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INTRODUCTION

A New History of the Aniakchak Landscape:

The Challenge, the Place, and the Purpose of Study

It was a still night. The moon, immense, round and extraordinarily close, poured its light into the

crater, turning everything to pure sliver.

THE MOON CRATERS OF ALASKA

In 1930, Alaskan author, Barrett Willoughby, intro-
duced readers of the Saturday Evening Post to a place so
remote and alien that it could have been on the moon.!
Though seemingly out of this world, the article, “Moon
Craters of Alaska,” was not science fiction. It recounted
Father Bernard Hubbard’s first expedition into what the
famed Glacier Priest described as a lunar landscape, rath-
er than an earthly one: “Craters! Volcanoes!” declared
Hubbard, “For twenty years I've been plumbing their
depths in two hemispheres hoping I might come across
one comparable in form, if not quite in size, to those vast
craters we see on the moon.” Indeed, this place Hubbard
called a “geological wonder world,” is not found on the
carth’s satellite. The intracaldera world of Aniakchak is a
landscape crafted by at least forty different volcanic erup-
tions, which have occurred over the last 3,500 years.

The first time Hubbard laid eyes upon Aniakchak,
it was like nothing he had ever seen. Entering through
a narrow, V-shaped break in the Caldera rim called “The
Gates,” the explorer immediately realized that he was not
looking down into a crater, but instead, stood at the bot-
tom of one. “Staring up,” recalled Hubbard, “Aniakchak
opened before us, stupendous, unbelievable ...”

A sun-flooded earth floor of thirty square
miles encircled by sold cliffs 3000 feet high.
A mountain-walled ring six-and three-fourths
miles in diameter, twenty one miles in circum-
ference. So tremendous was it that the mind
at first grasped only a chaos of primitive col-
ors—brilliant red, terra cotta, ivory, black,
orange and blue. Then details began to grow
clear: Painted walls in a wide-swinging area,

Father Bernard Hubbard
“The Moon Craters of Alaska”

the rim aglitter with glaciers sharply notched
against the sky. Near the center about three
miles from us, that mysterious thing the clouds
had hidden the day before—Vent Mountain,
its slopes ribboned with snow and maroon ris-
ing to a height of 2000 feet. It was shaped like
a truncated Fujiyama, and had a crater etched
in its white peak—a volcano rising inside the
ring of Aniakchak.

So unfamiliar and primordial was the world of Aniak-
chak that, to Hubbard, the only geological reference he could
conjure was the craters on the moon. He believed the Alas-
kan crater surrounding him was “an exact, though smaller,
counterpart of Piecolomini [Crater] in the Altai Mountains
on the moon.™ Even Hubbard’ fellow explorer, Dick Doug-
las, found Aniakchak moon-like. In his book, Iz the Land
of Thunder Mountain, which described his exploration into
the crater with Hubbard in 1931, Douglas wrote, “It was like
a dream of walking on the moon... This wasteland was cold
and dead. It was the moon; without warmth to sustain life
and without life to sustain.” Since the days of his famed ex-
plorations, Hubbard often referred to Aniakchak in his later
writings, lectures, and films as “the Great Moon Crater of
Earth,” and thusly cemented a lasting image of Aniakchak as
having an alien, mysterious, and lifeless past.’

Examination of Hubbard’s activities in Aniakchak, es-
pecially how he dramatized them, offers historians insights
into the larger story of Alaska as the Last Frontier, and how
the frontier image relates to the region’s national parks. II-
lustrating this point is a story told by William Regan, one
of Hubbard’s young companions. When Santa Clara archi-
vist Julie O’Keefe asked the explorer if the expedition had
encountered “Eskimos” during an interview in 1981, Regan
replied, “Nobody, nobody, nobody around...but I'll tell you

an amusing story.”
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Father Hubbard with ice ax examines the 1931 eruption lava blocks, 1931. Bernard Hubbard, S.J., Alaskan Photograph
Collection. Photograph courtesy of Santa Clara University Archives. ACK-00-01.

“Father was a very dramatic fellow,” Regan related.
According to him, while exploring the Caldera after
the eruption in 1931, the team scaled to the edge of
the crater. From that particular standpoint, he recalled,
the only thing that the explorers saw was “this black,
black [expanse] except for the smoke from the far end.”
As Regan tells the story, Hubbard at that moment
dramatically yelled out, “The abomination of desolation!”
Then the priest instructed his fellows to kneel down and
say three Hail Mary’s. “Before we looked at anything that
we knew was gonna be dramatic,” explained Regan, “We
said three Hail Marys” “Hubbard,” Regan noted, “made
quite a point to us ... that we were the first white men, or
the first non-natives that had ever been in there” Then,
according to Regan, one stormy night, the team took
refuge from violent weather in a traditional subterranean
native house. He recalled, “The next day we got up and
there was an old battered-up phonograph with a fluted
horn.... in this old building ... There was one record and it

x Beyond the Moon Crater Myth

was Danny Mocking and the Kansas City Stompers. 1 said,
‘Father, maybe we're the second white men up here.”®

The story, though entertaining, contradicts
Hubbard’s notion that the region surrounding the
Aniakchak Caldera was devoid of human acitivity.
Regan’s story shows that the region was linked to a not
so mysterious past, one that clearly included people.
Throughout their explorations of the central portion of
the Alaska Peninsula, Hubbard and his team continuously
encountered indigenous Alutiit, Euroamerican trappers,
fox farmers, and prospectors. They observed and took
advantage of a growing presence of the salmon industry
and fish trap workers fishing in Aniakchak Bay. But to
Hubbard, such a human—and civilized—presence in
Aniakchak contradicted his primitive and desolate Moon
Crater world and thus, the Glacier Priest continually
downplayed Aniakchak’s living world.



