Peterson. it's “a long obedi-
ence in the same direction.” They fix their eyes on a worthy goal and perse-
vere. Eleven hundred miles are traveled a mile at a time by those who know
where they want to go and refuse to give up until they have reached their des-
tination.
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Just prior to the departure of Ralph and Alyce Hanson, Paul and
Nell Carlson arrived in Alaska to help connect the villages of the
Covenant mission. In 1937 Carlson accompanied Gust E. Johnson, sec-
retary of foreign missions from 1933 to 1944, on Johnson’s tour of Alaska.
Johnson became convinced that the work of the Alaska mission could be
greatly improved if the missionaries had a plane to ease the burden of
travel. In 1938 the Covenant purchased a Fairchild Model 24 airplane
and shipped it to Nome. Carlson, who had taken pilot training at Municipal
Airport in Chicago while studying at North Park Seminary, then became
one of the world’s first missionary pilots. The cost of the airplane was
quickly recouped by the time and money that was saved on travel. To fly
round trip from Candle to Mountain Village cost $55. The same trip by
dogsled cost close to $400.

Paul and Nell
Carlson

But the Carlsons’ contribution was not limited to Paul’s abilities as a
pilot. They were gifted evangelists and helped in the ongoing construc-
tion projects within various villages. They also played a key role in laying
the foundation for the Covenant’s radio ministry in Alaska. In 1943, the
Carlsons invited another missionary family to join them in Nome for the
Christmas holidays. Emory and Ruth Lindgren had arrived from Iowa the
previous year to serve the congregation in the remote village of Candle.
They were delighted to accept the invitation.

Following dinner on Christmas Eve, the two families listened on the
Carlsons’ radio to news of World War I as broadcast over the new Armed
Forces radio station located in Nome. Station WXLN had been mandat-
ed by the government as a way of helping the military in Alaska main-
tain communications. It was only 400 watts but it connected the area to
the rest of the world.
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Before the evening was over, the Carlsons and Lindgrens gathered
around the upright piano to sing carols and hymns. The harmony of the
home-style quartet gave Nell an idea. Perhaps the Armed Forces radio
station would be interested in broadcasting live Christmas music.

Despite the initial skepticism of the other three, Nell decided to pur-
sue her idea. She bundled up and headed out the door and down the
street to city hall where the station was located. She walked into the
upstairs studio and introduced herself. Then she asked the lone radio oper-
ator if he would be interested in fifteen minutes of live Christmas music.
His reply delighted her: “Absolutely—but couldn’t you come up with
enough material to fill a half hour time slot?” Nell agreed and they set an
air date for the day following Christmas.

In addition to reading the Christmas story, opening gifts, and sharing
a holiday meal together, the Carlsons and Lindgrens made the most of
the next day. They chose and rehearsed songs for their upcoming per-
formance. On December 26, 1943, the Christmas special, produced and
performed by two Covenant missionary couples, was broadcast. The thir-
ty-minute program included Christmas carols in four-part harmony,
Scripture readings, and devotional thoughts.

That broadcast was the first time the Christian message had been pre-
sented on radio throughout the Seward Peninsula and across the Norton
Sound. The station received letters of gratitude from listeners in Golovin,
White Mountain, Unalakleet, Teller, and Shishmaref. With the permis-
sion of the Armed Forces radio station, the Carlsons, Lindgrens, and sev-
eral others from various villages continued to write and produce simple,
weekly programs of Christian music and devotional messages.

Radio’s influence was significant. During the long years of a bitter war,
Franklin Roosevelt rallied the nation through his fireside chats, commu-

Emory and Ruth
Lindgren
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nicating with listeners as though they were in the same room. In the same
way, the weekly religious programming on the Armed Forces station
inspired Christians up and down the coast.

In 1945 Paul Carlson negotiated a network of shared ministry among
the ministers in town, establishing the Nome Ministerial Association. He
made sure that each pastor had a turn at the microphone for the devo-
tional radio broadcasts. In addition, he succeeded in creating within the
local pastors (and their congregations) an appetite for what radio could
accomplish for the sake of the gospel. Under Paul’s direction, the minis-
terial association took over the production of the weekly Christian radio
programs.

Gust E. Johnson
(left), secretary of
missions, and G.F.
Hedstrand, editor of
the Covenant
Weekly, pose with
the denomination’s
first plane in
Alaska.

The Armed Forces station provided only minimal spiritual content for
Christians in villages along the Seward Peninsula. New believers required
more than thirty minutes of programming granted each Sunday to the
local churches. To that end Paul logged many miles in his plane flying to
such places as White Mountain, Unalakleet, and Golovin, to provide pas-
toral care and biblical teaching.

As Paul’s responsibilities as leader of the Covenant's Alaska mission
and missionary pilot increased, another couple from the States arrived to
join the growing team of Covenant missionaries. Roald and Harriet
Amundsen took over the pastoral responsibilities at the Nome Covenant
Church. They also welcomed the opportunity to give direction to the
radio programs produced by the ministerial association. Seeking out those
with creative ideas and willing voices, the Amundsens embraced a vision
of reaching the surrounding villages with the gospel through radio.

This vision was also shared by Edgar Swanson, secretary of home mis-
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sions for the Covenant, who visited Alaska in March 1945 to be the
denominational representative at the annual missionary council meeting.
After the meetings, Swanson visited some of the mission stations. He
reported his findings to the denomination in a series of articles he wrote
for the Covenant Weekly. It was Swanson’s comments in the June 15,
1945, edition that proved prophetic: “Alaska affords a unique radio pos-
sibility for the territory and for the entire northern hemisphere. Some
evangelical group should capitalize on it.”

In response to Swanson’s observations and the urging of the mission-
aries in Alaska, the Executive Board of the Covenant appointed a com-
mittee in 1945 to study the possibilities of launching a radio ministry in
Alaska. That spring the Department of Foreign Missions designated
that the annual Easter appeal go to Alaska missions, and referred to plans
for a radio station. The appeal raised $4,679.75. The committee’s report,
however, was not encouraging and identified a number of obstacles
that stood in the way of developing a radio ministry. The most significant
obstacles were the lack of qualified personnel to staff a radio ministry
and the high start-up costs. The topic was subsequently tabled and the
money raised was disbursed to other existing radio ministries in the United
States.

While churches in Nome were continuing their broadcasts on Armed
Forces radio, a young American sailor, who had recently completed his
training as an electronic technician’s mate, was sensing God’s call to
ministry. Ralph Fondell, who was stationed in Tsingtao, China, in early
1946, observed the ravages of war and was moved by the physical and

Edgar
Swanson
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spiritual poverty of the people. “When I attended a Youth for Christ rally
in Tsingtao, I saw Christian Chinese young people who were quite dif-
ferent from the masses I saw on the street begging or involved in prosti-
tution,” he later recalled. “That really made a dramatic impact on me. I
could sense the Lord prompting me to be part of a ministry that could
introduce Chinese youth who'd never heard of Jesus to his life-changing
power.”

In March 1946, Ralph received orders to a base on the island of Guam
to serve as a radio technician with the Joint Communication Agency.
While there, he was hit by a military vehicle while walking on the side
of the road. As he lay in a hospital bed recovering, Ralph contemplated
what life as a missionary might mean.

Ralph had grown up on his family’s farm in Dawson, Minnesota. As
a boy he was fascinated with broadcasting, and would listen to the vac-
uum-tube radio in the family barn as he milked cows before and after
school. A friend’s family owned a cabinet radio, and Ralph would join
them as they listened to such programs as “The Old Fashioned Revival
Hour,” “Back to the Bible,” and the “All Night Prayer Meeting.” The mes-
sages he heard warmed his heart, but the technology of radio captured
his imagination. The invisible airwaves that transmitted voices and music
for hundreds of miles seemed magical. Wanting to learn more, he signed
up for a correspondence course in radio electronics.

When he was drafted by the Army in October 1944, he took the Eddy
Aptitude Test, which identified candidates for electronics training. By tak-
ing the test he was automatically transferred to the Navy, and while at
boot camp at the Great Lakes Naval Base he learned he had passed the
test. He was then transferred to the radio technician boot camp. There
he began an almost twelve-month training program to become an elec-
tronic technician’s mate.

As his leg healed in Guam, Ralph wondered how he could pursue
both his love for radio and his growing call to ministry. Would he have to
give up one for the other? On the ship back to the States, Ralph felt peace
as he contemplated Revelation 3:8:“I know your deeds. See, I have placed
before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that you have lit-
tle strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name.”
Ralph found courage to believe that God would open and close doors in
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a future that still lacked clarity.

Back in Dawson, Ralph made plans to attend North Park College in
Chicago. He discovered that the new pastor of his home church had a
daughter at North Park. As they got acquainted at home and at school,
Ralph Fondell and Gert Franklin realized how much they had in com-
mon. Each had a desire to serve God in a cross-cultural setting. The more
Ralph shared stories of his experiences in China, the more willing Gert
was to consider following God’s leading to the Far East. But in 1948 the
diplomatic doors to Mainland China were closed, and the Covenant
Church'’s longtime mission there ended.

After marriage and additional schooling for Ralph at the University
of Minnesota, the couple returned to Chicago where Ralph enrolled at
North Park Seminary. While taking a course in missions, Ralph met the
secretary of foreign missions. It was none other than the former Alaskan
missionary Ralph Hanson.

The seminarian expressed his desire to somehow extend the bound-
aries of Christ’s kingdom through missionary radio. Hanson, who in spite
of the findings of the 1945 radio committee had not given up on his dream
of a radio ministry in Alaska, informed Fondell that he believed if the
Covenant ever decided to make the investment of dollars, facilities, and
personnel that missionary radio would require, the location of such a radio
ministry would likely be Alaska. Fondell could tell as he visited with
Hanson how much his heart still beat for the Alaska Natives he had served
for six years.

Hanson’s suggestion was all the encouragement Fondell needed.
Retreating to the seminary library, he wrote a ninety-three-page term
paper about missions in Alaska. The concluding section of that paper he
titled, “Why Not Radio in Alaska?” In it he outlined a rationale for why
the Covenant should build a radio station. The more he researched his
thesis, the more convinced he became that God was calling Gert and him
to the northland.

