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Healthy Futures now supports over 70 youth 
events across the state and in September 
our Healthy Heroes (page 3) could be seen 
draping Healthy Futures medals on 6,000+ 
jamboree finishers in Anchorage and 
Fairbanks. 
The 2018 PLAAY Summit  is slated for Feb. 
23-24  at the Alaska Native Tribal Health 
Consortium and features an outstanding 
lineup of presenters highlighted by 
legendary US Olympic swim coach David 
Marsh (page 3). And on Feb. 22, we look 

forward to building on last 
year’s PLAAY Day, in which 
10,000 kids across the state 
participated in a half hour of 
synchronized physical activity. 
The Alaska Sports Blog 
continues to shine a light on 
Alaskan athletes making good 
around the world. Editor Van 
Williams has now written more 
than 3,000 stories on over 
500 athletes over the past 
eight years. Recent stories on 
the passing of Alaska Sports 
Hall of Fame inductee Herb 
Didrickson (page 4) and the 
inspirational path of MMA 
fighter Dom Meriweather 
(page  5) illustrate just how 

diverse our state is and how deep the pool 
of storylines. 
And while the Alaska Sports Hall of Fame 
will continue to enshrine an annual class of 
inductees, we’ll be adding a youth award 
component to the induction ceremony 
in April to recognize outstanding athletic 
achievement and leadership in sports.   
A tiny fraction of our youth will turn out to 
be professional athletes, or even employed 
in the world of sports. Through sports, 
however, they can learn lessons in adversity, 
leadership, teamwork, hard work and so 
much more.
Thanks for the reminder, Jesse! 

Harlow Robinson
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In the non-profit world, it’s nice to have the 
reminders — those moments of inspiration 
along the way when you remember why 
you chose this path.
I had such a moment recently in meeting 
Jesse LeBeau.   
Growing up in Ketchikan, Jesse had a 
passion for basketball and worked tirelessly 
at his craft. Undersized and overlooked, and 
armed with an infectiously positive attitude, 
he applied his phenomenal street-ball skills 
towards a life as an actor, 
author and motivational 
speaker. 
Jesse now lives in Los 
Angeles and has had 
acting gigs with the 
likes of Heidi Klum and 
Kevin Durant. But he also 
speaks with thousands 
of adolescents about the 
importance of attitude. 
“Being an underdog taught 
me the importance of hard 
work, believing in myself, 
and taking ownership of 
my own life.” This is the 
message he shares across 
Alaska and beyond, along 
with a curriculum-based 
program that works to help teens build self-
worth and life skills. 
Jesse is doing great things in the world. 
Basketball has been his vehicle. 
And so I’m reminded of why we do our 
work at the Alaska Sports Hall of Fame. 
Sport has been the vehicle that drives 
our Healthy Futures program and PLAAY 
initiative (Positive Leadership for Active 
Alaska Youth). And while honoring the 
great people, moments and events in our 
state’s sports history is a cornerstone of 
our mission, knowing that we can apply 
sports to greater messages about life with 
our kids in Alaska really does make it feel 
worthwhile! 
The Fall Healthy Futures Challenge is now in 
full swing. More than 11,000 students from 
182 schools from Hydaburg to Hooper Bay 
have turned in activity logs reaching their 
physical activity goals for the first month. 

SPORTS AND LIFE LESSONS

Jesse (center) with former UAA 
basketball coach Shane Rinner (left) 

and Harlow (right)
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Trending On the Blog: The Biggest Stories of the Past 6 Months

Healthy Futures to direct Crow Pass Crossing 
Run in 2018.

Instagram
healthyfuturesak
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Tweto to co-pilot airplane in prestigious Air Race Classic

Hepa leads Portland Basketball Club to historic win

Pili impresses USC D-line coach with awesome athleticism

Boise State coach on Ostrander: “Nothing ceases to amaze you”

Hard work in class helps Fehoko land Kansas State scholarship

Check the full articles out at: http://alaskasportsall.org/alaska-sports-blog/

HEALTHY FUTURES: EVENT SUPPORT HIGHLIGHTS                             
Photos by MATIAS SAARI
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Beach Lake Jamboree 2017

Look for the Heathy Futures tree at 
the Solstice Tour of Trees!

Runfest Kids 2K

Nuiqsut Fun Run 2017

It’s been another busy summer and fall for Healthy Futures-supported events.  We visited 
Nuiqsut to put on a Fun Run in the North Slope village and sent medals to Quinhagak. In 2018, 
we’d like to travel to a different Alaska Native village. The RunFest Kids 2K was again a big 
success, as were running jamborees in Anchorage and Fairbanks that drew more than 6,000 
participants combined (we’re planning a new prize instead of medals in 2018!).  We’ve taken on 
directing the Crow Pass Crossing, which will raise funds to help support our programs. Look for 
our presence this winter at events like the Winter Jamboree, Ski 4 Kids, the Santa 5K Fun Run and 
the Solstice Tree Tour! 



