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Indians in Media, A Series

La Course leaves his mark on journalism history
by Cynthia Stowell

The biggest news in the next 
edition of the Yakima Nation 
Review may not be in the head­
lines. That issue will mark the 
end of the paper’s second year 
under the editorship of Richard 
La Course.

It will also mark the end of 
LaCourse’s editorship.

Leaving deadlines, tape re­
corders and telephones behind, 
the 40-year old pro is withdraw­
ing to a writer’s garret in Seattle 
to complete work on a book. But 
his best effort will go into healing 
an ulcer - the badge of courage 
he earned in the demanding 
world of journalism.

LaCourse’s parting shot: 
“There is an irreducible conflict 
between the concept of Indian 
time and news deadlines. I am 
one of the victims.”

Tuned to the frenzy of an 
urban daily, La Course has 
brought to Indian journalism a 
staccato touch, a polished per­
formance that many tribal news­
papermen applaud but few have 
been able to match.

In the decade it took for his 
body to rebel, La Course’s ener­
gy molded a tribal paper into an 
authoritative source of regional 
and national political news. He 
gave birth to another tribal 
paper. And he headed up the 
Indian’s equivalent of AP and 
UPI — the American Indian 
Press Association.

Those are the bare bones of 
his contributions. The flesh is 
more impressive.

For Indian journalists in the 
northwest La Course is their link 
to Washington, D.C. He is the guy 
with all the facts, the guy with 
the perspective. He knows those 
faceless people at the Capitol 
who pass laws affecting Indians.

Back in the state of Washing­
ton his desk might as well be in 
Olympia, considering his access 
to state politics and people. If 
there is a friend or foe, he wants 
to meet him head-on — to know 
every line in his face.

“I’ll miss the particularity of 
news writing,” said La Course of 
his withdrawal from the news 
world. “ I don’t like having just 
notions.”

“He knew as a professional 
and also as a Yakima Indian to 
put a paper together as a factual 
sheet and not a lot of surmising,” 
said Yakima councilman Russell 
Jim, whose economic develop­
ment committee oversees but 
never censors the Review. “He 
has an uncanny knack of finding 
information from sources that 
we never question.”

There is nothing private or 
privileged about his information. 
It is free to other Indian jour-

SCOOP - Yakima Nation Review editor Richard LaCourse not only got a story from Michael Smith, the 
director of the 1978 American Indian Film Festival. He also received this year’s Humanitarian Award for 
his commitment to the furthering of Indian communications. LaCourse is (temporarily?) leaving the
news scene for health reasons.

nalists for the asking. Instru­
mental in the formation of the 
Northwest Indian News Associ­
ation, La Course has paid, more 
than lip service to the concept of 
news sharing and the common­
ality of Indian issues and affairs.

To his high standards of 
professionalism the editor has 
added a flair for drama that has 
given Indian journalism im­
mediacy — a life beyond Depart­
ment of Interior news releases 
and Tribal Council minutes.

When La course took on the 
news directorship at AIPA in 
1971 he was not content to main­
tain the “distance” between D.C. 
(“the crossroads of Indian 
America” ) and the 400-plus In­
dian tribes across the nation. He 
sought instead a “total, accurate 
upcloseness” that would afford 
Indians the “dignity” they de­
serve. That meant a traveling 
show for the ten staffers, but 
upcloseness cdsts. AIPA died in 
1975.

La Course’s aggressive ap­
proach to the news was fostered 
during his three years with the 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer, where 
he was transformed from “a 
vague writer of no definition into 
somebody with a focus.” At the 
P-I the greenhorn journalist 
learned the “knack and the 
method” of newspaper work. 
And as “probably the first Indian 
to work for William Randolph 
Hearst,” he awakened the ma­
jority media to minority issues.

Hired straight out of the 
master’s program in English lit­
erature at the University of 
Washington, La Course was re­
lieved to be back in the “nuts and 
bolts world outside of academ­
ia.”