Among other things in the lengthy treatise, Fondell wrote, “The com-
petition in the field of radio broadcasting [in Alaska] appears to be almost
nil; however, communications by shortwave radio are as popular in even
the remote villages of Alaska as the party-line telephone in the rural
United States. The natives in the remotest villages crave for contact with
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others. ... The vast turnover of missionaries on the field regardless of the
group, together with the tremendous task of even evangelizing a small
community, seems to indicate that the occasional personal contact by the
missionary is not the complete answer to most effective witnessing in
Alaska....”

The plan to pursue a radio ministry seemed like a good fit. Ralph
Fondell became convinced he wasn’t cut out to be a traditional church
pastor or even a church-planting missionary. Still he knew he was gain-
ing valuable training at the seminary that God would use somehow. He
completed his course work and then got a job at WMBI radio station on
the campus of Moody Bible Institute in Chicago.

“At first all the knobs and meters on the console in the WMBI control
room intimidated me,” Ralph recalled. “Even though I was trained as an
engineer, it was the most elaborate set-up I'd ever seen. I wondered if I'd
ever feel comfortable at the controls.”

Ralph soon demonstrated his abilities and ran children’s radio dramas
such as “Ranger Bill” and “Sailor Sam.” He knew his time at the Moody
station would be brief, so he made the most of his firsthand experience.
As he observed the professionalism of the staff, he made mental notes of
how a first-class Christian station is run. In his heart he secretly hoped
that one day he could put those principles into practice somewhere—
preferably in Alaska. But the Covenant didn’t appear to be prepared to
establish a radio presence at that time, so Ralph knew he would just have
to venture through whatever doors God opened.

That anticipated guidance came by way of a phone call before his
year was up at WMBI. WHIJC, a Christian radio station in an Appalachian
coal-mining town of Matewan, West Virginia, needed an engineer. The
Fondells accepted the invitation as an answer to their prayers.

In the midst of engineering and announcing at WHJC, Ralph and Gert
felt like real-life missionaries, since many non-Christians listened to the
Christian programming. It was there that Gert made her broadcasting
debut in addition to mothering three children under four. Substituting
occasionally for the host of a program called “Lines from a Mother’s
Scrapbook,” she offered listeners a glimpse into what she was learning
firsthand about trusting God with issues of family life.

In addition to work around the station, the Fondells invested them-
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selves on weekends at a nearby coal mining camp. Ralph led a Sunday
school at the camp. He was preacher and Bible teacher, while Gert served
as Sunday-school superintendent and pianist.

Ralph loved his work. It was a confirmation of his call to serve God
through broadcasting. But West Virginia wasn’t Alaska. His longings to
be a pioneer broadcaster in the Arctic continued to grow. About this time
Ralph’s aunt, who worked as a nurse in Sitka, Alaska, saw a notice in the
local paper announcing a position at a Presbyterian-owned radio station
in town. She wrote to her nephew, and immediately Ralph began the
process of applying for the position.

While Ralph was still filling out forms, he learned of a job opening at
a Christian radio station in Kentucky that would offer him more respon-
sibility and allow him to expand his knowledge of engineering. Ralph was
unsure what to do. He had a chance to go to Alaska, but he also had a
chance to gain valuable experience. Ralph and Gert prayed about what
to do. When the Kentucky station manager indicated the job might only
be only a few months in duration, Ralph felt he had his answer—he could
accomplish the job in Kentucky in a short period of time, and still be
available to move to Alaska. He continued the process of application for
the Sitka station.

After four years in West Virginia, the Fondells packed up their belong-
ings and headed to Kentucky. “The studio was in an old house,” Ralph
recalls. “The control room was in the kitchen where flattened-out card-
board boxes, chicken wire, and burlap were used as acoustical treatment.
I knew we were still in rural America when I heard cows mooing outside
during my newscasts or watched mice scurrying across the chicken wire
on the studio ceiling.”

The assignment that was to last only three months lasted almost two
years. Although Ralph was unable to follow through on the job oppor-
tunity in Sitka, he continued to be grateful for the valuable experience
he was obtaining as a chief engineer. In that capacity he was called on to
install a new transmitter, increase the station’s power from 250 to 1,000
watts, and repair the tower.

Meanwhile, more than 3,000 miles away in Alaska a series of parallel
developments were taken place that indicated God was indeed pouring
the foundation for a radio station in Nome.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Waiting as Momentum Builds

A week or two of gliding through the Alaskan wilderness at subzero temper-
atures with bone-chilling winds can take an emotional toll. To make sure that
mushers maintain their mental and physical health, Iditarod officials require
that sled drivers factor in rest along the 1,100-mile trail. Twice they must stop
to cool their heels (and those of their dogs) by stopping for a minimum of eight
hours. Mushers are permitted to decide where and when one of those pit stops
will occur. The second eight-hour time-out must take place at White Mountain,
a village on the Fish River, near the head of Golovin Lagoon, seventy miles
from Nome.

In addition to the two mandatory eight-hour layovers, the rules of the race
also require mushers to rest their dogs for twenty-fours at a checkpoint of their
choice. The conditions of the trail or the weather often dictate when rest will
come.

Everett Bachelder was a missionary affiliated with the Plymouth
Brethren and a veteran dog musher. Ever since graduating from
the Bible Institute of Los Angeles in 1938, Everett was committed to take
God'’s word to those who had not heard it. With his lead dog Pinky and
his faithful team, he conducted children’s meetings and spoke in church
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services in Alaska. He gave demonstrations about dog sleds and distrib-
uted tracts that explained the plan of salvation.

Everett also had a passion to reach the Russian people with God’s
love. One winter he attempted to mush his dog team across the frozen
Bering Sea to Siberia. But with land in sight, weather conditions forced
him to abandon his daring plan. Resorting to another approach, Everett
rolled and inserted Russian gospel tracts into empty glass bottles. He then
prayed over them, corked them, and tossed them into the Bering Sea.
Amazingly, many bottles actually reached Siberia, and recipients wrote
to Everett telling him they had read the tracts.

In 1954 Everett, now married and with a growing family, moved to
Nome. With his wife, Mina, at his side, Everett had a partner with which
to explore creative ways of reaching people with the gospel. Two Brethren
men stationed at the Air Force base in Nome attended Sunday meetings
with the Bachelders. Because they also worked at the Armed Forces radio
station, they began to dream with Everett and Mina about the impact
that radio might have for Jesus’ sake in Alaska. Contact was made with
other Plymouth Brethren assemblies in the United States to see if finances
might be raised to start a radio ministry.

Meanwhile, Roald Amundsen, pastor of Nome Covenant Church, con-
tinued to contemplate how Covenant mission stations could benefit from
radio. His experience with the local Air Force station only served to
strengthen his conviction that radio was an essential tool in such a remote
location. Although the 1945 radio committee had determined that a radio
station was not at the time feasible, Roald, like Ralph Hanson before him,
was convinced that Christian broadcasting was needed to tie all the mis-
sions together and to encourage pastors and believers. Whenever he got
the chance he talked to denominational officials, but, in light of the rec-
ommendations of the 1945 committee, the denomination was reluctant
to move forward.

The Nome Ministerial Association continued to take advantage of free
airtime on the local military station and provided weekly devotional pro-
gramming. By this time the Air Force base had moved out to the airport,
making the weekly trek to the studio more difficult for the ministers to
make, especially in the harsh Nome winters. The Covenant parsonage was
more centrally located for these broadcasts, so Roald approached the
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authorities at the base to see if a small studio could be set up in his home.
The base officials agreed.

In addition to being a pastor, Roald was a bush pilot, and he under-
stood the importance of radio telephone equipment. Radio telephones
operate much like walkie-talkies. They transmit and receive messages,
and only one user can speak at a time. Without them, pilots could leave
on a two-week trip and no one would know if they had arrived at their
destination or crashed. Two weeks could pass without confirmation of
arrival. Roald realized that what aided pilots as they navigated in treach-
erous weather and terrain could also benefit those at the various mission
stations isolated from one another. At this time villages of western Alaska
did not have standard land-line phone services and communication be-
tween Covenant mission stations was limited to mail and visits. If the
Covenant could get its own radio phone system in place, it would help
connect the local churches and their pastors. But that kind of equipment
was expensive.

Roald and Harriet
Amundsen and
family

In the summer of 1955 Roald spoke at the Covenant church in Lafayette,
California, near San Francisco. A man named Bill Hartman heard him
speak of the need in Alaska for radio telephones. He felt he could help
in some way. Like Ralph Fondell, Bill had trained as a radio technician in
the Navy. He had also gained valuable experience in radio transmission
while working for the Forest Service in Texas. But he didn’t have a siz-
able bank account and he didn’t have access to the equipment needed.
“The Lord could provide a solution,” he thought. “If God wants me to
help, he can provide the means.” As he shared his dream, Bill enlisted oth-
ers from his church with a background in radio electronics.
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Together, Bill and his friends formed what they called the Alaska Radio
Committee. With Bill as chairperson, the committee contacted Ralph
Hanson in Chicago. Seeing an opportunity to further his vision for a radio
station in Nome, Ralph encouraged them to continue working directly
with Roald Amundsen. He understood how important radio phone com-
munication would be to the mission. Also, if the radio phone system
proved economically and technically feasible, then maybe he could con-
vince the Covenant missions board to pursue his vision of a Christian -
broadcast station.

In September 1955 the committee met with Roald to outline the oper-
ational needs of the Alaska mission. They mapped out a communications
plan that would meet the unique demands of the Covenant villages. Then
they made an exciting discovery.

“It was truly amazing,” Bill recalled later. “After much prayer and inves-
tigating leads we found a dozen six-channel transmitters. The U.S. Signal
Corps had classified them as surplus even though they had never been
used.”

The transmitters were ideally suited to the needs of the north and
were worth several hundred dollars each. Thanks to funds from the denom-
ination, a gift from the Pasadena Covenant Church in California, and the
generous support of individual Covenanters such as Wally Lindskoog of
Turlock, California, the committee had sufficient funds to purchase all
twelve transmitter sets for $100 each.

