
Curyung Tribal Council 
P.O. Box 216 – 715 Seward Street 

Dillingham, Alaska 99576 
Phone: (907) 842-2384 - Fax: (907) 842-4510 

 
March 30, 2020 
 
Via Email to: 
 
LTG Todd T. Semonite 
54th Chief of Engineers 
Commanding General, USACE 
Todd.T.Semonite@usace.army.mil 

The Honorable R.D. James 
Ass’t Sec of the Army (Civil Works) 
U.S. Department of the Army 
via ryan.a.fisher12.civ@mail.mil 

Thomas J. Tickner, PMP 
Brigadier General Commander, USACE 
Pacific Ocean Division 
Thomas.J.Tickner@usace.army.mil 

Re: The Pandemic and the proposed Pebble Project (POA-2017-00271) – A Request for Help. 
 
Dear LTG Semonite, Assistant Secretary James, and Brigadier General Tickner: 
 
We write to elevate to you our request that the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers provide Curyung Tribal 
Council, a formal cooperating agency on the Corps’ Environmental Impact Statement for the Pebble 
mine project , and Bristol Bay tribes and communities relief from grossly unreasonable deadlines 
established by the Alaska District of the Corps related to the proposed Pebble mine.   We write with 
regret that our letter may distract you from fulfilling your important roles and responsibilities to help 
the nation respond to the ongoing pandemic emergency. Yet, we are compelled to write because the 
actions of the Alaska District, discussed below, are hampering our ability to fulfill our roles and 
responsibilities as we work to protect our tribal members and the Bristol Bay community from the 
threat of the pandemic. 
 
Despite our best efforts, Curyung Tribal Council has not had sufficient time to perform a thorough 
review of the Preliminary Final EIS (PFEIS) for the proposed Pebble Project.  As many of the cooperating 
agencies stated at the in-person technical meetings on the PFEIS held earlier in March, the time frame 
for input was already unreasonably, and inexplicably, short. 
 
And then came the pandemic.  On Thursday March 19, as the reality of the threat was coming into focus 
for us, Bristol Bay’s tribal, corporate and seafood industry leaders requested that the Alaska District 
extend the deadline for cooperating agency comments on the PFEIS to beyond the pandemic 
emergency.  Time spent focusing on PFEIS comments for the proposed Pebble mine meant less time for 
us to focus on what we needed to do to protect the health and safety of our tribal members and our 
own families. 
 
The next day – Friday March 20 – the Alaska District sent a “REMINDER” email to the cooperating 
agencies, stating that the comments were still due on Monday March 23 and not addressing in any 
fashion the difficult circumstances in which we find ourselves and how they relate to the Corps’ 
scheduling decisions.  We then juggled PFEIS comment work with pandemic response work and our own 
necessary personal preparations, worked through the weekend, and submitted to the Alaska District 
what comments we could by close of business that day, knowing that our analysis was incomplete.  
After close of business that day, i.e. after we had spent days distracted from our pandemic response by 
the need to prepare comments on the PFEIS for the Alaska District, the District announced a 
meaningless one-week extension to the comment period. 
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Despite our tribal status and role as an expert cooperating agency, the Alaska District clearly does not 
appreciate or defer to our expertise on matters related to Bristol Bay.  It also appears that the Alaska 
District is not aware of our history with pandemics.  So that we can understand the context of our 
request through more than our own words (which should sufficient on such matters, but which 
apparently was not for the Alaska District), we attach to this letter a western-science-based article 
relaying Bristol Bay’s experience with the Spanish Flu.1 
 
In short, the Spanish Flu hit Bristol Bay with horrific force in the spring of 1919.  Hundreds of adults died, 
many within mere days of contracting the disease.  In many places children, largely spared by the flu, 
were left to fend for themselves until help arrived.  Help came from what adults remained among the 
population, the commercial fishing industry, in particular the Alaska Packers Association, which 
operated many of Bristol Bay’s canneries, and from Dr. Linus Hiram French, nurses Mayme Conley and 
Rhoda Ray at Dillingham’s Kanakanak hospital. Their combined heroic efforts saved lives and hundreds 
of children orphaned by that pandemic.  These orphans were the parents of many of our current elders, 
including many within our tribe.  In fact, not one single tribal family is spared this pandemic history, and 
most of our tribal members are descended from an orphan of the flu.  What may therefore be history to 
others remains an acutely personal experience for our tribal members and for many people still alive in 
Bristol Bay today. 
 
As we hope you can now appreciate, our region’s experience with the Spanish Flu pandemic deeply 
colors our reaction to the current coronavirus pandemic.  And much like in the rest of the country, our 
medical facilities are not prepared to handle the potential influx of patients suffering from COVID-19.  
For example, the Kanakanak Hospital in Dillingham, where Dr. French and nurses Conley and Ray worked 
so tirelessly to battle the flu and help children in 1919, today has a mere 16 beds for a region that 
includes 26 villages and 7,000 residents, and routinely sends patients with significant respiratory 
challenges to Anchorage.  Meanwhile, another Bristol Bay commercial salmon season is on the horizon, 
and Bristol Bay communities are confronting decisions about whether to allow and how to handle the 
influx of literally thousands of commercial fishermen and seafood processing workers. 
 
So that we can focus on preventing the introduction and potential spread of coronavirus in Bristol Bay, 
we have set aside all other work, but, frustratingly, for Pebble, and will do so for an indeterminate time 
into the future.  We are assessing needs, researching and debating appropriate health and safety 
protocols, participating in local, state and national pandemic response discussions and coordination 
efforts (with entities far too numerous to list), and making difficult decisions regarding how to protect 
our health and safety in the face of potential impacts to the commercial salmon fishery, which is our 
economic lifeblood.   
 

