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Abstract

This thesis examines the Volunteers in Service to America program as it operated in rural 

Alaska from 1965 to 1971. Oral histories, correspondence from the volunteers, trainers and 

stakeholders offer a rich historical perspective of the program's successes and failures. Remote 

and underdeveloped village conditions presented daunting operational challenges to the program 

and its volunteers. During the study period, rural Alaska underwent dramatic social and political 

changes as recent statehood and looming resource development necessitated resolution of Native 

land claims. A series of new federal anti-poverty initiatives and the transfer of existing agencies 

to state and local oversight presented opportunities for volunteer participation. From a national 

perspective, the program struggled as political tides shifted and conflicting ideologies impacted 

its mission. Through analysis of interviews and written accounts, this study raises questions 

about the volunteers' perceived mission as it relates to these rapidly changing conditions. It 

provides a lens for evaluation of the program's successes and failures. It recognizes the 

volunteers' efforts and reveals the serendipitous outcome of continued Alaskan civic 

participation from many of its original volunteers. This study highlights their efforts and 

demonstrates how the rural “VISTA Alaska” contributed to the development of a cohort of 

young professionals committed to lasting careers in service areas that have benefited rural 

Alaska and underserved populations.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: The EOA Programs and Their Role in Rural Alaska

Unfortunately, many Americans live on the outskirts of hope -- some because of 
their poverty, and some because of their color, and all too many because of both. 
Our task is to help replace their despair with opportunity. This administration today, 
here and now, declares unconditional war on poverty in America. I urge this Congress 
and all Americans to join with me in that effort.1

1 Lyndon B. Johnson, “State of the Union Address,” transcript of speech delivered at the United States 
Capitol, Washington, DC, January 8, 1964. The American Presidency Project, accessed January 31, 2018, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=26787.

2Economic Opportunity Act, U.S. Code 78 (1964), § 508.

3Throughout the literature produced about the VISTA program, VISTA volunteers were referred to as 
VISTAs.

- Lyndon B. Johnson

In the 91st State of the Union address, President Lyndon B. Johnson lamented the

condition of America's “unfortunate classes” and proposed a series of measures designed to lift

up the poor and their communities. Owing to his dogged leadership, Congress passed the

Economic Opportunity Act (EOA) in August 1964. This act served as a framework for the

Johnson administration's mission to address the “paradox of poverty in the midst of plenty”

through community development, education, employment and housing initiatives.1 2

The EOA called for the implementation of a suite of programs that paralleled those from

the New Deal Era. President Johnson appointed Sargent Shriver, brother-in-law to the late

President Kennedy, to serve as the director of the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO).

Among the programs established in the OEO was VISTA, the Volunteers in Service to America.

Inspired by the highly popular Peace Corps, VISTAs3 served as the boots-on-the-ground poverty

warriors and were dispatched to underdeveloped rural and urban communities throughout the

1

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=26787


United States where they established and served in the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO)

4programs.4

4Economic Opportunity Act, § 530.

5“VISTA Director, Velma Linford, Visits Alaska,” Tundra Times, April 19, 1965. Compensation details 
varied for the study period. At the program outset, volunteers were to receive pay for their food, rent, medical care, 
and work-related travel expenses. Additionally, they would receive a monthly personal allowance of $75 and a $50 
per month stipend paid at the end of their service.

6 Gerald McBeath and Thomas Morehouse, The Dynamics of Alaska Native Self-Government (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of America, 1980), 42.

7Kenneth Oldfield, “The Early Years of VISTA: The Political Alteration of a Successful Public Policy,”
Journal of Volunteer Administration 7, 1 (1988): 3.

Like Peace Corps volunteers, VISTAs received nominal compensation for their one-year 

commitment.5 At the national level, their objective was to empower disadvantaged communities. 

At the Alaska state level, according to political scientists Jerry McBeath and Thomas 

Morehouse, their role was to “develop village leadership, help find local solutions to village 

problems, and give basic training in administrative procedures.”6

Volunteers were typically white, young, and recent graduates from liberal arts colleges. 

The minimum age for participation was eighteen years and there was no upper age limit. Some 

married couples joined with the understanding they would serve together in the same location. 

Others joined because the program offered a deferment to the Vietnam Era draft. Many were 

driven and motivated by the excitement of Kennedy era initiatives, the Civil Rights Movement, 

and through their own activist causes. VISTAs were expected to live in the same conditions as 

the populations they served.7

Research and interviews from this study indicate that VISTAs assigned to rural Alaska 

sought to promote community development, enhanced education, and employment opportunities. 

Through their affiliations with rural community action programs, the volunteers mentored and 

utilized federal program funds to facilitate travel and the advancement of emerging Alaska

2



Native leadership. In particular, this thesis explores the volunteers' roles in empowering and 

informing rural Alaskans of the changes coming about as the Alaska Native Claims Settlement 

Act was developed and enacted.

It also demonstrates that the volunteers' contributions extended beyond participation in 

the newly created state and federal programs. Approximately 20 percent of these volunteers 

remained in the state after their service period and filled vital roles in Alaska's legal, social 

services and academic sectors. This thesis highlights their efforts and demonstrates how the 

volunteer experience contributed to a cohort of young professionals who committed to lasting 

careers in Alaska.

The research also reveals occasional adverse reception and conflict that impacted the 

program's success. From VISTA's outset, the State of Alaska Governor's Office and the 

legislature deliberately stalled with the timely administration and distribution of VISTA and 

EOA funds. Rural stores, airlines and medical facilities experienced payment delays for services 

and goods purchased on credit through the state-administered program. Volunteers perceived that 

Bureau of Indian Affairs school principals and teachers occasionally viewed these newcomers 

with suspicion and as threats to community power structures. Private enterprises appeared to 

resent the volunteers as they introduced competition, economic efficiencies and employment 

opportunities for rural residents. Some volunteers met with mixed reception, although others 

enjoyed cooperation from village churches and missionary activities. Some village leaders 

worried their communities would become caretakers to newcomers unfamiliar with the dangers 

of living in rural Alaska. For this time frame, the tensions and program dysfunction noted for 

rural Alaska VISTA resembled issues documented for VISTA programs throughout the rest of 
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the United States. Furthermore, the level of program support and VISTA's mission shifted as 

presidential and gubernatorial appointments changed.

Through occasionally unorthodox means, the volunteers may have shifted political 

attitudes on various rural Alaskan issues. Their activist nature also contributed to the 

development of Alaska Native leadership. According to Willie Hensley, an advocate for the 

resolution of Alaska's Native land claims, the VISTAs were “young and hopeful and wanting to 

do something positive for the world . . . products of the generation inspired by the young JFK.” 

Hensley summarized the VISTA program's earliest accomplishments: “they helped challenge 

existing federal agencies (like the BIA) to do more than they had been doing.”8

8William Hensley, “Questions about your involvement with the VISTA program,” Email message to Carol 
Hoefler, April 30, 2018.