The group was ecstatic. They knew how a system of radio telephones
would allow the isolated mission stations to communicate with each other.

Bill
Hartman
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Still they were aware that these transmitters were only the beginning of
what was needed to make the system operational. Additional equipment
and work would be required. Thus began several months of working
together in evenings and on weekends in one another’s basements and
workshops. Together, Bill and his friends built power supplies, reground
crystals, built and installed modulation limiters consistent with Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) standards, and found receivers com-
patible with the transmitters. By June 1956 they had sent ten crates of
equipment to Alaska. Although it was a far cry from a broadcast ministry
using a radio station, Covenant missionaries would be able to communi-
cate with one another more efficiently.

Roald called Bill to tell him the crates had arrived and to express his
gratitude. He also acknowledged one additional need. Now that he had
the equipment in hand, he needed help installing it. In all of western
Alaska there was not a licensed technician to be found. Even though Roald
had the technical know-how as a Ham radio operator, he was not legal-
ly authorized to sign off on the installations. With a second-class FCC
license, Bill was qualified.

As Bill pondered the need, he talked to his wife, Arlene, and daugh-
ter, Gail. What if he were to use his three weeks of vacation to go work
in Alaska? After much conversation and prayer, the decision was made.
Bill would go.

A couple months after the crates left San Francisco Bay, Bill made his
way to Nome to supervise the installation of the equipment. As the plane
touched down and taxied to a stop in Nome, Bill looked out of the win-
dow at the fields of treeless tundra. It was a stark contrast from the beau-
ty of Mt. Diablo and the California Coastal Range. Still Bill saw in the
haunting landscape a unique beauty, which was framed by his unshaken
confidence that God was in the process of doing a life-changing work in
Alaska through a cutting edge technology. Bill stepped off the plane thank-
ing God for the privilege of being part of the process.

Bill installed the first radio telephone in the Amundsens’ home next
door to the Covenant church. The parsonage would serve as the home
base for the new network. Within weeks the mission stations in White
Mountain, Unalakleet, and Fortuna Ledge were connected with the new
equipment. In addition, mission boats on the Yukon River and one trav-
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eling to Nunivak Island were also equipped with radio phones.

“Almost immediately the radio telephones were proving the need for
a more expansive radio presence,” Bill remembered. “When the autumn
temperatures resulted in the Bering Sea and rivers freezing up, mission
boats could no longer reach the villages on missions of mercy. Wintry
weather also kept planes from flying. But medical emergencies were still
occurring. That's where the radio telephones allowed for doctors to walk
laypeople through lifesaving procedures.”

Radio phone
operator from
Shishmaref

During that winter, when tuberculosis outbreaks required people to
be quarantined, the radio transmissions allowed for daily discussion between
family members and respective villages. In addition, other medical situ-
ations were aided by the new electronic access.

The missionaries were overwhelmed by the work that Bill and his
committee had invested in procuring and installing the new equipment.
But radio phone communication was not the same as a Christian broad-
cast station. Roald sensed that Bill was an ally who could help make that
dream a reality. For the three weeks Bill was in Alaska, Roald had a cap-
tive audience. As they flew from village to village, the entrepreneurial
missionary made a convincing case for how the Covenant could benefit
from a full-fledged radio ministry. Bill saw first-hand how Christian pro-
gramming could provide encouragement to the pastors and quality teach-
ing to Christians in the villages where there was no pastor.

“As I think back on Roald’s passion for a radio ministry, the pragma-
tism in the man came through,” Bill recalled. “He said a radio station
would add a dimension of prestige to the Covenant’s work. Smaller groups
would be reluctant to go in and start a competing missionary work if the
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villages were tied together by a broadcasting presence.”

Roald was so persuasive that he convinced Bill to stop off in Sitka,
Alaska, on his way back to California to observe the operation of the
KSEW, a radio station operated by the Presbyterian Church. It was the
station Ralph Fondell had considered working for. Roald also urged Bill
to use his expertise to write a feasibility report for a radio ministry in
Alaska. With his impressions of western Alaska, Bill returned to California
convinced that the presence of the new electronic communication sys-
tern was only a stop-gap measure. He concurred with Roald’s assessment
that the mission needed more than the means to transmit personal mes-
sages. He agreed that a radio station was necessary to link the villages
together through inspirational music, Christian teaching, local and nation-
al news, as well as the kind of communication that radio telephones
allowed for.

Bill spent considerable time during the winter of 1956-57 writing a
proposal for a Covenant radio station in Nome. The proposal included
power recommendation, suggested frequency, and other technical issues.
Most importantly, Bill made his own case for the Covenant to take a fresh
look at the need for a radio station in western Alaska. Still feeling the rush
of emotion from his recent trip, he contended that there was no better
opportunity than now. Bill sent the proposal to Ralph Hanson in Chicago.

For more than a decade, Ralph, ever the advocate for Alaska missions,
had never given up hope on the Alaska radio project. Funding and staffing
issues inevitably kept revived interest from moving ahead. But as the
denominational head of missions read Bill Hartman’s proposal, something
stirred within him. He couldn’t help but wonder if this was an idea whose
time had finally come.

“Always before the proposal had seemed far too much for us to under-
take,” Ralph recalled. “Yet at the same time there has always been a sense
of destiny. I couldn’t help but think that God was in it.”

Roald, who had received a copy of Bill's proposal, also felt that the
time was right. In early 1957, he wrote a letter to Ralph Hanson telling
him the need for a Christian broadcast station was greater now than ever.
Most importantly, the Covenant needed a tool to support Alaska Native
pastors in their own languages. Roald also argued that a radio station could
be an effective evangelism tool. Finally, he reminded Ralph of Axel Karlson's
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vision by saying that a radio ministry would “once again open to us the
Far East and many places in Siberia.”

The combination of Bill’s proposal and Roald’s letter convinced Ralph
to act. In his April 17, 1957 report on Alaska to the Covenant Board of
Foreign Missions, he made his plea. Quoting extensively from Roald’s
passionate letter, Ralph acknowledged the concemns raised by the 1945
radio committee, but he stated that he believed there were qualified peo-
ple to staff a station and also individuals within the Covenant who would
support it financially. Most importantly, he told the board that he sensed
divine guidance for starting the project now. He concluded his report by
saying:

For years Covenant Men [a denominational organization|]
have felt the need for a really challenging project which
would stir the imagination and rally support, giving this
organization a sense of mission and achievement. An Alaska
radio project would be extremely challenging yet within the
means of this organization. ... operating a mission radio sta-
tion capable of reaching northwestern Alaska and also reach-
ing deeply into Soviet Siberia would be tremendously chal-
lenging to our entire Covenant.

Ralph’s report proved persuasive. The board approved the recommen-
dation and passed it on to the Covenant Executive Board, which brought
it to the delegates at the 1957 Covenant Annual Meeting for a vote. The
recommendation indicated that the Alaska Missionary Council was not
only behind this project but was willing to have all of the $15,000 that
was allocated for Alaska from the Covenant’s seventy-fifth anniversary
Diamond Jubilee fund go toward the start-up costs for the radio ministry.
The recommendation concluded by saying:

This year, 1957, marks the seventieth anniversary of our
Alaska mission field, and it seems fitting that we should
launch out upon some challenging new project as a memo-
rial of gratitude to God. There appears to be a number of
significant evidences that God is placing such a challenging
opportunity before us in this proposed missionary radio sta-
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tion. We, therefore, recommend that authorization be grant-
ed the Board of Missions and the Executive Board to con-
tinue studying the possibility of establishing a missionary
radio station at or near Nome, Alaska; to take the necessary
preliminary steps, including the filing of application with
the Federal Communications Commission for licensing if
deemed advisable; and to report detailed findings to the 1958
Annual Meeting.

The recommendation was unanimously passed.

At the same time that interest for a radio ministry in Alaska was being
renewed in Chicago, Ralph and Gert Fondell received, in January 1957,
a belated Christmas card from Don Bruckner. Once Ralph’s classmate at
North Park College, Don was now a missionary in Alaska. Since he was
aware of Ralph’s ongoing interest in a broadcast ministry in the north-
land, he wrote to notify his old college chum of the exciting develop-
ments. Don suggested Ralph contact Roald Amundsen.

Ralph and Gert
Fondell

Ralph wasted no time in responding. For him, Don’s letter was an
answer to prayer. Just two months earlier, the Fondells had been given
assurance that the Lord was still at work on their behalf to open the door
to Alaska. One morning while having her devotions, Gert sensed that God
was using this lengthy season of waiting to increase their patience and
trust in him. Gert read, “You need to persevere so that when you have
done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised” (Hebrews
10:36).

In his letter to Roald, Ralph wrote, “I am very interested in mission-
ary radio and especially so in Alaska. In fact, I have in the past considered
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making application for a position as engineer at KSEW in Sitka, Alaska,
under the Presbyterian Board of National Missions. However, as [ am a
member of the Covenant, [ am much more interested in Covenant mis-
sions. But my desire is to serve Christ where he leads.”

Roald responded on the same day he received the letter. He also wrote
to Bill Hartman, telling him about the Fondells. Bill proceeded to con-
tact Ralph and Gert. Roald also alerted Ralph Hanson in Chicago to Ralph
Fondell’s interest. But it was Fondell's telegram to Hanson in the fall that
prompted the elder Ralph to respond.

Hanson updated Fondell on where the radio project stood. Even though
the 1957 Covenant Annual Meeting had passed the recommendation on
pursuing an Alaska radio project, Hanson was noticeably cautious in his
communication with the Fondells. While the missions office and the
Covenant Executive Board had been authorized to continue to study the
project as well as to apply to the FCC for a license, Hanson was not yet
in a position to invite the Fondells to leave Kentucky.

Hanson’s response was all Ralph and Gert needed to begin to men-
tally pack their bags. Despite the cautionary tone of the letter, they felt
their dream would soon be realized.