                                                           
1 Attachment 1, Maria Gilson deValpine, Influenza in Bristol Bay, 1919: “The Saddest Repudiation of a Benevolent Intention,” 
SAGE Open (January-March 2015), available at https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2158244015577418.  See also Tim 
Troll, Bristol Bay Remembers: The Great Flu of 1919, published by Bristol Bay Native Corporation and Bristol Bay Heritage Land 
Trust (2019).  The Anchorage Daily News published two articles by Mr. Troll published around the 100 year anniversary of that 
pandemic.  These articles are also informative of our experience with pandemics, and are available here:  
https://www.adn.com/opinions/2018/12/29/a-century-ago-bristol-bay-battled-the-great-flu-at-christmastime/, 
https://www.adn.com/opinions/2019/05/10/hundreds-of-alaskans-died-of-the-flu-pandemic-a-century-ago-in-bristol-bay-
hundreds-more-were-saved/.   
 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2158244015577418
https://www.adn.com/opinions/2018/12/29/a-century-ago-bristol-bay-battled-the-great-flu-at-christmastime/
https://www.adn.com/opinions/2019/05/10/hundreds-of-alaskans-died-of-the-flu-pandemic-a-century-ago-in-bristol-bay-hundreds-more-were-saved/
https://www.adn.com/opinions/2019/05/10/hundreds-of-alaskans-died-of-the-flu-pandemic-a-century-ago-in-bristol-bay-hundreds-more-were-saved/
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Last week our tribe declared a Disaster and State of Emergency.2  The City of Dillingham currently is in a 
similar decision-making mode, working through the difficult questions of what include in an emergency 
ordinance, and other tribes and communities have either passed or are considering similar extreme acts. 
 
In this context we were incredulous at the response of the Alaska District to the request for more time, 
and with the hugely insensitive one-week extension.  There is no question in our minds that the 
proposed Pebble mine poses an existential threat to Bristol Bay.  As so many experts stated in the recent 
technical meetings on the PFEIS (and as we partially addressed in our March 23 comments) the science 
shows that the conclusion in the PFEIS that Pebble would not have a population-level impact on salmon 
is unsupported.  Yet the Alaska District’s time frame has prevented Curyung from providing our full input 
on the PFEIS to you, and we suspect has impacted the ability of other cooperating agencies to do so as 
well, given that they have highest-priority pandemic-related roles and responsibilities as well. 
 
Pebble Limited Partnership clearly has no interest in slowing down despite the acute need of the people 
of Bristol Bay to focus on the pandemic.  This is reflected in a recent myopic PLP press release, in which 
PLP states that it is “doing everything necessary to ensure” that the Corps grants a permit by “mid-
2020.” 
 
Yet what should matter most is the Corps’ position of sticking to what is to all appearances a wholly 
arbitrary schedule as opposed to crafting a schedule that allows for meaningful participation of and 
input from experts and stakeholders.  Surely you can see what the Alaska District does not –  that there 
is no national interest that justifies a schedule that forces a choice by Curyung and other tribes and 
people of Bristol Bay between working on pandemic response or the proposed Pebble mine. 
 
We hope this letter sufficiently underscores to you the extreme insensitivity in this time of pandemic 
emergency of the Alaska District’s refusal to meaningfully consider and extend the deadline for 
comments from cooperating agencies, and for other work on the Pebble permitting process that can 
distract anyone, anywhere, from focusing on pandemic response.  Please rectify the situation by 
extending the deadline for cooperating agency input on the PFEIS, and other permitting benchmarks, 
until this national emergency has passed. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
____________________________   ___________________________ 
Thomas Tilden      Courtenay Carty 
First Chief      Tribal Administrator 
 
Cc: Senator Lisa Murkowski, Senator Dan Sullivan, Representative Don Young, Col. Phillip Borders, Shane 
McCoy (Project Manager, Corps Alaska District). 
 
Enclosures 

                                                           
2 See attachment 2, Resolution 2020-11, Declaring A Disaster And State Of Emergency To The Global Covid-19 Pandemic And 
Non-Essential Travel Ban (March 24, 2020) 

https://www.dillinghamak.us/vertical/sites/%7BC84DE958-9EE4-4CFE-90E3-D1666668A90E%7D/uploads/Veto_2020-05(A)_with_Ordinance.pdf
https://www.dillinghamak.us/vertical/sites/%7BC84DE958-9EE4-4CFE-90E3-D1666668A90E%7D/uploads/Veto_2020-05(A)_with_Ordinance.pdf
https://www.dillinghamak.us/vertical/sites/%7BC84DE958-9EE4-4CFE-90E3-D1666668A90E%7D/uploads/Veto_2020-05(A)_with_Ordinance.pdf
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/northern-dynasty-alaska-pebble-project-104500159.html
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Article

The 1918 Spanish influenza pandemic has been blamed for 
as many as 50 million deaths worldwide (Niall, Johnson, & 
Mueller, 2002) earning it the designation as the “greatest 
medical Holocaust in history” (Waring, 1971, p. 33) and “the 
mother of all pandemics” (Reid, Taubenberger, & Fanning, 
2001, p. 81). Like all major disasters, the full story of the 
pandemic includes smaller, less noted episodes that have not 
attracted historical attention. The story of the 1919 influenza 
pandemic in Bristol Bay Alaska is one such lost episode. It is 
an important story because the most accessible accounts—
the Congressional Record and the Coast Guard Report—are 
inconsistent with reports made on scene. This article is an 
attempt to remedy this historical oversight.

In the spring of 1919, the adult Native population in 
Bristol Bay was decimated by influenza (VanStone, 1967). 
The Native Alaskan population in the region at the time 
numbered approximately 1,000 people, living a subsistence 
lifestyle in barbaras or sod huts and traveling to fish camps 
in the spring. Weather conditions preclude travel in and out 
of the region from September to May, and the Native 
Alaskan population, with a few federal/territorial employees 
and salmon industry winter watchmen, were completely iso-
lated from the outside world for 8 to 9 months each year. 
Because of its remoteness, the region had escaped the first 

wave of the 1918 pandemic. However, as the ice melted in 
1919 and preparations for fishing season began, the dead, 
the dying, and the orphaned were discovered in appalling 
numbers.