He grew up a “B.I.A. Brat” 
on numerous reservations in the 
west and had come to know 
many cultures intimately. The 
young aspiring writer attached 
himself to school newspapers 
early on, in an attempt to feed his 
“writing bug.”
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The hot fishing and treaty 

rights issues of the late sixties 
led La Course from the P-I frying 
pan into the AIPA fire. It also 
took him far from home.

The illness of his mother 
brought La Course back to the 
northwest where he founded the 
Confederated Umatilla Journal 
in northeast Oregon. The death 
of his mother completed a circle 
for him and he “went home” to 
the Yakima Reservation, which 
had never been his physical 
home while growing up.

There he took on the Yakima 
Nation Review and with the help 
of a graphic designer “over­
hauled” the tribal publication 
and gave it a “permanent skele­
ton” for display of the news. The 
Yakima Nation Review today is 
a slick, departmentalized bi­
weekly with some local coverage 
and a lion’s share of regional and 
national news, most of it original 
and fresh.

La Course leaves a reporting 
staff of four to perpetuate the 
paper but he also leaves dozens 
of Indian journalists to make the 
next move.

His advice to his colleagues 
is simple: be aware and know­
ledgeable of the history that lies 
behind all Indian events, under­
stand the “twin bodies of law - 
American and Indian” that 
structure Indian affairs, and 
fight off “self-censorship” — the 
fear of “ telling too much truth.”

Indian journalists should de­
vote themselves to establishing 
credibility in the eyes of the 
majority media, says La Course. 
This they can do by becoming an 
“equivalent peer group of re­
liable, professional people.”

In his seihi-retirement La 
Course will miss having a “sense 
of purpose . . .  and being in touch 
with the flow of things.”

He will no doubt be in his own 
current, finishing his history of 
Indian journalism entitled “a 
Spacious Channel” (from a quote 
by the firs t, Indian newspaper 
editor Elias Boudinot). It is 
questionable whether the proud 
but humble modern-day editor 
will acknowledge the enormity of 
his own contributions.

Perhaps when the body 
heals, La Course will be back 
creating m aterial for a sequel.

Family Film Special
Double Feature

7:00 p.m.
New Year's Eve

at the Presbyterian Church 

Admission free 

for all families 

and single adults
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NEW YEARS EVE PACKAGE 
1979

OVERNIGHT GUESTS
Package includes the following:
One nights Lodging for two (December 31, 1978)
Bottle of Champagne sent to Room
Buffet Dinner in the Upper Banquet Rooms
New Years Eye Party and Favors in the Juniper Room
Buffet Breakfast at 1:00 a.m.
4 P.M. Checkout on New Years Day 
Free Bus Trip for Guests from Portland

Bus Pickup at 3:30 P.M. 17th and Multnomah 12 /3 1 /78  (Lloyd Center/ 
Movies in the Confederated/Warm Springs Room for children

or those who do not wish to attend the New Years Party
, PRICE ------ $95.00 per Couple

$65.00 Single

$80.00 per Couple 
$50.00 Single

TRIB A I MEMBER GUESTS
Package same as above PRICE

DAY GUESTS
Package includes the following:
No Lodging
Buffet Dinner in the Upper Banquet Rooms 
New Years Eve Party and Favors in the Juniper Room 
Buffet Breakfast at 1:00 A.M. PRICE

Reservations Must Be Made By December 27,
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$60.00 per Couple 
$40.00 Single 
1978

Additions To Above (Overnight & Tribal Guests Only)
Additional person in Room $ 5 0 0  Per person
Additional person for party $25.00 per person
Suites $10.00 Additional

Buffet Dinner Hours - 6:30  P.M. and 8 :30  P.M. (Reservations must be made)
(Guests arriving in Buses, Dinner Hour - 6 :30 P.M.)

Additional Nights Lodging A t Regular Room Rates
Day Guest Package must be paid in full prior to arrival.
Overnight Guests (including Tribal Pkg.) are to be paid in full upon making 
reservations or 1 /2  upon making reservations and balance upon arrival.
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