A veteran missionary broadcaster by the name of Art Zylstra also had
his sights on the Arctic. In World War II he received radio and radar train-
ing and served as the radio operator on a small ship in the Pacific. During
his term of duty, Art prayed to God that if he returned home safely, he
would dedicate his life to using Christian radio as a tool to win souls to
Christ. Upon his return from the war, Art, a native of Lynden, Washington,
transferred from Seattle Pacific College to John Brown University in

Art Zylstra (far
right) in Quito,
Ecuador
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Siloam Springs, Arkansas, were he could major in radio broadcasting and
work at the radio station on campus.

Like Ralph Fondell, Art worked at WMBI in Chicago after college. But
remembering his promise to God, he responded to a need he had heard
about at HCJB radio in Quito, Ecuador, “The Voice of the Andes.” During
the war Art had been stationed at Treasure Island in San Francisco Bay,
California, and had been attending Mission Covenant Church in Oakland,
where he had met his wife, Margaret. The Covenant denomination com-
missioned Art and Margaret as missionaries and then loaned them to
World Radio Missionary Fellowship, the world’s largest mission radio
organization, which operated HCJB. While in Quito they helped to start
a small Covenant church.

In 1954 Art accepted an offer to become station manager of HOXO
“The Voice of the Isthmus” in Panama. His gregarious personality and
leadership abilities soon found Art presiding over the Pan-American
Christian Network of radio stations.

Ralph Hanson recognized that Art was the logical choice to lead the
Covenant radio station in Alaska. In 1957, when the Zylstras were on fur-
lough, Ralph contacted Art to see if he would consider giving leadership
to the emerging Alaska radio project. Art and Margaret committed to
pray separately for two days and then come back together on the third
day to discuss the opportunity. On the third day they were both con-
vinced that God was leading them to Alaska. Art let Ralph know of their
decision. Hanson and the Covenant Board of Missions then asked World
Radio Missionary Fellowship to release the Zylstras for two to four years
to work on the Alaska radio project. World Radio Missionary Fellowship
granted this request.

So in the fall of 1957 Bill Hartman and Art Zylstra went to work.
Together they focused on preparing the application to the FCC for a
license. One of the first issues to consider was whether the denomination
would hold the license or should it create a separate nonprofit organiza-
tion for that purpose. In October 1957 Art met with Joseph P. Zias of the
Washington, D.C. law firm of Loucks, Zias, Young, and Jansky. Zias had
come highly recommended not only as an expert in the laws surround-
ing commercial radio, but specifically as an expert in processing applica-
tions submitted by groups that operated Christian commercial stations.
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Zias suggested that the Covenant Church form a subsidiary corpora-
tion whose sole objective would be owning and operating of the radio
station. Thus, Arctic Broadcasting Association (ABA) was born. ABA was
formed as a not-for-profit, tax-exempt corporation, which allowed it to
accept tax deductible donations to support its work. As a subsidiary cor-
poration of the Covenant, ABA was connected to the Covenant and their
missionary work in Alaska in such a manner that ensured that the station
would remain responsive to the needs of the Covenant Church in west-
ern Alaska.

With these matters decided, Art turned his attention to finding a chief
engineer for the project. In November 1957, Art contacted Ralph Fondell
by letter. “If this radio project goes through,” he wrote, “I'd hope you would
agree to be my chief engineer.” Although he had been dreaming of such
an opportunity for the better part of ten years, Ralph wondered if he had
the ability to build a tower on the tundra, and guarantee that the project
that has taken so long to get off the ground would succeed. His self-effac-
ing doubts soon dissipated. The Holy Spirit began to quicken within him
a sense of confidence and inner peace. He realized that he did not have
to guarantee the project’s success. God would do that. All he had to do
was be faithful and available to the ministry.

By the spring of 1958, the denomination was moving ahead with plans
to build a station in Nome. Bill's and Art’s hard work proved that the sta-
tion was technically feasible and the FCC application process was well
under way. With Art on board as general manager and Ralph Fondell as
chief engineer, the staffing was in place. As for financing, the denomina-
tion had already received over $20,000 in donations toward the project.
Art and Ralph Hanson would propose to the delegates at the upcoming
1958 Annual Meeting that the total project costs of $60,000 be spread
over two budget years with roughly two thirds being spent in 1958 and
the remaining one third in 1959. It was clear to them that God’s hand
was moving this project forward in ways that had not been evident back
in 1945 when the radio committee recommended against pursing a radio
ministry in Alaska. They were confident that the Annual Meeting would
approve the proposed budget for the project.

But there was one problem that had to do with the timing of the
Annual Meeting and the brief summer season in Nome. Staff housing had
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to be built in the summer of 1958 so that when the Fondell family arrived
in the spring of 1959, Ralph could focus on building the broadcast tower
and necessary buildings at the transmitter site. Because there are only a
couple of months in the year when the Bering Sea is thawed and barges
with supplies are able sail into Nome from Seattle, the construction mate-
rials for the housing would have to be purchased and shipped in the spring,
before the Annual Meeting had approved a budget for the station.

While speaking in the Seattle area, Art shared the situation with George
Lagerquist, a Christian and local businessman. Lagerquist showed unchar-
acteristic interest in Art’s story. “Do you know what kind of work I'm in?”
he asked Art. As Art shook his head, Lagerquist explained. “I'm in con-
struction materials and most of my customers are in Alaska.” George
Lagerquist owned Galco Wood Products.

Art didn’t exactly know what Lagerquist was getting at, but as they
talked he had a sense that God was present in this meeting, providing a
solution to what Art had thought was an impossible situation.

“Do you think the Covenant denomination will approve the radio
project and fund the cost of materials and transportation?” Lagerquist
asked him.

“I believe it with all my heart,” Art confidently replied.

“Then I don’t see a problem,” his new friend explained. “If you give
me a list of the materials you need for the first phase of your project, |
will make sure everything gets loaded on the first barge headed for Nome.
That way your supplies will arrive in time for the construction season.”

Willing to be reimbursed following the Annual Meeting’s decision,
George Lagerquist agreed to purchase the supplies himself. It was a remark-
able answer to prayer. It was one of many as the momentum to create a
radio ministry in Nome began to build.
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Facing Impossible Odds

The name Alaska comes from an Aleut word that means “the great land.”
Not only is it great in terms of its size and unique beauty, it also conjures up
images of great challenge. Every year, adventurers attempt to reach the 20,320-
foot peak of Mt. McKinley or snowshoe over the Mendenhall Glacier, one of
100,000 glaciers in the state. But they do so at great risk.

It was another great challenge that Libby Riddles faced in the 1985
Iditarod. While other mushers waited out a blinding blizzard, Riddles left
Shaktoolik when the storm was just beginning. She knew she was taking an
enormous risk, but having gained the lead, she was determined to keep it.
Riddles had something to prove. A woman had never won the Iditarod.
Although she was taking a great chance, her risk paid off. As a result of mush-
ing through the night barely able to see the trail markers, Libby Riddles crossed
the burled arch on Front Street first.

On Thursday June 19, 1958, at the second business session of
the 73rd Covenant Annual Meeting, Ralph Hanson, with Art
Zylstra at his side, presented the recommendation from the Board of
Missions, with concurrence from the Covenant Executive Board, that del-
egates give final authorization to begin the Alaska radio project. In his
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report to the delegates he stated: “We have pursued this matter during
the past year and, in view of the great need for such a facility, resources
in the way of both finances and personnel placed at our command, and
many indications of divine guidance, we have proceeded to fulfill the
detailed requisites for filing application with the FCC for permission to
construct and operate such a station.” After Art answered a number of
questions from the delegates the motion was put to a vote and was adopt-
ed.

The Annual Meeting also commissioned the Fondells as career mis-
sionaries with the Covenant, and the Fondells and the Zylstras, who were
already commissioned, were consecrated for service in Alaska. That meant
the Fondells could take their first step toward Alaska by packing up their
belongings and moving their four children from Kentucky to live with
Ralph’s family in Minnesota.

With the construction materials needed to build the staff housing
delivered to Alaska, Ralph and Art approached the next pressing issue on
their lengthy to do list—locating property for the transmitter and tower.
They needed to find out if there was any land surrounding Nome that
was relatively free of permafrost, sub-surface ground that remains frozen
year round. Because the top level of soil and rock thaws during the sum-
mer only to re-freeze in the winter, the ground twists and buckles, wreak-
ing havoc on roads, parking lots, or building foundations, causing struc-
tures to collapse. The projected radio tower and transmitter buildings
needed to be constructed on permafrost-free ground if at all possible.

Contacts in Nome advised Art and Ralph to hire a drilling rig and
crew, survey the area, and find the most stable location. They indicated
that such a procedure could last as long as two years. The men were
alarmed. They felt they couldn’t wait that long, now that the denomina-
tion had finally given them the go ahead.

Art sent letters to a number of military and government offices, hop-
ing to find available information about the terrain in Nome. A response
from the Geological Survey in Washington, D.C. was particularly help-
ful. The letter provided the name and address of a surveyor who had spent
two summers drilling in and around Nome. Amazingly enough, the man
lived less than twenty minutes away from the Zylstras’ California home.

Art contacted the surveyor, who invited him to his home. Art discov-
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ered that the man was a Christian. Not only was he genuinely excited
about the Covenant’s plan to build a radio station in Nome, he was all
smiles as he rolled out a geological map of the Norton Sound region and
provided Art the information he needed.

“Mr. Zylstra,” he began. “In the area in which you and your denomi-
nation want to locate a transmitter and tower, my studies have revealed
there is only one place relatively free from permafrost. It is right here.”

Using a pencil, the surveyor pointed to a small parcel of land south-
east of the Nome city limits where the Nome River flowed out into the
Bering Sea. The information that could have taken months (if not years)
to discover, had been found.

With ever-growing confidence that God was blessing their efforts,
Ralph and Art said goodbye to their families and met in Seattle before
flying north for the summer. The two had not yet been to Alaska, and in
fact had only just met face to face at the 1958 Annual Meeting. All con-
tact work had been done from a distance. As the plane began its approach
to the Anchorage airport, the men looked out of the window. The sight
was breathtaking. The snow-capped mountains of the Chugach moun-
tain range appeared to be scraping the bottom of the fuselage. The grandeur
of the mountains reflected the incredible greatness of the Creator, on
whose power they had come to rely for each step of the radio venture.

