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Abstract  This article examines Jesuit missions in Alaska (1867‑1919) through a 
transnational lens that integrates religious history, colonial studies, and spatial 
anthropology. It highlights how adaptation to extreme conditions, gendered hierarchies, 
and the tension between charity and control shaped everyday missionary life. Drawing 
on archival and published sources, the study frames Alaska as a site of experimental 
Catholic evangelization, where material frequently superseded doctrinal priorities. It 
calls for further research in women’s and Indigenous sources to reassess missionary 
narratives within global Catholic contexts.
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﻿1	 Russian Alaska 

The choice to focus on the Catholic Alaska mission resulted from 
the extraordinary confluence of geographic, cultural, and logistical 
challenges that characterized this late nineteenth century enterprise. 
Alaska’s unforgiving environment – a vast, icy frontier marked by 
isolation and extreme conditions – created a unique laboratory 
for missionary work in which the usual frameworks of colonial 
evangelization were tested to their limits. Unlike missions in more 
temperate or accessible regions, where European religious orders 
could rely on an established infrastructure or gradual cultural 
exchange, the remoteness of Alaska meant that missionaries arrived 
with almost no prior contact with indigenous communities. This near 
tabula rasa dynamic offers scholars a rare opportunity to examine 
the unmediated clash of belief systems, as well as the strategies, 
both improvisational and systematic, that missionaries employed to 
navigate unfamiliar terrain, both literal and spiritual.

These challenges were compounded by immense logistical 
hurdles: precarious transportation networks, chronic underfunding, 
and a scarcity of material resources. These constraints forced the 
missionaries to constantly adapt, making their efforts a case study 
in resilience and vulnerability. It is the extreme circumstances, the 
brutal winters, the great distances between communities, the lack of 
institutional support that highlight the human dimension of this story 
and reveal not only the ambitions of the Church, but also the reality 
of the lives of those who sought to spread its message.

The 1867 transfer of Alaska from Russian to American control 
marked a pivotal moment in the colonial and religious history of the 
territory. Acquired for 7.2 million dollars, the vast subarctic territory 
(1.72 million km² larger than France, Germany, and Italy combined) 
presented unprecedented logistical and cultural challenges to 
nineteenth century Christian missionaries. In contrast to densely 
populated European areas, Alaska’s indigenous communities (0.5 
people/km²) were scattered across extreme landscapes, forcing 
missionaries to adapt parish models to a land where distance and 
climate were beyond their institutional frameworks. These difficulties 
were compounded by the lingering influence of Russian Orthodoxy 
and the ambiguities of the nascent US government. At the same time, 
Alaska Native peoples (including the Iñupiat, Yupik, Alutiiq, Unangax̂̂, 
Athabascan, Tlingit, and Haida) faced converging colonial pressures 
despite their distinct languages and traditions.1 

The first contacts between Alaska Natives and foreign explorers 
occurred through the expeditions of Russian fur traders in the 

1  Kaaháni Worl, “Alaska”, 301‑8. 
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late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By 1648, the Cossack 
navigator Semën Dezhnev became the first European to cross the 
strait between Asia and America, but it was Tsar Peter the Great who 
later recognized the strategic value of these northern territories and 
commissioned Vitus Bering’s voyages in 1728 and 1741. Although 
Bering’s expeditions suffered disastrous setbacks – including 
shipwrecks and deaths among the crews – they sparked Russia’s 
commercial interest in the Alaskan fur trade. In the 1760s, Siberian 
fur hunters had penetrated as far as the Aleutian Islands and Kodiak, 
leading to the founding of the Russian American Company in 1799 
under Grigorii Shelikhov and later Aleksandr Baranov, who extended 
Russia’s colonial presence as far as Sitka. Later explorations in 
the early nineteenth century, such as those of Pëtr Korsakovskiy 
and Fedor Kolmakov, targeted the river systems of southwestern 
Alaska for beaver pelts, while non-Russian navigators such as James 
Cook and George Vancouver mapped the coastline with geopolitical 
precision. Although driven by commercial and imperial ambitions, 
these efforts laid the groundwork for continued interaction – and 
often exploitation – between indigenous communities and colonial 
actors, reshaping the cultural and economic landscape of Alaska long 
before the 1867 cession to the United States.2 

Despite nearly a century of colonial activity, Russia’s demographic 
footprint in Alaska remained strikingly limited: in 1867, only 812 
Russian settlers lived there, concentrated mainly in the southern 
coastal regions. This sparse presence shaped profoundly uneven 
patterns of interaction with Alaska native groups. While contact with 
the Iñupiat and Athabascans was minimal, the Russian American 
Company fostered more sustained, often violent, engagement and 
interaction with the Yup’ik in Western Alaska. The Siberian Yupik 
on St. Lawrence Island and the Iñupiat were largely spared Western 
intrusion until the 1850s, when American whalers broke the isolation 
of the Arctic. In contrast, the Aleuts and Tlingits bore the brunt 
of colonial exploitation. Contemporary records document the near 
annihilation of the Aleuts through Russian atrocities and epidemic 
disease.3 This created paradoxical conditions for their rapid conversion 
to Russian Orthodoxy after church schools were established in the 
1820s. While the Tlingit maintained their political autonomy through 
their warrior society and access to American firearms, nevertheless 
suffered a catastrophic demographic collapse due to introduced 
diseases. For many survivors, the perceived failure of indigenous 