It’s always exciting each year to see 
who’s signed up for the first time 
and who’s put another year under 
their belt. Welcome new schools 
and great work to all of those who 
reached their 5th and 10th Healthy 
Futures Challenges!!

SCHOOLS NEW TO THE HEALTHY 
FUTURES CHALLENGE IN FALL 2017:
Chief Ivan Blunka School
Kenny Lake School 
Mat-Su Day School
Raven Homeschool Eagle River
Razdolna School
Takotna Community School

10 CHALLENGE LONGEVITY AWARD 
EARNED SPRING 2017:
Chugach Optional School
Polaris K-12
Taku Elementary
Turnagain Elementary
Anderson Elementary
Crawford Elementary
Joy Elementary
Nordale Elementary
Innoko River School
Mendenhall River School

Kalifornsky Beach Elementary
Sterling Elementary
Goose Bay Elementary
Willow Elementary
Northern Lights Academy
Fort Yukon School

5 CHALLENGE LONGEVITY AWARD 
EARNED SPRING 2017:
Delta Raven Correspondence
Galena
Tongass School of Arts and 
Sciences
Trapper Creek Elementary
Hermon Hutchens Elementary

HEALTHY HEROES SPEAK: WHO’S OUR HERO?     
By MATIAS SAARI
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HEALTHY FUTURES ELEMENTARY 
CHALLENGE SCHOOLS By ALYSE LORAN

Our Healthy Heroes strive to be role 
models. Of course, they have their 
own role models, so we asked “Who 
is your hero, and why?” Here are a few 
of their answers.
Tommy Moe, Alpine skier — My wife 
Megan. She went back to college 
after her ski career and achieved 
straight A’s and is now a school 
teacher
Amber Stull, 
triathlete and cyclist 
— My mom, she has 
fought many difficult 
times in this life — yet 
her values are always 
enforced. Her faith is 
strong in each of her 
battles and she gives 
God the glory. “His 
loving, peaceful spirit 
is the true hero that gives us strength 
during our weakness.” 
Damen Bell-Holter, basketball player 
— I really look up to Kevin Garnett 
because of the way he brings it every 
single day. I’ve heard his work ethic is 
one of the best in the league. I have 
a handful of coaches and mentors I 

really respect and I am thankful for, 
too.
Eric Strabel, runner and skier — My 
parents.  They were hugely supportive 
and encouraging for my brother and 
I to try many sports and helped us 
become so devoted when we were 
older. It would have been a lot easier 
for them to let barriers stand in the 
way, but they broke them down. My 

dad, for example, created 
trails and built teams that 
we needed to participate in 
running and skiing.
Holly Brooks, Nordic skier — 
My dad is my hero. He taught 
me to love the outdoors and 
I’ve never heard him complain 
a day in his life. He’s thankful 
for every experience, even 
if it’s raining sideways and 
miserable out!

Norman Vaughan, adventurer 
(answered by Carolyn Vaughan) — 
The great polar explorers Amundsen 
and Shackleton were his heroes. It was 
the adventure into the unknown and 
enduring the hardships that attracted 
him. 

Liam Ortega, speedskater — My 
mother, she confronts her own fears, 
doubts, and tackling “Denali-size” 
challenges like moving to Alaska as a 
single mother, with a smile. Her work 
ethic and unconditional love instilled a 
deep sense of belief in myself that I can 
take on any goal or challenge ... so long 
as my will and work are my absolute 
best.
Dean Larson, hockey player — My 
father. He raised four children, held two 
jobs and still found time to take me to 
every practice and hockey game I had.
Aelin (Peterson) Allegood, Nordic 
skier — When I was ten years old, 
I saw Mary Lou Retton win a gold 
medal (gymnastics) in the Los Angeles 
Olympic Games. I was so excited for 
her that I couldn’t sleep that night. I 
kept replaying her perfect performance 
in my head. Can you imagine the 
accomplishment she felt? I wanted to 
feel that sort of accomplishment. That 
summer, in the town of Unalakleet, 
I decided that I wanted to go to the 
Olympics. Seventeen years and many 
wonderful journeys later, my Olympic 
dream came true. 

NEW 10 YEARS

5 YEARS

SAVE THE DATES!
PLAAY Day is scheduled to kick off on 
February 22nd, 2018! Followed by the 
PLAAY Summit on February 23rd and 24th. 