In Anchorage, Ralph and Art changed to a smaller plane for the flight
to Nome. As they flew over the massive Alaska Range, they noticed how
dramatically the landscape below them changed. The terrain through
which the Yukon River flowed was flat and treeless.

Before arriving in Nome, the plane had a stop in Unalakleet. Upon
landing there, one of the plane’s tires blew out. The pilot was able to safe-
ly bring the plane to a stop on the small runway, but the scheduled con-
tinuation to Nome was delayed a day while a new tire was flown in from
Anchorage. Art and Ralph made the best of the unexpected layover. They
shared a meal with pioneer Covenant missionary L. E. Ost (who had first
arrived in western Alaska in 1910) and Maynard Londborg, who gave
leadership to the Covenant high school there. They also walked around
the village, engaging people in conversation. Ralph visited Steffan Katchatag.

“I will never forget meeting Mr. Katchatag,” Ralph recalled. “Art and
I were told about this dear brother in Christ who was housebound due
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to severe physical disabilities. As we visited with him in his home, we
described what we had come to Alaska to do. His face lit up with excite-
ment. He had picked up sporadic Christian broadcasts on his shortwave
radio.”

Most villages in western Alaska were only able to pick up shortwave
broadcast stations, which broadcast in higher frequencies than AM sta-
tions. These higher frequencies make it possible for people to hear the
station many hundreds or even thousands of miles away. As a result, these
stations were most often located far from Alaska and their programming
was not tailored to the needs of these remote Alaskan villages.

Steffan Katchatag understood that with a station based in Nome, his
need for consistent and relevant Christian programming would be met.
His words to Ralph were encouraging: “Although your station isn’t yet
on the air, I know the programs you will broadcast will nourish my soul.
They will be daily bread from heaven.”

The next day, on July 22, Art and Ralph reached their destination. The
town wasn’t quite what they had expected. The former boom town of
20,000 residents with its fancy restaurants and hotels was a sleepy little
town of about 3,000, without paved streets. Parallel to the driftwood-
strewn beach along the Bering Sea was the infamous Front Street of gold
rush days. Though a fraction of the size it once was, it still boasted false-
front buildings that resembled the main street of a wild-west town. The
Board of Trade Saloon continued to bear witness to a permissive and
promiscuous past. On the side of the wooden building was painted “Sin
City.” It and half a dozen other taverns up and down the street seemed

Steffan Katchatag
from Unalakleet
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to do a healthy business.

That part hadn’t changed from when Wyatt Earp lived in Nome (hav-
ing given up gun-slinging to open a hotel and casino). What was differ-
ent was that sixty years earlier the people who were staggering in and out
of the bars day and night were gold hungry miners. Now it was Alaska
Natives without jobs and seemingly without much purpose in life.

The Nome Nugget newspaper office stood out. A sign in the window
called attention to the fact it was the oldest continuously published paper
in Alaska. It was also the only consistent source of local, state, and nation-
al news in town.

T
RADID  NIGHT
AALPH FONDELL Ralph Fondell {left)

- and Art Zylstra in
front of Nome

Covenant Church

ART ZYLSTRA
pLY 12730 P

The two newcomers introduced themselves around town. They had
much to do in a small amount of time. They went to the U.S. commis-
sioner’s office to find out whether the property that had been identified
by the surveyor as relatively permafrost-free was claimed by someone
else. The commissioner assured them that the land they needed had not
been claimed.

Although this odd, pie-shaped piece was larger than they needed, Art
and Ralph were ecstatic. They immediately went out to the site and pound-
ed a stake into the ground where the transmitter and tower would be
located. It was an acceptable way of staking it out until application for
ownership could be formally made. Like the memorial stones set by the
Old Testament patriarchs as a witness to God’s deliverance, the marker
called attention to God’s faithfulness.

The balance of that summer was spent helping Spencer Strand, a
Covenant missionary, build two homes for the Fondell and Zylstra fam-
ilies. For one of the homes, Spencer actually used a miner’s shack built
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during the gold rush as the main structure.

In late October 1958, after they said goodbye to their new friends in
Nome, Art and Ralph stopped in Fairbanks to visit the Bureau of Land
Management Office to apply for the land they had staked in Nome. After
submitting the necessary documentation, they asked how long it would
take for the application papers to be processed. The answer was like a
blow to the stomach. It would take up to two years. Leaving the build-
ing, they proceeded to kneel on the ground and pray that God would
intervene.

Art Zyistra stakes
claim to the land
for the KICY trans-
mitter site.

Ralph and Art left Alaska to rejoin their respective families. The plan
called for the Fondell family to move to Nome in the summer of 1959
and the Zylstra family to join them in the fall. That would allow them to
get established and complete the construction of the studio before the
station would go on the air sometime in the spring of 1960.

Until that time, Ralph and Art traveled extensively, speaking in Covenant
churches throughout the denomination to raise awareness as well as funds
for the Alaska radio project. Following a presentation in Minnesota, Art
connected with the son of a former associate at WMBI. When he asked
where the man’s parents were now living and what they were doing, he
was dumbfounded to discover they were living in Fairbanks, where Art’s
old friend was working for the Bureau of Land Management. Art told the
son that he had visited that very office only a few months earlier while
trying to secure ownership of a very valuable piece of property.

The young man wrote to his parents about his unexpected encounter
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with Art Zylstra. He told his father of Art’s concern about the time it
would take to process the paperwork for the land deed. Within a couple
weeks, Art received a letter from this friend he hadn’t seen in years. “I've
put a special tag on your file so that it will stay at the top of the heap,”
his friend wrote. “As God would have it, | am temporarily serving in a
capacity within the bureau where I can help you. Ordinarily I would not
have that ability.”

He ended the letter by writing, “Although there are lots of places I
would rather be just now, I don’t believe it’s happenstance that I am here.
If the Lord can use me to help this thing along, I'll feel it’s been worth-
while.”

When Art read those words, the 6’5" missionary broadcaster felt more
like ten feet tall.

On Palm Sunday evening, Art, Ralph and Gert Fondell, and Howie
and Pat Nelson (who were to be commissioned as missionaries at the
1959 Annual Meeting to work on the Alaska radio project) were sched-
uled to be at First Covenant Church in Des Moines, lowa, for a special
evening service. But a couple of days before that meeting, Ralph got an
unexpected call. Art had suffered a severe heart attack and was hospital-
ized in Chicago. Ralph was asked to fly to Kansas City to preach at First
Covenant Church in place of Art on Palm Sunday morning and then fly
on to Des Moines for the Sunday evening service. As Ralph stood before
the two congregations, he asked for prayer for his colleague in ministry.
With Art’s health at risk, many contingency plans were considered.
Fortunately, Art recovered quickly and the plans for both families to move
continued.

Ralph and Gert
Fondell and family
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In the summer of 1959, Ralph and Gert and their four children, accom-
panied by Art, arrived in the largest, northernmost, and westernmost state
of the union. Only months earlier, on January 3, 1959, Alaska had become
the forty-ninth state. They arrived in Fairbanks, where the land manager
had good news for them. Not only had the application for the property
they staked out been approved, but since the property was going to be
used for religious purposes, the land was available at half its commercial
value.

In Nome, the situation was not as encouraging, however. Soon after
the Fondells arrived, Ralph discovered that the town was unable to pro-
vide the transmitter site with power. He realized that their only option
was to buy a diesel generator. Ralph called Art, who had returned to
California for a medical check-up and to attend the birth of his daugh-
ter. The call came none too soon. The last Nome-bound barge of the sea-
son was being loaded in Elliott Bay in Seattle. There was no time to lose.
Art located the necessary equipment and made arrangements for it to be
shipped to Seattle and delivered to the appropriate pier. Then he phoned
the Alaska Steamship Company to alert them to the delivery that need-
ed to be added to the final shipment. Still savoring a sense of satisfaction
at having successfully located the portable power plant, Art wasn’t pre-
pared for the clerk’s blunt reply. No more cargo was being loaded for
Nome. Once again, Art prayed fervently for God to intervene. Without
the generator the radio project would be delayed for several months.

A few days later Art drove to Pier 43 in Seattle and saw that the crat-
ed diesel generator had been delivered. It was sitting outside a closed gate.
As he raced into the shipping office, he heard someone call out his name.
“Art Zylstra, what are you doing here?” Art turned to find an old Navy
chum he hadn’t seen in fifteen years. The man was an employee of the
shipping company. When Art explained his predicament, his friend excused
himself, and left the room to make a phone call. When he came back, he
directed Art to the window where the two watched the locked gate open
and a forklift load the crate onto the barge.

One breakthrough after another marked the preliminary steps in the
radio station’s development, giving Ralph and Art the encouragement
they needed after an exhausting year of planning and itineration. But for
Ralph Hanson, the denominational missions executive who had dreamed
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Chapter Five

of a radio station in Alaska for almost twenty-five years, the Divine fin-
gerprints were a much needed validation of his vision.

With the power source for the future radio transmitter en route to
Nome, Ralph and Gert and their family began to settle in. Their home
was the turn-of-the-century gold rush shack Ralph, Art, and Spencer
Strand had reinforced the previous summer. One major adjustment the
family had to make was to the never-ending Arctic daylight. On a typi-
cal summer night the sun did not go down until after midnight. And even
at that, the sky didn’t get fully dark before the sun reappeared a couple
hours later. With no school to get up for, the Fondell children rode their
bikes and played in the street long past dinner just like the other kids in
the neighborhood. Gert experimented with light-blocking techniques.
Newspaper and cardboard in the windows helped create some semblance
of darkness.

While Gert helped the children find a new rhythm to their transplant-
ed lives, Ralph focused on the task of assembling the transmission tower,
which had been shipped from Seattle weeks earlier. Fortunately for Ralph,
Bill Hartman agreed to return that summer for two weeks and help con-
struct the tower. He timed his arrival to coincide with the arrival of the
barge carrying the unassembled tower. What he found was not quite what
he had expected.