This study documents the volunteers' individual and collective accomplishments. It 

reviews the program's growing conflicts that prompted a mass suspension and removal of 

approximately seventy-five rural VISTAs in early 1970, when the volunteers' rebellious attitudes 

and conduct resulted in their premature dismissals from their village assignments. Information 

gathered from interviews and correspondence suggests that, in spite of the state and VISTA 

administration's efforts to stifle the volunteers' efforts, through their spirit of activism the 

volunteers accelerated the political and socioeconomic transformation of rural Alaska in the 

period leading up to the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA).

This assessment of the early rural Alaska VISTA program offers a lens for comparison of 

its effectiveness to volunteer programs elsewhere. It identifies the impacts and contributions the 

volunteers made to the state. The interviews with the volunteers, trainers and rural stakeholders 

contribute to a rich historical narrative about the challenges, concerns and conditions during this 

transformative period in rural Alaska. Understanding these dynamics helps to evaluate broader 

4



topics at the nexus of the three questions that drive this research: 1) What operational details 

made Alaska's VISTA different in character from the overall national program? 2) What were 

the rural conditions in Alaska and how did the volunteers change them? 3) Why did so many 

volunteers choose to remain in this state and how have we benefited from their dedication to 

service-oriented careers?

Having lived for several years in rural Alaska, I am fascinated by the recruitment and 

settlement patterns of newcomers to the state. For example, in mid-20th century Alaska, many 

military and pipeline workers and their families remained following their itinerant assignments. 

Also, many teachers, medical providers and missionaries who came with short time 

commitments made Alaska their permanent residence. This thesis explores and recognizes the 

unique character brought to rural Alaska by this cohort of VISTAs and focuses on their 

accomplishments during and after their service time in rural Alaska.

5



Chapter 2

Methods and Literature Review

2.1 Methodology

I used conventional historical methods (archival and published contemporary sources) 

and oral history methods to investigate the rural VISTA program and the experiences of its 

participants. As a starting point, I prepared a roster of approximately 370 volunteers and the 

agency employees for the study period (Appendix B). This roster, while incomplete, was derived 

from Google site searches, news media sources, government publications, and participant oral 

and written interviews. It included contact and participant biographical information along with 

the volunteers' service years and locations. Table 1 summarizes the eighteen interviews I 

conducted with volunteers and people who interacted with them, and Table 2 reports on the 

volunteers' projects and accomplishments. Figure 1 indicates village assignments for the six-year 

period for the rural Alaska VISTAs. I integrated these into my discussion of individual volunteer 

experiences in Chapters 3, 4 and 5.

I relied on local and statewide newspaper coverage of VISTA activity in Alaska. The 

Tundra Times, Fairbanks Daily News Miner, and Anchorage Daily News reported extensively on 

early rural VISTA activities. Other contemporary published and archival sources including 

magazine articles, personal accounts, correspondence and documents from the Edward L. “Bob” 

Bartlett, and Ernest Gruening, and Governor William Egan collections. also provided detail and 

context.1 At the program's outset in 1965, Alaska news coverage of VISTA and the OEO 

programs mirrored national press releases issued by OEO and the offices of Alaska's U.S. 1

1Alaska Political Collections, Alaska and Polar Regions Collections & Archives (APRCA), Rasmuson 
Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks.
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Senators and Congressman. The correspondence to and from these politicians' offices offered 

insight into the public and political perceptions of issues, accomplishments, and controversies 

associated with the program and its participants. Historical information drawn from these sources 

provided a framework for the interview questions and assessment of personal volunteer accounts. 

The volunteers from this period continue to network with and track one another. Thus, with each 

contact, my roster grew.

The core of my original research consisted of oral histories of VISTA participants, 

program trainers and rural community members. From this information I sought to develop a 

complex understanding of the factors that influenced VISTAs before, during and after their rural 

village service. Several narrators declined recorded interviews but agreed to meet in person or 

telephonically. Some completed my interview protocol in writing or by email. I also interviewed 

two volunteers (Michael Powers and Teri Spires) whose service year and location fell outside of 

the 1965-1971 time frame. Details from these two interviews provided a contrast to the 

conditions and program expectations between rural and urban service. The eighteen participants 

(interviewees), their role within the VISTA program and the interview methods and dates are 

summarized in an interview summary as shown below in Table 1.

Interview formats and transcripts followed the principles and adhered to best practices of 

the Oral History Association.2 I prepared and evaluated the transcripts for common discussion 

topics and repeated participant observations. These common themes addressed the volunteers' 

backgrounds and motivations for joining the program, their training, their village experiences, 

and how the experience contributed to their overall career paths. As this research involves human 

2The standardized guidelines can be found at the website of the Oral History Association 
(https://www.oralhistory.org/best-practices/, accessed March 9, 2022).

7
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subjects, I sought approval of the project through the University of Alaska Fairbanks Institutional

Review Board (Appendix A).
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Table 1: Interview Summary

Interviewee Role in VISTA Program Communication Method and Date
Gail Barry Volunteer in Dillingham,

1969-1970
Telephone interview, with notes taken. 
March 20, 2022

Carl Berger Volunteer in Emmonak,
1965-1966

In-person recorded interview,
April 20, 2019

Maggie Billington Volunteer in Venetie,
1965-1966

In-person written interview,
October 2, 2015

Kenneth Caldwell Volunteer in New Stuyahok,
1969-1970

Email correspondence, June 2021

Deanna Cole School teacher in multiple 
villages

In-person written interview,
July 13, 2021

Steven Cysewski Volunteer in Shaktoolik,
1967-1968

In-person recorded interview,
December 2, 2018

Michael Davis Volunteer in New Stuyahok,
1969-1970

Email and telephone written 
interviews, October 2021-Jan. 2022

Jennifer Jolis Volunteer in Chalkyitsik,
1965-1966

In-person recorded interview,
April 1, 2019

Linda Keene Rinard Volunteer in Kiana and
Ahkhiok, 1965-1967

In-person recorded interview,
April 20, 2019

Leonard “Len” Volunteer in Bethel & In-person recorded interview,
Kamerling Kasigluk, 1965-1966 October 28, 2015
Lael Morgan Long-time Alaskan journalist 

and friend to many of the early 
volunteers

In-person recorded interview,
July 3, 2015

Kenneth Pletter Volunteer in Point Hope,
1965-1966

Telephone interview, with notes taken. 
March 7, 2018

Michael Powers Volunteer in Anchorage,
1980-1981

In-person recorded interview,
April 28, 2018

Patricia Schultz Rawert Volunteer in Emmonak,
1965-1966

In-person written interview,
July 18, 2017

Virgil Severns Cooperative Extension employee 
assigned to train incoming 
volunteers, 1965

In-person recorded interview,
April 10, 2018

John Shively Volunteer in Bethel & Yakutat, 
1965-1966, later VISTA trainer & 
RurAL CAP administrator