2  Fisher, The Voyage; Fisher, Bering’s Voyages, 80‑107, 147‑52.
3  Reedy-Maschner, “Where Did All”, 585‑97.
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﻿shamans to contain epidemics, in contrast to the vaccination efforts 
of Russian priests, became a catalyst for religious change.4

2	 The Fragile Foundations of Catholic Missionary Activity 
in Alaska

This patchwork of colonial encounters provided the framework for 
Alaska’s equally uneven religious transformation. In southwest 
Alaska, Russian Orthodox missionaries followed the fur trade routes 
and converted most Yup’ik communities to Christianity by the mid-
nineteenth century, although the groups in the Yukon Delta remained 
isolated. Geographical constraints proved crucial: Orthodox clergy 
stationed in coastal towns such as Unalaska were rarely able to 
visit interior villages more than twice a year, resulting in superficial 
contact. Northwest Alaska offered a different paradigm. Here, 
Protestant missionaries arriving in the more concentrated coastal 
villages during the late nineteenth century found demographic 
advantages that allowed them to establish permanent stations 
combining evangelism with schools and medical services.5 While 
effective, this institutional approach inadvertently accelerated 
interior depopulation as local communities gravitated toward 
coastal missions. Remarkably, Christian practices were quickly 
adopted in both regions; a phenomenon that scholars associate with 
the destabilization of indigenous ways of life under the economic 
pressures of the colonial period.6

The institutional presence of the Roman Catholic Church in 
Alaska emerged only tentatively amid the geopolitical shifts of the 
mid-nineteenth century. Prior to 1847, the region was a frontier 
ecclesiastical region that fell only nominally under the jurisdiction 
of Modeste Demers, the Bishop of Vancouver Island, whose vast 
territory extended north to the Arctic Ocean. The first notable 
Catholic advances were made by the French-Canadian Oblates 
of Mary Immaculate, who penetrated the Yukon interior from the 
Canadian territory between 1862 and 1874. Fathers Jean Séguin, 
Émile Petitot, Bishop Isidor Clut and August Lecorre penetrated as 
far as Norton Sound, although they failed in establishing permanent 
missions. Their itinerant work contrasted with the simultaneous 
visits of diocesan priests from Vancouver Island to the coast and 

4  Vanstone, “Exploration and Contact”, 149‑50; Collins, “History of Research”; Kan, 
“The Russian Orthodox”.
5  Urvina, Urvina, More Than God Demands, 32‑8.
6  Vanstone, “Exploration and Contact”, 153‑4.
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reflected the logistical challenges of evangelizing Alaska’s diverse 
regions.7

The first Catholic contact had taken place in 1779 through the 
Spanish Franciscan Juan Antonio García Riobó, chaplain to a royal 
expedition that mapped Alaska’s coastline from San Blas to the 
Aleutian Islands. Although García Riobó documented encounters 
with indigenous communities, these remained fleeting and left no 
missionary legacy.8 The U.S. acquisition of Alaska in 1867 redirected 
Catholic efforts from the arduous Canadian overland route to access 
to the Pacific coast and accelerated institutional development. 
This shift manifested itself in Bishop Charles Seghers establishing 
permanent stations in Wrangell, Sitka, and Juneau between 1873 and 
1885, staffed by diocesan priests such as John Althoff and William 
Heynen.

The Nulato expedition of 1886 came to symbolize the physical and 
psychological extremes faced by the Catholic missionaries in Alaska.9 
Archbishop Charles Seghers, who had secured Rome’s approval for 
the renewed efforts in Alaska,10 organized the trip together with 
the Jesuit Giuseppe Maria Cataldo (1837‑1928),11 although their 
collaboration was problematic from the start. As early as 1877, when 
Cataldo12 was appointed superior of the Jesuit mission in the Rocky 
Mountains,13 the Society of Jesus began to explore the far north of 
the continent. Cataldo decided to send some confreres to see if it 
would be possible to establish a mission among the Eskimos and other 
indigenous peoples in Alaska. At the time, it was concluded that such a 
project was not feasible. A decade later, however, under the influence 
of Archbishop Seghers and following the relative strengthening of 
Jesuit missionary forces in the northwestern United States, Cataldo 
reconsidered the possibility, but with full awareness of the challenges 
involved. He reluctantly entrusted two priests for the expedition to 
Nulato (which was led by Seghers himself), Pasquale Tosi (1835‑1898)14 
and Louis Robaut (1855‑1930), although he had reservations about 
including Frank Fuller, a wayward layman whose erratic behavior 
had already caused a stir. The logistical challenges of the expedition 
were immediately apparent: Seghers’ meticulous reports documented 