“I naively thought that the radio tower would be unloaded in sections
ready to be put up,” Bill later recalled. “But that wasn’t the way it was at
all. Instead I saw a pile of small boxes and crates containing pieces of the
tower on the beach. It was scattered on the beach along with everything
else the barge had unloaded. There among the boxed clothing, food, and
household supplies people in Nome had ordered for the coming winter
was a gigantic erector set waiting to be unpacked and assembled.”

Missing from the array of containers was an instruction manual. The
boxes of tower parts were trucked to the Covenant surplus hangar on an
airstrip east of town. There, Ralph and Bill went to work. Slowly, by trial
and error, they came up with a system for bolting the unpainted parts
together in a way that resembled what they knew the finished product
should look like. In order to keep the sections from becoming too heavy
to maneuver, they limited them to ten-foot length:s.

But before attempting to assemble the tower sections vertically, they
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had to paint the steel so that the 250-foot tower could be clearly seen by
pilots taking off and landing and to prevent rusting. They had not antic-
ipated that the parts would come unpainted. Ralph and Bill found plen-
ty of white paint in town, but they also needed “international orange”
paint, a color required by both the Federal Communications Commission
and the Federal Aviation Administration. There was no orange paint for
sale in town. It could not be flown in because paint was considered a haz-
ardous material, and it could not be shipped in because the last barge of
the season had already left Seattle. Fortunately, the local road department
was willing to loan cans of bright orange paint to the desperate workers
until a barge the following spring could deliver more.

Re-enter Everett Bachelder. When the musher-missionary in town real-
ized that the Covenant was moving full-speed ahead on bringing a radio
station into reality, he offered to help in any way he could. His dreams
for a Plymouth Brethren radio ministry had faded when the Covenant
submitted its application for an FCC license. Still, when he learned that
tower sections needed to be painted, he stepped forward to do the job.

While Everett sloshed white and orange paint in alternating bands on
the ten-foot sections, Ralph and Bill studied aerial photographs that indi-
cated where the tower and the supporting guy wires should be positioned.
Although the tower’s center pier would be located on a section of per-
mafrost-free tundra, the steel wires extending out would not necessarily
be. The two men examined the photos for evidence of blueberry
patches. Because blueberries have a root structure, their presence would
indicate soil more easily penetrable than permanently frozen tundra where
only grasses could grow on the surface.

Tower building
crew in the summer
of 1959
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With schematic drawings of where the guy wires should be anchored
in hand, Ralph and Bill supervised a handful of volunteers who had paid
their own way to Nome for a few weeks. The team dug a series of holes
that were five feet deep and poured concrete. There could be no scrimp-
ing here. The guy wires would be critical to keeping the tower erect and
immovable in the notorious Arctic winds that blow during the winter.

When the holes were dug, Ralph and Bill began hoisting the ten-foot
sections of tower with 5/16 inch rope they had located in town. They
would climb the tower together, bolting the sections into place as the
ground crew hoisted them up using a home-made pulley system. Reaching
dizzying heights, the two climbed the growing white and orange mono-

lith day after day.

Bill Hartman and
Ralph Fondell
assembled the
250-foot tower in
10-foot sections.

The construction of the studio building was taking shape half a block
from the gray house where the Fondells lived. With Spencer Strand super-
vising the operation, volunteers from Covenant churches in Washington
and California worked to frame the exterior building and then the inte-
rior control room from which the programming would eventually origi-
nate.

When the time came for Bill and the other volunteers to return home,
there was a change in the weather. Rain, wind, and even snow showers
signaled a temporary end to the summer projects. As Ralph said a grate-
ful goodbye to a cadre of weary workers returning to the lower forty-
eight, he was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief. The 200-foot tower
standing proudly above the old gold rush community silently announced
that the long awaited radio project was at last coming to pass. With the
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guy wires anchored into place, there was no reason to think the new radio
tower was going anywhere.

Although there was still fifty more feet of tower to cap off the proj-
ect, Ralph was grateful for a couple days of inclement weather. The thir-
ty-six-year-old engineer was exhausted. When the weather improved on
the last day of August, Ralph was ready to get back up on the tower and
finish the final five sections by himself. Before heading off to the trans-
mitter site that morning, Gert and Ralph sat at the kitchen table for devo-
tions. They discovered that the ministry highlighted in the Covenant Prayer
Book for that day was the Alaska radio project. As he spent the next six
hours on the tower, Ralph was sustained by the knowledge that hundreds
of Covenanters in the United States and Canada were praying for him
and his family.

When the instructions for assembling the tower finally arrived weeks
after the initial shipment, Ralph realized that they had assembled it back-
wards! But no matter, with inventive ingenuity, Ralph and Bill had built
a tower that would stand for many years.

Once the tower was up, volunteers from the Nome Covenant Church
began laying ground wire and the all-important ground system. These
wires had to be stretched in uniform distances away from the base of the
tower. It was a time-consuming effort. By the middle of September, con-
struction was complete on the transmitter building and the building to
house the diesel generator.

As Art and Margaret Zylstra and their four children flew into Nome
in mid-October, the 250-foot lighted tower welcomed them to a town
surrendering to the chill and the fast approaching darkness of winter. It
was a winter that would conclude with an Easter sunrise never to be for-
gotten.
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Laying a Firm Foundation

Although all Iditarod mushers dream of one day winning first place, that is
not the primary motivator for most of them. It is the joy and the challenge of
the journey that sustains them during the rigorous months of training lead-
ing up to the race. At certain checkpoints along the way, the mushers are
required to sign-in and initial documents. There they take time to check the
dogs for injury, feed them, and rest them for a brief time.

Because residents and fans crowd around the individual mushers, most
racers will acknowledge them as they attempt to make up lost time while sign-
ing the paperwork on the fly. Some mushers will give autographs. A few are
even willing to disregard the ticking clock and engage villagers in meaningful
conversation. Mike Williams of Akiak, Alaska, is one such dog driver.

This middle-aged Yupiaq is quite outspoken about his reason for racing
each year. He participates in the Iditarod to call attention to the deadly con-
sequences of alcoholism. Having been personally impacted by alcohol, Williams
is committed to helping others find the freedom of sobriety. As a result, those
who are motivated by his example seek him out as he stops at each village.
A committed Christian, Williams takes time from the race to visit with those
who are struggling with a disease that has taken a hefty toll on the Alaska
Native community.
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When Mike Williams eventually arrives in Nome each year, he's not in
a hurry to leave. A week after the first musher crosses the finish line, he is one
of the Iditarod participants who gladly gives his testimony at Nome Covenant
Church on Mushers’ Sunday. For Williams, being sensitive to and available
for people who look up to him is an important part of the race.

The Fondells welcomed the Zylstra family with open arms. Even
though the two families hardly knew each other, the arrival of
the Zylstras felt like a family reunion. While Margaret Zylstra took respon-
sibility for getting the family settled, Art didn’t waste any time getting
reacquainted in town. His outgoing personality served him well as he con-
tinued to get to know community leaders and business owners. The man-
ager of the fledgling radio ministry listened as well as talked. He wanted
to know what the people in Nome needed from a broadcast operation,
since the new station would be the only full service radio station in town.

But Art’s informal survey of potential listeners was not limited to
Nome. Thanks to Roald Amundsen, Nome Covenant Church’s pilot-pas-
tor, Art and Ralph took advantage of the late fall good weather and flew
to villages like White Mountain and Golovin to introduce themselves.
Often they entered a home to find a radio prominently displayed in the
living room or kitchen. Even though programming had been limited to
the Armed Forces station or a shortwave signal from far away, radios were
seen as a necessary tool to surviving the harsh Arctic winters.

That first winter Ralph and Roald oversaw the set-up of the diesel
generator. At the same time, Lyle Stokes, a volunteer from California,
helped with the installation of the transmitter. Meanwhile, Art toyed with

The Zylstra family
arrived in Nome in
the fall of 1959,
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a name for the new station that would soon be on the air. He wanted
something that would be memorable. The call letters of HCJB in Quito
were an acronym for Hoy Cristo Jesus Bendice, Spanish for “Today Christ
Jesus Blesses.” This ministry that would reach around the globe from the
mountains of Ecuador also was nicknamed “The Voice of the Andes.” The
radio ministry he later went to in Panama was HOXO, “The Voice of the
Isthmus.” Somehow the call letters needed to reflect the unique region
in which the signal would be heard.

In the middle of an Alaskan winter, Art considered K-ICY a most
appropriate choice. And taking his cue from his former radio assignments,
he thought “The Voice of the Arctic” would be a fitting moniker. Ralph
and Gert agreed.

The staff worked night and day to prepare the station for a spring
launch. The workload was more than they had anticipated. Art and Ralph
were grateful that the Covenant had the foresight to call a third full-time
couple. Howie and Pat Nelson had arrived in September of 1959, after
being commissioned in June at the 1959 Annual Meeting. Whereas Art
would serve as KICY’s general manager and Ralph would be the chief
engineer, Howie would serve as the station’s first program director.

Although the Nelsons had spent a year at North Park Seminary, it was
Howie's radio training at Brown Institute of Broadcasting in Minneapolis
that had prepared him for the unique challenges of KICY. While Pat
worked as a nurse at the local hospital, donating her salary to the opera-
tion of the station, Howie began negotiating programs and selecting records
that KICY could broadcast once it was up and running.

Howie soon discovered that his job description included a whole lot
more than programming. Ralph enlisted his help to string cable three and
a half miles from the studio building to the transmitter site. Whenever
possible, they attached the cable to existing electrical poles. One day as
they were hanging the cable on the poles, the temperature dropped past
20 below. Howie was about twenty feet above ground drilling the holes
for the hardware to hang the cable. All of a sudden he slid all the way
down to the ground. Later they learned that when the temperature is
20 below or colder the spurs they wore on their industrial boots would
not stick into a wooden pole. They decided to wait for more moderate
weather.
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When the line stringing resumed, Ralph and Howie faced a new chal-
lenge. As they left the city limits, they ran out of electrical poles on which
to hang the cable. They had to lay the insulated cable on the ground. That
set-up would work as long as the occasional moose or caribou didn’t gnaw
through the rubber insulation. Once the line was fully strung, it was time
to test the system.