In-person written interview,
November 8, 2019

Bill Simeone Volunteer in St. Michael,
1969-1970

Email correspondence,
April 2019

Teri Spires Volunteer in Anchorage,
1980-1981

In-person recorded interview,
April 28, 2018

9



2.2 Literature Review

No peer-reviewed literature specifically assesses or evaluates VISTA in rural Alaska; 

however, some scholarly work asserts the volunteers' association with OEO programs influenced 

regional development and contributed to the advancement of Alaska Native causes. Alaska 

attorneys David S. Case and David A. Voluck, in Alaska Natives and American Laws, noted that 

rural governmental entities in the 1960s included federally recognized traditional and Indian 

Reorganization Act governments and state-organized municipalities. With ANCSA's inception, 

regional native corporations and non-profits, advisory and educational boards, and the OEO- 

created non-profit community action programs such as the Rural Alaska Community Action 

Program (RurAL CAP) gained prominence.3 Case and Voluck noted that these non-profits, 

“occupy a conceptual space someplace between state-chartered and federally recognized native 

entities.”4 The authors also credit rural OEO programs, in part, for the expedited resolution of 

Native land claims:

3The Rural Alaska Community Action Program (Rur AL CAP) was originally called the Alaska State 
Community Action Program, Inc. (ASCAP). Community action programs are defined in Section 201 of the 
Economic Opportunity Act as agencies that mobilize and utilize resources to fight poverty through the development 
of employment and educational opportunities, through improvement of the community's condition, and through 
involvement and oversight of the residents within the community. CAPs were funded through federal block grants 
and were administered by typically municipal, regional or state agencies.

4David S. Case and David A. Voluck, Alaska Natives and American Laws, (Fairbanks: University of 
Alaska, 2002), 317.

5Case and Voluck, Alaska Natives, 338.

It is questionable whether there ever would have been an effective settlement of Alaska
Native land claims had it not been for the regional Native associations formed in the late
1960s. However, it is also unlikely that these regional associations would have been as 
effective had it not been for the infusion of funds from the federal OEO.5

Case and Voluck correlated the simultaneous nature and role of the OEO community 

action model with the establishment of rural non-profit development and service corporations, 

10



which in turn accelerated rural Alaskans' ability to participate in and voice their opinions about 

the land claims settlement:

Indirectly, RurAL CAP made it possible for the members of the regional land 
associations to pursue the settlement by scheduling the meetings of its regional 
development corporations to coincide with the land association meetings and by funding 
travel and per diem for the attendees. For all practical purposes, the corporations and the 
associations represented the same constituencies; thus a meeting of one easily became a 
meeting of both.6

6David S. Case, Alaska Natives and American Laws, (Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press, 1984), 389.

7David Jacob Pass, “The Politics of VISTA in the War on Poverty: A Study of Ideological Conflict, (PhD 
diss. unpublished, Columbia University, 1975).

2.3 VISTA in a National and Regional Context

From a national perspective, VISTA's efficacy has been extensively analyzed.7 In The

Politics of VISTA in the War on Poverty, David Jacob Pass found the national organization to be 

compromised by conflicts that stemmed from widely differing views about the program's 

mission among its participants. The author, who served as a volunteer from 1965-1966, later 

studied the program as a political institution and concluded a lack of consensus among its 

creators, administrators, volunteers, and target communities brought about an ambiguous 

organizational identity. Furthermore, growing discontent over the Johnson administration's 

reduced domestic and increased military spending produced budget uncertainty as financial 

support shifted dramatically from domestic to foreign efforts in the 1965-1971 time period.

The crux of the conflict, according to Pass, was that the program mission embraced two 

opposing ideologies. At one end of the spectrum, VISTA was driven by a community advocacy 

or community action model that emphasized the volunteers' mission to motivate impoverished 

communities to become their own agents of change. In contrast, other program directives 

emphasized compensatory services, which assumed that America's poor needed direct 

11



assistance. The compensatory ideology called for a casework approach to improve upon the 

conditions of poverty, where the volunteers served as providers instead of facilitators.8 My 

interviews with Alaska VISTAs revealed evidence of the growing program financial uncertainty 

and trend toward volunteer placement as service providers rather than facilitators that Pass 

identified nationally.

8Pass, “The Politics,” xviii-xx.

9R.G. Ironside, "Canadian Northern Settlements: Top-Down and Bottom-Up Influences," Geografiska 
Annaler 82, no. 8 (2003): 109.

10Robert Korstad and James Leloudis, “Citizen Soldiers: The North Carolina Volunteers and the War on
Poverty,” Law and Contemporary Problems 62, no. 4 (1999): 177-197.

The conflicting service ideologies Pass discussed correspond to observations elsewhere in 

northern social research. In “Canadian Northern Settlements: Top-down and bottom-up 

influences,” University of Alberta Professor Emeritus R.G. Ironside described the 

underdeveloped communities of the Northwest Territories. In the Canadian scenario, top-down 

influences such as service and rural community development equated to colonialist or outside 

models. Bottom-up influences were characterized through self-determination and community 

action models. While Ironside's research did not specifically address individual volunteer and 

program roles in Canadian community development, his description of community tensions 

resulting from the facilitator/provider paradigm drew distinct parallels to Pass's observations.

Most importantly, Ironside's study evaluated the role of these various organizational designs and 

correlated community action and advocacy with the promotion of self-determination.9

Several studies focused on VISTA program outcomes at the regional level in Arkansas 

and Appalachia, where administrative units met with local political opposition.10 Community 

members often challenged VISTAs for their activist approaches as these predominantly northern 

12



volunteers questioned southern social constructs. In their attempts to establish anti-poverty 

programs, volunteers encountered resistance among communities that had traditionally isolated 

and marginalized minority groups. The volunteers also found that individuals living below the 

poverty threshold were often unreceptive to efforts to improve their conditions.

Robert Korstad and James Leloudis examined the regional conflicts and tensions 

generated by a pilot program that contributed to the original design and structure of VISTA. In 

“Citizen Soldiers: The North Carolina Volunteers and the War on Poverty,” Korstad and 

Leloudis described the North Carolina Fund (the Fund), a 1964-65 volunteer anti-poverty 

campaign deemed to be a carefully studied prototype to the national VISTA program. As with 

many programs, the Fund had a distinct beginning, period of productivity, and a decline in its 

effectiveness. Governor Terry Sanford, a liberal North Carolina Democrat who believed that 

addressing poverty and civil rights would promote economic development, initiated the program, 

and the Fund drew monetary support from both private and federal sources. Its broad constituent 

base included members from the impoverished communities it served. After five years the Fund 

devolved into three nonprofit entities that promoted employment, education, and community 

activism.

During its productive period, the Fund implemented programs in regions plagued by high 

unemployment and illiteracy rates. Factors that aggravated poverty in these regions included 

segregation policies, disenfranchisement, anti-unionism, and poorly supported public education. 