Two major institutions recorded attempts to mitigate the 
disaster. The Coast Guard, reporting on its efforts in the 1920 
Congressional Record (United States Senate, 1920) and its 
own Annual Report, was authorized and funded to respond 
(United States Coast Guard, 1920). The Alaska Packers 
Association (APA) responded incidental to preparations for 
the salmon fishing season, maintaining private company 
reports from several sites in the Bay. A startling contrast, 
however, exists between the reports of the rescue. The 
Bureau of Fisheries of the Department of Commerce, report-
ing independently on the fishery, reconciles only the APA 
reports, calling the Coast Guard efforts “the saddest repudia-
tion of a benevolent intention” (Baker, 1919, p. 4).
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Abstract
The 1918 influenza pandemic has been blamed for as many as 50 million deaths worldwide. Like all major disasters, the full 
story of the pandemic includes smaller, less noted episodes that have not attracted historical attention. The story of the 
1919 wave of the influenza pandemic in Bristol Bay Alaska is one such lost episode. It is an important story because the 
most accessible accounts—the Congressional Record and the Coast Guard Report—are inconsistent with reports made by 
employees, health care workers, and volunteers at the site of the disaster. Salmon fishing industry supervisors and medical 
officers recorded their efforts to save the region’s Native Alaskans in private company reports. The federal Bureau of 
Education physician retained wireless transmission, reports, and letters of events. The Coast Guard summarized its work in 
its Annual Report of 1920. The independent Bureau of Fisheries report to the Department of Commerce reveals the Coast 
Guard report at striking odds with others and reconciles only one account. This article explores the historical oversight, 
and attempts to tell the story of the 1919 wave of the pandemic which devastated the Native Alaskan population in this very 
remote place.
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Disease Control in “an American 
Colony”

In what Haycox refers to as “an American colony,” the U.S. 
government was responsible for the maintenance of Native 
Alaskans (Haycox, 2006, title). The Natives, however, were 
exceedingly vulnerable to disease, having suffered the dev-
astation of their culture and society from colonial adminis-
trations beginning with the Russian Period and extending 
into statehood (Crosby, 1989; Haycox, 2006). Even so, 
industrial and governmental roles often overlapped in this 
under-resourced and harsh place. Bristol Bay is the largest 
sockeye salmon fishery in the world and the source of both 
Native subsistence and American commercial fishing inter-
ests. As part of the commercial enterprise, the APA (1919) 
provided physicians, nurses, and hospitals for Native 
employees and their families during the fishing season. The 
Coast Guard also performed its Annual Survey of the region 
in summer, providing incidental health care services. In the 
1919 season, the Coast Guard was authorized and funded to 
care for and provision residents of the Alaska Territory dur-
ing the influenza pandemic (United States Senate, 1920).

The Federal Bureau of Education educated and employed 
Native Alaskans through the Territorial School Service, and 
associated domesticated reindeer herds. Teachers initially 
provided limited health care services, but eventually the 
Bureau of Education hired nurses and doctors employed by 
the fish canneries in the same locations. Physicians, in par-
ticular, were often recruited as federal representatives, first 
as Bureau of Education Commissioners, and later with the 
Indian and Public Health Services. Kanakanak School in 

Bristol Bay—staffed by a former cannery physician and two 
Bureau of Education nurses—served first as the school, then 
the hospital, and, eventually, the orphanage during the 1919 
pandemic (Bristol Bay Area Health Corporation, 2003).

By the time of the events described here, the United States 
had extensive experience with the pandemic. In 1918, U.S. 
Commissioners nominated deputies in Bristol Bay (French, 
1918). Quarantine authorization was established and medical 
instructions distributed (see Figure 1; Lamb, 1918). 
Territorial Governor Riggs instituted shipping quarantines in 
mid-October (Riggs, 1919). Fortuitously, however, weather 
embargoed the ports, and the influenza raging in San 
Francisco and Seattle did not affect remote Southwest Alaska 
until 1919. With the spring ice break-up and resumption of 
shipping, the opportunity to prevent transmission was lost. 
Arriving in May for the 1919 fishing season, APA represen-
tatives found the influenza preceded them. The fast moving 
epidemic arrived from Unalaska, 500 nautical miles down 
the Aleutian Chain, in mid-May, and its lethal effects were 
apparent by the APA’s May 19th arrival.

Three Stories: A Rashomon

Three sources give differing accounts of the 1919 influenza 
epidemic that raged in Bristol Bay from May 19th to late 
July, 1919. Three APA Superintendents kept season chronol-
ogies at Nushagak, Naknek, and Kvichak Stations (each sta-
tion was comprised of two to five canneries or salting 
facilities around the Bay). Three APA medical officers wrote 
summaries of the season’s events. The six documents were 
compiled in October, 1919, into the Report on 1919 Influenza 

Figure 1. Excerpt from “Instructions for Treatment” and quarantine orders.
Source. National Archives, Anchorage, Alaska, Record Group 75.
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Epidemic: Naknek Station, Nushagak Station, [and] Kvichak 
Station, Bristol Bay Alaska under the auspices of the APA in 
San Francisco. The APA also published a public relations 
pamphlet titled The True Measurement of Any Institution 
Lies in the Service it Renders in 1922, in which the APA 
(1922)

seeks to give the public a true picture of a side of its Alaska 
organization of which nothing has heretofore been said and of 
which few except those who are closely associated with it or its 
plants have any knowledge. (p. 1)

The Service document is largely a reiteration of the Report 
on 1919, with the strongest criticisms of the Coast Guard 
deleted.

U.S. Coastguard ships on their annual survey went north 
to Alaska when the ice broke up in April 1919, authorized to 
provide relief and provision residents on the Alaska Peninsula 
and the Aleutian Chain. The USSS Unalga, Marblehead, and 
Vicksburg spent late April through early June in Unalaska 
reporting on efforts to combat influenza there, arriving on 
June 19th, in Bristol Bay. The Annual Report of the United 
States Coast Guard for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1920 
summarizes the report of Captain Dodge, Commander of the 
Unalga. The same report is excerpted in the 1920 
Congressional Record.

The Department of Commerce Bureau of Fisheries 
Warden for Bristol Bay, Shirley Baker, traveled on the APA 
Steamer Nushagak from San Francisco to Clark’s Point in 
Nushagak Bay, arriving to report on the 1919 fishery’s pros-
pects on May 19th. The Warden’s letter also reported on the 
condition of the Natives, and the APA, Bureau of Education, 
and Coast Guard actions during the epidemic. An indepen-
dent observer, Warden Baker became an inadvertent witness 
to the evolving crisis and controversy in the Bay.

