
Volume 41 Number 8                                                       November-December   2003

Some give by going to the Missions                 Some go by giving to the Missions                Without both there are no Missions

MISSIONARY TALES FROM THE ALASKA BUSH

CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA
1312 PEGER ROAD FAIRBANKS, ALASKA  99709
Phone: 907-474-0753         http: //www.cbna.info

snowmobile.  The blowing snow was so thick
that I asked if he could find the trail.  He assured
me that he could.  After Mass at 9:00 PM, he put
me on the back of his snowmobile and his partner
Stanley Anthony set off with us.  At first, we
could see the
trail.  Soon the
big drifts
obscured the
trail for a
while.  After
another mile,
the trail

“On December 24, 1979, I awoke to a
roaring blizzard outside.  I had flown to
Nightmute a couple of days before to begin the
Christmas cycle of Masses.  I had planned to
have Christmas Eve Mass in Nightmute and then
fly in the dark to Toksook Bay for Midnight
Mass.  Then I would fly to Tununak for a 2:30
AM Mass.  I had landed on skis in front of the
village and tied the airplane to the ice about 50
feet from the house.  That morning I could not
see the airplane through the blowing snow.

During the day, Deacon Thomas Jumbo
offered to drive me to Toksook Bay on his

Special Masses are offered throughout the year for
you and your intentions by our Missionary Priests.
Please pray that God may bless us and our work.

Editor’s Note:  I love to listen to and recount
Missionary “tales.”  With the passage of time, they
turn into well-seasoned memoirs of past missionaries.
They never become watered down; in fact, you can
wholly expect them to become enhanced and
improved.  The most treasured “tales” are those that
reveal a bear, a moose, a chase, cold weather, and
some quantity of danger or adventure.  The truth is
that the weather, often on its very own, provides plenty
of adventure and peril.  Additionally, a solidly good
Bush Tale contains some level of misinterpretation
between missionary and the Native people.  The tales
in this issue are some of my favorites, either told to
me or extracted from past Shepherds and published
books.  It is my hope that my relating these tales will
enable you to experience a little life on the trail and
share  a portion of the adventure and joy that comes
with being an Alaskan missionary.

—Patty Walter
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We want to thank in a special way those of you who have included the Catholic Bishop of Northern Alaska
(our legal title) in your bequests and wills, and those of you who, at the time of the deaths of dear ones, have
suggested that, in their memory, contributions be made to the Missions of Northern Alaska or to the Alas-
kan Shepherd Endowment Fund.  For more information, please contact Tom Buzek,  Facilitator of Busi-
ness Activities:   907-474-0753.

 we soared down the runway!”
Sister Rose Beck, S.S.N.D.,
 Pastoral Administrator, Kaltag
--------------------------------------------------------------

When I arrived in Alaska, Father Renner
handed me a camera with the instructions, “Go
take some pictures!”  Therefore, camera in hand,
I arrived in Ruby and was asked to go ice fishing
with a Native family.  The fishing hole was
located where the
Yukon meets the
Melotzi River on a mile
wide stretch.  I arrived
at the destination but
was informed that the
children had mis-
behaved at school and
that they were not
going to be able to fish
that day.  The mother
offered to take me back
across the river on her
“Snow Go” (snow machine), which trailed a
basket sled behind it.  I climbed on a little
unsteady, as I carried my “assigned” camera
in one hand and was trying to keep my scarf in
place with the other.  Soon we were off across
the icy river, which was well covered with fresh
new snow.  The driver hit a bump that sent me
soaring through the air.  I landed unharmed,
after sliding a distance on the river ice and
scooping up a mouth full of snow.  I had picked
myself up and had made a little progress across
the river before it was discovered that I was
missing from my backseat perch.  When the
driver returned to the scene, she ordered me to
“get in the basket”  attached to the Sno Go.  I
remember that story well, for it was the day I
became “a basket case!”
Brother Kirby Boone,C.F.X., Pastoral
Administrator, Tanana (As told to Patty Walter)

disappeared for good.  I had no clue where we
were.  At one point the two of them stopped
and used their flashlights to look over a cliff. 
There was still no sign of the trail.  We set off
again following some imaginary trail.  I guess
we had been traveling about an hour and a half,
when they stopped in a draw to smoke a
cigarette.  They seemed relaxed and confident,
so I did not worry.  After another half hour of
travel, we suddenly came into the lights of
Toksook Bay.  As we pulled up to the church,
Deacon Nick Therchik was ringing the final bell
for Midnight Mass!  It was just three minutes
before Midnight.

