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When spring approaches, past Missionaries in Kotzebue will surely recall the “wall of ice” along Kotzebue
Sound and how the floes take on the appearance of crystal and the sound of tinkling glass, as they float by each
other, and how sometimes, a caribou or some other animal becomes stranded on the moving ice.  They will see the
cemetery emerge from under an average 25 inches of snow and become almost immediately adorned with brightly
colored flowers.  They will remember the kindness of the Inupiat people.  They will hear the bell in the tower
announcing Mass at the 75 year-old St. Francis Xavier Church.

Kotzebue, population 3,082, an Inupiat Eskimo town about 25 miles above the Arctic Circle on the northwest
shore of the Baldwin Peninsula in Kotzebue Sound, became a permanent settlement in 1897, when a reindeer
station was located there.  Before that, Eskimos had used the site as a summer fish camp.  The Kotzebue post office
was established in 1899.  That same year the Society of Friends (Quakers) founded a mission at Kotzebue.  Father
Paschal Tosi, S.J., had already visited Kotzebue Sound in March 1895 with a view to establishing a mission there at
first opportunity.

The largest town in northwest Alaska, Kotzebue serves as a trade and supply center and a transportation
hub to around a dozen villages in that general area.  The airfield is named for Ralph Wien, who died while at the
controls of the Marquette Missionary when it crashed at Kotzebue on October 12, 1930.

On May 9, 1931, Father Bellarmine Lafortune, S.J., made the first entry in the Kotzebue house diary:  “For
many years past we had our eyes on this place, but the lack of men prevented us from entering the field.”  During

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.

Editors Note:  This article is indebted to a considerable extent to writings by Father Louis L. Renner, S.J.

ST. FRANCIS XAVIER PARISH IN KOTZEBUE
CELEBRATES 75 YEARS

St. Francis Xavier Church as it appeared before the building of a seperate
bell tower, standing now to the left of the Church.



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 Alaskan Shepherd
Endowment Fund.  For more information, please contact Tom Buzek,  Business Administrator:   907-374-9528.

the first half of 1929, Father Philip I. Delon, S.J., flew
to Kotzebue to look into the feasibility of the Catholic
Church’s establishing a mission there, something
Kotzebue’s Catholics had urgently requested for
many years.  Father Delon moved quickly.  He wired
for building materials, and had Father William F.
Walsh—a 29-year-old volunteer priest ordained for
the Archdiocese of San Francisco on June 11, 1926—
come to Kotzebue to be in charge of the building
project and to serve as Kotzebue’s first pastor.  Father
Walsh arrived in Kotzebue on July 28, 1929, and put
up the church-residence.   Fr. Segundo Llorente, S.J.,
described Father Walsh as “the soul of kindness and
generosity.  Everyone loved him.”

Father Walsh’s ministry among the Eskimos,
while not a great success, since Kotzebue was a
Quaker stronghold, was, nevertheless, not wholly
fruitless.  By his cheerfulness and concern for the sick,
as well as by the entertainments he hosted in the
church hall, he was able to break down prejudices
and attract a number of Eskimos to the Church.  His
first year in Kotzebue proved also to be his last one.
He died on October 12, 1930, in the fatal crash of the
Marquette Missionary, the plane owned by the
Catholic Missions of Alaska.

On the 20th of that October, Father Bellarmine
Lafortune, S.J., arrived in Kotzebue to replace Father
Walsh.  The people there had asked Bishop Joseph R.
Crimont, S.J., for him specifically.  The church and
living quarters he found were, according to him, the
coldest he had ever lived in.

Father Lafortune spent two weeks after his
arrival caulking the entire building, which was made
of 6' x 6’ timbers spiked together.  “Without being
bad,” he commented in the Kotzebue house diary,
which he originated, “the idea is not very good.  The

lumber, being green, contracted in drying and left an
opening between the timbers and gave free access to
the cold, the wind, and the rain.”  He found also that
the stoves were too small.  “Undoubtedly, though he
did not complain,” concluded Father Lafortune,
“Father Walsh suffered a good deal from the cold.”