7  Schmandt, “Alaska Missionary Letters”, 147‑51.
8  Relación del Viaje. 
9  Steckler, “The Case”; Schoenberg, Paths, 157‑8.
10  Schoenberg, A History, 293‑5.
11  Biographical data on the Jesuits can be easily verified through the online necrology 
database at: https://jesuitonlinenecrology.bc.edu/.
12  Lapomarda, The Jesuits, 64‑5.
13  He held the position from 1877 to 1893.
14  Lapomarda, The Jesuits, 71‑2.

https://jesuitonlinenecrology.bc.edu/
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﻿exorbitant costs for supplies and guides, while the group, which relied 
on several guides – including Antoine Provost, who abandoned them 
after disputes with Fuller – was unprepared for the harsh realities 
of the Yukon region.15

For four weeks, the group battled the environment in makeshift 
boats on windswept lakes, lugging their packs over primitive trails 
that left them physically broken and mentally drained. Tosi became 
increasingly exasperated with Seghers’ impractical leadership, while 
Robaut’s hostility toward Fuller escalated as the layman’s irrational 
behavior increased, including an incident in which Fuller threatened 
the group with a rifle during a portage. When they reached a trading 
post on the Yukon (Harper’s Place), tensions led to a split: Tosi and 
Robaut stayed behind to look after the miners, while Seghers and 
Fuller moved on towards Nulato. This decision proved fatal. On 28 
November 1886, Fuller shot Seghers during one of his violent outbursts. 
He later claimed that he had defended himself; an account that was 
contradicted by forensic evidence and Fuller’s own confession.16 The 
tragedy highlighted the systemic vulnerabilities of missionary work 
in Alaska: the uncertainty of underfunded expeditions that depended 
on unreliable personnel, the psychological strain of isolation in a 
landscape that exacerbated interpersonal conflicts, and the fatal 
discrepancy between ecclesiastical authority and the realities of 
the frontier. These were and are the key challenges for Catholic 
evangelization in the North.

3	 The Institutionalization of Catholic Alaska: Missions, 
Education, and Administrative Development

The tragic death of Archbishop Charles Seghers in 1886 became 
an unlikely catalyst for the systematic Catholic evangelization 
of Alaska. Pasquale Tosi honored Seghers’ vision by establishing 
Nulato as Alaska’s first permanent Jesuit mission (1887‑88).17 The 
initial log church, built in 1888, was replaced in 1915‑16, while the 
mission’s educational work evolved from a Jesuit-run ‘contract school’ 
(1891) to a formal boarding institution under the Sisters of St. Ann, 
who arrived in 1899 and initially taught eleven students, a number 
that fluctuated but endured until 1983.18 At the same time, Father 
Louis Robaut selected a site 279 miles up the Yukon River for the 

15  De Baets, Mgr Seghers, 169‑205.
16  Barnum, “Life”.
17  The missionary experience of Pasquale Tosi, for the initial years (including the 1886 
expedition), has been recounted in detail in Tosi, “La missione dell’Alaska”.
18  Renner, “Nulato”, 473.
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Holy Cross Mission,19 describing the location in 1888 as “a perfect 
wilderness”. The speed of the transformation was remarkable: within 
months of the arrival of Brothers Carmelo Giordano (1861‑1948) and 
Giovanni Battista Rosati (?), three unexpected Sisters of St. Ann 
(Mary Stephen Leahy, Mary Pauline Brault, and Mary Joseph 
Calasanctius De Ruyter) erected a two – story wooden convent school 
with an integrated chapel. By January 1889, they were teaching 
31 day and boarding students, drawing children from across the 
Yukon‑Kuskokwim Delta – a number that grew to 88 students under 
the care of six sisters and five Jesuit brothers by 1902.20

This institutional model was applied across Alaska’s diverse 
cultural landscapes. In Tununak, Yup’ik trader Alexis Kalenin 
(‘Aluska’) enabled Jesuit Father Tosi and the Spiritual Coadjutor Joseph 
Treca (1854‑1926) to establish a mission in 1889, where they built a 
combined chapel-residence of driftwood and sod. Although problems 
with accessibility meant that operations had to be suspended after 
1892, Catholicism gained a foothold in the Central Yup’ik territory for 
the first time. The triad of church, school and hospital was realized 
in Akulurak (St. Joseph’s School, 1894) and Ohagamiut (St. Ignatius 
Mission, 1892), while the ecclesiastical separation from Vancouver 
Island in 1895 accelerated expansion to the South. In the same year 
Jesuits took over the ministry in Juneau, and Sisters opened the 
school on Douglas Island.21

The civilizing mission paradigm that guided Jesuit activities in Alaska 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries represented both 
continuity with early modern models of evangelization and a distinct 
colonial modernity. This concept – best understood as an interlocking 
system of religious, cultural, and social transformation – functioned 
through three dialectical tensions: between ecclesiastical ideals 
and frontier realities, between universal Catholicism and local 
indigenous worldviews, and between cooperative rhetoric and 
competitive practice vis-à-vis other Christian denominations. At its 
core, the mission civilisatrice was about what Jesuit correspondence 
referred to as the ‘regeneration’ of Native peoples, a process that 
included sacramental initiation (baptism), moral reformation, and 
the introduction of Euro-American norms of everyday life. However, 
as Emily Clark’s works22 on the missions in Alaska shows, the 
implementation revealed fundamental contradictions. Clark defines 

