Industry / Health Care

MEMORIES OF KANAKANAK HOSPITAL and ORPHANAGE

By Tricia Brown

By the end of the 19th century, the Native population of southwestern Alaska had already
been reduced by at least one-quarter due to epidemics of smallpox, influenza, measles,

and other diseases introduced by non-Natives.

The first to offer modern medical care to the Bristol Bay area Natives was a missionary
named Dr. J. H. Romig, who ran a small hospital near the mouth of the Nushagak River
between 1904 and 1906.

In 1908, Dr. Linus Hiram French arrived to work as a cannery doctor for the Alaska
Packers Association. In the winter of 1910, he served the people around Carmel, where a
Moravian mission was active, and a year later he was charged to oversee the U.S.
Government Hospital. The cramped facility was among the federal government’s earliest
attempts to provide formal health care to Alaska Natives. In 1913, French moved the
hospital into one of two school buildings at Kanakanak on the Nushagak River, six miles
downriver from Dillingham. Between 1915 and 1930, the Bureau of Education would

open hospitals at Juneau, Akiak, Noorvik, Unalaska, and Tanana.

Dr. French was in charge of the Kanakanak Hospital in 1918-1919 when the Spanish
influenza was spreading around the world, killing tens of millions—more than one-half
million people in the United States alone. The pandemic reached southwestern Alaska by
Spring 1919, taking the lives of hundreds, and leaving scores of children orphaned.
Having heard of the flu’s sweep across Alaska, that winter French tried to protect the
people of the Dillingham area by urging them to limit travel and interaction with
outsiders. However, when a Russian Orthodox priest arrived for an Easter service, he
brought the disease with him. Within days, hundreds were dying and mass graves were

hurriedly dug to bury the bodies. Some villages were abandoned, the living too sick or



frightened to handle the dead. Elders today still share old stories of the flu, measles, TB,
or smallpox killing so many in a village that the place was forever marked by death.

Their ancestors, the survivors, chose to move away.

Care for the orphans of the flu became a pressing concern. Those villagers who could
take in children did their best. Some children were housed at area canneries as a
temporary measure. By July, the worst was over, but at the close of fishing season, when
cannery operators were preparing to shut down, they sought help from the government.

The orphans numbered in the hundreds.

Ultimately the government facility at Kanakanak was deemed the best option for taking
care of the children. French converted a school building into a hospital, the first
permanent medical facility in the region, and built an orphanage that would operate until
1930. Other epidemics, though none as virulent as the Spanish flu, would strike the
region, and these and other orphaned children grew up together, further mingling the

cultures of the Aleut, Yup’ik, Athabascan, Russian, Scandinavian, and other peoples.

At the time, centralized institutional care for the orphans seemed the best solution, yet
growing up apart from family and seasons of life in their home villages, the children also
experienced long-term cultural loss. One portion of the 1994 Alaska Natives Commission
report addressed the issue: “Native cultures were not the only casualties of the assault of
diseases and the invasion of Western life. Also wounded, and in some cases nearly
destroyed, were the family and kinship systems that governed everyday life. These
systems included clear delineations of relationships, responsibilities, and rights of all the
members of a family and village: grandparents and other elders, parents, brothers, sisters,

uncles and aunts.”

The hospital and orphanage at Kanakanak had been operating for ten years when three-
year-old Aleck Giaconetti arrived in 1929, after his mother died of tuberculosis, yet
another disease taking Native lives. Giaconetti wasn’t truly orphaned, as his father
Charles was a winter mail carrier and the watchman for a salting station at Coffee Creek,

above Egegik. But the grieving widower was left with three children, Aleck and his two



young sisters. To add to his troubles, that year there also was a terrible flood that unseated
the foundation of their home. It was no longer level. Charles was forced to make a

terrible decision.

“So my dad decided, after my mother died, they took us up to Kanakanak, and that was
where the hospital was, and of course the orphanage,” Giaconetti said in a 1998 interview
at his home in Chignik Lagoon. “All these people were dying of something that I think
may have been scarlet fever, but it may have been something related to tuberculosis.

People called it consumption.”

Although he had a bed and hot meals at Kanakanak, Giaconetti was afraid and confused.
Even seven decades later, his memories of the winter of 1928-29 were mingled with

visions of death.

“During the time that I was there I’d see people wheeled in and then, three days later,
they were wheeled out. They were dying. They couldn’t bury them fast enough because
the ground was frozen. So they just put them on layers of ice and then covered them with

ice.

“I survived that epidemic. I was in the Kanakanak Orphanage for four months when all
those people were dying.” Even as the orphans grew up, Giaconetti says, their death rate
was higher than normal. “There were a lot of kids that went to the orphanage schools. In

the 1960s, not even half of them were still alive. They died.”