In Kotzebue, Father Lafortune, in addition to
turning his quarters into a habitable residence and a
fitting church, carried out faithfully the usual round
of priestly duties.  Everyday throughout his eight-
month stay in Kotzebue, he had to face the grim
reminder of why he was there in the first place and
not on King Island, where his heart was.  Behind the
church sat the mangled Marquette Missionary.  Toward
the end of May, helped by several men, he dismantled
the wreckage and was “amazed how carefully it was
put together.”

On June 17, 1931, Father Hubert A. Post, S.J.,
arrived in Kotzebue to replace Father Lafortune.  On
September 5th of that same year, Father Post was
transferred.  His replacement was Father Peter L.
Baltussen, S.J., who found his year in Kotzebue
anything but pleasant.  On March 14, 1932, he wrote
to Father Paul P. Sauer, S.J., the man in Spokane
responsible for getting supplies to the Alaska
missions, about his stay in the cold building:  “This
house is in an awful shape.  I will not live in this
place another winter.  God alone knows what I have
gone through this last winter.”

2

Chancellor Father Richard D. Case, S.J., Bishop Donald J. Kettler,
and Father John A. Hinsvark enjoy the view of Kotzebue sound on
a fall day in 2002.                    (Photo by Patty Walter)

Inside St. Francis Xavier Church, Kotzebue, baleen flanks the cru-
cifix and poles from Peter Schaeffer’s fish camp adorn the altar.
(Photo by Patty Walter)



To the friends and benefactors of the Missionary Diocese of Fairbanks:

In September we begin our annual Novena to the Patron-
ess of the missions of Alaska, St. Therese, “The Little
Flower.”  The Novena will begin on September 23 and will
end on the Feast of St. Therese, October 1.  On each of these
days a Mass will be offered for our friends and for their
needs and petitions.

You are invited to submit petitions to be remembered dur-
ing the novena.  No offering is necessary.  Any received
will be used to support our ministries here in Northern
Alaska.

You are also invited to join us on the novena days (Septem-
ber 23-October 1), by praying the following prayer:

“O Lord, who said, unless you become as little children
you shall not enter the Kingdom of Heaven, GRANT US,
WE BESEECH YOU, to so follow in the way of Blessed
Therese in humility and simplicity that through her in-
tercession these petitions and those of all our members
may be granted as part of the shower of roses she prom-
ised to send upon this earth.”

All petitions will be read and remembered in the Masses
offered during these nine days.

Please detach and send intention portion.  Use prayer above for the Novena.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
TO:  CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA

1312 Peger Road * Fairbanks, AK *  99709-5199

Please remember the following petitions during the Novena to St. Therese:

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Name______________________________Street___________________________________

City________________________________State_______________Zip_________________

ST. THERESE NOVENA



Saint Francis Xavier (1506-1552):

Francis Xavier was born on April 7th, 1506, in the Spanish
kingdom of Navarre; and his native language, like that of Ignatius Loyola,
whose devoted disciple he was to become, was Basque. His temperament
was both proud and passionate.

Francis first encountered Ignatius at the University of Paris,which
he attended at age nineteen. Ignatius was much older and it took him
some time to win Francis from his worldly ambitions. Eventually Francis
gave himself with his whole soul to the new life which the Spiritual
Exercises of Ignatius opened up to him. He became one of the first
members of the Society of Jesus and made his vows with Ignatius and
five others on August 15, 1534.  He was ordained a priest on June 24,
1537.

The first desire of Ignatius and his companions had been to make
a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, but he was called otherwise. Ignatius was
asked by King John of Portugal to send priests to the new missions in
India, and his choice fell eventually on Francis.  Francis saw a vast new
world opening before him and his one desire was to win it to Christ. He
brought with him nothing but his consuming love for God and for the souls of his fellow men.