We are excited to announce that David 
Marsh will be our VIP and Keynote speaker 
for the PLAAY Summit. David and his wife 
Kristin will make their first visit to Alaska on 
Feb 21st and will start the next morning to 
cheer for the kids on PLAAY Day. David was 
the US Women’s Swimming Head Coach 
in the Rio Olympics in 2016. Currently, 
David is the Head Coach at the Univ. of 
California San Diego. David and Kristen are 
coming to be part of PLAAY and to work 
with Anchorage area youth swimming and 
their coaches  during scheduled “coaches 
clinics” during his visit. A BIG Thanks to the 
Area Council Swimming group to help co-
sponsor David and Kristin’s venture north. 

For more info, go to www.plaay.org!



before retiring and becoming a 
teacher. He worked with students 
in Mt. Edgecumbe High School’s 
industrial department in addition to 
coaching the school’s freshmen and 
junior varsity basketball teams and 
assisting the varsity squad.

Truitt first met Didrickson when 
he was 6 years old and the two 
remained best friends throughout 
their lives. They played high 

school sports together, 
commercial fished 
together and coached 
together.

“We taught school 
together at Mt. 
Edgecumbe and the 
big part of our lives was 
coaching basketball. 
I was the varsity head 
coach and he was 
the assistant. Our 
philosophies in all the 
above sports was the 
same,” said Truitt, who 
picked Didrickson to 
be his best man at his 

wedding.

“I respected him because he 
showed the finest sportsmanship 
of any athlete I have ever seen. 
He never ridiculed the opponent 
nor did he criticize a teammate. 
He never complained about the 
officiating in any athlete contest.

“I greatly respected him for 
the reasons above, but most 
importantly because he was Herb 
Didrickson, and a good man. I will 
miss him.”

ICONIC SPORTSMAN, HALL OF FAME PLAYER DIDRICKSON 
PASSES AWAY BY VAN WILLIAMS

Hoops star Herb Didrickson of Sitka felt 
like he could touch the sky when he 
was on the basketball court.

He touched many lives as well.

Didrickson, a multi-sport athlete with 
professional potential whose career 
stretched six decades from the 1940s 
to the 1990s, inspired generations 
of Alaskans during one of the most 
decorated lives before he passed away 
today. He was 91.

Longtime friend Gil 
Truitt called Didrickson 
“the ultimate good 
guy,” a humble man 
who exhibited “the 
finest sportsmanship of 
anyone I know.”

“Herb is the most 
popular individual in 
Southeast. Everyone 
knows him,” Truitt told 
me. “He was popular and 
respected because he 
was Herb Didrickson. He 
had the personality and 
always treated others 
with great respect. His sincerity most 
likely had a lot to do with that. He was 
kind, generous and always willing 
to help other in any and every way 
possible.”

In 2012, Didrickson survived a bout 
of chemotherapy by battling with the 
same courage and fighting spirit that 
made him one of the greatest athletes 
in Alaska history.

The 5-foot-10 Didrickson wasn’t a big 
man, but his impact was huge as a 
player, coach, referee and mentor. He 

exceled at several sports, but his bread 
and butter was basketball.

“I felt like I could fly when I played,” he 
once said.

Didrickson was good enough to have 
six Hall of Fames induct him, including 
the Alaska Sports Hall of Fame. He has 
a street and school gymnasium named 
after him in Sitka.

Dubbed the ‘Jim Thorpe’ of Alaska, 
Didrickson dominated the 

competition in 
basketball, baseball, 
track and field and 
cross country at 
Sheldon Jackson 
High School and 
Sheldon Jackson 
Junior College in the 
1940s.

His reputation 
spread across 
the state as a 
premier player at 
the iconic Gold 
Medal basketball 
tournament in 

Juneau and other local, regional and 
national events. He was the first player 
inducted into the Gold Medal Hall of 
Fame in 1961.

Many believe Didrickson could have 
played professional baseball and he was 
recruited by the Seattle Rainiers.

However, he chose to remain in Sitka 
with his high school sweetheart, 
Pollyanna. The couple was married for 68 
years and had three kids.

Away from sports, he worked at the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs for 30 years 
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Continuing education credit is now available for teachers statewide who are coordinating the 
Healthy Futures Challenge! For the 2017 fall semester, 42 teachers are registered for EDPE 590: 
Healthy Futures for Elementary Educators, a one-credit course offered through the University of 
Alaska Anchorage.

The online course requires that teachers complete all elements of the Challenge along with a few 
short assignments. In addition to earning much-deserved credit for coordinating the Challenge, the 
course offers a forum for online collaboration and idea-sharing between teachers to help them run 
the Challenge more efficiently and effectively. 

This course is a long time in the making, and we are thrilled to finally be able to offer it with the support of Alaska Native 
Tribal Health Consortium.

