
 

 
ATTLA Premieres on Independent Lens  

Monday, December 16 on PBS and PBS.org 
 

The Inspiring Story of Legendary Alaska Native Dogsled Racer  
George Attla 

 
(San Francisco, CA) — ATTLA tells the gripping 
but little-known story of George Attla, an Alaska 
Native dogsled racer who, with one good leg 
and fierce determination, became a legendary 
sports hero in Northern communities around the 
world. Part dog whisperer, part canny 
businessman and part heartthrob, Attla rose to 
international fame during a unique period of 
history when Western education, economies, 
and culture penetrated the Alaskan village 
lifestyle and forever changed the state with the 

discovery of oil in the late 1960s. The film 

interweaves the story of Attla’s racing career 
into the final chapter of his life, as he emerges 
from retirement to train his 20-year-old 
grandnephew to compete in one of the world’s 

most popular sprint dogsled races. Directed by Catharine Axley, ATTLA premieres on 
Independent Lens Monday, December 16, 2019, 10:00-11:00 PM ET (check local listings) on 
PBS, PBS.org and the PBS Video App. 
 
Interviews with family members, sportswriters and contemporaries, combined with never-before-
seen archival footage and photographs bring Attla’s story to life. Born into a semi-nomadic family 
in the remote interior of Alaska in 1933, Attla grew up living off the land until a diagnosis of 
tuberculosis of the bone forced him to spend more than nine years of his childhood in and out of 
hospitals. Over 750 miles away from home, in a sanitarium in Sitka, Alaska, Attla learned English 
but lost most of his Native Koyukon language. This early isolation from his family and culture 
contributed to Attla’s complicated and fraught sense of identity, driving him to find a niche where 
he could define who he was and who he could become on his own terms. That niche became 
dogsled racing.  
 
Due to his fused kneecap and stiff leg, Attla’s rapid ascent to world champion dog musher 
surprised many. But it was his ongoing rivalries with better-financed white dog mushers, his 
public persona, and his longevity in the sport that made him legend.  
 

As the film begins, Attla decides to emerge from retirement, driven by the rising tide of substance 
abuse, mental health issues, and suicide he witnesses in his own village and others around the 
state. He wants to bring hope to his hometown of Huslia in the way he knows best — through 
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dogs. George asks his grandnephew, Joe Bifelt, to return home so he can train him to compete in 
the Open North American Championship, the same race that Attla won eight times. To do so, Joe 
must leave his college campus and spend his sophomore year taking online courses, but he 
knows the chance to spend time with his great uncle is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to learn 
the stories, knowledge and history that are rapidly being lost with the passing of elders. 
 
After months of training together and with only weeks left before the race, Attla becomes ill and 
must leave Joe to undergo treatment in Anchorage. Joe is suddenly forced to put his training into 
action and prepare the dog team alone. Following his great uncle’s passing, ATTLA culminates in 
Joe’s participation at the Open North American Championship dogsled race, where he is 
determined to carry on his great uncle’s legacy. 
 
“ATTLA is a rare sports film that blends the excitement of an Iditarod race with the humanity of a 
cultural icon dedicated to giving something back,” said Lois Vossen, Independent Lens Executive 
Producer. “During the 1960s and 70s most of the money in competitive dog sledding was being 
made by white men when George Attla showed that a Native person could beat the odds to 
become a champion and a star. Even more impressive was his commitment to help his Native 
community and future generations.”  
 
ATTLA received co-production support from ITVS through its Open Call funding initiative, which 
supports projects through completion for broadcast on public television. Ahead of its broadcast 
premiere on Independent Lens, the film won Best Documentary Feature at the American Indian 
Film Festival in November. 
 
Visit the ATTLA page on Independent Lens for more information.  
 
About George Attla (1933-2015) 
George Attla (Koyukon Athabascan) was one of the most celebrated sprint dog sled racers in 
Alaska. A ten-time Fur Rendezvous world champion and eight-time Open North American 
champion, Attla raced across Alaska, Canada, and the northern United States for five decades, 
attaining a sports hero status across the region. Born in 1933 into a subsistence lifestyle in 
interior Alaska, Attla lived through a childhood bout with tuberculosis that required hospitalization 
for nine years. The disease left him with a fused kneecap. His leg and cultural isolation from 
family and community made a transition back into subsistence living challenging, but Attla soon 
discovered a passion for racing dogs. In 1958, he traveled to Anchorage for the first time and won 
his first Fur Rendezvous World Championship.  
 
His racing prowess and ability to identify and train exceptional dogs soon became legend, as he 
attracted audiences to sprint racing from across the state, the country, and beyond. In his 
retirement, Attla founded the Frank Attla Youth & Sled Dog Program in Huslia to introduce a new 
generation to dog mushing as a sport and cultural activity. Attla worked with the community and 
youth in Huslia until his death in 2015. A new youth dog mushing program inspired by Attla, A-
CHILL (Alaska Care and Husbandry Instruction for Lifelong Living), was launched in 2016 in 
interior Alaska. 
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Catharine Axley (Director) is a documentary filmmaker and editor who seeks stories of 
empowerment through subjects that defy expectations. Her films have played at festivals 
including the San Francisco International Film Festival, DOC NYC, Harlem International Film 
Festival, and the United Nations Association Film Festival. She was a Regional Finalist for the 
2014 Student Academy Awards and an official nominee for the David L. Wolper Award at the 
2015 International Documentary Association Awards. She holds an M.F.A. from Stanford 
University and a B.A. in History and Ethnicity, Race & Migration from Yale University. She is 
currently a Filmmaker-in-Residence at the University of Kentucky.  
 
Melissa Langer (Producer) is a documentary director and DP based in Philadelphia. She holds 
an MFA in Documentary Film & Video from Stanford University and a BA in History from Carleton 
College. Her short films include Hauled Out, Treasure Island, and Terms of Intimacy. Her most 
recent film, My Aleppo, tells the story of a young Syrian family in South Africa as they 
communicate with the home front via Skype, watching Aleppo disintegrate and their loved ones 
change. She is the recipient of a UFVA Carole Fielding Grant and her films have premiered at the 
Telluride Film Festival, IDFA, and MoMA's Doc Fortnight. 
 
Kristine Stolakis (Producer) is a BAFTA nominated documentary director whose films explore 
American systems of power and the people in them. She is currently directing Pray Away, a co-
production of Multitude Films. Her directorial debut The Typist  (Hot Docs 2015) was released by 
KQED and is currently a Vimeo Staff Pick. Where We Stand (DOC NYC 2015) was released by 
The Atlantic and nominated for a BAFTA. Her films have received support from the Catapult Film 
Fund, Tribeca Film Institute, Chicken and Egg Pictures, SFFilm, and Hartley Film Foundation. 
She holds an MFA in Documentary from Stanford University, where she currently lectures, and a 
BA in Cultural Anthropology from New York University. She proudly hails from North Carolina and 
central New York. 
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Independent Lens is an Emmy® Award-winning weekly series airing on PBS Monday nights at 
10:00 PM. The acclaimed series, with Lois Vossen as executive producer, features 
documentaries united by the creative freedom, artistic achievement, and unflinching visions of 
independent filmmakers. Presented by ITVS, the series is funded by the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting, a private corporation funded by the American people, with additional funding from 
PBS, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Wyncote Foundation, and the National 
Endowment for the Arts. For more visit pbs.org/independentlens. Join the conversation: 
facebook.com/independentlens and on Twitter @IndependentLens. 
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