That spring, the Giaconetti children were packed off to Seward, and from there they were
taken to the old army installation at Tanana, which had been converted into an orphanage.
There he spent the next three years. Then came another move, this time to the orphanage
and school at Eklutna. As an adult, Giaconetti eventually settled back on the Alaska
Peninsula, where he was born and where most of his family tree was rooted—around
Ugashik and Egegik—except for his blue-eyed Italian ancestor who came to Alaska and

married Aleck’s Eskimo grandmother.



Although the orphanage closed in 1930, Kanakanak Hospital and school continued

operating. The Bureau of Education ship, the Boxer, made occasional visits with supplies
in the summer months. Also onboard the Boxer were government doctors and nurses who
held clinics at coastal villages. In winters, the Bureau’s itinerant medical staff traveled by

dog team to reach interior villages.

After World War II, the coastal villagesof the Alaska Peninsula, and elsewhere in Alaska,
were served by two “floating clinics”: the M/V Health and M/V Hygiene. Arriving once
or twice a year, the ships would radio ahead to each village, letting them know when they
expected to anchor. Older Bristol Bay villagers of today recall their teachers canceling

school for a day as the children lined up for lung X-rays, inoculations, and teeth-pulling.

George Krause of Dillingham remembered Kanakanak Hospital during the 1930s because

his father served as a medical assistant there.

“He knew how to doctor pretty good,” Krause said in 1998, when he was living at the

Dillingham Senior Center. “[My father] had a lot of medicine.”

Krause, who grew up in Aleknagik, lived and worked in the region until his death at age
77 in 2003. For more than a half-century, he was a pilot, who hauled passengers, mail,

freight, and medical patients, as well as spotting for herring.

Before medevacs were a way of life in the Bristol Bay area, villagers counted on pilots

like Krause to transport them to Kanakanak, or to Anchorage hospitals.

“One time between here and Togiak, a man was sick and had TB,” Krause said. “We had
to land, it was kind of fogged-in, getting dark. We spent the night in the airplane. Next

day we left for Kanakanak, and he caught pneumonia and died from that.”

More memories hold happy endings, such as the time he flew a woman in advanced
labor, arriving at Kanakanak just in time to avoid delivering the baby himself. And he

was thanked by a man who claimed Krause had saved his life twice: once when Krause



flew him to the hospital from Clarks Point and once when he flew him from Kanakanak

to Anchorage, when the bleeding from a tonsillectomy wouldn’t stop.

In 1955 the U. S. Public Health Service took over operation of the hospital from the
Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the building saw major renovations in the 1960s. At the
same time, people in each village were training as health aides and could radio doctors

for medical advice.

Since 1980, the Bristol Bay Area Health Corporation has overseen Dillingham’s
Kanakanak Hospital for the Indian Health Service. And Kanakanak remains the central
facility for health care needs of the Bristol Bay area, supported by clinics and staffed by
the Community Health Aide Program (CHAP) in each village. The hospital has evolved
into a modern, 16-bed facility offering a wide range of health care services to the Native

people of the area.

LINKS:

University of Alaska Justice Center, Alaska Natives Commission:
http://justice.uaa.alaska.edu/rlinks/natives/ak_commission.html

Lake Clark Jukebox, Nels and Rose Hedlund 1985 interview. The elders discuss the
flu epidemic in sections 26 and 27:
http://uaf-db.uaf.edu/jukebox/lakeclark/html/2711.html

Bristol Bay Area Health Corporation:
http://www.bbna.com/bbahc/aboutbbahc.htm

History of Kanakanak Hospital and the Bristol Bay Area Health Corporation:
http://www.bbahc.org/history.pdf

VISIT THE LIBRARY FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Alaska’s libraries hold audio, visual, and written material about Kanakanak Hospital, and
health care in the territory. Visityour local library or go online to see what’s available in
holdings all over the state. Take these simple steps:
1. Acess SLED (State Library Electronic Doorway) at
http://sled.alaska.edu/library.html.
2. Click on the listing for ALNCat (the Alaska Library Network Catalog) to view
the Basic Search window. Go to the Keyword field, and type in KANAKANAK,
1918 INFLUENZA, or ALASKA HEALTH CARE HISTORY.


http://sled.alaska.edu/library.html
http://www.bbahc.org/history.pdf
http://www.bbna.com/bbahc/aboutbbahc.htm
http://uaf-db.uaf.edu/jukebox/lakeclark/html/2711.html
http://justice.uaa.alaska.edu/rlinks/natives/ak_commission.html

MORE READING:

Alaska Area Native Health Service. Kanakanak. Anchorage, Alaska: U.S. Public Health
Service, 1900-1983.

Alaska Natives Commission, Volume II, Report of the Health Task Force. Anchorage:
Alaska Natives Commission, 1994.

Anderson, Eva Greenslit. Dog-Team Doctor: The Story of Dr. Romig Caldwell, Id.: The
Caxton Printers, Ltd., 1940.

Crosby, Alfred W.America’s Forgotten Pandemic: The Influenza of 1918 Second
edition. Cambridge, N.Y.: Cambridge University Press, 2003.

