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The “Flying Priest,” Fr. Jim Falsey, poses next to the Cessna 182, in Fairbanks.  As the diocese’s only licensed pilot 
priest, he looks forward to training seminarians to fly so they can bring the Mass and sacraments to the people of 
northern Alaska. The Diocese of Fairbanks has just 15 priests to serve 410,000 square miles, which means many 
rural parishioners must go weeks or even months without the Mass. 

Pilot Priest Spends Retirement 
Bringing the Mass and Sacraments 

to Rural Catholics in Alaska
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Father Jim Falsey doesn’t walk, bike or drive to work; he flies a 
Cessna 182 named Yellow Bird.
 “I’ve been fascinated with airplanes since I was 4 years old,” 
Fr. Falsey said. After experimenting with skydiving in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, he earned his private pilot’s license in 1989.
 Fr. Falsey said being able to fly himself to Tanana, Huslia, 
Galena, Nulato, Koyukuk and McGrath is an asset. “A plane is 
expensive but it gives you a lot of flexibility,” he said. The plane he 
flies was donated to the Diocese of Fairbanks, by Ralph & Beverly 
Holzfaster--from Paxton, Nebraska, in 2014. It has been a true gift 
to Fr. Falsey’s ministry. 
 Growing up in Michigan, Fr. Falsey began attending a 
seminary program in the ninth grade. He went on to earn two 
master’s degrees, one in theology at the University of Detroit and 
another in counseling at Central Michigan University.
 As a young man, he went backpacking and wilderness 
canoeing in Canada, and always wanted to visit Alaska. Fr. Falsey 
took a leave of absence from his priest duties in Michigan to serve 
in Nome in the 1990s. He flew his own plane to surrounding villages 
with Catholic churches or to villages without a church that had 
Catholic families.
 When Fr. Falsey retired in 2013, he chose to return to Alaska 

as a volunteer. “I like the people in the 
villages and I love to fly,” he said. In the 
winter, he goes to one village for Sunday 
services but in the summer, he’s often 
able to visit two in one day.
 Brother Bob Ruzicka, OFM, the 
Catholic Church’s area coordinator of 
pastoral ministry, said Fr. Falsey brings 
a sense of hope to villagers. “He is a 
really good man and is so dedicated,” 
Ruzicka said. “He always tries to be 
there when people need him the most. 
He really cares for the people of the 
villages and goes out of his way to help 
them.”
 Cynthia Erickson of Tanana has 
nothing but praise for Fr. Falsey. “We 
have been so blessed to have Fr. Jim 
serving us in Tanana,” she said. “It’s 
tough, fighting weather, cold winds, 
putting wing and engine covers on. It’s a 
challenge for younger pilots, but Father 
never complains and happily does it.”

   By Nancy Tarnai 
   Printed May 13, 2017 in the Fairbanks Daily News Miner
   REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION

Flying priest brings Catholic traditions 
to Interior Alaska villages 

Fr. Jim Falsey officiates a funeral in July in Nulato, 
Alaska.  Photo by Seminarian Fredrick Granheim
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villages a while longer.
  Flying a plane here has 
its ups and downs. “You don’t 
have to worry about air space but 
what’s more challenging is the 
weather,” Fr. Falsey said. “You 
can get out there and find snow 
squalls when the visibility drops 
to nothing and there is the risk of 
icing.”
 Carrying survival gear and 
knowing how to use it  are 
essential, he said. Although Fr. 
Falsey is instrument rated, nearly 
all his flying is visual.
 And the plane is the means to the 

end: providing Catholic families with Communion, 
Confession, weddings, baptisms, and funerals.
 After Mass, Fr. Falsey wanders through the 
village visiting with people.
 Each church provides him with a place to stay 
and locals sometimes invite him for meals.
 “They are really good people,” Fr. Falsey 
said. “I’ve learned to appreciate different cultures, 
different mindsets and spirituality. There’s a sense of 

sacredness, especially about the river. 
The river is life, providing food and 
transportation but it can take life. I’m 
very aware of the spirit of the river.”
 He expressed concern and sadness 
about alcohol and drug abuse in his 
villages. “I don’t know how to deal 
with it,” he said. “I see it destroying 
people’s lives.”
 Fr. Falsey encourages young 
seminarians to learn to fly so the 
villages’ needs will continue to be 
met and three men have expressed 
interest.
 “I never dreamed I would end 
up like this,” Fr. Falsey said. “The 
reality of priesthood is far different 
from what I imagined  when I first  
entered the seminary.”
 “I want to keep this up as long as 
I can. Alaska gets in your blood. It’s 
the Great Land.”