Industrial modernization had displaced workers from the tobacco and cotton industries, and 

North Carolina experienced an out-migration of its educated workforce. Korstad and Leloudis 

contrasted two North Carolina groups and communities that opposed the Fund's efforts. In one 

case, the poor white class objected to the program because it empowered minority classes 

13



through desegregation. In the other case, the state's private sector industrial leaders opposed it 

because of the volunteers' efforts to promote unionization, equitable wages and education 

policies.11 Many of the issues identified by Korstad and Leloudis coincide with trends observed 

for the rural Alaska VISTA program at the time.

11Korstad and Leloudis, “Citizen Soldiers,” 177-197.

12Marvin Schwartz, In Service to America: A History of VISTA in Arkansas - 1965-1985 (Fayetteville: 
University of Arkansas Press, 1988).

“In Service to America: A History of VISTA in Arkansas 1965-1985” by Marvin 

Schwartz characterized and highlighted the successes of three regional volunteer programs and 

identified common and disparate themes among them. Across the three programs, Schwartz 

noted that volunteers challenged and were resisted by the state's political structure; their activist 

methods advanced desegregation; and through their efforts, several non-profit agencies emerged 

that continue to operate in these regions. Most notable in its correlation with Alaska's 

experience, the author introduced the concept that the volunteer experience could positively 

influence the career trajectories of many of the volunteer participants.

Among their accomplishments, the Arkansas VISTAs established rural clinics through a 

VISTA- and now AmeriCorps-staffed workforce. Arkansas volunteers overcame long-standing 

legal disputes, desegregated clinics and public facilities, enhanced access to entitlement 

programs, and developed cooperatives to better reach underserved rural communities. Their 

unconventional and creative methods for the development of anti-poverty programs was 

continuously met with resistance from local citizens, community administrators and politicians. 

Schwartz concluded that the volunteers' approach was both beneficial and detrimental to the 

program's overall success.11 12
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The insight gleaned from these publications offers a framework for discussion of a series 

of issues that impacted VISTA as a whole and at the local program level in Alaska. How did the 

rural Alaska volunteers fit into the suite of anti-poverty programs? Was there a distinct 

beginning, productive period, and decline for the rural Alaskan VISTA program, and to what 

extent did the volunteers strive to develop community advocacy versus compensatory services 

models for program delivery? Like Schwartz's work, this study also reviews the rural Alaskan 

volunteers' experiences to determine how their service impacted their subsequent career paths.

2.4 The Broad Benefits of Volunteerism

Some studies evaluate the benefits of volunteerism, both from the perspective of the 

volunteer and from that of the community in which the volunteer serves. Marcia Finkelstein's 

research defined motives for volunteerism along a spectrum from individualism to collectivism. 

She found that volunteers with collectivist character were more strongly motivated by altruistic 

virtues and through their desire to strengthen social ties. Volunteers who exhibited an 

individualist identity tended to seek career-related volunteer objectives. Finkelstein classified 

rationales for volunteerism beyond merely wanting to help others. These included: 1) promotion 

of values or beliefs, 2) acquisition of new experiences/skills, 3) desire to strengthen social 

relationships, 4) career development, 5) guilt or a need to reduce negative feelings about self, and 

6) to enhance self-esteem/psyche.13

13Marcia Finkelstein, “Individual/Collectivism and Organizational Citizenship Behavior: An Integrative
Framework,” Social Behavior & Personality: An International Journal 40, no. 10 (2012): 1633-1643.

In a separate study, Peter Frumkin and Brendan Miller analyzed volunteer motivations in 

several U.S. service programs. Frumkin and Miller concluded that objectives in volunteerism fell 

into four categories: 1) to cultivate activism and citizenship for the volunteer - to create better 
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informed individuals through engagement with the “other” and through civic participation, 2) to 

accelerate personal growth, in the case of the younger volunteers, 3) to build social capital in 

communities, and 4) to meet critical social needs through public work. Additionally, the authors 

concluded that the loosely or poorly defined objectives of many U.S. volunteer service agencies 

diminished program success.14

14Peter Frumkin and Brendan Miller, “Visions of National Service,” Society 45, no. 5 (2008): 436-443.

15Gerald McBeath and Thomas Morehouse, The Dynamics of Alaska Native Self-Government (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of America, 1980), 38.

These two articles contribute to an understanding of the outcomes of volunteers and their 

organizations. They add structure to analysis of the administrative and historical circumstances 

of Alaska's early VISTA program performance.

2.5 VISTA in an Alaskan Context

As previously discussed, a comprehensive assessment of VISTA's effectiveness as it 

operated in rural Alaska has not been conducted. In a 1980 paper, McBeath and Morehouse 

noted the “checkered history” of Alaska's VISTA program. Similar to Schwartz's Arkansas 

findings, McBeath and Morehouse touched on the opposing ideologies of volunteers, program 

administrators, and the communities they served. According to the authors, “problems developed 

in VISTA as Natives learned they could control programs and as volunteers established strong 

links and encouraged local control of OEO (Office of Economic Opportunity) programs.”15

University of Alaska professor and economist George Rogers also appraised the early 

impact of the VISTA program in rural Alaska within his overview of Alaska's economic 

development in the 1960s. The author commended the efforts of volunteer educators, who 

purposely sought rural assignments in spite of limited financial gain; he noted that they primarily 
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sought to develop early childhood and adult programs. Rogers also reported on how the VISTAs' 

involvement in RurAL CAP employment programs contributed to desegregation and to Native 

leadership development.

Rogers examined factors that facilitated political leadership and organizational 

development in rural Alaska.16 Writing in 1970, he expressed hope that the OEO anti-poverty 

programs would contribute to Native leadership development throughout the state. In Northwest 

Alaska, Iñupiaq (then described as Eskimo) leadership evolved in the mid-twentieth century as 

rural residents rallied in protest of oil development and initiatives such as Project Chariot and the 

Rampart Dam.17 The Alaska Federation of Natives (AFN) formed in 1966 through a coalescence 

of the Iñupiat with the Southeastern Alaska groups, when land claims and other common issues 

brought Alaska Native groups together in common cause.

16He noted the genesis of the Alaska Native Brotherhood and Sisterhood organizations in Southeast Alaska 
stemmed from greater educational opportunities and access to commerce in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.

17Daniel O'Neill, The Firecracker Boys: H-Bombs, Inupiat Eskimos, and the Roots of the Environmental 
Movement (New York: Basic Books, 2007); Project Chariot was a 1958 economic development plan whereby the 
U.S. Atomic Energy Commission would use nuclear detonations to create a deepwater harbor in Northwest Alaska. 
Likewise, the Rampart Dam was a 1954 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers plan to promote economic development 
through the construction of a 3.5 to 5 gigawatt hydroelectric dam on the Yukon River. The consequences of both 
projects would have caused significant displacement and loss of subsistence resources among local Alaska Native 
groups.