Fortuine, Robert. Chills and Fever: Health and Disease in the Early History of Alaska.
Fairbanks, Alaska: University of Alaska Press, 1989.

Fortuine, Robert. Health Care and the Alaska Native: Some Historical Perspectives.
Hanover, N.H.: Dartmouth College Library, 1975.

Kolata, Bina Bari. Flu: The Story of the Great Influenza Pandemic of 1918 and the
Search for the Virus that Caused It. First edition. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1999.

Romig, Joseph Herman. 4 Medical Handbook for Missionaries in Cold Climates.
Philadelphia: Boericke & Tafel, 1904.

Romig, Joseph Herman. In the Alaska Indian Service, 1909-1911. Colorado Springs,
Colo.: Democrat Publishing Co., 1944.

FOR JUVENILE READERS:
Getz, David and Peter McCarty. Purple Death: The Mysterious Flu of 1918. New Y ork:
Henry Holt, 2000.

Sandler, Martin W. America’s Great Disasters. New York: HarperCollins, 2003.

ARCHIVAL MATERIALS:
VIDEO:
Gregg, Elinor D. Alaska Trip, 1936. VHS tape (42 min.) Alaska: E. Gregg, 1939.

This videotape is a copy of a black and white motion picture film taken by Elinor Gregg
during her trip to Alaska in 1939. The film begins while she is aboard the North Star
through the Inland Passage and includes footage from stops at Ketchikan, Wrangell, and



Juneau. She next crossed the Gulf of Alaska to Seward, and shot views of Cordova,
Seward, a train in the Seward station, Mountain View, and Anchorage. She then wentto
Nome via a chartered airplane. This part of the film includes scenery, the float plane,
aerial views, views of interior villages (Dillingham?, Bethel?, Kanakanak?, and
Unalakleet?), and views of hospital interiors, hospital staffs, homes, boats, and a garden.
The Nome footage includes residences, North Star again and traveled to Barrow. There
are views of sailors taking a sounding, Teller?, women making fried bread, a kayak, an
umiak, a sailboat, the hospital interior and staff, a surgical operation, and people at
Barrow. On the return trip, she visited various villages (Point Hope?, Kotzebue?,
Kivalina) and filmed a cemetery, villagers killing part of the Kivalina reindeer herd, and
King Island. She returned home by airplane via Fairbanks and Tanana. The final footage
includes children, a schoolhouse interior, residences, a DC-3 airplane, and aerial views.

PHOTOGRAPH COLLECTION:

Tikhon Ioannikievich and Mary Louise Lavrischeff collection, 1931-1935. Includes
photos of Kanakanak Industrial School (1931-1932), a trip from California to Kanakanak
(1931), Hoonah, Southeast Alaska, the Lavrischeffs including John Lavrischeff as a child.

Department of Health and Social Services photo collection, 1940s-1960s. 1940s-
1960s Alaska State Library, 1,405 black and white photographs, ca. 50 slides. This
collection documents health programs in Alaska from Territorial days including efforts of
the Alaska Department of Health, U.S. Indian Services, and U.S. Bureau of Indian
Affairs. Doctors, nurses, public health commissioners, village health centers, marine
hospitals, tuberculosis control and rural health providers and resources are depicted in the
photographs.

ARCHIVAL PAPERS:

The M/S Hygiene. Alaska Department of Health archival materials, 1947. University of
Alaska Fairbanks, ElImer Rasmuson Library.

Papers of Robert Fortuine, 1957-1999. University of Alaska Anchorage. The collection
consists of Robert Fortuine’s published and unpublished writings, as well as papers
relating to the International Symposium on Circumpolar Health and the American
Society for Circumpolar Health, published photographs, and miscellaneous materials.
The published writings are arranged chronologically, as are the manuscripts of published
and unpublished writings. Bio/History: Robert Fortuine is a public health physician. He
received his medical degree from McGill University in 1960 and his Masters of Public
Health from Harvard University in 1968. Fortuine first came to Alaska in 1963, and has
held the following positions: service unit director for the United States Public Health
Service (USPHS) Alaska Native Hospital in Kanakanak (1963-1964), service unit
director for the USPHS Alaska Native Hospital in Bethel (1964-1967), director of the
USPHS Alaska Native Medical Center in Anchorage (1971-1977), and deputy chief of
family medicine (1980-1987). Dr. Fortuine has also been active in national and Alaskan
medical professional associations, as well as the American Society for Circumpolar
Health and the International Symposium for Circumpolar Health. He has published



numerous articles on medicine and Alaskan and native medical history, and has authored
books including: The Alaska Diary of Adelbert von Chamisso. Naturalist on the
Kotzebue Voyage, 1815-1918 (translator and editor, 1986), Alaska Native Medical
Center: A History, 1953-1983 (1986), and Chills and Fever: Health and Disease in the
Early History of Alaska (1989).
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