 When the flying priest comes to town, Erickson 
said the word gets out and the people come to Mass. 
“We have been lucky the last few years to have a 
priest for Christmas,” Erickson said. “Fr. Jim just had 
a hip replacement in November, and he was back in 
the saddle a month later. He unbelievably came for 
Christmas Mass.”
 The villages are in dire need 
of spirituality, Erickson said. “It’s 
the foundation for us; we need it 
desperately. We all need to work 
together to keep the candles on and 
encourage the families, especially our 
youth to come to church. Without a 
church in a village, we will crumble 
and our faith will eventually dissipate. 
Today more than ever, it is so important 
to encourage our villages to work 
together to keep our churches open.” 
Erickson said Tanana’s Catholics are 
grateful for the work and dedication 
of Fr. Falsey. “He is an angel in 
our eyes, bringing us together to 
worship. Words cannot express our 
appreciation,” she said.
 And while Fr. Falsey, 72, could 
be relaxing in Florida, he laughed at 
that notion, stating that he prefers 
Alaska and wants to keep flying to 

After the funeral, Fr. Falsey helps fill in the gravesite.
    Photo by Seminarian Fredrick Granheim



The Alaskan Shepherd  Newsletter                      Volume 55 Number 3                                               Summer  Page  4

FALSEY, Father James E.
Entry from Alaskana Catholica, Fr. Louis L. Renner, S.J.

James E. Falsey was born on February 13, 1945, in Midland, Michigan, the second child of five born to William P. 
Falsey and L. Marjorie Homes Falsey.  After attending a Midland public school for four years, he attended the newly 
established Blessed Sacrament Parochial School in Midland for the remaining four grades.  It was while attending the 
Catholic grade school that he first thought about becoming a priest.

     During the year 1959-60, James attended St. Lawrence Seminary, Mount Calvary, Wisconsin, a minor seminary 
staffed by the Capuchins.  From there he went on to attend St. Paul’s Seminary in Saginaw, Michigan, from 1960-
65.  He graduated from high school in 1963.  From 1965-67, he was at Mount St. Mary’s Seminary and College in 
Emmitsburg, Maryland, from which he graduated in the spring of 1969 with a B.A. degree in Philosophy.  He next 
spent the years 1969-71 at St. John’s Provincial Seminary, ending his studies there with an M.A. degree in Sacred 
Theology, conferred through the University of Detroit.  He was ordained to the diaconate on May 2, 1970, and to the 
priesthood, for the Diocese of Saginaw, on February 19, 1972.

     From 1972-90, Father Falsey held a variety of positions in various parishes in his home diocese.  During the 
earlier part of those years, he took a number of classes in art, counseling, and accounting at Central Michigan University 
for personal enrichment.  In 1984, he received an M.A. degree in Counseling from C.M.U.  About this same time, he 
began sky diving--for sport and relaxation, he rationalized.  “Free falling takes your mind off your problems.  If it does 
not, that will be the last time you have problems.”  While still a child, at the age of four, he, sitting in the jump seat 
just behind the pilot, traveled with his father in the company plane, a DC-3, on a business trip.  In 1989, he earned his 
private pilot’s license.

     Being an avid outdoorsman, Father Falsey routinely spent his annual vacation backpacking or canoeing in the 
wilderness for several weeks with a priest friend.  On one of their hikes, his friend suggested that some year they should 
backpack in Alaska.  To Father Falsey two weeks seemed like “an awfully short time” to experience Alaska.  “Maybe,” 
he thought to himself, “if I lived there for a year or two, or five, and vacationed there, I could really experience Alaska.”  
Accordingly, he approached his bishop, Kenneth E. Untener, about the possibility of his serving in the Missionary 
Diocese of Fairbanks for a time.  To his pleasant surprise, Bishop Untener saw no difficulty with that.