       To this day, I do not know how they
found their way that night.  It showed me that
there is kinship between the people and their
land that I was only beginning to appreciate.  It
was a great experience to walk into the church
covered with snow from the trail.  The church
was filled with people waiting to celebrate the
coming of Christ to even this remote corner of
the world.  I have always thought that the people
taught me much more than I taught them.”

Father Richard D. Case, S.J., Chancellor
-------------------------------------------------------------

“Father Dick Case was flying me back
to Alakanuk from a meeting in Fairbanks.  We
had to stop at Holy Cross to fix something on
the plane.  Father (Bishop) Mike Kaniecki
picked us up at the
airport with his jeep.  I
reminded him that
vehicles were not
allowed to drive on the
airstrip.  So to make it
“legal” and to avoid the
pot-holed road, Father
Mike and Father Dick
rolled down their
windows and flapped their arms like birds as

2003 Christmas Tales.pmd 11/21/2003, 12:13 PM2



Christmas, 2003
Dear Co-missionaries in Christ,

Upterrlainarluta is the Eskimo equivalent of our season of Advent.  It means “always
getting ready.”  In a land that is both vast and cold, we are in a constant state of getting
ready—for fishing, berry picking, potlatches, winter weather, and spring thaw.  We are
also getting ready, in joyful anticipation for His coming—whether it is in our daily lives,
the end of our lives, Christmastime, or at the end of time.  One is given no time to get
ready to be a bishop!  Still, I spent much of my first year getting ready to travel, to attend
meetings, to change and to make changes.  It was a year of great joy and challenges.

I am thrilled to congratulate Tom Busch and his KNOM family for winning—for the 8th straight year—another
Gabriel Award,  for a 3rd time, another Crystal Award, and for the second time the  NAB Marconi Radio Award for
the best Religious Station of the year.  KNOM, operating in Nome, Alaska, is the oldest USA Catholic radio station,
having been on the air since 1971.

This year, Holy Family parish in Newtok celebrated its 25th Anniversary, Sacred Heart parish in Emmonak its
50th, and Little Flower of Jesus parish in Hooper Bay its 75th.  Our sincere congratulations and best wishes go out to
them.  I might mention, too, that this year our See city of Fairbanks celebrated its centennial.  We pray blessings upon
it and upon its people.

Our own Father Normand A. Pepin, S.J., was selected to receive, on October 30th, from the hands of  Frank H.
Murkowski, Governor of the State of Alaska, the “Governor’s Arts and Humanities Award for Individual Artist.”
This award honors artists for their contributions to the State of Alaska.  Father Pepin was honored for his compositions
of classical music.

I am delighted to announce that our Director of Finance, George Bowder, was ordained to the permanent
diaconate in June, in  St. Raphael’s.   Seminarian Sean Thomson, on his way to the priesthood, was ordained to the
diaconate, in October, at Mount Angel Abbey in St. Benedict, Oregon.  In addition to Sean, the diocese is blessed with
Seminarian Robert Fath and our newest Seminarian David Regan.

In August, I traveled to Galena, to bless our new Kateri Tekakwitha Center.  I applaud Sister Marilyn Marx,
S.N.J.M., and Sister Marita Soucy, C.S.J., for their arduous work and dedication.  The center will serve to provide
adult leadership training for the villages of Ruby, Galena, Tanana, Huslia, Kaltag, and Nulato.

In July, we bade farewell to Sister Anne Hogan, S.S.J., former pastoral administrator at Immaculate Conception
church in Kalskag.  We also said good-bye to Alvin Mazonna, deacon at Sacred Heart Cathedral who relocated to
Washington for health reasons.  Already we miss them.

Sadly, retired Eskimo Deacon Henry Teeluk of Kotlik passed away in May and is dearly missed.
In my first year as Bishop of this missionary diocese, I visited nearly all of the 46 parishes.  I was awed at the

sight of the hardships endured by these people of the North, yet I have been heartened by their perseverance, and by
the dedication of our missionaries.

