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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.

Alaska’s First People Are Resilient: Part II

It is an early winter afternoon in St. Michael, an
Eskimo village lying along the southern coast of Norton
Sound. Looking out the window of the rectory, I’m
reminded of the Greek islands.  The sky is pale gold.  It
must be around two in the afternoon, but already the sun
hangs low and has ignited the high thin clouds into streaks
of white light.  Across the water, a line of hills seems to
lose substance and grow nearly translucent.

One summer, when I was a college student, I bought
a Eurail pass that allowed me to travel from Norway to
Greece by train.  I was a philosophy student at the time
and all my readings of Homer, Sophocles and Plato had
prepared me to fall in love with the light and space of the
Greek islands.  Now, more than 30 years later, the beauty
of St. Michael has caught me completely off guard.

I am in the village as part of a short excursion to
the region, addressing residents and asking for their input
for a future healing ceremony.  It’s bingo night, however,
so, wanting to talk to as many villagers as I can, that’s where
I’ll go.  The game is still hours away and the light has

Editor’s Note:  Robert Hannon has lived in Alaska for
25 years. He is married to vocalist Julie Rafferty. They have
two children: Evan,16, and Madeline, 12.  Before taking up his
duties with the Catholic Diocese of Fairbanks, he was News
and Public Affairs Director at KUAC, a public radio and televi-
sion station at the University of Alaska Fairbanks.  He has re-
ceived many honors for his journalism, including an Emmy nomi-
nation and awards from the Society of Professional Journalists,
as well as the Alaska Press Club.  I am pleased to be able to
offer this concluding account of his recent trip to the western
part of our Missionary Diocese.  --Patty Walter

Joseph Prince--shown here at Manresa Hall, Port Townsend,
Washington, in 1930--bears the honorable distinction of
being the only full-blooded Central Yup’ik Eskimo man ever
to become a member of a Religious Order or Congregation.
He took his vows on the feast of the Epiphany, January 6,
1931, becoming Brother Joseph Prince, S.J.
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convinced me I need to grab my parka for a
walk through the village and along the shore.

The village school lies across the
street from the church. A few students, in
their snowsuits, are noisily clambering over
the playground equipment. They pause for a
minute to look at me, as I descend the stairs.
I wave and turn towards a low hill to the right.
A light but steady breeze kicks up some
loose snow sending it slithering across the
dirt road like ghostly snakes.  A few walkers
nod to me, as I pass them, their faces
shadowed by their hoods and ruffs.  A couple
of four-wheelers zoom by, but it doesn’t
take me long, before I’m past most of the
structures and I find a sloping trail to the
sea.

There is something ephemeral about the fate of
some Alaska communities. That certainly is true of St.
Michael.  Its natural harbor made it, for a time, the
gateway to Alaska’s interior and to the Klondike gold
fields in the Yukon Territory, Canada.

As Fr. Louis Renner, S.J., tells it in his Alaskana
Catholica, the community has been on the maps since
about 1833, as a defensive outpost for the Russian-
Alaska Company.  About sixty years later, however, it
became a major hub for moving goods from barges and
freighters bound for the gold fields of the Klondike.

Census figures give an idea of the village’s
fluctuating fortunes.  In 1890 it was home to just over
one hundred people.  That number swelled to a record
450 in 1910.  Then, after the Alaska Railroad reached
Nenana in 1916 and proved a more economical method
of delivering goods to Alaska’s Interior, St. Michael’s
fortunes waned.  There was a steady decline in residents,
so that, by 1940, only 142 people lived in the village.
Even today, it hasn’t reached its 1910 high-point.
Projections suggest a population of around 400.

As I gingerly make my way down the steep incline
to the beach, I see a few boats frozen in the ice.  I also
find some heavy chains and what looks like a large
anchor poking up through the snow along the beach.  In
the low and amber light of the setting sun, the rusty metal
is a rich red color.  I wonder if I’m seeing artifacts left
over from St. Michael’s past as a maritime transfer point.
The ice itself, worked on by sea, wind and light, looks
like long thin arms of crystal stretching toward the
bluffs.  It crunches and splinters under foot, as I walk
along the bank back towards the village.
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If St. Michael was an important hub during the
turn of the 20th century, Fr. Renner’s history also makes
clear that the village was one of the earliest communities
to play a role in the Church’s missionary history in
Alaska:

    Catholic missionaries first came to St.
Michael in 1873, when Oblate Bishop
Isidore Clut and future Oblate Father
Auguste Lecorre arrived in June.  Father
Lecorre spent the year 1873-74 there
before returning to Canada.  In the
summer of 1877, Charles J. Seghers,
Bishop of Vancouver Island at the time,
and Father Joseph M. Mandart passed
through St. Michael en route to the
middle Yukon via Unalakleet and the
Unalakleet-Kaltag portage.  In late
1886, the body of Bishop Seghers, who
was slain on November 28, 1886, near
Nulato, was brought to St. Michael,
where it was stored for a time, then
buried for the year 1887-88, before it
was disinterred and shipped to Victoria,
B.C., Canada.

St. Michael saw itinerant Jesuit missionaries
coming and going throughout the 1880s and 1990s.
Certainly though, as the community’s numbers grew, the

The new St. Michael Church, on St. Michael Island, on the
south side of Norton Sound, was dedicated by Bishop
Donald Kettler, on November 7, 2004.  It replaces the
previous church built in 1954.

Photo courtesy of David Schienle.
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Packets of 6 cards—cards bearing the DENAAHUTO image
by renowned Alaskan artist Jon Van Zyle and a description of it
on back—are now available from the Alaskan Shepherd office
for $20.00 a packet. This includes envelopes, handling and
shipping. Prints of the DENAAHUTO image, measuring 8 x 5
½ inches, are also available, at $3.00 each. The original
painting, measuring 4’ x 8’, adorns the wall behind the altar in
St. Peter in Chains Church in Ruby, Alaska. The painting is a
gift from the artist to the people of Ruby and the Diocese of
Fairbanks.

PLEASE SEND ME____PACKET(S) OF CARDS
(6 CARDS PER PACKET) AT $20.00 PER PACKET.

PLEASE SEND ME____PRINT(S) AT $3.00 PER PRINT.
TOTAL ENCLOSED $ ____________

NAME:__________________________ADDRESS:________________________________
CITY:______________________STATE:_______________ZIP: _________________

A packet of 10 Our Lady of the Arctic Snows note-cards is
now also available from the Alaskan Shepherd office for $5.00,
which includes handling and shipping. The cards are
printed on a heavy paper stock measuring 3 ½ x 5 ½ inches
and blank on the inside.  All proceeds from the sales of cards
benefit the Missionary Diocese of Fairbanks.

Prints of both of Our Lady of the Arctic Snows and of
Christ of the Arctic, measuring 8 ½ x 5 ½ , are available free, for the asking.

PLEASE SEND ME____PACKET(S) OF CARDS
(10 CARDS PER PACKET)  AT $5.00 PER PACKET.

TOTAL ENCLOSED $ ____________
NAME:_____________________________ADDRESS:_____________________________
CITY:_____________________STATE:____________ZIP: ____________________

OUR LADY OF THE  ARCTIC SNOWS

ARCTIC  CHRIST



“Through years of dedicated research, writing, and documentation, Father
Renner has created a succinct yet comprehensive guide detailing in total clarity
and conciseness the history of the Catholic Church in Alaska. Within this historic
documentation the reader can reference over 225 years of Catholicism in Alaska.
Father Louis L. Renner, S.J., has accomplished in Alaskana Catholica a
momentous feat—a magnum opus.”

Donald J. Kettler
Bishop of Fairbanks

“Father Renner is the foremost authority on
Catholic history in Alaska,

writing history at its purest, almost exclusively
from archival sources.”
Dr. Dorothy Jean Ray

Historian and Anthropologist

“This fascinating volume offers an intimate picture of the activities of the Catholic Church’s Alaska Mission, from
its beginning in the nineteenth century to the present. It is a fact-filled account of people and places with a

wonderful array of characters…Father Renner, with a historian’s concern for the facts and a writer’s eye for a good
story,

has produced a valuable work.”
Francis Paul Prucha, S.J.,

Professor of History Emeritus ,  Marquette University

“One of the main intents of this volume,” we read in the author’s Preface, “is to
keep alive for posterity the memory of many major Catholic Alaskan figures—clerical
and lay, Native and non-Native, living and deceased—by the recording of their lives
and deeds.”