The Coast Guard’s Cruises in Northern 
Waters

The 1920 Coast Guard Annual Report chapter, Cruises in 
Northern Waters, describes its activities in Alaska in the 
spring and summer of 1919. The Coast Guard summarizes 
“the valiant service . . . rendered to the natives and others 
who were stricken down during the terrible scourge of influ-
enza,” focusing on the epidemic at Unalaska (United States 
Coast Guard, 1920, p. 31). Captain Dodge, the Unalga’s 
Commander, praised the virtues of “the force attached to the 
cutter [which] sacrificed every bodily comfort, risked health, 
and even seriously hazarded their lives” (United States Coast 
Guard, 1920, p. 25), claiming the Coast Guard’s timely 
arrival prevented greater loss of life and “contributes an illu-
minating chapter to the history of the establishment [the 
Coast Guard]” (United States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 31).

The Coast Guard cutter Unalga sailed from Seattle on 
April 30, 1919, having stayed in port there for 10 days 

acquiring provisions. It then stopped in Southeast Alaska to 
deliver supplies and carry “passengers from place to place 
and performing other services incident to her cruise” (United 
States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 31), meandering north toward 
the Aleutian Chain and the Alaska Peninsula. It stopped but 
did not stay at Unalaska on May 19th, leaving after 1 day and 
weathering over on Akun Island. On Akun, it received a 
wireless appeal for assistance advising “that the Spanish 
Influenza had broken out in Unalaska and become epidemic.” 
Returning to Unalaska, “the situation was so serious that 
Capt. Dodge decided to remain on the ground and afford 
such medical relief and succor as his force and the facilities 
of his vessel could supply” (United States Coast Guard, 
1920, p. 25).

A week later, the Bureau of Education’s physician at 
Nushagak, Dr. Hiram French, also wired for help, informing 
Captain Dodge that “influenza was raging throughout the 
Bristol Bay district” with “sixty or more deaths . . . [and] . . . 
no help available to care for the sick or to bury the dead” 
(United States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 25). Captain Dodge, 
“explaining to [Dr. French] why he could not, for the present, 
respond to his call for help,” remained in Unalaska where the 
wireless operators, White families, teachers, and the govern-
ment physician were “prostrated by the disease” (United 
States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 25). The USSS Vicksburg and 
Marblehead relief ships had also arrived at Unalaska, all 
three ships staying for the duration of the epidemic there.

Captain Dodge’s health and the situation having improved 
in Unalaska, another appeal came by wireless from Bristol 
Bay, this time from the APA’s Naknek Station requesting 
help for the Natives at nearby Ugashik, all of whom were 
“sick with influenza, 12 deaths to date: some [white] winter 
men also affected; can you assist at that station; we can han-
dle situation here at Naknek” (United States Coast Guard, 
1920, p. 28). Although the Unalga was able to maneuver 
quickly at Akun, Captain Dodge decided to sail to Bristol 
Bay only on June 16th. After moving medical units between 
ships, the “Unalga steamed out of Unalaska on the afternoon 
of the 17th bound for the Nushagak River,” arriving at anchor 
in Dillingham on the evening of the 19th of June (United 
States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 28), two and a half weeks after 
the request for assistance and well beyond the peak of the 
epidemic at both Unalaska and Bristol Bay.

Captain Dodge and his medical staff met with Dr. French 
at Kanakanak School where they were apprised of 300 sick 
and dying Natives in neighboring villages and 100 orphans 
newly transported to the site. A medical party went ashore 
“on the evening tide” to survey victims at Coffee Point, 
“where the disease had found a large number of victims” 
(United States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 29). A detail was also 
sent ashore “to bury the dead and to shoot stray dogs, a num-
ber of which had been feeding upon the bodies of persons 
who had died unprotected and alone in isolated localities” 
(United States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 29). Captain Dodge 
summarizes this first foray finding that “practically all adult 
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natives of that place [Nushagak] had died . . . Also 12 orphan 
children entirely without protection,” for which arrange-
ments were “promptly made” at the school, now orphanage, 
in Dillingham(United States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 29). The 
burial party returned having buried those “partly eaten by 
dogs,” and “shot all dogs seen” (United States Coast Guard, 
1920, p. 29). On subsequent days, medical and burial parties 
visited villages on the eastern side of the bay, moving the ill 
and orphaned when found and “carried thither” to Dillingham, 
(United States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 29), and necessitating 
one more mention, at length, of the dogs:

At one of the settlements visited, the entire population, 
numbering 7 persons, had died, and the native dogs had stripped 
their bones. The remains were gathered up and buried. The dogs, 
as ravenous and ferocious as wolves, promptly attacked the 
visitors, but the good marksmanship of the detail put an end to 
them before they could do anybody injury. (United States Coast 
Guard, 1920, p. 30)

On June 28th, “the services of the relief force being no 
longer required . . . her work in this district concluded, the 
Unalga left Nushagak Bay . . . for Unalaska” (United States 
Coast Guard, 1920, p. 30).

The Coast Guard report concludes with a characterization 
of Captain Dodge and his crew, “indefatigable in the efforts 
to relieve suffering,” regardless of the “most menial work” 
and they are commended by the Secretary of the Treasury, in 
return,

it is just such accomplishments as these for the cause of humanity 
that have given the coast Guard its high place among our Federal 
institutions, and the record of the Unalga on this occasion adds 
another brilliant chapter of endeavor to the annals of the service. 
(United States Coast Guard, 1920, p. 30)

The Alaska Packer’s Association: 
Report on 1919 Influenza Epidemic

On May 19th, the same day the Unalga landed at Unalaska, 
the APA Steamer Nushagak landed at Clark’s Point in 
Nushagak Bay, which drains into the larger Bristol Bay. A 
winter watchman reported the influenza had been brought to 
Nushagak by a Russian Priest from Unalaska, who held ser-
vices, “attended by virtually every adult Native in the Bay” 
in mid-May (APA, 1919, p. 27). The disease had spread 
across Nushagak Bay by the time of the APA’s arrival, and 
the peak of the epidemic can be seen in the data collected 
daily by the Kvichak Station Superintendent, J. C. Bell and 
his medical officer, Isaac B. Wilson (Figure 2). U.S. 
Commissioner William Neilsen, at Naknek, convalescing 
from the flu, reported that the epidemic arrived at Kvichak 
Bay on May 22 (APA, 1919).