     In the summer of 1990, Father Falsey found himself in Nome.  For the next four years, in conjunction with 
Father Jack de Verteuil, he served the Catholic communities of Nome, Unalakleet, Teller, and Little Diomede, making 
his headquarters now at one, now at another.  On March 19, 1994, he had the joy of seeing the new St. Joseph’s Church 
in Nome dedicated.  Making Teller his headquarters, he spent the year 1994-95 as pastor of it and of Unalakleet and 
Little Diomede.

     When Father Falsey first arrived in Nome, he learned that there were no planes in Nome to rent.  He was faced 
with the choice:  give up flying, or buy his own plane.  He bought his own, a Cessna 172.  This enabled him to make 
the rounds of his different stations far more conveniently than commercial travel would have allowed.

     In 1995, Father Falsey left the coastal towns and villages to take up station at Nulato on the middle Yukon 
River.  For the next three years, he served as pastor of Our Lady of the Snows parish in Nulato and as visiting priest 
to St. Patrick’s parish in Koyukuk.  In 1998, he left Alaska to resume parish work in his home diocese, the Diocese of 
Saginaw.  Though out of Alaska now, he did not lose interest in it, nor in the work of the Church in northern Alaska.  
When his parents were killed in a tragic auto accident, he made a substantial donation in their memory to help finance 
the construction of the new church in Ruby.

 In July, 2013, Father Falsey, returned to the Diocese, to take up the ministry of ‘itinerate priest’ serving the bush 
villages.  As a retired priest, Father Falsey has became part of the priest travel team bringing the Mass and Sacraments 
to the people of Northern Alaska. Taking on the role of caretaker of the Cessna 182 Skylane, he makes sure that the 
plane received the proper fuel, oil, and engine maintenance. Father Falsey says he feels especially connected to this 
particular plane.

 As of 2017, Father Falsey serves the Interior Region villages of Huslia, Tanana, Koyukuk, Galena, Nulato, and 
McGrath.
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Dear Bishop Zielinski,     
                    Date___________F01 S2017 03
I want to help you and the  missionaries ministering in 
Northern Alaska to bring the Mass, the Sacraments, religious 
education, and training to the widely-scattered Indian and 
Eskimo people of Christ.  Please accept this donation to your 
General Fund and use it where most needed.    
AMOUNT OF GIFT: $15______   $25_______  $50_____  
$100_____  $250_____     Other$_______________

Please send me the following:
1) A JOURNEY THROUGH 50 YEARS $8 each F67
Qty___ Amount Enclosed $______

CHRISTMAS CARDS pk of 12 for $10 each pack F101
*Aurora Design Not Available until October
2) New *Aurora Design     Qty___Amount Enclosed $______ 
3) 2016  Birch  Design         Qty___Amount Enclosed $______ 
4) 2015 Church Design        Qty___Amount Enclosed $______ 
5) 2014 Pinecone Design     Qty___Amount Enclosed $______ 
6) 2013 Snowflake Design   Qty___Amount Enclosed $______ 

7) 2017 ORNAMENT $25 each  F102
 Qty___Amount Enclosed $______ 
  8) TINY SAINTS CHARM $6 each F101 
  Qty___Amount Enclosed $_________

Name___________________________________
Street No._______________________________
P.O.Box_________________________________
City_______________State_______Zip_______
If donating by check, please make payable to: 
 CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA  or CBNA 
If donating by credit card: 
NAME AS IT APPEARS ON CREDIT CARD:
 __________________________________________________
TYPE OF CARD (Visa, Master Card or Discover Cards only): 
VISA___     MASTER CARD___     DISCOVER___          
One Time Only:(  )      Monthly:(  )      Quarterly:(  )      
Twice A Year: (  )    Annually:(  )
CREDIT CARD NUMBER: (Strictly confidential): 

___________ ____________ ____________ ______________
EXP  DATE:_________ TOTAL Enclosed $___________ 
PHONE:______________________________________
EMAIL:_______________________________________

SIGNATURE: __________________________________
CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA/CBNA/1312 PEGER ROAD*FAIRBANKS, AK*99709

A JOURNEY 
THROUGH 50 

YEARS OF FAITH, 
HOPE, AND LOVE, 

in softcover, spans 
178 pages with full 
color illustrations. 
Now Available for 
ONLY $8.00
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All Cards 5x7 size



Your first class 
stamp donations 

are greatly 
appreciated.
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Place Order On Reverse Side

YES! We collect Box Tops for the 
Catholic Schools of Fairbanks!