Alaskana Catholica (“a unique gift, whether to give or to receive”) is a
reference work in the format of an encyclopedia.  It offers its readers something more than
mere bare-bones reference data and Who’s Who-s.  Moreover, some entries have a story
about the given entry’s subject attached to them.   Some have a “tapestry” woven out of a
series of quotations from the mission diary of the given place attached to them.  These stories
and tapestries give readers a kind of “you are there” experience, of being present at an event of
the past or at a place remote to them.

Close to 400 images illustrate Alaskana Catholica.

Yes, please send _____copy(ies) of Alaskana Catholica, written by
Father Louis L. Renner, S.J.

I am enclosing $80.00 for each book, which includes shipping.
Name______________________________________________________________________

Address____________________________________________________________________

City____________________________State_______Zip_________    200704 F92

ALASKANA CATHOLICA
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need for ministry on a more permanent basis became clear.
As Fr. Renner writes: “St. Michael first appears in the Turin
Province catalog of the Society of Jesus for the year 1900-
01.  Father Joseph M. Tréca, S.J., is rightly recognized as
the founder, in 1899, of the St. Michael mission.  He was
there until 1901.”

It seems, however, that the usual trials facing priests
in the new mission weren’t helped by St. Michael’s first
church.  By all accounts, it was a handsome building, but
not without its problems.  Fr. Martin J. Lonneux, S.J., called
it a “White Elephant,” in part because it was drafty and cold
in the winter.  Fr. Martin wanted to dismantle it and build
something snugger, but his superiors denied the request.
They wanted the building to stand as a monument.   That
didn’t stop the enterprising priest from finding a solution.
He built a chapel off the rectory and celebrated Mass in
that.  It wasn’t until 1953, that a new church was constructed.
This lasted for some 50 years.  On November 7, 2004,
Bishop Donald Kettler dedicated the current church with
its rectory perched atop the sanctuary.  I know from first-
hand experience both are warm, well-lit and inviting.  I think
Fr. Martin wouldn’t have been disappointed.

There is another reason why St. Michael stands out
in the annals of our diocese’s history.  It was the home of
the only full-blooded Central Yup’ik Eskimo man ever to
become a member of a Religious Order or Congregation,
Joseph Prince.

We don’t know much about Joseph’s early years.  He
was born December 8, 1908, at a time when St. Michael
was at its commercial peak.  During its heyday, St. Michael
was not really a village.  Once again Fr. Renner proves an

invaluable resource, as does also the research of Fairbanks
parishioner Shannon Christiansen.

In Alaskana Catholica we read that the village
consists of a mixture of Inupiaq-speaking Eskimos from
the north and Central Yup’ik-speaking Eskimos from the

south.  I wonder if that combination doesn’t reflect
St. Michael’s once thriving commercial status and how
it must have drawn peoples from all over the region.
I wonder, too, if those conditions weren’t what
brought the parents of Joseph Prince to St. Michael
in the first place.

Regarding Joseph Prince, we know that his last
name was not originally Prince, but Yunak or Yungak.
There is a suggestion that Joseph may have been
baptized Russian Orthodox at birth, but it seems that
by the age of 10 he asked to be received into the
Catholic Church. It seems, too, that it was his piety
and bright mind that attracted the attention of Father
Frederick A. Ruppert, S.J., who asked Joseph’s parents
if he could send the youngster to Holy Cross Mission
School for an education.  It was there, apparently, that
he acquired the name of Prince, for he appears on
rolls of Holy Cross at the same time as two other
Princes.  In any case, the name Prince stuck.

He must have thrived at Holy Cross, because,
in 1926, when he was about 18 years old, Father Philip
I. Delon, S.J., then General Superior of the Alaska
Mission, took Joseph with him to the Eucharistic
Congress in Chicago.  One can scarcely imagine the
impression a national gathering of over a million
people made on the young man from a small western
Alaska village.  It must have been profound, because
the next year he asked to join the Jesuits as a Brother.

It cannot have been an easy decision for
Joseph.  The Yup’ik people highly value marriage and
family life. In some senses a person doesn’t really
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A deserving historical note in passing is that the body of
murdered Archbishop Charles Seghers was interred in the
St. Michael cemetery, shown here in its current condition,
during 1886-1887 before being being shipped to Victoria,
B.C., Canada.