The Nushagak Station medical officer wrote that “the 
influenza had been epidemic throughout the Nushagak dis-
trict for about a week,” by May 19. “Practically all of the 

residents, both white and natives,” were ill, and a “consider-
able number” had died already. “Medical supplies, food and 
fuel were scarce” (APA, 1919, p. 35). Nushagak Station 
medical officer, E. B. Robinson found Ekuk Village, a “small 
place in a deplorable condition.” He left food and supplies, 
“in care of Mrs. Hansen, herself formerly a trained nurse” to 
care for the remaining Natives (APA, 1919, p. 28).

Quarantine was an immediate concern, complicated by 
the seasonal subsistence fishing migration, most of the 
Natives having just left for fish camps leaving “not a great 
many in the Koggiung village—only about sixty” (APA, 
1919, p. 33). The Kvichak Station Superintendent wrote on 
May 23 that “immediate measures for its [the epidemic’s] 
control were taken” (APA, 1919, p. 33), but wired the U.S. 
Marshall at Naknek asking whether he had authorization to 
restrict Native travel: “This is very necessary. I have a man 
acting here now but without authority.” The Marshall replied 
that he did not have authority but was requesting it, having 
“notified office of conditions but have not heard anything” 
(APA, 1919, p. 34).

APA physicians noted that “ . . . the few natives not sick 
were sitting listlessly around in the cold dirty huts . . . only 
waiting resignedly to get sick, as is their custom when epi-
demics are raging” (APA, 1919, p. 21). Whites were also suf-
fering and dying: “Mrs. Fred Blonde, Jr., age 23” and “Mrs. 
Mike Nergusen, age 42” both died at Clark’s Point early in 
the epidemic (APA, 1919, p. 21). Linus Hiram French, the 
U.S. Commissioner for the Bureau of Education and the doc-
tor at Kanakanak Hospital, also came down with the flu and 
was unable to provide assistance both because he was ill and 
because he “had more sickness and deaths at Dillingham 
than he could attend to” (APA, 1919, p. 36). Dr. French 
requested assistance in the meantime from the Unalga, tell-
ing the APA, “have no help here available to send . . . We 
have the same conditions at Nushagak with probably fifty 
deaths. I will wire immediately for assistance from outside” 
(APA, 1919, p. 36). However, the Superintendent at Kvichak 
Station had already wired Captain Dodge and “received no 
reply” (APA, 1919, p. 36).

Figure 2. Alaska Packers Association medical officer’s mortality 
frequency table.
Source. Alaska Packers Association (1919).
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On June 3, the Red Cross at Seward contacted the Naknek 
Station Superintendent asking for details of the epidemic and 
offering assistance. By this time, there were already a num-
ber of orphans from the epidemic, and the APA had made 
arrangements to care for the foundlings at the hospitals 
established at the Native villages around the canneries. J. F. 
Heinbockel wired back to the Red Cross that “children at 
Naknek were being well cared for” and assistance was not 
requested (APA, 1919, p. 4). That decision, however, was 
informed by the 1,100 mile sea voyage or 300 mile portage 
over Lake Iliamna required for the Seward Red Cross to offer 
such assistance. The Superintendent wired the Unalga on the 
same day requesting assistance for Ugashik village: “Can 
you assist at this station? We can handle situation here at 
Naknek at present” (APA, 1919, p. 4). “No answer was ever 
received to this message” (APA, 1919, p. 5).

The APA’s June 4th discovery of three sick children and 
two dead adult Natives drifting in a “funeral boat” off Naknek 
is still referred to at Kanakanak Hospital (Alaska Packers 
Association, 1922, p. 5). Locating Native orphans before 
they starved was imperative. Fred Blonde, the winter watch-
man who lost his wife to influenza at Clark’s Point, was 
assigned with Edward Smith, an APA nurse, to care for the 
orphans found by Captain Olaf Hemming of the Star of 
Iceland, in late May. “Most pitiful was the condition of the 
poor starved and filthy children . . . covered in reeking ver-
min . . . crying, huddled about their dead [parents]” (APA, 
1919, p. 21). Hospital tents with orphanage facilities were 
raised, and existing buildings remodeled to accommodate the 
orphans found in every village surveyed. Surviving adult 
Natives were “nursed and fed until they could walk to the 
cannery for their meals” generally for “the entire season” 
(APA, 1919, p. 22).

On June 23, the Kvichak Station Superintendent received 
a report of 20 unburied bodies and the possibility of orphans 
at Lake Iliamna, a 4-day 82 mile journey upriver. The Coast 
Guard Cutters having arrived 4 days previously were 
requested to make the journey, the APA lacking low draft 
vessels for a river journey. Lieutenant Fielder and staff took 
a boat and provisions but returned after 30 hr, indicating to J. 
C. Bell “that no effort had been made to carry out the work to 
find and bury the dead” (APA, 1919, p. 38). Furthermore, 
Lieutenant Fielder reported back that no bodies had been 
found. J. C. Bell requested confirmation of the situation via 
Commissioner Neilsen and a nearby cannery:

At Hermans Trading Station there was one woman in tent 
between the bank and village. Lying under a raincoat was a man 
and a boy and many lying on the bank. Also there were four or 
five bodies six or seven miles above Reindeer Station. (APA, 
1919, p. 38)

By late June, the Coast Guard’s unresponsiveness and the 
APA’s lack of authority strained the relationship and dissem-
bling over the dead upriver commanded J. C. Bell’s attention:

After Lieutenant Fielder, Dr. Woodruff and their expedition had 
returned from up the river, I met them in the Alaska Packers 
Association’s hospital, and in presence of . . . witnesses, 
informed them that without authority I had assumed the 
quarantining and policing of the district, had taken the 
responsibility of care of the sick, burial of the dead, cleaning, 
clothing and supporting the orphans, feeding the entire village 
and other work of similar nature. I then requested that as the 
Marblehead expedition represented the United States 
Government, the entire proposition would be turned over to it, 
that the Alaska Packers Association’s employees would be taken 
away from the village and from the Isolation Hospital, the food 
patrol stopped and from then on the entire relief to be handled by 
the Government. At the same time I told Lieutenant Fielder and 
Dr. Woodruff that I was firmly convinced from what they had 
done so far, or, rather, what they had failed to do, that they were 
not serious in their intentions to carry out the relief work. 
Lieutenant Fielder assured me if he could personally visit his 
ship and consult with the Commander that he was positive that 
the Commander would promptly institute measures to take this 
situation off my hands. (APA, 1919, p. 39)