 Francis deliberately chose to live in the most complete poverty and refused to accept any of the
material conveniences which were offered to him. His food was reduced to so small a quantity that it
was a miracle that he kept alive. The only concession he would make in clothing for his long missionary
journeys under a tropical sun was a pair of boots. He put up with the most appalling conditions on his
long sea voyages and endured the most agonizing extremes of heat and cold. Wherever he traveled he
sought out the poor and the sick and spent his time in ministering to their needs. While he occupied his
days with these labors, he spent the greater part of his night in prayer.

The story of his journeys is an epic of adventure. He arrived in Goa in May 1542 and went on
from there to Cape Comorin in the south of India. There he spent three years working among the pearl-
fishers, or Paravas, of the Fishery Coast. He went on to the East Indies, to Malacca and the Moluccas,
and, finally, in 1549 he set out for Japan. He died on December 3rd, 1552, on a lonely island, vainly
seeking to obtain entrance into China. Thus in ten years he traversed the greater part of the Far East.
When one considers the conditions of travel, the means of transport, the delays and difficulties which
beset him at every stage, it is, even physically an astounding achievement. It is even more remarkable
when one considers that he left behind him a flourishing Church wherever he went and that the effects
of his labors remain to the present day.

Many miracles have been attributed to St. Francis.
He died abandoned with but one companion, without the sacraments or Christian burial. Within

a few weeks, his body was recovered and found to be perfectly incorrupt. It was brought to Goa and
received there with devotion and an enthusiasm which showed that the people had already recognized
him as a saint. He was beatified by Pope Paul V in 1619 and canonized together with St. Ignatius by
Pope Gregory XV, on March 12th, 1622. He is now the patron of all the missions of the Catholic
Church and remains especially dear to the parishioners of St. Francis Xavier Church in Kotzebue,
Alaska.



A new assignment for Father Baltussen brought
Father John A. Concannon, S.J., to Kotzebue, on August
23, 1932.  He was followed by Father Aloysius G.
Willebrand, S.J., who took over in July 1933.  An entry
penned by him in the house diary about his predecessor
reads:  “He seemed to be well liked here.  The people hated
to see him go.”  Father Willebrand spent only two months
in Kotzebue.  On September 28, 1933, Father Francis M.
Ménager, S.J., began a five-year term as pastor of the
Kotzebue mission, a mission dedicated under the
patronage of St. Francis Xavier.   Soon after his arrival,
Father Ménager, a gifted musician, organized the
“Kotzebue Catholic Artists,” a musical society open to all.
Through this, he hoped to have a community-wide
influence.

Father Llorente was the next priest to hold station
in Kotzebue, from July 1938 to July 1941.  As did priests
before him, so he, too, found his Kotzebue stay a very
difficult one.

Writing not without a touch of humor on his part,
about his three-year tenure in Kotzebue, Father Llorente
wrote in the house diary:  “After three years of failure, I
leave Kotzebue.  Three things kept me from going insane:
the tabernacle, the typewriter, and the catechism children.
Thanks to these three, I live happy and busy.  The town is
such as to freeze the ardor of St. Paul.”  His final entry in
the diary reads:  “The priest who keeps his smile in this
town and goes on with zeal and courage deserves to be
canonized at once without any other miracles bearing
evidence on the matter.”

On September 24, 1941, Father Paul C. O’Connor,
S.J., began his five-year term in Kotzebue.  Being an athletic
type, he organized baseball and hockey games, skiing and
skating parties for the youngsters of Kotzebue.  He himself
enjoyed cross-country skiing and ice-skating on Kotzebue
Sound, “using a sail unto advantage.”  While in Kotzebue,
he took an active interest in the legal system, doing what
he could to bring about fair trials, especially in cases
involving Native people.