Photo courtesy of David Schienle.



Your first class stamp donations are greatly appreciated.
   First class stamps will cost 41¢ beginning  May 14.

attain the status of an adult, until he or she is married.
This can be seen, in part, in the large number of Yup’ik
deacons throughout Western Alaska, more than 20.  But
Joseph is so far the only member of his people to enter
the life of a professed Religious.

There is a touching story which underscores this
point.  When Joseph made his request, Fr. Delon set one
condition: the young man had to tell his parents his plans.
If he could do that and bear the long separation from his
family, Joseph would be accepted for the Jesuit Novitiate.
The two men had been traveling all across the region, a
1,200 mile journey, and Fr. Delon was impressed by
Joseph’s correct and faithful behavior.  But, as they
approached St. Michael, Fr. Delon had his doubts whether
Joseph would be able to hold up to his mother’s pleas
against his vocation.  He writes:

 The struggle was even keener than I expected.
Even some physical violence was resorted to
by the mother.  But Joseph, without rough-
handling his mother, held his ground and
himself firmly.  Finally, at the very last
moment, as the dog team was hitched up, and
she was still holding him, Joseph stepped on
the sled-runners, and gave the ‘leader’ the
command ‘off!’  The team started at a bound,
the mother clutched at her boy for three or
four steps, as she frantically tried to retain
her hold, but the speed of the team was too
much for the poor soul… and as the sled
swung around the corner of the house, she
flew off her boy’s coat-tail at a tangent, and
rolled on the hard snow.  I took just time
enough to see that she was not seriously
injured, caught up with the sled and sped
away.  Joseph had not seen, and to this day
does not know what befell his mother.  He was
somewhat shaken and smiling with what
seemed to me to be a profound peace and
sweet happiness.

For his six-month postulancy, the Jesuits sent
Joseph to Manresa Hall, Port Townsend, Washington.
Then, on December 20, 1928, Joseph entered the Jesuit
novitiate at Los Gatos, California.

As someone who was born and bred in San
Francisco and knows Los Gatos, I would have expected

6

Joseph to flourish in the warmer climate.  However, just
the opposite occurred.  The Alaskan reported always
being cold, even in summer.  Within the year, he came
down with pneumonia that developed into tuberculosis.

In an effort to find a more conducive climate,
his Superiors sent him back to Port Townsend, and then
to the Sisters’ Hospital at St. Ignatius Mission set in
Montana’s mountains. At the time, treatment centers set
in the mountains, with their thin, fresh air, were
considered ideal places to treat tuberculosis.

Unfortunately, Joseph didn’t respond to
treatment and his condition gradually worsened.
Despite his physical decline, those around him noted
his cheerful disposition, and his spirit got a boost near
Christmas 1930, when he received word that his family
had become Catholic.  A priest wrote to him, “The grace,
I believe, came to them in no small measure through
your prayers and your immolation to God.”

Not long after, on the feast of the Epiphany,
January 6, 1931, Joseph took his vows and became
Brother Joseph Prince, S.J.  Two days later he died.

I can’t help thinking of Brother Joseph,  as I make
my way back to the rectory along the icy beach of Norton
Sound. The sun has passed beyond the western line of
hills and now the glow of sunset is giving way to the
deep pure blue of twilight.

The scarcity of priests and Religious is felt
keenly across rural Alaska.  Today, St. Michael is served
by Fathers Vincent Chimezie, S.M.M.M, and Paulinus
Iwuji, S.M.M.M.  It is one of seven villages in which
they minister.  Yet, in every community I visit I hear
people asking for more Sisters, Brothers and priests.
The Church does not have them to send.

I wonder what difference Brother Joseph might
have made in these changing times.  St. Michael has
grown again to nearly the size it was,  when he was there
almost a century ago.  Today, it boasts a fine school,
health clinic and running water.  But the need for
ministries remains as strong today, as it was, when
Catholic missionaries arrived in 1873.  It is a comfort
to know that the legacy, and the name, of Brother Joseph
Prince live on in the region.  The Jesuit community
house in St. Marys bears the name, “Bro. Joe Prince
House.”  We do well to ask his help, as the Church looks
to villagers to assume leadership roles in their parishes.