The APA did not hear from Lieutenant Fielder or Dr. 
Woodruff again. The Coast Guard relief cutters set sail on 
June 25th or 28th, depending on which source is used. 
Subsequently, J. C. Bell learned that Lieutenant Fielder, 
eager to leave, sent the following telegram to the Marblehead: 
“Conditions on the Kvichak River satisfactory. Natives dead 
and buried. No children. Conditions warrant our return to 
ship. (Signed) Fielder” (APA, 1919, p. 40). In a scathing July 
5th letter, J. C. Bell reported to San Francisco,

We have not been able to fathom whether the conditions were 
satisfactory to them or to the natives who are dead and buried. At 
any rate that is the last we have heard of them. And as usual the 
job is up to the Alaska Packers Association. (APA, 1919, p. 41, 
italics in the original)

The Bureau of Fisheries Letter

The Bureau of Fisheries Warden Shirley Baker sailed from 
Seattle to Bristol Bay on the APA’s Steamer Nushagak, arriv-
ing on May 19th, a week after influenza reached the region 
from Unalaska. He filed his “report of the general operations 
for the fishing season of 1919,” with the Department of 
Commerce on November 16th, and through the letter reported 
on the fishery, Warden Baker was immediately caught up 
reporting on the rescue of the Natives (Baker, 1919, pp. 1-7). 
Describing the “Flu Plague” that “threatened the utter extinc-
tion of the entire Eskimo population,” Warden Baker 
describes the region in a “demoralized condition” and the 
Natives without the “power of resistance to fit them to cope” 
(Baker, 1919, p. 1). The hospital was overcrowded, the “dead 
were lying unburied in the barabas [Native dugout dwell-
ings]” and “half-starved children” in the dwellings “with the 
badly decomposed bodies of their elders.” As was character-
istic of the W-shaped pandemic, “these children died only” 
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rarely; “it was the young people and the adults that felt the 
full force of the plague,” dying shortly after infection (Baker, 
1919, p. 2).

Warden Baker and his assistant, Lemuel C. Wingard, 
worked on the relief effort at Clark’s Point where they first 
anchored, and on the other side of the Nushagak River, at 
Kanakanak Hospital in Dillingham, “with a little assistance, 
the U.S. Deputy Marshall and I interred almost the entire 
adult population of the Eskimo village of Kanakanak” 
(Baker, 1919, p. 2). He reiterated the dramatic dog-eating 
episodes mentioned in the APA 1919 report, as well as the 
heroic dog shootings in the Coast Guard report, but avoided 
further elaboration saying “conditions were too harrowing to 
narrate in this report in detail” (Baker, 1919, p. 2).

In a long paragraph titled “Operations of the U.S.R. Cutter 
Relief Service During ‘Flu’ Plague,” Warden Baker described 
the Coast Guard dispatch of medical personnel and supplies 
as “sincere in its intention,” yet he was “sorry to have to 
inform” that the “relief work was a failure in all the region 
where its operations—or rather lack of operations—fell 
under [his] observation.” Anchoring off a “stricken village,” 
the Unalga landing parties paid “little or no attention” to the 
“sick and dying Eskimos.” Instead a “desperate hunt was 
kept up for souvenirs,” invading Eskimos’ homes, and rifling 
their possessions in acts “bordering on vandalism” (Baker, 
1919, p. 2). The Coast Guard staff and medical personnel 
displayed a “callous disregard” for the “sick and dying 
Eskimos to whom they had been sent to minister . . . ” (Baker, 
1919, p. 2). After the APA established a Native hospital at 
Koggiung village, the relief cutter sent a landing party 
ashore, according to Warden Baker, to “relieve [the APA] of 
the great responsibility” of caring for the Natives as was their 
charge. Instead, the physicians, and “particularly the nurses” 
remained only briefly, “declaring that the natives were ‘too 
dirty,’ and after looking around the village for souvenirs and 
furs” returned to their ship (Baker, 1919, p. 2).

The same “distressing failure on the part of those on board 
the cutter whose duty it was” to treat the victims was dis-
played at the government hospital and orphanage at 
Dillingham. According to Warden Baker, the Coast Guard 
nurses invited two Bureau of Education nurses “to a dance 
on board the cutter that evening” (Baker, 1919, p. 3). Nurses 
Ray and Conley “declined the invitation,” and described 
working conditions during the epidemic to Warden Baker. 
They

had been working practically night and day for weeks on end—
doing all the janitor’s work, the cooking for the entire hospital, 
all the nursing and caring for a number of children and babies 
whose parents were either dead or dying—on duty until 11 p.m., 
and getting up thereafter during the night to attend to babies and 
sick parents urgently demanding attention (Baker, 1919, p. 3).

The Coast Guard nurses “who should have come ashore 
to help, went back the following day to dance” (Baker, 1919, 
p. 3). Hospital staff rejected subsequent offers of help from 

the Coast Guard: The Bureau of Education nurses “did not 
care to be bothered [further] with them in the crisis existing” 
(Baker, 1919, p. 3). Warden Baker amends his narrative to 
exclude the Coast Guard physician who “seemed to have a 
high moral sense of obligation” and briefly took over the 
running of the hospital. Mr. Baker further commends Bureau 
of Education nurses Conley and Ray for their “strikingly 
effective service . . . and devotion to duty” describing such 
service as “of a very high order” and deserving of medals if 
it had been performed “on the field of battle” (Baker, 1919, 
p. 3).

Warden Baker’s distress extended from the Coast Guard’s 
actions to the resources expended “in order to give aid to 
those most unfortunate Eskimos in the astounding calamity 
that had swept over them” (Baker, 1919, p. 4). Physicians 
and nurses were well paid and “expensive Red Cross sup-
plies intended to alleviate suffering at the hospitals and 
Native villages were either not distributed or ineffectively 
so.” Warden Baker’s report on the relief efforts concludes, 
“the abject failure of the [relief] expedition . . . is the saddest 
repudiation of a benevolent intention that I have ever heard 
of or seen” (Baker, 1919, p. 4).

