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Lawmakers,
grassroots
gear for sequel
to radiation
compensation
bill

By Kathy Helms
Special correspondent

GRANTS — When Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s One Big
Beautiful Bill was enacted
on Inde-
pendence
Day 2025,
former
uranium
workers,
commu-
nities
impacted
by Manhat-
tan Project
waste, and
persons living downwind
from atomic tests celebrated.
Sen. Josh Hawley, R-Mo., had
secured the largest expansion
ever of the Radiation Expo-
sure Compensation Act.

During a final vote, New
Mexico’s entire congressional
delegation — Sens. Martin
Heinrich and Ben Ray Lujan,
along with Reps. Teresa Leger
Fernandez, Melanie Stans-
bury and Gabe Vasquez — all
Democrats, toed the party
line. They voted against the
president’s domestic agenda
bill and by default, the RECA
amendment. They weren’t
alone.

How could Democrats face
the people who put them in
office if they supported cuts
they had alleged might take
away the income or health
care of those same constit-
uents while delivering tax
breaks to billionaires? They
couldn’t.

Josh Hawley

See RECA, Page 5

NN Council
recognizes

young Diné
ventriloquist

By Jody Wilson
Diné Bureau
jwilson @gallupindependent.com

WINDOW ROCK, Ariz.
— Twelve-year-old Navajo ven-
triloquist Natalia Fawn Begay
never expected a school proj-
ect to land her on the floor of
the Navajo Nation Council
much less with a certificate
honoring her for uplifting
youth and preserving the
Navajo language. But that is
exactly what happened when
Council Delegates recognized
the Eva B. Stokely student
for her growing impact as a
young performer and cultural
ambassador.
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The Independent office is seen Friday evening in Gallup. Due to rising costs of printing press and production materials, and a sustained
decrease in advertising revenue, the paper will fold.

The Truth Well Told: The Independent
halts publication after 62 years

By Dana Martinez
Staff writer
dmartinez@gallupindependent

ALLUP — After 62 years of re-

porting under its creed, “The Truth

Well Told,” The Gallup Indepen-

dent has printed its last publication
Saturday. A combination of financial hardship
and sustained declines in subscriptions and
advertising over recent months led to the paper
folding after years of coverage on local sports,
governments, tribal governments, education,
crime, and people.

Independent Publisher Robert “Bob”
Zollinger said he hopes The Independent will
be remembered for living up to its creed.

“I hope people look back and say The
Independent was an unbiased source of news
for this area, that it was the truth well told,” he
said.

Disbelief

Ind d.

employees exp d disbe-
lief and dismay. Second-generation employee
Peggy Menapace, who works in the same
position that her mother Margaret Palochak
worked in, said: “My mom was here when they
first got computers. Everything was done by
hand [before that], no memory, you had to look
for stuff manually. It’s a sad legacy that we’re
losing and I don’t know who’s going to keep
people on the straight and narrow. That’s the
sad part.”

Menapace smiled as she recalled the paper’s
occasional typos, “According to Mr. Z [John
Zollinger], he said we deliberately keep errors
because people really like looking for those

things, and we try to keep everybody happy.”

John Zollinger died on Sept. 14, 2007, after
a long illness. And Bob Zollinger took over
the paper in 1984, two decades after his family
acquired it.

Bob prioritized keeping readers and long-
time subscribers happy. Recently, following
the elimination of Tuesday’s edition, one

Christina Tsosie/Independent
The Independent press gears up for the final run Friday evening in Gallup.

subscriber complained about not seeing the
TV guide for Tuesday and requested that it be
published in Monday’s edition. Upon hearing
of the request, it was honored. Similar efforts
were made to consistently publish Scoreboard
in the sports section of the paper.

See The Independent, Page 5

2469577777

Epstein files: 3M pages to be released, Page 8

Weekend ~ TopAY
Jan. 31 - Feb. 1, 2026 3 E
Number 37 | Vol 139 s

Sunny and pleasant

HIGH: 59°
LOW: 13°

Winds: W 4-8 mph
PER COPY $1.50

Independent
reflects on
challenges,
years

of service

By Vida Volkert
Staff writer
vvolkert@gallupindependent.com

GALLUP — Upon learning
The Gallup Independent was
shutting down for good, Reed
Eckhardt drove from Santa
Fe to Gallup to visit Publisher
Bob Zollinger at his office
one last time Friday. Eckhardt
was the editor of the Gallup
Independent from 1983-1989.