19  The Russians designated the settlement as Koserefsky, a toponym later replaced 
by the Jesuit mission’s Holy Cross in 1888.
20  Renner, “Holy Cross Mission”, 259‑61. The quotation regarding the “perfect 
wilderness” is on p. 259.
21  For a good synthesis of Alaska’s Jesuit origins, see Santos, Jesuitas, 249‑64.
22  Clark, “Jesuits, the Iñupiat”; “Jesuit Missionaries”.
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﻿the prejudices held by the early Jesuit missionaries in Alaska as 
“colonialism”. The missionaries’ judgments of Native religions and 
spiritual leaders (somewhat inaccurately referred to as “shamans”) 
were characterized by ideological, social, cultural, psychological, 
emotional, and religious biases. Indigenous belief systems were 
dismissed as “superstition” and associated with demonic influence.23 
In this respect, Alaska seems to reflect an older missionary approach, 
not unlike (to cite one example) that which characterized Iberian 
America in the early modern period: evangelizing Native peoples 
went hand in hand with trying to ‘civilize’ them and reshape their 
way of life, tastes and general behavior. Clark criticizes the view of 
Gerald McKevitt, S.J, the foremost scholar of Italian Jesuit missions in 
the United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. McKevitt 
argued that the evangelization strategies of the Society of Jesus 
constituted an ‘art’ in which the missionaries acted as “Brokers of 
Culture” (as per his book’s title) within existing systems.24 According 
to Clark, while the Jesuits were more respectful than Protestant 
missionaries (such as those active in the Columbia Plateau), they 
still operated within a colonial framework. This was evident in the 
late twentieth century in the abuse of boarding schools, disdain 
for Native traditions and constant complaints about ‘shamans’ and 
‘superstition’. However, generalizations are problematic. In another 
study, Clark presents a partially different story, characterized by a 
less condemning/judgmental approach to indigenous religions.25

The operational triad of the civilizing mission – education, 
health care, and sacramental administration – functioned as both 
a charitable endeavor and a cultural displacement mechanism. At 
Holy Cross, the Sisters of St. Ann provided material sustenance with 
their boarding school (1888) and St. Joseph’s Hospital (1894) while 
systematically reshaping Native rhythms of time, dietary habits, and 
kinship structures. Treca’s 1889 call for “strong, energetic, constant 
souls, saintly and practical at the same time”26 revealed the cognitive 
dissonance between idealized transformation and the limitations of 
the frontier; his own Tununak mission was based on a driftwood 
and adobe architecture that materially contradicted European 
civilizational aspirations.

The turn of the century was marked for the Jesuits by both 
consolidation and frontier crossing. 1898 proved particularly 
momentous: while St. Michael’s Mission took root and St. Mark Parish 
was established in Skagway, Francis Barnum (1849‑1921) pioneered 

23  Clark, “Jesuit Missionaries”, 406‑18; for the analysis of the quoted terms see p. 405.
24  McKevitt, Brokers of Culture, 120‑49.
25  Clark, “Jesuits, the Iñupiat”, 40‑1.
26  Treca “Letter to Cataldo 1889”, 352.
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the Jesuit presence in the High Arctic with his voyage aboard 
the Cutter Bear. The following year, Francis Monroe (1855‑1940) 
founded the St. Francis Xavier Mission in Eagle, while Jean-Baptiste 
René (1841‑1916) became the first resident priest in Nome. These 
developments took place against a backdrop of administrative 
upheaval. From 1886 to 1907, all missions in Alaska were under the 
jurisdiction of the Jesuit Province of Turin. With the reorganization of 
1907, Upper Alaska was placed under French Canadian jurisdiction, 
while the missions in the Rocky Mountains, California, and Lower 
Alaska were united under the supervision of Turin. In 1908, a new 
mission station was established in the small settlement of Valdez 
on the Gulf of Alaska, which oversaw the villages of Seward and 
Cordova (their Spanish names clearly betraying the legacy of the 
first Western European navigators to reach those coasts).27 The 
establishment of an independent California province in 1909 and 
the transfer to the jurisdiction of Oregon in 1913 marked the gradual 
‘indigenization’ of Catholic infrastructure in Alaska, culminating in 
the postwar alignment with Maximum Illud’s (1919) anti-nationalist, 
collaborative vision.28

The material challenges remained even as the institutions 
matured. The closing of Kokrines Mission in 1915 contrasted with 
new foundations such as the chapel in Teller and Holy Family Church 
in Anchorage, while Louis Lafortune’s (1860‑1934) visits to King 
Island (1915) and Little Diomede (1913) testified to the enduring 
spirit of the frontier. Through boarding schools that became cultural 
crossroads (Holy Cross drew students from 17 villages by 1902) and 
adaptive architecture (Tununak’s composite structures of driftwood 
and adobe), Alaska’s Catholic missions embodied both the universal 
aspirations of the Vatican, and the particular genius required to 
sustain the faith in a “perfect wilderness”.