During the Holy Week of 1946, Father George E.
Carroll, S.J., arrived in Kotzebue to replace Father
O’Connor, who left at that rather odd time of year to go to
Portland, Oregon, for needed medical attention.
Immediately upon his arrival in Kotzebue, Father Carroll
did much remodeling of the interior of the church.  In 1951,
he left Kotzebue to go to King Island.  For a year, the
Kotzebue mission was without a priest.

In early February 1936, Father Thomas P.
Cunningham, S.J., spent a week in Kotzebue visiting
Father Ménager.  “The more I saw of Kotzebue,” he wrote
to Bishop Crimont on the 26th, “the more I felt
disappointed at having my status changed.”  Father
Cunningham had felt himself drawn to missionary work
in the Arctic ever since he first came to Alaska as a priest,
in 1935.  His long-cherished hope of one day serving in
the Arctic was realized, when, on November 5, 1952, he
landed in Kotzebue, where he made his headquarters until
March 1954.  During his 17-month stay in Kotzebue,
however, he was away much of the time.  He made trips
to Nome, Little Diomede Island, and Barrow.  As auxiliary
military chaplain, he traveled to military posts and bases
scattered far and wide throughout Alaska.

From March 4, 1954, to July 12, 1959, Father William
J. McIntyre, S.J., was pastor in Kotzebue.  In a witty, but
informative, newsletter, The McKotzebugle, he chronicled
his years there.  Father Pasquale M. Spoletini, S.J., who
had left his native Italy to be a volunteer missionary in
Alaska, succeeded him in Kotzebue.  He held station at
Kotzebue from 1959 to 1967.  It was he, with the help of
parishioners, who made a major addition to the parish
complex in the form of a completely new building.  As he
described it:  “It is 60 x 32 ft. in size.  It has two classrooms,
a library, teacher’s room, and living quarters for me all on
the first floor.  There is a full basement.  And there will be
running water and flush toilets!”  Father Spoletini was
the first priest in Kotzebue to have the assistance of lay
volunteers, members of the Jesuit Volunteer Corps.

In August 1967, Father Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J.—
future Bishop of Fairbanks—replaced Father Spoletini as
pastor of Kotzebue.  He finished the new building.  Being
a pilot with a plane at his disposal, he did a fair amount of
flying in the area, both for pastoral purposes and for
hunting.

Parishioner, Lucy Nordlum remembers, “Father
Michael Kaniecki, or “Fr. Mike” as we all referred to him, arrived
in Kotzebue in 1967.  He brought with him an airplane and a
large dog, “Kaiser.”   My older brothers had known Fr. Mike
from Copper Valley School, where he had been Mr. Kaniecki, a
dorm prefect, while studying to be a priest.  He was different
from other priests we had encountered, in that he loved to hunt.
He had come to the right place.  He had many adventures flying
here and there with his airplane and he also had the big task of
finishing the building project.    Many parishioners became good
friends with Fr. Mike.  He visited many homes throughout the
years—you never knew when he would drop by to visit with
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Bishop Kettler visits with St. Francis Xavier parishioners during a pot-
luck dinner held in the parish social hall.  The dinner was held in cel-
ebration of Bishop Kettler’s ordination in 2002.
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“After the departure of Fr. Carlin, Fr. John Martinek
was our last resident priest,” writes Lucy Nordlum, “He was
from Chicago and after his initial cultural shock, came to enjoy
Kotzebue despite its ever-changing weather.  He would often be
spotted walking his dog along with his other friends and their
dogs.  In church his loud booming voice carried a good tune,
something we hadn’t had much of since the departure of Father
Mike.  Father John’s gregarious manner and lighthearted banter
could send us into peals of laughter in the hall after Mass.  As a
parish we were quite distressed when we heard he would be
leaving and we would no longer have a live in priest.    We now
share Father John Hinsvark, from Nome, who comes here two
weeks out the month.  We are grateful to not be totally without
a priest and grateful too that parishioners like Susan Walker,
Winnie Reeve, Mike Dunleavy and many others are able to assist
in Father Hinsvark’s absence—to carry on God’s work!”

