HOW ON EARTH – the KGNU Science Show
In late 1991, when KGNU hired Sam Fuqua, he was given very few specific programming suggestions – “just continue the fine tradition of news and public affairs.”   However, Sam, Marty Durlin, and the Board recognized that Boulder was an area rich in science, with federal labs and the university, and that the early ‘90s were a time of growing bio-tech and hi-tech industry in the whole metropolitan region, so Sam took on the charge to develop more science programming.

The call went out over the air and in house, initial meetings were held at the end of 1991, and the show went on air in January of 1992.  Initially it ran on Tuesdays at 9:00 a.m.  When the station dropped NPR’s Morning Edition in 1994, the science show moved to the 8:30 slot it occupies to this day.

Jeff Orrey, who was then a grad student in physics and shared Sam’s interest in creating a science program, was one of the original producers.  “When we first aired the show we hadn't found a clever name for it yet, so we advertised over the air that we were having a contest to ‘Name This Show.’ We ended up with a long list of suggestions taped to the wall outside the recording studio, and ‘How on Earth’ was the finalist.  For a while afterwards, it was affectionately referred to as ‘Hell on Earth’ in the hallways of KGNU.”
The first group of volunteers set the philosophy and overarching vision of the show: to talk about very specific research but also to recognize that the reductionist model of science – learning more and more about less and less – is only one part of it.  Alan Schmidt-Gordon, in particular, advocated for presenting whole-systems approaches and exploring the intersections of philosophy and social science with the natural and hard sciences.  The How on Earth (HOE) team also committed to exposing cases of political influence on scientific research.

The format for HOE has always included a science headlines segment and feature reporting or an interview.  Sam remembers Jeff doing a remote broadcast via cell phone from the aisles of a supermarket, where he accompanied a nutritionist who discussed the relative health values of the products on the shelves.  Jeff recalls Sam ending that piece with a request for a box of Twinkies.  For several years, there was also a regular “How It Works” segment, explaining everyday scientific phenomena, from microwave ovens to Chinook winds to champagne bubbles.  Jeff produced many of these pieces, and when he got sucked into the black hole of Ph.D. preparation, Jerry Moore took over with his signature tongue-in-cheek science lessons.

HOE team members agree that the high point of working on the show has been the opportunity to interview an array of fascinating scientists.  Chip Grandits, in his second year working on the show, interviewed Murray Gell-Mann, the Nobel laureate who came up with the concept of quarks.  On the other hand, Chip also remembers Frank Tipler (author of The Physics of Immortality), who very seriously discussed a mathematical proof for the existence of God, along with his belief that the universe is finite and ultimately controllable by sentient beings.  David Wilson recently had the privilege of interviewing Sir Roger Penrose of Oxford, who with Stephen Hawking is one of the pre-eminent physicists on Big Bang theory in the world.  On the lighter side, David interviewed another Oxford professor, Olivia Judson, author of Dr. Tatiana’s Sex Guide for All Creation, which delved into the sex lives of non-humans, from bugs to bacteria.  David, it should be noted, received the 2000 AAAS Whitaker Scientific Journalism Award for Excellence in Radio for “Einstein’s Blunder,” which he produced for Soundprint, but which also aired on How on Earth.  Recently, as David has taken on coverage of the State Legislature, Shelley Schlender, Joel Parker, and Daniel Costello have continued the tradition of bringing some of the best minds in science to the airwaves.
From the beginning, How on Earth has been well received by the KGNU audience.  When regular listeners are asked about shows that stand out in their memory, they inevitably come up with the two or three April Fools Day productions, where HOE presented, among other enlightening topics: Newt Gingrich’s attempt to repeal the Law of Gravity (it had an unfair and disproportionate impact on Southern states); a protest at NIST by the Free Time movement, claiming it was against the Geneva Convention to hold one hour captive for six months of the year; and the harnessing of static electricity from suburban dryers to reduce our dependence on fossil fuels.
All in all, How on Earth is a shining example of a collective of people who have a curiosity or passion for science – in many cases a professional interest – bringing all that energy to community radio and sharing it with the listeners.  

For How on Earth, the KGNU Science Show, I’m Kate Fotopoulos.