27  Santos, Jesuitas, 272, 400.
28  Renner, “Jesuits in Alaska”.
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Figure 1  Santos Hernández, Ángel, Jesuitas en el Polo Norte. La misión del Alaska. 1943.  
Madrid: Gráficas Ultra, insert between pp. 8‑9. Madrid, CSIC

4	 Resource Scarcity in Frontier Mission Finance

The missionary presence in colonial Alaska was maintained by a 
relentless concern for material resources. While the conversion of 
the indigenous population remained the official goal of these Catholic 
missions, the concrete realization of this goal was inextricably linked 
to the ability to secure daily subsistence, infrastructure, and financial 
stability. As Mélina Joyeux and Marion Robinaud have recently pointed 
out, religious congregations – especially the female ones – played a 
dual role in this environment: they supported evangelization and at 
the same time became important actors in the implementation of the 
educational, health and economic policies of Native communities. 
Their activities were embedded in a broader colonial project, but their 
influence was also strongly shaped by gendered expectations associated 
with care work and teaching in Western culture.29 However, these 

29  Joyeux, Robinaud, “Introduction”.
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roles rested on a delicate and often precarious financial scaffolding. 
The procurement of donations and the ability to spend them wisely 
were not secondary, but central to the effectiveness, sustainability, 
and legitimacy of the missionary enterprise.

The financial structure of Catholic missions in Alaska was under 
constant duress. Fundraising was a daily concern, and the use of 
the resources had a direct impact on the material lives and symbolic 
authority of the missionaries. In their reports, missionaries (both men 
and women) constantly cited three constant concerns in their Alaskan 
experience: money, climate, and the need to fill the church.30 This 
triad illustrates the interdependence of environment, institutional 
goals, and material resources in missionary life. Money was needed 
not only to build chapels, convents, and schools, but also to buy seeds, 
books and clothing or to set up small industrial enterprises such as 
mills. In an isolated and climatically unfavorable region, where all 
goods had to be imported at great expense, the financial competence 
of a missionary superior or a resident priest became a matter of 
existential importance.

The missions’ financial vulnerability and the high costs of labor, 
transportation, and construction rendered economic mismanagement 
untenable. This becomes clear in the correspondence of missionary 
leaders such as Pasquale Tosi, who explained the economic 
calculations behind the possible establishment of a new mission 
station in Nulato in a letter to Giuseppe Cataldo. Tosi wrote that the 
sisters who accompanied the Jesuits had barely begun their work and 
that the cost of all goods and services required extreme frugality. 
Skilled workers, for example, could only be brought in from San 
Francisco at considerable cost, often for five dollars a day, a sum that 
far exceeded the mission’s budget.31 Such remarks underscore the 
acute material pressures to which the missionaries were subjected 
and the extent to which financial prudence became a criterion for 
ecclesiastical trust. 

The case of Joseph Bernard (1875‑1962), a French Jesuit who was 
stationed near Nome, provides a telling example. Bernard was, by most 
accounts, a gifted and dedicated missionary: he spoke the Inupiaq 
language fluently, was highly respected by the local population and 
left a deep impression on his colleagues and parishioners.32 However, 
his career as a missionary ended abruptly in 1916 when he left Alaska 
to enlist in the French army during the First World War. According to 
Segundo Llorente (1906‑1989), this decision, which Bernard regretted 
for the rest of his life, was exacerbated by his previous mismanagement 

30  Schoenberg, Paths, 157‑60, 184‑9.
31  Tosi, “Letter to Cataldo”, 327‑8.
32  Renner, “Bernard”.
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﻿of financial resources. After the war ended, Bernard repeatedly 
petitioned Apostolic Prefect Joseph Cimont to be readmitted to Alaska, 
to no avail. Despite his persistent efforts, which included continuing 
to send edification literature to Alaska and corresponding with 
former acquaintances into old age, Bernard was never readmitted. 
It appears that his expulsion was not due to a theological error or 
pastoral failure, but to a breach of the economic discipline underlying 
the mission system.33 Seen in this light, Bernard’s failure was not only 
personal, but also administrative and structural, and it threatened 
the long-term viability of the mission itself. For instance, just a few 
years before the closure of the Kokrines mission station, the reports 
sent to the Jesuit General Curia in Rome heavily emphasized the need 
for additional material resources34 – as had also been highlighted in 
George de La Motte’s (1861‑1918) 1901 visitation report:

All Indian Missions in fact, had to be entirely supported by the 
Superior of the Mission. A little attempt at partial self supporting 
was made at Holy Cross, by raising vegetables, cutting firewood 
for the streamers, and fishing salmon in the river, but these have 
proved a very small help so far. The provisions needed for the 
sustainance of our Indian missions (fathers, brothers, sisters, 
children) are exceedingly costly. They have to be imported from 
the States, and the transportation doubles their cost. It often 
increases their cost three and fourfold.35

This intertwining of hierarchy and money, of spiritual authority and 
logistical solvency, structured the daily operations and internal 
politics of the Catholic missions in Alaska. Financial discipline was 
not just an instrument of good governance, but a moral category 
embedded in the broader expectations of obedience, austerity, and 
fidelity to mission. Those who failed in this area, regardless of their 
zeal or pastoral success, were excluded from the areas they had once 
helped evangelize.

