Deborah Kolben


In the days leading up to my fellowship, I had been corresponding with one of the editors at Deutsche Welle. Our emails had been fairly formal, so I was a bit surprised when the editor appeared in an old flannel shirt and ripped jeans. It was the first day of the Russian-Georgian crisis. The editor showed me to a computer and simply explained: “Today is very busy, perhaps we can talk later.” 

The operation for the online department is split between Bonn and Berlin with the majority of the staff in Bonn. During the summer there is often just one person in Berlin. And that day, he was it.


The “later” that he mentioned, never came.  I sat for several hours reading the DW website. From what I could tell, there was very little original content. Most of the stories were pulled from wire service, translated into English, and formatted to fit the DW style. At the end of the day I said goodbye and was informed that I could come in the next day—but nobody would be there.


After a week, I realized that if I wanted to get something out of the fellowship I would have to really push.


The online and radio departments at Deutsche Welle are about to merge. It’s been a drawn out process that probably should have happened years ago. As a part of the merger, the online department must be trained in how to produce r adio. This was good for me. I had originally requested to work on the radio side, but I was told that there were no radio positions.  So, I asked to join the radio training in Berlin. This ended up being the most beneficial part of my fellowship. 


A wonderful radio reporter who works for both NPR and DW conducted a two-day workshop for me and two other editors. On the first day, we discussed the differences between print and radio and read through a number of radio scripts. On the second day, we were sent out into Berlin to report and put together our own radio piece. 


A city minister had recently complained that it was cruel to keep bears in the middle of Berlin. Unlike Knut, Berlin’s favorite cuddly bear, these brown bears live in Kollnischer Park, a small and seldom-visited public space in Berlin. We put together a three-minute radio piece on the subject.


After that training, I traveled to Bonn to meet with some of the radio editors. While there, I learned about a camp in the middle of nowhere—a 20-minute walk down a dirt road from the closest train station. There, 30 Palestinian and 30 Israeli young people had been brought to hash out a plan for peace. 


For two weeks, they ate together, played together, and fought together. In between trips to places like Phantasialand, they were forced to sit together and hash out a plan for peace. I spent three days with them, recording their progress, their arguments, and their stories. An Israeli woman talked about a friend who was blown up in a café in Tel Aviv. A Palestinian man vented about being imprisoned in an Israeli prison and then having his land taken from him.


I turned the reporting into a six-minute radio piece for Inside Europe, an English language radio program on Deutsche Welle. It took a lot of pushing to find people who could help me on the technical side.


Now that the fellowship is over I’m staying in Berlin for another year. I’m already working on two more pieces for Inside Europe and hope to keep up a relationship with them while I’m here.

 
Deutsche Welle may become a more interesting placement in the following year once the merger has already happened. 

LINKS TO STORIES:

http://travel.nytimes.com/2008/10/19/travel/19surfacing.html
http://www.forward.com/articles/14214/
DEUTSCHE WELLE: INSIDE EUROPE…airing next week, I can send along a link