“I appreciate Bob,” said
Eckhardt. “Bob and his family
dedicated themselves to this
newspaper, to this community.
They believe in Gallup. They
believe in the newspaper,”

Eckhardt says he feels
the community has lost an
advocate and voice with the
closure of the newspaper. The
news of the closure however
does not come as a surprise
because he and Zollinger
have been in contact all
these years. In fact, Eckhardt
provided guidance and men-
torship to Managing Editor
Christina Tsosie, who took on
the job of managing editor in
September 2021.

Tsosie, who had been
county government reporter
and a copy editor prior to be-
ing nominated to the manag-
ing position by her colleagues
at the paper, said it has been
an intense run. Working
through the COVID-19 Pan-
demic, despite closures and
health risks, the newsroom
continued providing coverage,
and editors were in the office
every day.

Eckhardt’s mentorship pro-
vided guidance needed to take
on such a difficult role while
learning on the job. Tsosie said
coverage on local elections,
McKinley County Schools Dis-
trict and the local crime scene
are some of the most significant
contributions the newspaper
provided to the community.
She said despite the growing
challenges, she encourages
younger generations to venture
into journalism.

“The work is never done,
and this profession demands
a strong commitment to truth
and fairness,” she said. “But
it’s worth it, if our stories
can provide exposure, help a
cause, shed light on a struggle
or triumph, or maybe allow
someone to see things differ-
ently, then I feel we have done
our job. I am going to miss the
newsroom and the daily dead-
lines that seemed to never end.
... still can’t believe the paper
is folding. What a loss.”

Impact

Zollinger and Eckhardt
briefly reflected on some of
the most important stories

See Reflection, Page 5
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“Every day was different,” she said,
“I like challenges, keeping busy. It’s
just so many different departments that
come together. You have your circula-
tion, mailroom, advertising, the news
and it just all blends together. It’s a good
thing. I'm going to miss these people.”

62 years

Before The Independent, Gallup had
The Republican and The Democrat, two
newspapers that joined together and
renamed itself the Independent.

The paper was published under John
and Bob Zollinger over the past 62
years. John Zollinger worked at a news-
paper in Louisiana before he embarked
on his publishing journey. He visited
three newspapers in New Mexico, South
Carolina and South Dakota before he
purchased the Independent from Lincoln
O’Brien on Jan. 1, 1964. It would be four
months until the newspaper turned a
stable profit. He would go on to expand
readership in the vast Navajo Nation,
Zuni, and Hopi reservations.

John Zollinger was driven by two
motivating factors to increase reader-
ship: One, to keep people informed; and
two, to increase business for those who
advertised in the newspaper. The result
was paper’s hand in advertising Gallup
as a vibrant shopping destination. The
Independent’s most successful point was
in 2006 when the paper had a circulation
of 18,000.

Bob’s fascination with the newspaper
business began in childhood, sparked
by the first time he ever saw a printing
press in action. Today, the responsibilty
of truth-telling is what holds Bob’s
fascination.

“I imposed my style on the company
— just write the news,” he said. “Don’t
worry about what your friends say or
what your family says, what I think,
or whatever, just be fair. If you're fair,
you're OK, that’s all I asked.” And when
it came to calling out unfairness, Bob
said he wasn’t afraid to step up with an

ajo ventriloqu

Continued from Page 1

his ex-wife. “They asked, ‘Should we
run the story?”” he recalled. “T just said,
“Well, let me put it this way: If you don’t
run it, you’re going to be fired.” I didn’t
want anyone to think that we were pull-
ing punches.”

Tsosie also pointed out the Indepen-
dent’s refusal to publish only positive
news on Gallup McKinley County
Schools District in exchange for the
district’s advertisements.

During the meeting Thursday,
Nygren asked how The Independent
arrived to this point. Zollinger explained
that the costs of production and a sharp,
sustained decrease in advertising reve-
nue led to the closure.

Nygren responded that he would
consider the integration option along
with brainstorming what enterprises he
could try to connect the paper with. He
p d Zollinger with a leadership

Dana Marti

Navajo Nation President Dr. Buu Nygren meets with Independent Publisher
Robert “Bob” Zollinger Thursday in the Office of the President and Vice Pres-

ident in Window Rock, Arizona.

editorial to say, ‘No, that’s not right.”

While Gallup won’t be left entirely
without a newspaper, it will be in want
of fair and objective reporting.

‘The saddest news’

Zollinger shared that he is concerned
how the community will fare in an
information vacuum. He and Manag-
ing Editor Christina Tsosie shared this
concern with Navajo Nation President
Dr. Buu Nygren in Window Rock, Ar-
izona, Thursday. The news left Nygren
momentarily spechless.