Rogers cited the emergence of an “elite corps” of Native leaders in this era. He spoke 

highly of John Borbridge, Byron Mallott, and Willie Hensley, all of whom Rogers deemed to 

have charismatic urban appeal. These young leaders were of mixed heritage. Their education, 

socioeconomic status and their acculturation into mainstream society had separated them from 

their home villages and created complex dynamics and levels of support, both within and outside 

of Native communities. In their early careers both Mallott and Hensley served as VISTA trainers, 
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supervisors and later as project leaders. Their affiliation with the development of AFN and their 

connection to the U.S. Department of Commerce and Economic Development Administration's 

rural funding for local and regional economic development overlaps with VISTA's objectives 

and warrants further research.18

18George W. Rogers, “Goodbye, Great White Father-Figure,” Anthropologica, VII, no. 13 (1970): 279-306.

19Rogers, “Goodbye,” 284.

Some state leaders perceived the volunteers' efforts to empower Alaska Natives as 

directly conflicting with the state's rural community development priorities. According to 

Rogers, state officials believed that Alaska Native organizations could not independently manage 

the new federally-funded local and regional programs. The Alaska Governor's Office stepped in 

to manage the federal funds and to provide administrative oversight to these OEO programs.19 

As discussed later in more detail, dissension among VISTAs, program administrators, and the 

Governor's Office factored into a mass dismissal of the rural VISTAs and the suspension of 

program funding in 1970.

The plethora of federal and state programs that operated in the 1960s in rural Alaska also 

merits discussion, since the volunteers worked within or interacted directly with many of these 

organizations. In a background paper for a conference on cross-cultural education, Robert Arnold 

outlined the structure of the administrative units that served rural Alaska. Federal programs were 

the primary providers of services to the villages. This federal presence owed to the 

predominantly Native population in these villages, with whom the national government had a 

trust relationship, in addition to federal oversight of 97 percent of Alaska's land. Two primary 

federal agencies provided services to Alaska Natives: the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), within 
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the Department of the Interior, and the Indian Health Program of the U.S. Public Health Service, 

within the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare.

The federal government directed grants to the state to administer additional programs. 

These state-run but federally funded programs addressed commerce, economic development, 

education, labor, fish and game, health and welfare, highways and natural resources. Arnold 

noted that villages often lacked the services and programs typically administered at the borough 

or city level, such as healthcare, recreation, public safety, water and sewer services. Arnold also 

emphasized the importance of state and federally funded private agencies that emerged 

specifically to address village poverty. These included ASCAP/RurAL CAP (community action 

programs), Alaska Village Electric Cooperative, Inc. and the Community Enterprise 

Development Corporation (CEDC). By the end of the decade, the ethos of rural Alaska anti

poverty programs drew criticism. Politicians and rural residents complained, according to 

Arnold, about a “continuing procession of federal and state employees, anti-poverty agency 

workers, followed by senior officials and evaluators,” and they generally perceived the various 

village programs negatively.

Arnold also noted a shift in this perception as local participation and governance grew. 

The author cited as an example the transfer of RurAL CAP's authority over anti-poverty program 

administration to regional organizations, which resulted in greater local control and prioritization 

of community development goals based on the perceived needs of the community. Arnold 

asserted that this transfer of program administration to the community action programs 
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contributed to local leadership development and also to the smooth transition to leadership of 

ANCSA corporations.20

20Robert D. Arnold, “The Administrative Situation in the North: A Survey of the Administrative Situation 
in Alaska As It Affects Eskimos, Indians, and Aleuts,” Federal Field Committee for Development Planning in 
Alaska Background Paper 2.A. (1969), 1-24.

21Judy Wicks, Good Morning America, Beautiful Business: The Unexpected Journal of an Activist 
Entrepreneur and Local Economy Pioneer (White River Junction, Vermont: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2013), 18, 
25, 38.

2.6 Personal Published Accounts

Several personal narratives from rural Alaska volunteers have been published. In a 

chapter of Good Morning, Beautiful Business, Judy Wicks recalled her year in Chefornak and 

discussed how it influenced her career path as an activist and entrepreneur. Wicks and husband 

Richard Hayne, both young college graduates, joined VISTA so that Hayne could obtain a draft 

deferment. In Chefornak, a village southwest of Bethel, the author observed a community and 

culture that contrasted from her upbringing. Wicks was particularly impressed by the Native way 

of frugality and resource sharing, notably that the community's subsistence economy was 

founded on cooperation. She cited the Yup'ik belief in universal abundance when subsistence 

practices adhered to these basic tenets. Inspired by this cultural value, Wicks and Hayne 

organized a Native-owned cooperative that competed directly with the Northern Commercial 

Company, a non-Native-owned chain of trading posts located throughout rural Alaska. When the 

cooperative threatened the Northern Commercial Company's economic dominance, store owners 

responded negatively toward the volunteers and the VISTA program.21

Wicks also discussed the VISTAs' collective activist efforts. Through letter writing 

campaigns, the volunteers voiced opposition to Alaska oil development, promoted Native land 

claims, and protested the Vietnam War. Following their village service, the couple left Alaska 
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and established a cooperative store in a Philadelphia neighborhood. This business has grown to 

become Urban Outfitters, a highly successful global retailer of apparel and home furnishings.22

22Wicks, Good Morning America, 30-31.

23Stan Resnicoff, Sleetmute: A True Story of Alaska, (self-pub., Amazon eBook, 2012), 1-160.

Stan Resnicoff wrote about his VISTA experience in Sleetmute.”23 Resnicoff's first day 

in the village left a lasting impression, as he arrived shortly before the body of a fourteen-year- 

old girl was returned to the village for burial. The teenager had died of tuberculosis, a disease 

that devastated rural Alaska Natives throughout the mid-twentieth century. Like Richard Hayne, 

Resnicoff applied to VISTA to obtain a draft deferment. During his year in the village, he 

worked with preschool children and cut and hauled firewood for the village elders. Resnicoff re

enlisted for additional service with VISTA in Hawaii, where he continued to establish preschool 

programs. Today he develops culturally relevant curricula for preschools and grade schools.

While the early VISTAs underwent structured training prior to their village service, once 

in their assigned villages, they were left largely unsupervised and were instructed to 

independently determine how best to assess and develop community anti-poverty initiatives. In 

doing so, some openly challenged the authority of the VISTA administration, local and state 

governments, and the BIA and state school systems. Throughout the limited literature on this 

topic, evidence of conflict appears frequently. Edward R. Wilson's memoir “The VISTA Alaska 

Letters - Little Russian Mission” summarized the crux of the conflict between the VISTAs, their 

supervisors, and the political mainstream at the close of the 1960s. Wilson and his wife were 

VISTAs assigned to Little Russian Mission, on the middle Kuskokwim River, in 1969. His 

account summarizes the end of his service:
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In June of 1970, as my VISTA year was coming to its conclusion, Governor William 
Egan24 became the only state official in the country to ever eject a VISTA program from 
“his” state. Not anxious to leave, and having evaded the state troopers' sweep that loaded 
Volunteers, sometimes in shackles, onto planes with one-way tickets Outside, I landed a 
job as a teacher with Alaska's then State-Operated School System (SOS).

24The Alaska governor in office was Keith Miller.