33  Llorente, Memoirs, 32; Schoenberg, A History, 303.
34  ARSI, 1501, Prov. California, Litterae Annuae, Historiae Domus, Summaria 
Defunctorum 1906‑1913, Statio Sancti Pauli ad Kokrines, f. 283.
35  ARSI, 1001‑3, Prov. Oregonensis, Missiones Alaska Borealis 1866‑1904, f. 23.
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5	 Spaces of Encounter and Daily Practice

While financial prudence and hierarchical obedience did not easily 
ensure the structural viability of Catholic missions in Alaska, their 
day-to-day operations were shaped by the spatial and material 
organization of daily life. Evangelization in this context was not only a 
matter of preaching doctrines or administering sacraments, but also 
of shaping habits, regulating bodies, and occupying spaces. The true 
measure of a community’s conversion was often interpreted through 
changes in behavior: attendance at church services, participation in 
the sacraments, adoption of liturgical calendars, and forms of bodily 
discipline such as fasting or sobriety. These outward signs served not 
only as evidence of inner faith, but also as a visible alignment with the 
missionaries’ own religious imaginary – a belief in which the sacred 
space of the church occupied a central, often symbolic, position. Over 
time, the presence and use of the church by the indigenous people 
became an important indicator of the missionaries’ success, which 
was meticulously recorded in letters and reports for decades.36

But the mission station was not limited to the sacral sphere. It 
was a complex ensemble of spaces: schools, workshops, residences, 
infirmaries and dormitories, all of which contributed in different 
ways to the transformation of local societies. These sites were not 
neutral containers for spiritual work, but places of social encounter 
and cultural negotiation. They set new rhythms of life, introduced 
new material practices and often redefined gender roles within 
the community. In many cases, they also facilitated asymmetrical 
interactions between the missionaries and the indigenous population, 
which could range from paternalistic care to disciplinary control 
and sometimes forms of coercion or abuse.37 The missionary station 
was, in short, a contact zone in the truest sense of the word: it 
enabled daily interaction between culturally and institutionally 
diverse groups, opening the door to both mutual accommodation 
and structural violence.

The organization and maintenance of these spaces demanded 
special skills. The missionaries’ letters often express that not only 
spiritually zealous but also technically skilled people were needed. 
As Aloysius Ragaru (1847‑1921) wrote to Giuseppe Cataldo from St. 
Michael’s in 1888, the mission required “brothers who are good 

36  The emphasis on the construction, maintenance, and embellishment of sacred 
buildings is significant, even in very small places like Valdez, Cordova, and Seward, in 
ARSI, 1501, Prov. California, Litterae Annuae, Historiae Domus, Summaria Defunctorum 
1906‑1913, Stationis Valdezensis in Alaska, et pagorum Cordova et Seward quo ex Valdez 
excurritur (1908‑1910) ff. 270r-v, but also ff. 281r-v, 386r-v for the following years.
37  For current research on abuse cases, consult the documentation archive at 
https://www.bishop-accountability.org/.
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﻿religious and at the same time fit for active work; also carpenters and 
boat builders”.38 The spatial requirements of the Alaskan environment 
made matters even more complicated. The lack of arable land, the 
inhospitable climate and the scarcity of building materials required 
creativity and adaptation. The missionaries alternated between 
indigenous forms of housing – such as partially underground log 
cabins or igloos – and familiar Western structures. The French Jesuit 
Joseph Treca (1854‑1926), writing in 1890 to Cataldo, described the 
construction of a log house made of driftwood which included a chapel, 
schoolroom, kitchen, and dormitory, all in an 18-by-24-feet building.39

The domestic sphere offers a privileged vantage point from which 
to observe the intertwining of missionary goals with local realities. 
The domestic sphere for women religious became both a field of 
evangelization and a gendered place of encounter where women and 
children were the main interlocutors. These settings, often described 
in unpublished diaries, provided an intimate form of spiritual and 
moral instruction.40 The gendered distribution of space was also noted 
by male missionaries: according to Llorente, the man in Alaska was 
never at home and constantly busy elsewhere, so that the domestic 
interior was predominantly inhabited by women and children.41

Dietary habits further illustrate complexities of mission life.42 The 
missionaries’ diet – often limited to flour, salted meat and occasionally 
game or fish by indigenous benefactors – contrasted sharply with 
local eating habits, which included fermentation, the use of seal oil 
for preservation and the consumption of raw or minimally prepared 
fish. The French Jesuit Paul Muset (1854‑1897), writing to Cataldo 
from Tununak in December 1889, reported an indigenous man who 
consumed thirty herring-sized fish in one meal, noting the careful 
collection of fish bones and the pervasive smell of decay in native 
homes. Muset and his confrere Treca had no lay brothers or servants 
with them and had to rely on the providence and generosity of the 
locals for occasional fresh food: 