In addition, I am most grateful for you, dear benefactors, for your prayers, your support, your sacrifices, and
your kindness.  It is you who enable us to bring the Mass, Sacraments and ministries of the Church to our people
scattered far and wide throughout this missionary diocese.  You know, this diocese is a mighty big sled.  It takes many
to pull it.  It is only with your generosity that we are able to keep it on the trail.  Where we go, you go; what we do, you
do.  We, for our part, will continue to remember you, all your dear ones, and all your concerns in our daily Masses
and prayers.  Know that our missionary priests offer special Masses throughout the year for you and for your intentions.

I pray that the New Year 2004 may bring to you and to all your dear ones many blessings and special graces.
My personal best wishes in Faith, Hope, and Love,

Donald Kettler
Bishop of the Diocese of Fairbanks
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Dear Friends of the Alaskan Shepherd:

     As another academic year begins here at Mount
Angel Seminary and the hours of study recommence,
I want to take this opportunity to thank all of you-on
my own behalf and that of the Missionary Diocese of
Fairbanks-who have contributed so generously to the
Diocese of Fairbanks Seminarian Training Fund.
Upon returning here, after spending a good part of
the summer getting some Clinical Pastoral Education,
I was surprised, and rather overwhelmed, to hear how
much you had donated to the Fund to help support
my seminary education and that of my two brother
seminarians.  The number of individuals who included
personal notes of encouragement and assurances of
prayers for my growth and progress along the road to
the priesthood also surprised me.

     I have written to some of you donors personally,
but I also want to acknowledge gratefully the
anonymous donations you made and the prayers you
offered for me and for our Missionary Diocese.  It
humbles me, and greatly heartens me, to know that
there are so many people—few of whom I have ever
met—supporting my priestly vocation by their
donations and prayers.  This is also a constant
reminder to me that my vocation is not mine alone,
but one for the whole Church.

     In closing, I ask you for your continued support,
financial and spiritual, as I continue my spiritual and
academic train-
ing for priestly
service in the
Missionary Dio-
cese of Fairbanks.
Know that I
remember you
and all your
concerns in my
daily prayers.
May God bless
you and all dear
to you.

Very gratefully
and sincerely in
Our Lord,

Robert Fath

The glaring white light that appeared suddenly
on his bedroom wall startled Father Bill Cardy, OFM,
a relative newcomer to the Alaska mission—into full
consciousness.  It came through his window.  The
northern lights were dancing in the clear, late
September sky, but theirs was a soft, greenish wavering
light.  Father Bill, wondering what gives so early in
the morning, decided to check it out.  He got up,
dressed, grabbed a flashlight and went out to
investigate.  From below the steep bank of the Yukon
at Kaltag he heard
shouts—callings back
and forth.  Tied up to
the bank he saw the oil
barge, apparently just
arrived.  Halfway up
the bank he noticed a
man with a flashlight
looking for something
in the brush.  “Can I
help you?”  Father Bill
offered.  “We’re look-
ing for a dead man we
buried around here
someplace last fall.”  “A
dead man!  Hey, this is kinda spooky,” Father Bill
thought to himself.  “You’re looking for a dead man!”
“Yes, last fall...”
The explanation reassured Father Bill.

According to Webster: deadman, n. a log or
beam sunk in the ground and used as an anchor for
guy ropes, or the like.

Father Bill Cardy, O.F.M.
The Alaskan Shepherd
Volume 31 Issue 3 —1993
—————————————————————
...the Mission boat was chugging past one of the fish
camps along the Yukon when suddenly a kayak shot
out.  The priest slowed down.  “Agayulerta, I gotta
baby.  You baptize him.”  “By all means,” replied the
priest.  “When did he come?”  “He come—mebbe
five days, mebbe six—he want baptism.”  Before long,
the priest had his kit laid out in the little tent and was
ready to proceed with the wriggling infant.  “How
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seven nights on those twenty-nine cents—plus
a few of my own!

