
St. Catherine of Siena 
Chefornak, Alaska 

  Total Male Female 
Total  418 210 208 

Under 5 years 42 15 27 

5 to 9 years 46 29 17 

10 to 14 years 42 24 18 

15 to 19 years 48 20 28 

20 to 29 years 67 26 41 

30 to 39 years 47 29 18 

40 to 49 years 49 28 21 

50 to 59 years 39 21 18 

60 to 69 years 25 12 13 

70 to 79 years 10 6 4 

80 years and over 3 0 3 

Median Age 23.6 26.4 22.8 

Chefornak Population from 2010 Census  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Church Lost to Fire … Twice 
The Central Yup’ik Eskimo village of 
Chefornak is located at the junction of the 
Keguk and Kinia Rivers, a little southeast of 
Nelson Island, in the Yukon-Kuskokwim 
Delta.   

     Chefornak first appears in Catholic Church 
records in 1937, when Father Paul C. 
Deschout, S.J., baptized many children and 
adults there.  St. Catherine of Siena has, from 
the outset, been the patron saint of the 
Chefornak parish.  The present village was formed in the early 
1950s, when people relocated from the old Chefornak village 
site, two miles distant, to the new one, because the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs chose this high ground on which to build the 
school.  The old village site flooded at least once annually. The 
first Chefornak church was built around 1952.  This burned to 
the ground on March 4, 1972.  Then a church was built by the 
people themselves, without any outside funding sources.  It was 
begun in the fall of 1975, and blessed in November 1976.  In 
2004 a devastating fire destroyed the church.  Currently we lack 
the funding to rebuild the much needed church. 

       Father Deschout, greatly assisted by some outstanding 
catechists, interpreters and translators, was the principal 
missionary to all the Nelson Island area villages, Chefornak 
included.  In the 1940s, he wrote:  “I am miles away from my 
beloved nest on Nelson Island at a place called Chfrnk (without 
vowels), where there is no teacher, no postmaster, no white 
man, but a fine group of natives, and all of them Catholic, 
keeping me on the go.  The men-folk are away now for 
mink.  The women-folk are wearing out the floor of 
the church.  Can’t keep them out of church, daily 
communicants, etc…the Eskimos here are living 
saints.”  From 1937-56 and 1960-61, from out of 
Tununak, Father Deschout ministered to the people of 
Chefornak.   

 Because Chefornak continues to be an active 
community of nearly all Catholics.  The new church is 
designed to accommodate an entire village. 

There are 99 houses in Chefornak 

with 100% occupancy in 2013.  The 

average household size is 4.54 people. 

Catholic Bishop of Northern Alaska, dioceseoffairbanks.org 



Fairbanks to Anchorage 

220 air miles 

350 road miles 

 

Anchorage to Bethel 

408 air miles 

 

Bethel to Chefornak 

90 air miles 

A state-owned gravel airstrip provides commercial, chartered and private 

air access year-round, and a seaplane base is available. There are two 

cars that provide transportation to the airstrip.  There are no other roads 

within the community nor between other communities. All materials, 

equipment, supplies and food must be flown in.  A small barge provides 

service twice a year for large items.  Although there are no docking 

facilities, a number of fishing boats and skiffs are used for local travel. 

Snow machines are relied upon during the winter. 

Winter trails are marked to Kipnuk (20 mi) and 

Kasigluk (83 mi). Boardwalks are located within 

the village for both four-wheelers and pedestrians.  

These boardwalks are necessary to prevent damage 

to the tundra and to prevent travelers from sinking 

into the tundra. 

Prices of a few Items  

Gasoline $6.65 per gallon 

Ritz Crackers $6.75 per box 

Brown Sugar $4.75/2 lb bag 

Jug of water $29.35/2.5 gallon 

How Do You Get to Chefornak—only by air, no roads 

Catholic Bishop of Northern Alaska, dioceseoffairbanks.org 
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The new church will provide more light 

and a beautiful worship space with the 

ability to utilize the lobby for social 

functions, religious education classes 

and it will expand the worship space 

during large services.   

Space will be available to store tables, 

chairs, and supplies.  A gift shop and 

office will be situated for easy access 

and windows look out upon the tundra. 

Heat will be provided with a new boiler 

and baseboard heat.  The building will 

have several heating zones so those 

areas not being used will have their 

temperature lowered to conserve fuel. 

The building will be elevated 4ft to 

protect it from the damaging affects of 

permafrost, and a ramp and stairs will 

be provided for access. 

The village does not have running 

water, but space is allocated for a future 

restroom. 

A rendering of the proposed interior of St. Catherine of Siena Church, in Chefornak, Alaska. 

A Place to Worship and Serve 



Parishioners discussing orientation of 

building on site to ensure wind blown 

snow doesn’t cause problems. 

Hope in the Future 

A northern view of the new church site, on left.  Once built, this 

view would of the front of the new church, below.   

Colors shown, in below rendering, are approximate as actual colors have not 

been chosen. 

Please Help the People of Chefornak Build Their Church 

With the high cost of living and the challenges of a community living a subsistence lifestyle, the hope of a 

church in which to worship can only be realized with the help of everyone.  The community has pledged 

many hours of donated labor but much is still needed.  Freight rates of $.79 —$1.00 per pound will increase 

the cost of construction.  Additionally the need to ship in equipment to erect the church and to install the pil-

ings for the foundation, will further add to the mounting expenses. 

Donations can be made to Catholic Bishop of Northern Alaska 1312 Peger Road, Fairbanks, AK  99709 

Or at dioceseoffairbanks.org, “Current Parish Needs”  

Additional information on website or (907) 374-9532 

Fish drying in the summer 

breeze in Chefornak  

Parishioners cleaning the 

Tabernacle after the 2004 

fire. 
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