For the vigil of Christmas we had no fish, but soon an Indian 
knocked at our door, bringing with him the quarter of a seal.43

Treca, writing from the same region in the already mentioned letter 
to Cataldo (1890), echoed these words of culinary frugality: 

38  Ragaru, “Extract from a Letter”, 329.
39  Treca “Letter to Cataldo 1890”, 359.
40  Robinaud, “Des religieuses”.
41  Llorente, Memoirs, 172.
42  Flanders, “Missionaries and Professional”, 47‑8.
43  Muset, “Extract from a Letter”, 353.
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Our kitchen does not demand an experienced chef, since our 
ordinary fare consists of griddle-cakes and fish, with a dish of 
pease or beans for dessert.44

As for the few missionaries stationed at Akulurak (two Jesuit fathers, 
one coadjutor brother, and three Ursuline nuns), it was none other than 
the North-Alaska missions’ canonical visitor, Canadian Provincial 
Superior Édouard Lecompte (1856‑1929), who wrote in 1909: 

Their food consists of fish, fish, fish, with now and then, to vary 
the bill of fare, some canned provisions from Seattle.45

The descriptions of the indigenous subsistence economy reveal 
further environmental constraints and cultural peculiarities. Treca 
noted that agriculture was not possible in the swampy and rugged 
terrain. Instead, the local diet consisted of berries preserved in seal 
oil, a marsh plant that was used fresh or stored for the winter, and 
a type of “Indian potato” that was comparable in flavor to its Irish 
counterpart but much smaller and more difficult to gather.46 Although 
these observations are often influenced by Eurocentric judgments, 
they also show that the missionaries were aware of and dependent 
on local ecological knowledge. Despite these challenges, the mission 
was also a place of innovation. Architectural improvisations, 
dietary adaptations and the pragmatic redistribution of labor show 
an adaptability that contradicts the rigid image often associated 
with colonial missions. The intermingling of sacred and profane 
spaces – such as the use of a single log cabin as a chapel, schoolroom, 
kitchen, dormitory, and study – underscores the integrated nature 
of missionary life in Alaska. The spatial economy of the mission 
thus provides an insight into the broader mechanisms of cultural 
translation, power negotiation and institutional survival in the far 
north.

The environmental and health conditions in Alaska posed critical 
challenges for the missionaries, affecting education, health care, and 
everyday logistics. Severe winters, a lack of medical infrastructure 
and language barriers characterized the daily lives of the missionaries 
and the indigenous communities. Extreme climatic conditions were a 
constant threat. Long journeys by dog sled exposed the missionaries 
to illness and injury, as Muset described.47 Holy Cross missionary 
records for the winter of 1901‑02, when temperatures reached 

44  Treca, “Letter to Cataldo 1890”, 360.
45  Lecompte, “The Visitation”, 336‑7.
46  Treca, “Letter to Cataldo 1890”, 364.
47  Muset, “Extract from a Letter”.



JoMaCC e-ISSN  2785-6046
4, 2, 2025, 175-196

190

﻿minus 62°F, highest case of frostbite, starvation, and death among 
local miners who were nevertheless welcomed and cared for by the 
community.48

The rigors of the Alaskan climate were particularly difficult 
for the children in the mission schools. Illness was omnipresent. 
Malnutrition, respiratory diseases and rheumatism plagued the 
local population. Jesuits often tried to counteract the influence of 
the local medicine-men by providing medical assistance, as in the 
case of Father Jules Jetté, who studied medicine also to strengthen 
his authority in the community. The expectation that missionaries 
would act as doctors was not unusual; Louis Robaut wrote: 

All the fathers who are destined to Alaska should know something 
about medicine if they want to do good.49 

This same attitude characterized Protestant missions as well. Their 
reports consistently emphasized shamans’ alleged inability to heal 
the sick, their greed, and, at times, their cruelty.50

The Jesuits and the Sisters of Providence acted de facto as 
health workers. According to a report by Lieutenant J.C. Cantwell 
in 1902, the response of the Holy Cross Mission to the severe 1900 
epidemic – probably cholera or typhoid – was “constant, arduous, and 
self-sacrificing almost to the limit of human endurance”. Cantwell, 
an officer in the U.S. Internal Revenue Service praised the “patient 
cheerfulness” and “absolute and unostentatious devotion” of the 
priests, sisters, and lay brothers, even as they buried numerous 
victims, including their own superior, Sister Mary Seraphine.51

The sanitary conditions also had an ideological dimension. The 
missionaries’ criticism of the natives’ hygiene habits often served 
to emphasize the supposed superiority of Catholic care, especially 
in contrast to the Protestant missions, which reportedly charged for 
medical services. The mission’s commitment to health and climate 
was thus not merely reactive: it was constitutive of its religious, 
educational and political strategies. In the face of environmental 
and cultural adversity, Catholic missionaries sought to frame care 
for the body, both their own and that of others, as a form of spiritual 
authority and institutional discernment.