Mail to: The Shepherd Ladies
1312 Peger Road

Fairbanks, AK 99709

Editor’s Note:  I would like to 
introduce to you the Diocese’s 
Communications Manager, 
Misty Mealey. Misty adapted 
the information here from an 
article published by Father 
Louis Renner, S.J., in Eskimo, 
a missionary magazine of the 
Oblate Fathers of Canada.
 Misty is a self-described adult convert to 
Catholicism from atheism. She has worked as a 
writer, editor, and teacher for nearly 25 years. She 
and her husband, Tom, live near Fairbanks with 
their five children.                            –Patty Walter

The Short, Sad Start of 
Missionary Aviation in Alaska

Today, it’s common for Alaskan priests and 
religious to fly between villages en route to parish 
work. But Catholic missionaries’ inaugural foray 
into aviation was actually a short, tragic affair that 
left two priests dead and stymied clerical air travel 
for nearly 30 years.  
 The story of flying Alaskan missionaries 
actually began in California in July 1929, when 
the Jesuit Provincial asked 31-year-old Brother 
George Feltes if he would like to train as a pilot 
and fly priests between missions in Alaska. Brother 
Feltes joking said yes, but found himself in flight 
school on Alameda Island just two weeks later. He 
was a natural, and had taken his first solo flight by 
early August. He quickly earned his private pilot’s 
license, then obtained a limited commercial license 
in October, which allowed him to carry passengers 
but not for hire. 
 But there was still the issue of a plane. 
Around Thanksgiving, Bishop Joseph R. Crimont, 
S.J., traveled to California to strategize with 
Brother Feltes about the type of aircraft needed for 
Alaska. The plane had to be fairly large, since it 
would need to carry not just passengers but supplies 
between villages. Ideally, it could also be converted 
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into an air ambulance to transport people to Fairbanks 
or within Alaska for emergency medical treatment. 

Recognizing that as pilot, Brother Feltes would 
have passengers’ lives in his hands, Bishop Crimont 
assured him that the diocese would spare no expense 
in purchasing the safest, most reliable aircraft for the 
task. He left all decisions about type of plane, features, 
and amenities to Brother Feltes. 
 By January 1930, Brother Feltes was in New 
York, inspecting planes and consulting with aviation 
experts. He also talked to Alaskan pilots, who instructed 
him on flying in artic conditions. In the end, Brother 
Feltes purchased a Bellanca Pacemaker, a six-seater 
plane that could carry up to a thousand pounds in 
people and freight. It also could be converted to an air 
ambulance.
 The plane was customized to ensure it would 
perform consistently in the harshest Alaskan weather 
conditions. The lower part of the frame was specially 
welded, ostensibly to withstand extreme cold, as well 
as takeoffs and landings on short, makeshift village 
runways. The plane’s donated engine was cutting-edge 
for its time, too—it used a newly developed diesel fuel 
unaffected by extreme heat or cold. The innovative fuel 
also was less explosive than gasoline, which greatly 
minimized the risk of engine fire.  On June 29, 1930, Bishop Crimont, Brother 

Feltes, and several thousand donors and supporters 
congregated at Roosevelt Field on Long Island for 
the presentation and blessing of the “Marquette 
Missionary,” the first diocesan aircraft commissioned 
for missionary work in northern Alaska. The name 
was a nod to donors from the Marquette League, 
which supported Indian missions in honor of the great 
Jesuit missionary explorer, Father Jacques Marquette. 
 It would take another two months to get the 
plane to Alaska, however. Brother Feltes flew it 
across the continental United States to San Francisco, 
then shipped the dismantled plane north to Seward. 
It made its way to Fairbanks via rail. Poor weather 
kept the plane grounded until mid-August. In the 
meantime, Father Phillip L. Delon, S.J., who was in 
charge of the Alaskan missions, hired Ralph Wien 
as co-pilot to help Brother Feltes on his first tour of 
Alaska. Wien was the older brother of Noel Wien, a 
legendary circus barnstormer and bush pilot whose 
license had been signed by Orville Wright himself. 