HEALTHY FUTURES ELEMENTARY PROGRAM UPDATE 
By ALYSE LORAN



Despite its violent nature, MMA brings 
out the softer side in many fighters. 
Anchorage’s Dominick Meriweather 
is no different. Raised by an abusive 
father, he lived with rage and carried 
it everywhere he went.

“I was really angry when I got 
involved with mixed martial arts,” he 
told me. “I didn’t expect it to impact 
my life.” The sport created confidence 
and provided peace as he worked out 
his anger issues through the sport’s 
training, discipline 
and structure.  
“People don’t realize 
how much it clears 
your mind and heals 
the soul,” he said. “It’s 
just a great sport 
and I recommend 
everyone get 
involved with 
martial arts because 
the values behind it are fantastic and 
beautiful.”

Meriweather turned pro in 2015 and 
the 5-foot-9, 155-pounder has won 
his first four fights, including three by 

MMA IMPACTS MERIWEATHER IN SO MANY WAYS HE DIDN’T 
SEE COMING  BY VAN WILLIAMS

TKO. The hard-hitting lightweight is 
one of Alaska’s most promising fighters 
and was included on FloCombat’s 
list of the top North 
American 155-pound 
prospects. Growing 
up in an abusive 
environment didn’t 
push him towards MMA; 
in fact, he wrestled with 
the idea at first of using 
his fists to make money.

“It 
definitely 
felt weird to go hit 
people and get 
paid for it,” he said. 
Meriweather, 25, 
doesn’t have a violent 
nature. He works with 
kids at Camp Fire, a job 
he’s had for the last six 
years. He loves his job. 

He loves the kids. The kids get a kick 
out of him fighting and they gave him 
a nickname and slogan: ‘Mocha Bear 
Don’t Care.’

“I put that on my shirts,” he said, 

proudly. Meriweather also draws 
inspiration from his daughter, Arya, 
who pushes him to work hard as a 

fighter and 
as a father. 
“My ultimate 
goal in life is 
to give her 
all the things 
I didn’t have 
and I will die 
to make it 
happen,” he 
said. He trains 

with Anchorage Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. He 
loves it. 

His coaches have convinced him 
that an angry mind is a narrow mind. 
They have pushed his limits. They 
broke him down and turned him 
into a winner. “Martial arts is without 
a doubt the best way to cope with 
multiple issues in life, especially if 
you have a fantastic team behind you 
that supports and cares about you,” 
Meriweather said.
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Healthy Futures:  FEATURED TEACHER LINDA GIES
Name: Linda Gies

School: Fort Yukon School

Position:  Title I Reading 
Specialist

Years as a Teacher: 26

Years participating in the 
Healthy Futures Challenge: I 
think this is our 11th year.

My hero is . . . my Mother, 
because she was faced with a 
plethora of adversity and never 
gave up.  She was the most 
kind-hearted, hardest-working 
woman I have ever known.  For 

that she will always be my hero.

When I’m not in the classroom you will find me . . . out 
working on wood.  Searching for, hauling, splitting, stacking or 
enjoying it burning in the stove. 

The craziest place I have ever been is . . . Little Diomede, 
Alaska.  It was the first village I taught in when I came to in 
Alaska and it was amazing! Not like another state or city, more 
like going to another planet. Very unique and memorable. I 
loved it but it was definitely the craziest place I have ever been.

My favorite recreation/fitness activity is . . . I 
love to cross country ski with the students once 
the snow is here to stay. While waiting for snow, I 
enjoy fishing, hiking and I love to ride horses in the 
summer.

The most inspirational thing a student has ever 
said to me is . . .A very excited first grader said to 
me, “I thought I couldn’t read but now I can. Thank 
you for teaching me to read.”  

My favorite strategy for motivating kids to 
live a healthy lifestyle is . . .  Joining them in fun 
activities.  I try to be a role model of living healthy.  

Other thoughts:    I was raised in Western Montana 
and came up to Alaska in 2001 to follow a dream I 
had had since I was a young child. As a child I read 
all the books on Alaska that I could find. I have loved 
being here in Alaska though I absolutely miss my 
three adult children and 12 grandchildren back 
home. Lucky for me, I get to spend time with them 
during the summer.

I was a first grade classroom teacher for about 20 
years and loved it. Then 4-5 years ago I was ready for 
a change and got my Masters in Elementary reading 
to become a Reading Specialist and Title I teacher.   
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OUR SUPPORTERS: THANK YOU! 

Thanks to our featured sponsor, 
Libby Dental, for helping raise over 

$10K through Smiles for Life and 100 
Miles in May- We appreciate your 

wonderful support and hard work!

11901 Industry Way, Unit A-9

Anchorage, AK 99515

Alaska Sports Hall of Fame/Healthy Futures

Sponsor Highlight