48  Renner, “Holy Cross Mission”, 262.
49  Robaut, “Extract from a Letter”, 103.
50  Johnson, Seventeen Years, 25‑7.
51  Cantwell, Report, 67; Wolfe, “Alaska’s Great Sickness”.
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6	 Archives, Sources, and Future Research

The Jesuit mission in Alaska, viewed through the lens of everyday life, 
provides fertile ground for a reassessment of the broader dynamics 
of Catholic evangelization in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. The specificity of this mission, its climate, its logistical 
demands, its polyphonic interactions with indigenous communities, 
and its gendered ecclesial structure makes it a particularly valuable 
case for thinking globally about missionary history. But this analytical 
potential depends first and foremost on the sources.

Limiting our focus to the main subject of this essay – the Society 
of Jesus – it is evident that the key archival sources remain the two 
principal institutional archives for the region in question, Alaska: The 
Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu (ARSI) in Rome and the Jesuit 
Archives and Research Center (JARC) in Saint Louis, Missouri.52 
Yet the potential of other archives remains partially, and in some 
cases entirely, unexplored. For example, the Archive of the Euro-
Mediterranean Province (AEMSI) in Rome holds a highly significant 
collection pertaining to the involvement of Turin Province Jesuits 
in the Pacific Northwest of the United States.53 However, we must 
also consider non-Jesuit archives, especially those of female religious 
congregations, whose contributions were indispensable to the 
establishment of Jesuit missions. These documents open new avenues 
for exploring the practical, gendered, and material dimensions of 
missionary life; these collections have been opened more slowly 
and organized less systematically than their male counterparts, but 
they are now the focus of a lively historiographical renewal. Their 
unpublished sources offer crucial insights into the daily rhythms 
of religious life, especially in the mission fields where women were 
often the primary providers of education, care, and logistical support. 
Using these materials expands our understanding not only of Catholic 
expansion, but also of the day-to-day religious and emotional labor 
it entailed.

This article draws significantly on printed sources, particularly 
the Woodstock Letters, but reveals only a fraction of the immense 
potential of this type of documentation. Focusing on the Alaskan case 
study, a wealth of printed sources can be found in the collection of the 
Lettere della Provincia Torinese della Compagnia di Gesù. Rooted in 
the tradition of the eighteenth-century Lettres Édifiantes et Curieuses, 
these compilations gathered the most significant letters with the aim 
of disseminating them among the Jesuits of the Province. On one hand, 
they served to update members about missionary work and share 

52  JARC, St. Louis, Missouri.
53  AEMSI, 1030‑1031, Provincia Torinese, Alaska. 
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﻿knowledge of foreign peoples’ customs; on the other, they kept distant 
confreres informed about life in the Province, including ordinations, 
final vows, and deaths. These documents were intended exclusively 
for internal circulation, as clearly stated in the marginal note of the 
indexes: “Our members are requested not to share these Letters 
with outsiders”. If we examine, for example, the first volume from 
1892,54 we find twelve letters pertaining to the Alaskan mission. These 
documents, however, do not solely address matters of evangelization. 
On the contrary, they provide extensive documentation on Indigenous 
living conditions and lifestyles, as well as the dynamic between Jesuit 
missionaries and the female religious congregations working alongside 
them.55 These references bring us back to the central methodological 
axis of this essay: the history of everyday life. This perspective draws 
our attention away from the top-down institutional narrative of mission 
expansion and toward the spaces, habits, health crises, linguistic 
frictions, and spiritual negotiations that defined life on the frontier. In 
doing so, we can ask new questions that can help reshape the contours 
of early twentieth-century Catholic missionary development.

To this end, we can suggest some tentative research directions.
How did missionaries – both men and women – interact with 

existing social, cultural, political, and religious structures in mission 
territories? Did their presence lead to patterns of integration, 
compromise or dissociation? What role did material and economic 
factors play in shaping missionary strategies? To what extent did 
money, trade and the distribution of resources mediate relations 
between the mission and local communities? How did experiences of 
the body – particularly illness, healing, birth and death – contribute 
to changing local realities and the symbolic economy of conversion?

These questions, rooted in the Alaskan experience but applicable 
to other mission contexts, speak to the core of Catholic modernity as 
a lived and embodied process. By reading the missions through their 
correspondence, budgets, burial records, and medical reports, we 
recover not only the voices of the missionaries, but also the structures 
of a world in which climate, gender, and hierarchy determined the 
contours of evangelization.

54  Lettere della Provincia Torinese.
55  “Le suore di S. Anna”.
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The essay you have just read also serves to emphasize and introduce JoMaCC’s interest 
in the subject of Christian missions in North America. I am pleased to announce that 
the upcoming issue of the journal will be devoted specifically to the theme “North 
America as a Mission Landscape between the 1820s and 1910s” and will be edited by 
Valentina Ciciliot and myself.
With regard to Alaska specifically, it is gratifying that the richness of Jesuit and 
missionary sources has inspired new research not only for me but also for Francesca 
Menelao (Tor Vergata University of Rome), who is currently working on her doctoral 
thesis on the missions in the far Northwest. It is a sign that rich (and beautiful, I might 
add) sources arouse the curiosity of researchers through their own, sometimes 
imaginative, paths.
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