When the tower
was assembled,
Howie Nelson and
Ralph Fondell
strung cable from
the studio to the
transmitter site.

Ralph recalled, “On the day we tested voice signals, Howie and I
stood at the base of the tower and spoke into a mike to Art back at the
studio. We weren't sure if he'd be able to hear us. But after a few moments
of uncomfortable silence, we heard that deep booming voice coming
back through our speakers saying, ‘Boy, you guys are really making
noise!’ I remember thinking, ‘This is great—I wonder if Alexander
Graham Bell felt this great when he first discovered his telephone inven-
tion worked!"”

While the excitement and anticipation built in Nome, there was trou-
ble in Chicago. The expenditures made to purchase the necessary, and
sometimes unexpected, equipment to run the station exceeded the amount
authorized by the 1958 Annual Meeting by $40,000. This caused con-
siderable concern for those who served on the Covenant Executive Board.
Ralph Hanson reassured the Covenant'’s trustees that support for the sta-
tion was strong in the churches and that many more individuals were
expected to pledge their support in the coming months. In a letter to the
Board of Missions, which reported to the Covenant Executive Board,
dated December 17, 1959, Hanson reminded the board that “God has
guided us, removed obstacles, and provided in a marvelous way....
Apparently a higher authority than any of our boards or even the Covenant
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Annual Meeting has given us the privilege of launching this project, and
we may be confident he will not let us down.”

In the end the Covenant trustees realized that with the equipment
already in Nome, the license approved, the major expenditures made, and
the station ready to go on air, there was little they could do but trust God
to see the station through this financial crisis.

As spring approached, the staff in Nome worked from eight in the
morning until ten at night to prepare the station for its first broadcast,
the date of which was still not set. On Saturday, March 26 they hosted
an open house for the community. More than 400 curious neighbors who
had seen the studio building on 4th and D streets go up the previous sum-
mer were given an opportunity to see what the inside of a radio station
looked like.

The next day, following a celebrative morning of worship at Nome
Covenant Church, a special dedication service was held at the newly fin-
ished studio. A standing-room only crowd listened as several dignitaries
called attention to the milestone this new radio station represented in
western Alaska. It was not only providing a new way to evangelize and
disciple an area that had once only been accessible by dog sled, it was a
communication link with the outside world that the villages and towns
on the Seward Peninsula and in the Yukon Delta had dreamed about.

Written greetings were read from the mayor of Nome, the governor
of Alaska, the state’s only member of Congress, and both U.S. senators
from Alaska. A reel-to-reel audiotape recorded by Clarence Nelson, then
president of the Covenant denomination, was played. In addition, repre-
sentatives from the Moravian, Friends, and Lutheran missions flew in from
Bethel, Kotzebue, Teller, and Brevig Mission to bring personal greetings.
Perhaps the most unexpected greeting came from radio station ELWA in
Monrovia, Liberia, congratulating the newest member of the global fam-
ily of Christian broadcasters.

One of the most moving presentations of the day, however, was from
the executive secretary of world mission. Ralph Hanson, the former mis-
sionary who had dreamed of such a day, stood before the crowd and gave
public gratitude to God for bringing the new radio ministry into being.
In his resonant baritone voice, Ralph reviewed the history of the Covenant
in Alaska, including the special years he and his family spent in White
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Mountain and Golovin twenty-five years earlier.

Paul Fryhling, pastor of First Covenant Church in Minneapolis, which
had donated money to build the studio building, gave the keynote mes-
sage, which was entitled “Man’s Vision and God’s Miracles.” He reflect-
ed on the impact radio has had on American culture since it made its
debut only forty years earlier. There were already a million radios in use
and radio broadcasting was experiencing unprecedented growth. The
Covenant’s willingness to invest in this cutting-edge technology, Fryhling
said, was timely and God-ordained.

Paul Fryhling,
pastor of First
Covenant Church
in Minneapolis,
was the keynote
speaker at the
KICY dedication.

Ralph Hanson’s pronouncement that God would not take the Covenant
this far without seeing the project through to completion proved true. In
addition to the $15,000 gift earmarked for KICY by the Covenant's
Diamond Jubilee capital campaign, donations of money and equipment
from individuals and churches covered the increased start-up expenses
of the station.

Not all of the contributions were financial. In the previous year and
a half, countless volunteers had flown into Nome at their own expense
to assist with a myriad of projects. And not all gifts were from those con-
nected to the Covenant Church. One sizable check came from a nonde-
nominational group in Saudi Arabia who had heard about the pioneer
work.

When the final equipment tests were performed, the FCC gave approval
for KICY to begin operation the week of April 11. Art convinced the rest
of the staff to wait until April 17, Easter Sunday. On that cold Sunday
morning in 1960, Art was in the studio before sunrise. He wanted to make
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sure he had plenty of time to go through the sign-on protocol. At pre-
cisely 6 a.m. Bering Time, he flipped the mike switch in the control room
to the right, and read a carefully scripted sign-on greeting he had written
days before.

“This is the Voice of the Arctic, radio station KICY, initiating with this
announcement. KICY is broadcasting with a transmitted power of 5,000
watts. On this, our first day of broadcasting, and daily throughout the
weeks and months of the future, you will be able to tune this frequency
for the very latest world, regional, and local news, and programs of inter-
est for your listening pleasure, entertainment, and enlightenment.

“This is Art Zylstra, manager of radio station KICY, inviting you to
remain tuned and reminding you of this bit of good news: ‘Faith cometh
by hearing and hearing by the word of God.

In order to clear his throat without being heard by his new listeners,
Art flipped the microphone switch to the left momentarily. Then flip-

'y »

ping it to the right again he introduced Howie Nelson, who proceeded
to read yellow strips of paper torn from the Associated Press teletype
machine. As Howie reported about a killer tornado in Oklahoma, China’s
political negotiations with neighboring Burma, and President Eisenhower’s
attendance at Easter services in Georgia, the noisy teletype machine could
be heard clicking in the background.

On St. Lawrence Island, about 150 miles southwest of Nome, Dave
and Mitzi Shinen, linguists with Wycliffe Bible Translators, heard that first
broadcast. As they gathered in the Gambell Presbyterian Church after an
Easter sunrise service on the beach, they noticed the village president had
placed a battery-operated radio on a stand in front of the room. While

Art Zyistra at the
microphone and
Ralph Fondell in
the control room of
the KICY studio
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the group ate seagull eggs and dried walrus, they listened to recordings
of hymns and, for the first time ever, a weather forecast for St. Lawrence
Island.

After that initial fifteen-minute report of world, national, and Alaskan
news, Art switched over to Roald Amundsen, who was at the Nome high
school with a remote transmitter unit to broadcast the annual Easter sun-
rise service featuring pastors from several area churches. Later that day,
the KICY dedication ceremony, which had been taped three weeks ear-
lier, was broadcast.

The day was exhilarating. The message of Easter’s hope combined with
the fulfillment of years of preparation and anticipation to create a fresh
awareness of God’s power to answer prayer and changes lives. After the
station signed off at 11 p.m., the staff returned to their homes. They were
exhausted, but excited as they thought of what God had in mind for the
station in the days ahead.

The following day listeners got a taste of a typical day of broadcast-
ing on KICY. The staff had spent countless hours attempting to discern
the needs and wants of people in Nome and in the villages, and the log
of programs reflected a diversity of flavors.

Following the early morning news was Wilbur Nelson’s syndicated
show “The Morning Chapel Hour.” The show’s theme song welcomed the
day: “It is morning, the Son’s in my heart, even when it’s cloudy all day.
Itis morning, the shadows depart. Every day’s a wonderful day.” This was
followed by more news, a community bulletin board program where lis-
teners could promote club events or sell household items, and an hour-
long program hosted by Art called “Musical Mailbag.” A segment of Bible
reading followed later in the morning. At noon there was a fifteen-minute
segment called “Pause for Prayer” that preceded the midday news.

In the afternoon, Gert Fondell hosted a program for young homemak-
ers challenged by the demands of young children, housework, and stress-
ful marriages. Borrowing the title from a program aired at their previous
station in Kentucky, Gert called the half-hour segment “Lines from a
Mother’s Scrapbook.” It was followed by a talk show called “From a
Woman'’s Point of View.”

The balance of the afternoon included a fifteen-minute program pro-
duced by the Narramore Christian Foundation called “Psychology for
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Living.” This show, featuring Christian psychologist Clyde Narramore,
dealt with finding solutions to life’s problems. There were also children’s
programs from the Moody Broadcasting Network, including “Ranger Bill”
and “Sailor Sam.” “Back to the Bible,” a twenty-five-minute Bible study
produced by Good News Broadcasting Association, rounded out the after-
noon schedule.

In May, the “Eskimo Hour” was introduced during the five o’clock
hour. The show was hosted by Fred Savok, who had arrived in Nome that
month to be associate pastor of the Nome church and director of Alaska
Native programming for KICY. It quickly became one of KICY’s most
popular programs. Assisted by his wife, Gladys, and by Thomas Tungwenuk,
a member of the Nome Covenant Church, Fred translated regional and
national news into one of three Native dialects—Ifiupiaq, Yupik, or Siberian
Yupik. This news segment took up the first fifteen minutes of the pro-
gram. The remaining thirty minutes of the forty-five-minute program was
filled with pre-recorded hymns sung by village congregations in their spe-
cific dialect.

A variety of programs were offered in the evening hours until the 11
o’clock sign-off. News and music gave way to “Stories of Great Christians,”
a Moody program dramatizing the lives of well-known saints, and
“Unshackled,” a drama produced by the Pacific Garden Mission in Chicago.
At 8 p.m. KICY introduced a fifteen-minute segment that would quick-
ly become a signature program.

The “Ptarmigan Telegraph” (pronounced “tarmigan”) invited listeners
to call or write in messages for family members, work colleagues, or dis-

Fred Savok host-
ing the “Eskimo
Hour”
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tant relatives. These brief comments would then be read on the air so that
the intended recipient would hear and respond in an appropriate man-
ner. At the time home phone service was not available. Instead, each vil-
lage might have one phone, usually a pay phone. Some of the larger towns,
such as Nome, had privately owned phone exchanges, but communica-
tion was still very difficult. The “Ptarmigan Telegraph” soon became an
indispensable lifeline to the area. It was a service unique to Alaska. The
FCC forbade communicating private communiqués over public airwaves
except in Alaska where villages were remote. Other stations in the state
had similar programs, including “Caribou Clatter,” “Tundra Topics,” and
“Mukluk Telegraph.”