The Challenge:
Telling Cultural History in a Natural Resource Park

Fifty years after Father Hubbard and his fellow ex-
plorers entered the Aniakchak Caldera, the formation
and the surrounding landscape was designated Aniakchak
National Monument and Preserve (ANIA), a relatively
new addition to the National Park system. The park unit
was established after President Jimmy Carter signed the
Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act, or
ANILCA, into law. Often called the most significant
land conservation measure in the history of our nation,
the statute protected over one hundred million acres of
federal lands in Alaska, doubling the size of the country’s
national park and refuge system and tripling the amount
of land designated as wilderness. ANILCA expanded the
national park system in Alaska by more than 53,000,000
acres. It increased the acreage of three existing national
parks. And, ANILCA created ten new national park
units, including Aniakchak National Monument and
Preserve.

Without question, the Aniakchak Caldera is the
monument’s primary natural landmark. Over time, this
geological feature has shaped and formed the natural
landscape of the central Alaska Peninsula. Measuring
thirty square miles in circumference and 2,500 feet in
depth, the feature is one of the world’s largest dry calde-
ras. It was created 3,500 years ago when the summit of an
ancient 7,000-foot mountain collapsed in a single, mas-

sive eruption. On a global scale, the eruption would have
ranked as one of the largest in recent geological times,
surpassing the cataclysmic output of Krakatoa in 1883
and Novarupta in 1912. Sdill, it is important to keep in
mind that the volcano is one of the primary shapers of the
region’s cultural story, as well.

One of the problems in telling the monument’s tale
from a cultural perspective is that for much of its history,
nature had a way of removing people from the penin-
sula, rather than attracting them. Current theories con-
tend that if human beings lived anywhere on the central
Alaska Peninsula at the time of the eruption, hot ash and
pyroclasitc flows would have wiped them from the earth.
Perhaps even more devastating, archeologists tell us that
the catastrophic blast created an ecological and cultural
dead zone that lasted an estimated 1,000 years.” In other
words, the eruption discouraged any human or animal life
on the central Alaska Peninsula for centuries afterwards.
Then, perhaps just when life began to return to the re-
gion, the Caldera, created by the 3,500 year old volcanic
blast, began to fill with water, creating a large, deep lake in
the center of the mountain. About 500 years ago, during
a lesser eruption, a portion of the Caldera wall gave way
and a massive wave flooded the Aniakchak River valley,
washing large boulders and sediment downstream, and,
presumably, any human life in its path, too.

In an extraordinary example of recovery and
resilience, life again returned to Aniakchak. Clearly, the

Looking south, southeast along the western shoreline of Aniakchak Bay, 1990. Frank Norris,
National Park Service, Anchorage, Alaska.
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The Aniakchak Landscape area of study: Aniakchak National Monument and Preserve settlements and volcanoes.

volcano has drastically altered the natural landscape of this
region, but it is how humans responded to catastrophic
change and ultimately endured it that is the central theme
to Aniakchak’s cultural story and makes the history of
this place worth telling. For, on this central portion of
the Alaska Peninsula, two fundamental processes that
are often discussed separately by park service managers
and personnel, took place over a period of approximately
3,500 years: volcanic activity and its resultant changes
and the movement and interaction of various peoples.
As this study will show, the management of the region’s
natural resources cannot be realized entirely without
understanding their connection to people. Natural and
cultural histories, in other words, are objectively entangled
within the Aniakchak landscape.

xii Beyond the Moon Crater Myth

The challenge of Beyond the Moon Crater: A New
History of the Aniakchak Landscape, then, is to explain
how various peoples related to nature and how those rela-
tionships ultimately shaped Aniakchak’s human history.
The study puts the Alutiiq people, the Alaska Natives
living on the central Alaska Peninsula, and Aniakchak’s
physical environment, at its center, as it discusses Russian
and American expansion from 1741 through the 1980s,
when Aniakchak became part of the NPS system. In the
span of a little over 200 years, the Alutiit (Alutiit is plural
for Alutiiq) transformed from an independent, hunter-
fisher-gathering people, into a sedentary, Orthodox
Christian, pluralistic, commercial fishing people. Argu-
ably, the Alutiiq culture that emerged in the nineteenth
and early twentieth century was a product of interaction
with first Russians, and later, Americans. Moreover, al-
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Prominent geological features within Aniakchak National Monument and Preserve. By B. Bundy.

though the Alutiiq people endured significant cultural
loss during this time, they were able to adapt to both Rus-
sian and American systems by blending certain aspects
of the foreign cultures with their own. In the end, like
the volcanic land on which they lived, the Alutiiq people
managed to recover from each phase of expansion. Thus,
this study aims to show how interactions between people
and Aniakchak’s natural world destroyed, as well as cre-
ated, the cultural story. The result is debatably the most
comprehensive history of the central Alaska Peninsula to
date.

The Place:
Aniakchak’s Dynamic Landscape

Aniakchak National Monument and Preserve is lo-
cated across from Kodiak Island, on the central portion
of the Alaska Peninsula which juts out from the Alaska
mainland, splitting the Bering Sea from the North Pa-
cific Ocean. “Here,” wrote Hubbard of Aniakchak, “the
Pacific Ocean and the warm Japanese current lie close to
the Bering Sea and the cold Arctic current.” According
to Hubbard, the result of this geographical and oceanic
proximity “is that rapidly condensing masses of air at dif-
ferent temperatures are constantly being sucked through
the narrow passes of the high mountains, reaching storm
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