Finally, he said, “I’ve always known
The Gallup Independent, it’s been
[around] forever. That’s the saddest
news I’ve heard all week.”

Zollinger proposed that the Navajo
tribe buy the paper and/or form a syner-
gistic partnership between the Indepen-
dent and the Navajo Times.

“It’s hard to imagine because even
as president I've always appreciated
the stories that you guys have reported
on because I felt like it was fair, it was

English letters such as P, B, M, O
and Z are especially hard to say without

mavina ana’c line and thace wara tha
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well-researched, there’s real journalism
that goes into it. If something gets print-
ed in yours — I like to ask the question,
‘What’s going on there?””

“I have never had any issues with the
stories you guys run,” said Nygren. “If it
sheds some light on my administration,
I took it as constructive criticism. And
your news team always reaches out to
me for an interview. Jody [Wilson] is
doing great work, she called me about
ADABL”

Independent reporter Jody Wilson
reports on Navajo government. Nygren
then questioned how The Independent
and The Navajo Times could merge
coming from such vastly different
philosophies. Zollinger reccommended
that the two be separate entities with
independent editorial leadership.

coin depicting the Navajo Nation seal
and thanked him for his work.

Rising costs

Zollinger stated that the advent of
social media, the pandemic, rising costs
of printing press and production mate-
rials, tariffs and decrease in advertising
revenue converged into a path towards
closure.

Efforts to keep the publication afloat
were varied and many; departments
across the board saw huge cuts to staff
and resources. The paper even received
several infusions of Zollinger’s own
money.

The most recent attempt to cut costs
was the elimination of the Tuesday
issue. Tariffs on imported goods such
as the ink and paper used to print only
added to mounting financial challenges.

In 2018, coverage of Cibola County
news was eliminated, followed later by

Zollinger gave some ples of his
commitment to truth and transparency
telling Nygren about his past reactions
to staff who questioned if they should
publish stories about Zollinger’s mother
getting a DUI and Zollinger being
involved in a contentious situation with

women’s conference in Albuquerque
and at various community events and

faire an Navain

the 1lation of the Thursday issue.

Distribution to Crownpoint was cut.

The office moved from Aztec Ave-
nue to Ninth Street in the early 1980s,
purchased its own printing press in the
early 2000s and went on to acquire more
technological and press equipment.

R
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The Gallup Independent has covered in the last
couple of decades, and both agreed the top story
would be coverage of former Gallup Mayor Harry
Mendoza’s alleged involvement in a gang rape of a
Zuni girl more than 60 years ago. Late former Inde-
pendent reporters Bill Donovan and Bernie Dotson
covered the story, which resurfaced in 2010, when
an old booking record of the incident that included
Mendoza’s name was shared with The Independent.

“He was in there three days — not 10 minutes, not
an hour — three days,” Zollinger said of Mendoza’s
time in jail, adding this was an important story be-
cause “it solidified what I was all about. I don’t care
who you are. You can be the bishop, I mean, if you
get a cotton in the rear that’s your problem.”

Mendoza, who denied the allegations, sued The
Independent for libel but the case was ruled in
Zollinger’s favor.

Mendoza and Zollinger then ran into a parking
lot in Gallup and got into a fist fight that made na-
tional news in January 2010.

Zollinger said what triggered the fight was what
he said to Mendoza: “I told him we found that gal
(the alleged rape victim) and he just exploded.”

Mendoza faced misdemeanor assault and battery
charges stemming from the fight.

Final deadline

As deadline for the last edition of The Indepen-
dent loomed Friday afternoon, Zollinger walked
around the newsroom thanking every employee at
their desks for their years of work.

Some could not contain tears.

“It’s been a long time,” Zollinger told Alan Ar-
thur, the sports editor who has been with the paper
for more than 40 years.

“It’s sad. It’s been a part of my life a long time,”
Arthur said. “I also believe the Independent has
been very important to the entire community.

Not only Gallup but all the communities — I think
sports, especially.”

Arthur said in the glory days, the newspaper had
five sports reporters covering 32 high schools. He re-
called a significant story for the community when the
Gallup Girls Basketball team won its first champion-
ship in 1994. Personally, for him, meeting Michael
Cooper, of the Los Angeles Lakers, in Window Rock,
Arizona, and writing a story about a basketball camp
for youth Cooper was running at the time was the
highlight of his time with The Independent.

As deadline hit, Eddy Armendariz, press fore-
man, who has been with the Gallup Independent for
24 years and has printed more than 25,000 copies of
one paper at one time, rang the buzzer in the press
room one last time.

This last edition, he printed 4,964 papers.
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