An excerpt from Memoirs Of A Yukon Priest
by Father Segundo Llorente, S.J.
-------------------------------------------------------

Recalling Missionary life in the bush
would not be complete without  the mention of

mosquitoes.  One
summer my wife
Peggy and I  were out
at St. Marys.  The
mission is located at
the mouth of the
Andreafsky River—a
short way from the
Yukon.  On this
particular Fourth of
July weekend, we
were enjoying a
game of cards after

just completing dinner.  We had heard of a group
of parishioners coming from “down river” to
take Brother Jakes on a little camping trip.  Soon
we heard a knock on our door accompanied by
a request to use our bathroom after such a long
boat ride.  Before long, there were more requests
for “bathroom time”—they just kept coming.
There must have been 25-30 people!  With each
opening of the door, we happily invited in our

about ‘Paul’ for a
name?” he
asked.  “No.”
“Peter?”  “No.”
The priest rapid-
ly went over a
dozen names; an
emphatic “no”
met each one.
The saints of the
Society of Jesus
received scant
consideration,
not to say scorn.
Finally, in des-
pair the priest
curtly asked,

“Well, what name do you want, anyway?”
“Fadder, my baby, he’s a girl!”
An excerpt from Eskimo Parish by
Father Paul O’ Connor, S.J. 1947—Out of Print
-------------------------------------------------------

The idea of passing the collection baskets
at Sunday Masses did not surface till around
1955, when the people were getting wages for
their work in the canneries.  Bishop Gleeson
wrote to us priests in the bush that we should
start teaching them gradually, so they would
become conscious of their obligation to their
church.  I could not muster enough intestinal
fortitude to break such horrible news.

When in 1959 Alaska became a sovereign
state of the Union, I stood up in church and
told them that now they were the masters of their
own destiny (high sounding words) and this
meant that from now on the church was theirs,
absolutely theirs, and it was up to them to keep
it in good shape, to build a better one if need
there be, to contribute every Sunday with a
donation, etc.  Since there were no baskets on
hand, we used an empty cigar box that had
somehow landed in my room, because I had
never smoked.  Next Sunday the cigar box was
passed.  It brought in twenty-nine cents.  Not
bad for a start.  I had to live seven days and
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Again we assure you that we never, under any
circumstances, sell, exchange, or give out the
names of our benefactors.  This has been and
continues to be our sacred pledge.

Special thanks to those of you who have sent
stamps!  These 37¢ first class gifts are of great
use to the Alaskan Shepherd.

short-term guest—but silently noticed the large
amount of mosquitoes that were also finding
their way in!  When they left, they did not take
their mosquitoes with them—the tiny house was
full of those little black dive-bombers.  We put
our cards away and played a game of necessity
instead—get rid of the mosquitoes, before they
got rid of us!
Deacon Bob Mantei—
Director of Maintenance Chancery &
Deacon at Immaculate Conception Church
——————————————————

And finally...a story from our late Bishop
Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J.  One I loved to hear
and he never tired of telling.  After landing in a
remote area outside of Kotzebue, Bishop
Kaniecki ‘propped’ the plane—something he
had accomplished hundreds of times.  This was
his recollection of what happened next:

I pulled the propeller through a turn, and
it backfired—something not uncommon in cold
weather.  When I pulled it the second time, the
engine took off—and I mean took off!  I jumped
aside as the plane started to move, and ran for
the door.  It was already moving too fast, so I
took a dive for the wing strut.  I missed it but
did manage to grab the back restraining cable
on the left ski, I kept it turning in circles on the
lake.

I struggled for what seemed an eternity
to get to my feet, but to no avail.  Finally, I could
hold on no longer and dropped off.  Without me
on the ski, the plane made a bigger circle, but
eventually came racing back.  I ducked the
propeller and made another lunge.  This time I
was able to grab the gear.  I tried to reach up
and open the fuel petcock, but couldn’t pull
myself far enough ahead.  Dragging friction and
air blast from the propeller were too much for
me. After another mighty struggle, I tumbled
off, feeling I had lost the beast.

But then it hit a big snowdrift and again
came my way.  I made another desperate lunge
and was able to grasp a wing and strut.  It just
about yanked my arms from their sockets, but I
did manage to hang on.  In spite of the propeller
blast, and with strength I never knew I had, I
literally inched the door open and finally
chopped the throttle.

By now I was close to passing out from
exhaustion.  Both my ears were frostbitten; my
arm and left side felt like jelly.  My parka was
shredded, hat and gloves gone.  It would not
have been good to lose the aircraft out in middle
of nowhere with all the survival gear aboard!
Bishop Michael J.Kaniecki, S.J.—Deceased
The Alaskan Shepherd
Volume 22 Number 6 1984

Merry Christmas and
Happy New Year!
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