25Wikipedia, “Hatch Act,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hatch Act, last modified March 30, 2022. The 
Hatch Act, otherwise known as An Act to Prevent Pernicious Activities (1939), prohibits federal employees from 
participating in certain political activities. These activities include serving as candidates in partisan elections and 
participation in political activities while engaged in political activities from the federal employee's workplace or 
position.

26Edward R. Wilson, “The VISTA Alaska Letters - Little Russian Mission,” (self-pub., 
edwilsonsalaska.com/letters/little-russian-mission-letters/, 2018).

27Fred Bigjim and James Ito-Adler, “Letters to Howard: An Interpretation of the Alaska Native Land 
Claims,” (Alaska Native Knowledge Network, http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/ancsa/letters.html, 1974).

Wilson believed that the volunteers' mass dismissal resulted from allegations that they had 

violated the Hatch Act.25 He emphasized that the positive experiences of his VISTA assignment 

prepared him for teaching in remote conditions where the annual teacher turnover rate exceeded 

50 percent.26

“Letters to Howard: An Interpretation of the Alaska Native Land Claims,” published in 

1974, indirectly correlated the efforts of a fictional former rural Alaska volunteer and the VISTA 

program as it influenced ANCSA. Authors Fred Bigjim and James Ito-Adler employed irony 

through the voice of the VISTA volunteer who remained in rural Alaska after his year of service 

to highlight the similar approaches between the federally established ANCSA corporations and 

other top-down and compensatory approaches such as those discussed in Ironside and Pass 

respectively.27 Despite negative publicity surrounding VISTA and its participants at the end of 

the study period, the program and many individual VISTAs made important contributions to 

Alaska's development and have enjoyed extraordinary career successes.
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These memoirs and other accounts collectively emphasize the positive experiences and 

noteworthy outcomes for both the program and its volunteers. The Finkelstein and Frumkin and 

Miller studies suggest that motives for the VISTAs' volunteerism and subsequent endeavors 

ranged from their desire to cultivate civic activism to their desire to build social capital in the 

communities. Civic activism encompassed leadership development for both volunteers and 

community members, whereby village residents gained confidence in voicing their needs. Social 

capital revolved around the volunteers' efforts to facilitate enhancements to village services. 

Therefore, the VISTAs' observations about Alaska's rural condition, their efforts to spearhead 

improvements, their achievements, and the program's administrative dysfunction merit 

evaluation. The following chapter outlines key events in the program's operation, interwoven 

with research participant observations.
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Chapter 3

Operational Details and Individual Recollections

They will spend their year of service in VISTA with relatively little physical contact 
with the outside world. They will experience loneliness, hardship, and the deprivation 
of the comforts of this affluent American way of life. What will be their reward? Surely 
not the $50 a month they receive for their services. Their rewards will lie in what they 
achieve for our poor, and considerable progress has been achieved.1

1Senator Ernest Gruening, testimony on May 26, 1966, 89th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record, 
11573.

2At the time of Gruening's testimony, the program had already been in operation for one year.

- Senator Ernest Gruening

It was like a bridge between worlds. I came away a changed person.

- Patricia Schultz Rawert, VISTA 1965, Emmonak

Shortly after the program's inception, Ernest Gruening testified before his Senate 

colleagues forecasting positive outcomes for both rural and urban VISTA in Alaska.1 2 Newspaper 

accounts and the Congressional Record documented the program's earliest activities and 

expounded on program accomplishments. This chapter analyzes these published accounts and 

compares them to the volunteers' personal recollections about their motivations, initial program 

organization and structure in Alaska, and their orientation.

The interviews and analysis of volunteer notes reveal that the recruitment and training 

leading to the volunteers' village assignments was also transformative for many of the 

participants and in some cases shaped their career paths both in Alaska and elsewhere. This 

chapter also identifies the factors that motivated the volunteers to join the program and considers 

how their world views and career paths evolved.
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3.1 Motivations and Recruitment

America in the early 1960s was full of enthusiasm, idealism, and just pure energy. It was 
felt by many that ‘we could do anything' if we wanted to. The country was getting ready 
to put a man on the moon; Peace Corps was launched for our overseas brethren; VISTA 
was begun for America's poor; we'd kicked the Soviets out of Cuba. These were the great
Kennedy years. With one man capable of so much, the energy flowed towards all of us. I 
sat in high school knowing that I too would be a servant to our nation.3

3Michael E. Davis, unpublished and undated manuscript, Michael E. Davis Papers, Alaska and Polar 
Regions Collections & Archives (APRCA), Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks.

4The minimum age was 18 years.

- Michael E. (Mike) Davis, VISTA 1969, New Stuyahok

Initial VISTA recruitment efforts targeted liberal arts colleges, and the earliest volunteers 

were primarily students or recent college graduates.4 Applicants were screened for suitability and 

likelihood of success. Interviews and other resources reveal common motives among the 

volunteers who served in Alaska. This research indicates that this cohort prioritized service and 

giving at that point in their lives. For instance, volunteer Maggie Billington said that she knew 

early on that she wanted to give back.

There were alternative and secondary reasons for this early group to join VISTA. Patricia 

Schultz Rawert and Teri Spires were looking for adventure and wanted to spend time away from 

their home states. Bill Simeone had visited Alaska as a tourist and wanted to return to live off the 

road system. Other participants indicated that VISTA service offered an opportunity to live in a 

different culture. Frank Pommersheim, a recent law school graduate, found no job opportunities 

in New York. Having never traveled west of the Mississippi River, Pommersheim saw VISTA as 

a career development opportunity that would also be novel, interesting and exciting.

Some of the male volunteers applied because VISTA offered a one-year draft deferment 

from the Vietnam War. Stephen Cysewski openly discussed his opposition to the war during our 
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interview and noted that he saw volunteerism as a suitable alternative. For many young recent 

college graduates, the Vietnam War and the draft were growing concerns. Cysewski recalled that 

he and many of his volunteer peers were adamantly opposed to U.S. involvement in Vietnam and 

participated later in anti-war protests. Cysewski imagined his alternative to the military would be 

volunteer work in an eastern ghetto, a place where he could enjoy blues music and start an 

Upward Bound program for minority youth. His placement in rural Alaska would ultimately lead 

to a career in the state with similar outcomes in service-oriented positions.5

5Cysewski passed away July 20, 2020.

Many of the volunteers had applied for or had seriously considered the Peace Corps but 

were declined owing to more restrictive selection criteria, particularly with regard to educational 

status and medical histories. Others, such as Michael Powers and VISTA trainer Frank Keim, 

had completed an overseas term in the Peace Corps and now wished to continue service work in 

the United States.