The “Ptarmigan Telegraph” announced all news that was “fit to broad-
cast.” It announced when Uncle Jim would be arriving at fish camp or
the fact that Doris had given birth to a healthy baby boy. It announced
the arrival of a shipment of caribou meat on a chartered flight and it called
for medical help for someone too sick to be transported. Dave Shinen,
the Wycliffe translator on St. Lawrence Island, heard the news that his
father in California had died.

Each day KICY gave seven updated news and weather reports. For the
first time listeners had up-to-the minute forecasts and warnings of approach-
ing storms, severe temperature drops, and low-pressure fronts moving in
from the Bering Sea. In a part of the world that was accessible only by
ship, plane, or dog sled, news of blinding storms, treacherous winds, and
floating ice packs could save lives. KICY provided a vital service with
these brief weather reports.

KICY'’s signal was heard in the original Covenant mission villages of
Unalakleet, Golovin, White Mountain, and Elim. It was also reaching vil-
lages far beyond Norton Sound. Listeners were identified 300 or so miles
south in the delta region of the Yukon and Kuskokwin Rivers as well to
the north throughout the Seward Peninsula. In addition to St. Lawrence
Island, the signal carried to both Little and Big Diomede Islands and
Nunivak Island lodged in the frozen Bering Sea. A letter from the Russian
government to the U.S. government protesting the existence of KICY
gave the Covenant reason to believe the transmission from KICY’s tower
was reaching the people in Siberia who Axel Karlson had dreamed of
reaching seventy-five years earlier.
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For hundreds of uninterrupted miles, the new radio station was being
heard loud and clear. With 5,000 watts of non-directional power, the
potential listening audience was thought to exceed 40,000 people, two-
thirds of whom were Alaska Natives. Within the first month the station
received more than a thousand letters from eighty different villages.

One of the first letters was postmarked in Port Graham, 130 miles
southwest of Anchorage. It read, “Just a note from a missionary not far
from Seldovia. Be assured that I do enjoy your station. I thank God for
it. It is so needed in this state.”

Lily Savok, mother
of Fred Savok,
broadcasts the
news for the
“Eskimo Hour.”

Another letter began, “A transistor fever has hit our Yukon village.
Every adult owns a tiny radio. It is carried around as a lady carries her
purse. An Eskimo building a rowboat outdoors listens to his radio oper-
ating full blast five feet away. A seal hunter has one with him in his boat.
Even a woman cleaning fish props hers on the grass by her feet.”

Still another letter was received from a biologist on a fisheries research
vessel maneuvering through the Aleutian Islands. He wrote, “As you know,
this is a bleak, desolate area and our joys are few (especially in stormy
weather). One bright spot is KICY. . . .”

One letter in particular seemed to capture what hundreds of others
said in one way or another: “It is very nice to have KICY station. I always
listen every day. I sure proud to have your station KICY ‘cause it sure
makes me learn plenty of Christian ways. Also when I listen to your reli-
gious programs it sure makes me feel good and happy....”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Fine Tuning the Mission

For the mushers who compete in the 1,100-mile trek of the Iditarod, a well-
packed sled is as important as a well-trained team of dogs. Each sled is
crammed with every imaginable resource that might be needed. A well-equipped
musher will have packed a sleeping bag, a portable kerosene stove, an axe,
and an assortment of other equipment for both anticipated needs and any
unpredictable emergency. Tackling the trail means traveling with a full com-
plement of devices that will cover all contingencies.

From KICY'’s beginning, general manager Art Zylstra recognized
both its incredible opportunity to bring the gospel to listeners,
and its civic responsibility to the communities they sought to serve. The
daily programming log was a mix of news, sports, personal messages, pre-
recorded Christian ministry programs, and a wide assortment of music.

An article in the Nome Nugget that appeared when the station was
launched summed it up best: “The 5,000 watt radio voice for Nome . . .
is planning a schedule of varied programs that will be attractive to listen-
ers with varying interests. Although the station receives it major support
from a denominational source and its avowed primary purpose is the pres-
entation of the ‘good news’ to be found in the Bible, this by no means
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signifies that all the programming will be religious in nature. In actual
fact, only a small percentage of KICY’s broadcast time will be devoted
to religious programs.

“In conformity with the Federal Communications Commission, licens-
ing requirements [mandate] that the station operate ‘in the public inter-
est, convenience, and necessity.” KICY will carry a ‘balanced’ schedule so
arranged as to be informative, educational, entertaining, and inspiring.
... A wide variety of music is included in the more than 1,000 long-play
albums found in the KICY record library. The station will serve the musi-
cal interests that range all the way from the classics to country and west-
ern tunes, including band, pops concert, easy listening, and religious music.
A good part of the broadcasting day will be devoted to music with some
programs given over to selections which listeners request.”

For Art, an ordained Covenant minister as well as a seasoned broad-
caster, balanced programming was more than compliance with FCC guide-
lines. It was also a way of complying with the guidelines of the great com-
mission. KICY’s goal of reaching people with the good news of the gospel
would only be achieved by following the Apostle Paul’s commitment to
become “all things to all people that by all possible means he might save
some” (1 Corinthians 9:22). To gain a hearing for the gospel among lis-
teners, programming must meet their needs and appeal to their interests.

An example of this occurred in 1961 when Alaska Natives were
deprived, by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service under the Migratory Bird
Act of 1918, of their right to subsistence hunt migratory waterfowl out
of season. KICY solicited letters of opinion on the issue and forwarded
them to Washington, D.C. after reading the letters over the air.

Early surveys estimated that of the 40,000 people within the listen-
ing area, 3,000 were tuning in to KICY at any given time during the day.
It was an exciting time for both the new broadcast team as well as listen-
ers.

After KICY had been on the air for two months, the staff welcomed
two North Park College students from Chicago, Jim Engwall and Stan
Summers, who wanted to spend their summer vacation contributing in
anyway they could. “As I arrived in Nome [ remember thinking how great
it was to be in Alaska but also how far I was from home,” Jim later recalled.
“That summer I was a put to work doing a variety of tasks, But mostly I
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involved myself doing whatever needed to be done. I was impressed with
how the station was impacting the community of Nome for Christ.”
Both students quickly made themselves useful both on and off the air.
From time to time they looked through the glass window in the studio
door to watch Art Zylstra dwarf the control console each night as he
would play records requested by listeners. KICY’s daily musical fare was
a little bit classical, a little bit gospel, and little bit polka, and a whole lot
of country western, and listeners identified favorites in every genre. The
most requested record that first summer was Burl Ives singing “Little

White Duck.”

Stan Summers
(left) and Jim
Engwall, volunteers
from North Park
College in the
summer of 1960

“It was really something to observe,” Jim recalled. “So many people
would call in that Art finally had to limit those requesting songs and
encouraged them to send their requests by mail. That didn’t bother too
many listeners since phone service wasn’t available in most villages. But
even at that, there often were more than a hundred requests waiting at
the post office.”

Although the people of Nome and the eighty or so surrounding vil-
lages had listened to the Armed Forces station in Nome as well as picked
up distant stations via shortwave, this was their first time they could inter-
act with a disc jockey. Not only could they request a selection, they could
dedicate it to someone. The DJ would announce both the requester’s
name and the dedication name on the air.

One elderly woman repeatedly called to request “How Great Thou
Art” and dedicated it to Art Zylstra, whose voice she knew well but had
never seen. She did not realize how appropriate her request was—not
only was the much-loved hymn written by a Covenant pastor 100 years
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earlier in Sweden, the man to whom she dedicated it was “great” in both
height and weight!

Letters sent to the station that summer confirmed that the “Eskimo
Hour” was meeting an obvious need. One couple said that the broadcast
meant so much to them that when they were out fishing, they would cut
the outboard motor whenever the program started and just drift with the
stream in order to hear everything on their transistor radio. A village pas-
tor wrote to say that the program was so popular that evening services at
church were regularly delayed so that members would not have to miss
any of the “Eskimo Hour” before arriving for worship and prayer.

Fred and Gladys
Savok and family

The Savoks received a letter from a listener in the village of Perryville
far to the south on the Alaska Peninsula. It was from a Christian who
observed that every Friday the “Eskimo Hour” was in the dialect spoken
by the older Aleuts in his village. For many it meant hearing the Bible in
their own language for the first time. His letter asked if tapes of the broad-
cast could be purchased for broad distribution in the village. Within a
short time the tapes were on their way.

One listener on Nunivak Island admitted that he’d avoided the Native
broadcasts because they forced him to admit he was not a Christian and
that left him feeling guilty. But the letter went on to describe his conver-
sion. It ended with “I want to be a Christian like you are Fred.”

In developing a collection of musical offerings, Fred and Gladys pro-
vided village churches with tape recorders to record gospel songs and
hymns sung in the village’s dialect. Often, these were the first tape recorders
the churches had used. When Dave and Mitzi Shinen, the Wycliffe trans-
lators on St. Lawrence Island, moved to Nome so their children could
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attend school, they worked with Siberian Yupik believers to produce
“Eskimo Hour” programs in that dialect.

The Savoks were the perfect couple to provide Jim Engwall and Stan
Summers a delightful exposure to the unique joys of living in the north-
land. During the long summer evenings when the Arctic sun showed no
indication of setting, Fred and Gladys introduced the Chicago volunteers
to the thrill of picking wild blueberries, salmon berries, and yellow wil-
low leaves. They told them where to plant a crab pot or cast a line for a
king salmon. For both young men, a love for Nome was being planted.

In the fall of 1960, KICY expanded its programming to cover the pop-
ular local high-school basketball games. For a new station attempting to
generate revenue from advertising sales, basketball season proved to be
both a profitable time for the station and a favorite time of year for the
listeners. Not everyone was enthus