“The Saddest Repudiation of a 
Benevolent Intention”

The Bureau of Education had facilities and staff on the 
ground in Bristol Bay. Funding for large-scale, emergent 
efforts, however, was a problem in the Territory. Territorial 
Governor Riggs requested funds to combat the epidemic in 
early 1919. The Congressional Committee on Appropriations 
Resolution 199 reveals bickering over the amount spent in 
Alaska and the uses to which it was put. The Public Health 
Service complained that the $1 million awarded to it was to 
be spent on medical services, not “furnishing relief for desti-
tution.” For such a disease at the time, however, food, water, 
and basic nursing care, or “relief for destitution,” were 
instrumental to survival (United States Senate, 1919, p. 16). 
The Public Health Service noted doctors and nurses were not 
to be had in Alaska, having already been furnished and sent 
north by the Coast Guard.

Congress appropriated $100,000 in 1918 for relief in 
Alaska, but it was for Coast Guard, not Bureau of Education, 
use. Ironically, news reports depicted the Coast Guard relief 
cutters steaming into Bristol Bay on June 7th, while they 
remained ensconced in Unalaska on the downside of the epi-
demic there (Helena Independent, June 16, 1919). A July 
15th note in the Oakland Tribune quotes one R. C. Weightman 
of the Unalga, “epidemic conditions in the Nushagak region 
of Bristol Bay were not serious at present” (Editor, 1919). 
Conditions were no longer serious because the epidemic was 
over and the adult Native population expired.

Journeying up the coast in April, there is no indication that 
the Coast Guard planned to engage in large-scale relief exer-
cises. The Coast Guard report describes in detail the epidemic 
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at Unalaska, but gives very little information of its trip in 
Bristol Bay. The Coast Guard stayed at Unalaska until the 
epidemic was largely over, arriving in Bristol Bay near the 
end of the epidemic there, although assistance had been 
requested on at least three prior occasions. The APA recorded 
the relief cutters’ visit to Clark’s Point Native village on the 
eastern side of Nushagak Bay—the same day as the Coast 
Guard’s western village survey, burials, dog shootings, and 
orphan collections—where they decided “nothing needed 
their attention” and left (APA, 1919, p. 23). The Coast Guard 
makes no mention at all of the events near Lake Iliamna, 
where the conflict between it and the APA ended in confron-
tation and abandonment.

The APA, arriving at the ascendant curve of the epidemic 
in Bristol Bay to prepare for fishing, instead set up hospitals, 
established quarantines, surveyed villages, buried the dead, 
collected orphans, and dropped 50 tons of provisions. The 
rapid initiation of private quarantines first raised the question 
of authority and responsibility for the relief efforts. The 1922 
APA Service document commends company action in par-
ticular for rescuing the orphans, “with no thought of recom-
pense” (APA, 1922, p. 23) and reiterates the problem of 
authority and responsibility in a closing letter dated 
November 17, 1919, from Alaska Territorial Governor Riggs 
to Henry Fortnam, President, APA, “The government has 
been very lax in taking care of its wards and the epidemic 
ending January cost the Territory some hundred thousand 
dollars . . . ” (APA, 1922, p. 33).

Alfred Crosby (1989) characterized efforts in Alaska as 
too little, too late, noting that “effective leadership was vital 
to keeping death rates down” (p. 257). Effective leadership 
in Bristol Bay came from the APA which acted “without 
portfolio” when confronted with the devastation in Nushagak 
Bay. The 1922 Service document depicts a funeral boat, “its 
sails fluttering idly in a listless breeze,” coming aground at 
Naknek. Describing the APA-sponsored succor provided to 
the children in the boat, the story ends boldly, “this is not fic-
tion.” The APA (1922) describes itself as “the only human 
agency that could have coped” with the local epidemic 
because it was already on the ground with food, supplies, and 
medical personnel (p. 5). The APA came prepared for a full 
season of fishing and was capable of resupplying for the 
relief effort in mid-season. The company was accustomed 
both to working with the Natives and to standing up and tak-
ing down an entire region’s care and employment operations 
in a matter of days at both ends of the fishing season. It was 
an operation remarkably militaristic in character, but unham-
pered by the weak leadership characterizing the governmen-
tal organizations involved in 1919. Profit motivation by a 
private company must obviously be considered, and yet, the 
1919 fishing season was notable for being the lowest run in 
history (reported in the remainder of Warden Baker’s report; 
Baker, 1919). Even so, the APA refused to calculate its relief 
expenditures when encouraged to do so by the Territorial 
Governor, who wished to draw “attention to the neglect of 
the natives by the Government” (APA, 1922, p. 6).

The contradictions between the Coast Guard and the APA 
reports are startling. The Coast Guard’s annual summer mis-
sion had long included incidental rescue and medical care, 
but Congress had allocated an additional $100,000 specifi-
cally for the purpose of feeding, supplying, and caring for 
Native Alaskan residents of Alaskan coastal communities 
during the pandemic. The Coast Guard reported to Congress 
that it provided such aid and claimed responsibility for sav-
ing innumerable lives, burying the dead, and dispatching 
starving dogs feasting on human remains in Bristol Bay vil-
lages. The report characterized the Coast Guard as tireless 
and heroic and Congress accepted the report uncritically, 
praising the Coast Guard for its efforts. However, the Coast 
Guard report was inaccurate. It was the key governmental 
agency charged with and funded to mitigate the disaster, but 
largely failed to respond to the tragic circumstances it 
encountered.

Haycox’s (2006) “American colony” occupied a political 
status somewhere between a government protectorate and an 
industrial resource. The 1919 rescue of the Natives in Bristol 
Bay contrasted governmental and private actions in a place 
that existed only once in U.S. history. Dereliction seems the 
best characterization of the federal response; at worst, the 
Coast Guard betrayed its mission to rescue the Natives with 
appalling callousness and perfidy. Private efforts remained 
unknown until years after events: Neither Congress nor his-
tory attended to the APA account.