Most of the volunteers took pride in their spirit of activism. Frank Pommersheim grew up 

in a working-class Catholic neighborhood in Queens and later the “rural” suburbs of Nassau 

County, New York. He was the first person in his family to graduate from college. Pommersheim 

admits that he learned lessons of value in college, but not without challenging authority, “I was 

young and idealistic and justice was important to me,” he recalled in a podcast interview. He 

described periods of intense activism as he was finishing his law degree in 1968. “Students had a 

‘Kennedy-esque aura' about them . . . to serve the country by working with people less 

fortunate.” Justice was important for another volunteer, who asked not to be identified, when he 

mentioned that he had been arrested eleven times during anti-war protests.
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Journalist Lael Morgan was assigned by the Juneau Empire to cover one of the early 

VISTA groups. While she eventually befriended many volunteers sent to Alaska villages, her 

initial impression of the group was suspicious and not altogether optimistic. Morgan conveyed 

her initial opinion of the volunteers,

None of us had ever seen a hippie and all of these people were from outside the state.
They were the silliest crew I had ever seen and they were embarrassing. They were 
giggling about using honey buckets and outhouses, and how primitive it all was, and they
didn't seem to have any kind of relationship with the Natives - certainly, the state - none.

While Morgan initially had reservations about the group, she softened her outlook.

It was the Age of Aquarius. A lot of them had been in the civil rights and Anti-War 
marches . . . They had a different view of the world and the United States . . . If just one 
of them will help somebody, then maybe it's worth the government money.

Participants' activism and altruism stood out throughout the interviews. These attitudes and 

approaches contributed to the early program's success.

3.2 Program Inception: Original Administrative Structure in Alaska

While applicants were screened and selected by administrative staff at the national office 

in Washington, D.C., VISTA's administrative structure within Alaska was hastily implemented 

and uniquely structured in comparison to other states and regions. McBeath and Morehouse 

noted that in Alaska, policymakers deemed the state government the only agent capable of 

administering VISTA and the associated Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) programs.6 The 

state did not fully consider how the new federal programs would interplay with the existing state 

programs; however the new funding through OEO was substantial. Governor Bill Egan 

announced in a June 1965 press conference his request for two hundred VISTAs to serve in 

Alaska in the coming fiscal year. Egan had appointed Alfred A. Fothergill as Director of the

6 Gerald McBeath and Thomas Morehouse, The Dynamics of Alaska Native Self-Government (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of America, 1980), 31.
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Division of Economic Opportunity (DEO), the state agency that would oversee the distribution 

of funds to VISTA and the federal OEO agencies, particularly to the community action 

programs. In contrast, the volunteers stressed throughout their interviews that they felt the 

villages needed to take the initiative and request volunteers. The DEO Office instructed village 

councils and community leaders to submit requests for program and project funding and 

volunteer placements. Egan's request for two hundred volunteers far exceeded the requests 

placed by the villages, and the first incoming class of volunteers numbered thirty-two.

As outlined in the Economic Opportunity Act, volunteers were referred to state and local 

agencies and to non-profits, such as community action programs (CAPs). At its inception in 

Alaska, the state established three CAPs: two to serve the urban communities (The Greater 

Anchorage Community Action Program and the Fairbanks North Star Community Action 

Program); the third was designated as the Alaska State Community Action Program, Inc. 

(ASCAP) and would serve the remainder of the state. In contrast to programs elsewhere in the 

United States, federal block grants awarded to these CAPs and to VISTA were processed 

through Alaska state accounts instead of being sent directly to the individual CAP or directly to 

VISTA-run agencies and volunteers. In addition to fiscal oversight, Fothergill supervised the 

volunteer orientation and trained and dispatched the initial wave of recruits for the entire state.

The first class of recruits spent six weeks in training at the University of Alaska campus 

in College (Fairbanks). The federal budget for this class, known as VISTA 1, was $38,243, and 

eighteen of the thirty-two enrollees were assigned to rural communities.7 The total 1965 federal 

7The OEO also provided the Alaska Division of Economic Opportunity a $179,000 administrative grant 
that provided for volunteer stipends, administrative staff salaries, technical assistance, Title VI housing ($75,225), 
volunteer food and special clothing, job-related travel for the volunteers and administrators, a $75 per month 
payment to each volunteer for incidental expenses, and medical coverage. The training emphasized skills 
development so that volunteers could establish and work within federal OEO anti-poverty programs.
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Economic Opportunity Act allocation to Alaska exceeded $3 million, with the budget earmarked 

primarily toward occupational training and educational programs. For example, the Juneau Job 

Corps was to provide training to fifty men and women.8 This marked the start of the creation of 

new jobs and educational programs that would be operated in part by the volunteers. 

Occasionally these new programs would be in direct competition with other services.

8“Economic Opportunity Money in Alaska Exceeds $3 Million,” Fairbanks Daily News Miner, July 26, 
1965.

3.3 Volunteer Training

The Economic Opportunity Act mandated structured volunteer training designed to last 

three to six weeks for the VISTAs, but the program's limited development time challenged the 

training process. University of Alaska Associate Professor William Thompson was appointed the 

first director to coordinate VISTA volunteer training in the state. One of the original training 

faculty was Virgil Severns, an agriculture graduate from Kansas State University with the 

university's Cooperative Extension Service. The Extension entered into a contractual agreement 

to train the first wave of volunteers, who at that point were designated as VISTA Community 

Development Specialists. In an interview for this research, Severns pointed to the short notice the 

Extension had to develop the training program and noted the struggle to determine how the 

university would fit in. He described his role as a trainer as, “just talking to them so they better 

knew what to expect.” As an Extension village liaison, Severns traveled to Interior villages to 

inform residents and village councils about the opportunities and potential benefits of VISTA 

and the other newly-formed OEO programs. Severns recalled hearing village residents' concerns 

about the volunteers' ability to cope with the underdeveloped village conditions.
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The faculty and other specialists assigned to train the VISTAs included Professor Lee 

Salisbury who lectured on cross cultural communications and Father William Loyens who 

introduced basic concepts of Alaska Native languages. Leslie Salisbury, Lee Salisbury's wife, 

delivered a curriculum that addressed preschool education, and Air Force personnel presented on 

survival skills. Orientation also included instruction on community development.

Among the first volunteers to train on the University of Alaska campus were Jennifer 

Jolis and Len Kamerling. Both Jolis and Kamerling recalled the quality of instruction from these 

sessions, particularly from Professor Lee Salisbury, who heightened their awareness of cross- 

cultural issues and discussed how cultural conflict affected the way that children learn. Jolis and 

Kamerling noted that VISTA administrators were present during the training but did not serve as 

instructors. Their presence made some volunteers uneasy as they felt they were under constant 

scrutiny and subject to militaristic indoctrination -- that they were to become soldiers in the war 

on poverty.

Kamerling summarized the training efforts as focused on goal setting, both from the 

volunteer and the recipient community perspective. However, he contends that not much thought 

was given to the scope of the program. Volunteers also emphasized the unique combination of 

experiences and lessons within the training program. One day they were taught to shoot a gun 

and to build a fire, and the next they were given instructions on operating a sideband radio. 

Several volunteers commented on the novel experiences of learning to light a lantern, a Coleman 

stove and a wood-fired cook stove. Field trips to various Fairbanks locations, including a fox 

farm, supplemented their in-class training.