In 2002, the Kotzebue parish began to be served
out of Nome  by Father John A. Hinsvark.  Father Hinsvark
serves also as visiting priest to the missions of Teller and
on Little Diomede Island, as well as Vocations Director
for the Diocese of Fairbanks.

Father Hinsvark, in the fall of 1962, began his
theological studies at Mount Angel Seminary, St. Benedict,
Oregon.  During his second year, he was chosen to teach
catechism to high school students of Chemawa Indian
School, in Salem, Oregon.  It was during this challenging
assignment, where he taught teenagers from reservations
in the American Southwest and Alaska, that he discerned
his call to ministry in Northern Alaska.

Father Hinsvark was accepted as a candidate for
the Diocese of Fairbanks in 1965.  Now, almost 40 years
later, his assignments have included, Bethel, Hooper Bay,
Scammon Bay, Chevak, Anderson, Nenana, Healy,
Chefornak, Nightmute, Umkumiut, Marshall, Russian
Mission, Nome, Little Diomede Island, Teller and
Kotzebue.

For many years, Father Hinsvark had also served
on the Diocesan Liturgical Commission and as a Consultor
to the bishop.  On August 10, 2000, four days after Bishop
Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J., died suddenly; it was Father
Hinsvark who convened the Diocesan Board of Consultors
to elect an interim Diocesan Administrator, now
Chancellor, Father Richard D. Case, S.J.

After 75 years, St. Francis Xavier Church still stands
proudly in a town on a spit that is about 3 miles long and
1,100-3,600 feet wide.   The church is still cold but the
parish is warm and joyful.  Parishioners of St. Francis
Xavier go about their day-to-day business, and
occasionally venture a look out their windows, eyes
searching for that familiar friend, Fr. Hinsvark, making
the short trek from the airport to the church—just as
Catholic priests have since 1929.                  --Patty Walter

your family.  On a few occasions he even brought his aging
father to visit Kotzebue.  We were all disheartened when he was
transferred, as he had become a friend to many.  In subsequent
years after he was ordained our Bishop, we were always joyful
of his visits to Kotzebue.”

From 1975 to 1980, Father John E. Gurr, S.J., served
as pastor of Kotzebue, where he found “a wonderful cross
section of parishioners and friends.”  Lucy also recalls Fr.
Gurr, remembering , “He was a slightly bent and elderly man,
he was hard of hearing but his pious and friendly manner
endeared him to all.  Each Sunday found him shoveling a path
to the church out of concern for the elderly parishioners.”

After him came, for a short time only, Father James
R. Miller.  He, in turn, was followed by Father Arthur
Lopilato, S.J., who was in Kotzebue from 1982 to 1985.
Father Thomas N. Gallagher, S.J., tended the Kotzebue
flock during part of 1986.  He was succeeded by Father
Thomas F. Carlin, S.J., who brought some stability to the
Kotzebue mission by remaining from 1987 to 1995.  He
was succeeded in 1995 by Father John B. Martinek, pastor
until 2002.  He was Kotzebue’s last resident pastor.

During the years 1995 to 2002, Father John B.
Martinek was pastor of the St. Francis Xavier Parish.
Finding himself in the land of the Inupiat Eskimo, he
wrote, “In December, we get down to less than three hours of
‘daylight.’  This, in reality, is not more than a twilight, when
the sun, barely brushing the southern horizon, paints, in pastel
colors, at the same time the sunrise and sunset across the sky,
the frozen Sound, and the distant mountains.”  After three
years in Kotzebue, Father Martinek wrote, “As I loved
priestly ministry in the inner-city of Chicago, and loved priestly
ministry on the middle Yukon, so I now love and find joy in
priestly ministry here in Kotzebue.”

Again we assure you that we never, under any circum-
stances, sell, exchange, or give out the names of our bene-
factors.  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.

An aerial view of Kotzebue taken by Father John Martinek.