In spite of all efforts, the loss of life in the region was 
stupefying. At the end of the 1919 fishing season, 238 
orphans remained of 800 to 1,000 adult Native Alaskans for-
merly inhabiting Nushagak Bay (Riggs, 1919; VanStone, 
1967). The salvage of the children, however, is well remem-
bered. The Native Health Corporation built at the site of the 
old hospital, school, and orphanage grew out of the orphaned 
remnants of the three tribes inhabiting the region (Bristol 
Bay Area Health Corporation, 2003).
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CURYUNG TRIBAL COUNCIL 

 

RESOLUTION 2020-11 

 

DECLARING A DISASTER AND STATE OF EMERGENCY TO  

THE GLOBAL COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND NON-ESSENTIAL TRAVEL BAN  

 

WHEREAS, The Curyung Tribal Council (herein the “Curyung Tribe”) is a federally-recognized Indian 

Tribe listed in the Secretary of the Interior’s annual list of federally recognized Tribes 

issued in in accordance with the Federally Recognized Indian Tribes List Act of 1994, Pub. 

L. No. 103-454, see 85 Fed. Reg. 5462, 5466 (Jan. 30, 2020), and  

 

WHEREAS,  The Curyung Tribal Council is the federally recognized Tribe for the community of 

Dillingham, Alaska; and 

 

WHEREAS,  Article XII, Section 1 of the Curyung Constitution allows for special meetings at the Call 

of the (First) Chief and/or at the request of two Council members; and 

 

WHEREAS,  In accordance with the Constitution, the Curyung Tribal Council held a Special Emergency 

Meeting on March 24, 2020 to address the global COVID-19 pandemic; and 

 

WHEREAS,  On March 11, 2020 a Public Health Disaster Emergency Declaration signed by Alaska’s 

Governor Mike Dunleavy on March 11, 2020; and 

 

WHEREAS,  On March 13, 2020 President Donald Trump declared a National Emergency; and 

 

WHEREAS, The Curyung Tribe strongly recommends residents of Dillingham to hunker-down in their 

homes, sheltering-in-place during this pandemic by staying at home as much as possible, 

except to work in certain critical jobs; to buy, sell, or deliver groceries or other important 

goods; to receive or provide health care; and to get fresh air without contacting others. On 

the limited occasions when individuals leave home, they should maintain social distancing 

of at least six feet from any person outside their household whenever possible. Individuals 

are also encouraged to practice recommended hygiene, including regular hand washing and 

disinfecting their homes; and 

 

WHEREAS, The CDC has recommended that all persons at higher risk of COVID-19 avoid all 

nonessential air travel, and the U.S. State Department has advised all U.S. Citizens to avoid 

all international travel; and 

 

WHEREAS,  On March 23, 2020 Governor Mike Dunleavy issued Health Mandate 10.1 effective 

12:01am on March 25, 2020 which restricts non-essential air travel into and out of the state 

of Alaska and requires all people arriving in Alaska from other states or countries to 

immediately self-quarantine for 14 days and monitor for illness.  The failure to follow this 

order is punishable by a fine of up to $25,000, or imprisonment of not more than one year, 

or both pursuant to Alaska Statute 12.55.035 and Alaska Statute 12.55.135; and 

 

WHEREAS, the Curyung Tribe strongly recommends anyone returning to Dillingham from the greater 

Alaska area, outside of Alaska and outside of the United States to self-quarantine in their 

homes for a period no less than 14 days; and 



 

 

RESOLUTION 2020-11 – PAGE 2 

 

WHEREAS,  Numerous doctors in Alaska have called on the Governor to ban all non-essential travel in 

the state; and 

 

WHEREAS, Due to the ongoing spread of COVID-19 within the Alaska, the Curyung Tribal Council is 

increasingly concerned for the health and wellbeing of our members, tribal community of 

Dillingham and the Bristol Bay region; and 

 

WHEREAS,  Rural Alaska suffered terribly from the great flu pandemic of 1918-1919, but a few villages 

successfully avoided infection by imposing rigid quarantines and preventing outsiders from 

entering; and 

 

WHEREAS,  The Curyung Tribe recommends only essential services and emergency medical services 

will be allowed effective at 12:01am on March 26, 2020 and all non-essential travel into 

and out of the community of Dillingham will cease by 12:01am on March 26, 2020; This 

applies to travel from other villages as well as from regional centers and Anchorage, and 

to all forms of transportation including air travel, snow machine, and other ground and 

water transportation. 

  
Essential services.  Persons engaged in essential services are: 

• Health professionals and other emergency responders dispatched by the state or federal 

governments, and patients seeking medical treatment. 

• Law enforcement personnel from the state or federal government. 

• Pilots and other air carrier personnel delivering freight and mail, or transporting passengers 

engaged in essential services. 

 
Exceptions.    The emergency disaster declaration on travel does not apply to: 

• Residents of the Village or surrounding villages who temporarily left the Village prior to the 

enactment of this declaration provided they return home within three (3) days of enactment of 

this declaration. 

• Residents of the Village or surrounding villages who are outside the village for medical care 

for themselves or a close relative or who leave the Village for medical emergencies may 

return to the Village when their treatment is concluded, provided that they have certification 

from a doctor that they have been tested and are not infected with COVID-19. 

 

WHEREAS,  The Curyung Tribe recommends that non-essential air travel not resume until May 1, 2020 

or until a time that it is determined safe for Dillingham residents; and 

  

WHEREAS, The Curyung Tribe will continue to work with the City of Dillingham, State, Federal and 

Tribal partners to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED, that due to the global pandemic of COVID-19, the Curyung 

Tribal Council hereby declares a State of Emergency and Disaster for our tribal community of Dillingham, 

Alaska; and  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

RESOLUTION 2020-11 – PAGE 3 

 

 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Curyung Tribal Council urges the City of Dillingham to adopt 

an emergency ordinance ceasing non-essential travel into and out of Dillingham effective 12:01am March 

26, 2020 through May 1, 2020 and requiring anyone traveling into the community within this timeframe 

to self-quarantine for a period no less than 14 days.  

 

CERTIFICATION: 

This resolution was duly considered and adopted at a meeting of the Curyung Tribal Council in 

Dillingham, Alaska on this 24th day of March, 2020, at which a quorum of Council members were in 

attendance via teleconference. 

 

ATTEST: 

 

 _______________________________________   03.24.2020   

Thomas Tilden, First Chief     Date 

Curyung Tribal Council   
    

Attest: 

 

           03.24.2020  

     Tribal Chief     Date 