The flight from New York to Los Angeles in the 
newly purchased Bellanca Pacemaker had aboard 
as passenger Fr. Philip Delon, S.J. (middle), and 
pilots Brother George Feltes, S.J. (left), and George 
Pickenpack (right).

Ralph Wien (middle) and Brother George Feltes, 
S.J. (right) shown here in front of the Bellanca 
Pacemaker before its ill-fated flight. 



The Alaskan Shepherd  Newsletter                 Volume 55 Number 3                                  Summer   Page 8

(Noel Wien went on to found Alaska’s first commercial 
airline.) 
 After a month of practice flights, Brother Feltes, 
Father Delon, and Wien took off for western Alaska on 
September 30, 1930. Five hours later, they landed in 
Holy Cross, a small village of about 200 people. There, 
Brother Feltes met Father Aloysius J. Robaut, S.J., who 
had founded Holy Cross mission 42 years earlier in 
1880. 

Brother Feltes was thrilled by his first flight into 
an Alaskan mission and within a few days, he and Wien 
were transporting other priests between missions. The 
first week of October, they made trips between Nome, 
Kotzebue, and Pilgrim Springs. 

On Sunday, October 12, Father Delon arranged 
for Wein to fly him and Father Walsh, a volunteer 
missionary from San Francisco, to a small village near 
Kotzebue. Father Walsh had arrived in 1929 to establish 
a permanent mission at Kotzebue, and had spent his first 
year building a church there. He welcomed the chance to 
see his missionary territory from the air in his first-ever 
plane trip. Brother Feltes decided to watch their flight 
from the ground.
 Within a few minutes, however, the plane hit a 
patch of snow and began to spiral out of control. Wien 
tried to land, but realized he was out of runway and flew 
on for about a mile, eventually making a sharp, nose-
high left turn that stalled the plane about 350 feet in the 
air. The plane drifted into a wide-arced downward spiral. 
About 30 feet from the ground, Wien suddenly gunned 
the engine and dove steeply downward—driving the 
plane head-on into the frozen ground. 

When describing the horrific scene later, Brother 
Feltes said, “We all ran over to the wreck as fast as 
we could and I was the first to get inside the cabin. I 
immediately saw that there was no chance of anyone 
being alive and we carried them out as fast as we could. 
Nearly all bones were broken--they had undoubtedly 
died instantly.” The reinforced plane had withstood the 
impact remarkably well--other than the crushed cockpit, 
there was little damage from the cabin to the tail.
 The next day, Brother Feltes sent a telegram to 
Bishop Crimont, informing him of the men’s deaths and 
begging him to send a priest to Kotzebue immediately. 
 Why did the Marquette Missionary so abruptly 
end its short career with a nosedive into the frozen 
tundra? A coroner’s jury blamed “adverse weather 

conditions,” but for Brother Feltes, the crash was 
caused simply by “an error in human judgment, which 
fault afflicts every man in every place and condition.” 
He recalled that when Wien had been about 100 feet in 
the air, the pilot had pointed the plane’s nose straight 
for the ground, which is the usual way to regain speed 
and control a spin. “He evidently thought he had more 
altitude,” Brother Feltes argued, “for when about 40 
feet from the ground [Wien] gave the motor full speed 
and struck the ground at about a hundred miles per 
hour.”

Understandably, the fatal crash had a chilling 
effect on missionary aviation in Alaska. It would take 
another 25 years before priests and religious under 
Bishop Francis D. Gleeson, S.J., began to use planes to 
once again travel between missions. Once reintroduced, 
however, air travel became the norm and by 1977, the 
diocese owned five mission planes and had nearly a 
dozen pilot priests. Today, the Diocese of Fairbanks 
has just one volunteer pilot priest—Father Jim Falsey. 
The rest of its priests and religious fly commercial.

Other than its crushed cockpit, the Marquette Missionary 
withstood the impact with little damage to cabin or tail.