Several participants in VISTA 1 began their training at the University of Utah. Both Carl 

Berger and Len Kamerling were initially sent to Salt Lake City to begin their training for what 
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they thought would eventually place them on Indian reservations in the American Southwest. 

After several days of Utah courses, a representative from the Alaska VISTA program stopped 

into the training center and called for volunteers who would be willing to serve in Alaska. Berger 

and Kamerling quickly changed their plans and were on a flight to Fairbanks that evening.

Patricia Shultz Rawert also participated in VISTA 1. She had recently graduated from the 

College of Notre Dame in San Francisco with a degree in social work. Rawert's previous 

summer employment in the Grand Tetons of Wyoming sparked a desire to work near and explore 

wilderness areas. Following graduation, she applied and was accepted to a Peace Corps 

assignment that would have sent her to Northern India to develop a chicken farm. When her 

parents refused to let her travel overseas, she opted to join VISTA. Rawert's VISTA training 

recollections coincide with those of Jolis and Kamerling. Rawert cited the high-quality 

instruction that prepared the volunteers to be culturally sensitive and competent.

At the conclusion of their campus sessions, the recruits were sent in small groups to 

several Interior villages for one- to two-week supervised trial village experiences. One volunteer 

noted a stressful period leading up to the trial village experience, as the VISTA administrators 

were indecisive and reluctant to assign her to a village, but relented at the last minute. While 

Rawert was sent to Fort Yukon, Jolis, Kamerling and John Shively were sent to Beaver where 

Jolis remembers that the residents were unprepared for the visitors, “they didn't have any idea 

why they (the VISTAs) were there,” so no organized projects were executed during the trial 

assignment.

In a speech prepared for the volunteers' graduation ceremony on the University of Alaska 

campus, Senator Bob Bartlett summed up the prevailing attitude toward the graduates:

I can remember not too long ago the youth of this nation was described as the silent 
generation, and many persons expressed dismay at the apparent apathy of this group.
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Today our youth are described as "activist," and many persons are dismayed that our 
youth have become too active. As we all should remember, youth has never been a great 
follower of advice. Moderation in all things, and if the lack of moderation in the era of 
the activist has led to some upsetting excesses, it has also led to some rewarding

9successes.9

9Edward L. “Bob” Bartlett, transcript of speech delivered at University of Alaska VISTA graduation 
ceremony, University of Alaska, September 10, 1965. “VISTA,” Senator Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett Archives, 
APRCA.

10Robert Bennett, mass mail to BIA school principals throughout Alaska and copied to Senator Edward L. 
"Bob" Bartlett. VISTA correspondence file, August 27 to September 1, Senator Edward L. “Bob” Bartlett Archives, 
APRCA.

As his speech implied, some Alaskans viewed the newly established program with 

suspicion. By August 1965, Robert Bennett, Alaska's Commissioner of the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs (BIA) Schools, voiced caution about the pending program. In a mimeographed letter sent 

to BIA school principals, he expressed his distrust of the new volunteers owing to their 

“impetuousness of youth” and conceded “that we wish to allow the VISTA trainees all of the 

freedom of operation they need, but at the same time, to more or less keep an eye on them.” BIA 

school employees were instructed to monitor and report on a monthly basis all aspects of VISTA 

activity.10

A graduation talk given by Episcopal Bishop William Gordon offered sage advice on 

how the VISTAs should proceed with their upcoming service year. Gordon recounted his own 

twenty-two years of service across the state, beginning with his assignment in Point Hope. At the 

time of his 1965 speech, Gordon oversaw forty-six churches and thirty-four clergy, of whom six 

were Alaska Natives. The bishop had also supervised college-aged church volunteers who visited 

Alaska to conduct village summer schools. He emphasized that all of the villages would have 

some form of church presence and linked the mission of any of Alaska's various village 

Christian churches to the efforts the VISTAs would make, “we are trying to give something to 
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other people that is important to us; to share something that is meaningful to us, and to help their 

lives in some way.”

Gordon went on to emphasize the importance of maintaining harmony in the village 

setting. He implored the volunteers to work together with villagers, school teachers, traders, “and 

just everybody in Alaska who pictures himself to be an expert.” He warned the volunteers that 

Alaskans were typically critical of newcomers, particularly idealistic and young individuals who 

represented “a program that is not really spelled out very much.” With a sense of prescience, the 

bishop said, “It will take five years to spell this program out,” and “it will take a lot of patience 

and a lot of sweat, a few successes and a lot of failures to have some direction.” Gordon 

acknowledged the volunteers would criticize the segregated economy found in the village 

structure, where few salaried or hourly positions existed and those that did usually went to 

outsiders.

Bishop Gordon presented his perspective on the plight of Alaska Natives, particularly 

with regard to their connection to the land and the rapidly changing situation associated with 

land claims:

For life is rugged and hard; you may think that some of them don't work very hard, but 
they work awfully hard at certain times, and right now they are caught in a transition 
whether they like it or not. There is hardly a man in Alaska who can live off the land 
anymore and survive . . . They still have most of their land to make use of it. They don't 
have title to it and that's something I hope they can get . . .

The transition from a subsistence to a cash economy was creating new stresses in village Alaska 

in Gordon's opinion, and the lack of educational opportunities for rural residents also concerned 

him. Gordon advised the volunteers to focus on enhancing education programs, to connect with 

the village youth through games and home visits, and to approach any of their responsibilities 

slowly. He advised volunteers to “just go and live in a community. There will be some obvious 
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things that you can do, simple things, they may be very menial.” Each VISTA should ask for 

instructions for tasks they were unfamiliar with and “share what you do know and help them to 

understand things they cannot personally understand.” Gordon reminded the volunteers of their 

role in facilitating community action programs as opposed to providing services. He emphasized 

the Episcopal Church's willingness to work with the volunteers in any village where the church 

was present. He offered a beautiful summary, “Go out and help people find direction -- simply, 

lovingly, patiently, suffering and many times making mistakes and be willing to start over, 

simply to help people to help themselves.”11

11William “Bill” Gordon, transcript of speech delivered at Fort Yukon to VISTA graduates, July 26, 1965. 
Private papers of Kate George Sanders.

12The VISTA groups were identified in sequence by the class in which they trained, i.e., VISTA 1 for the 
first incoming group, VISTA 2 for the second group in training. Throughout the correspondence and literature 
reviewed, reference to these classes were inconsistently presented using both Arabic and Roman numerals.

13“Biographical Sketches: VISTA Trainees and Staff,” 1966, Public Works - (1960-1968)-1-E-VISTA, 
Series 5c2R, Folder 114, Ernest Gruening Collection, APRCA.

The training organizers took great care to include Alaska Native trainers. A biographical 

sketches brochure prepared for the VISTA II11 12 session held in Juneau listed Fred Koschmann, 

George McMillan, Walter Soboleff, Andrew Gamble and Helen Sanderson as the staff. A similar 

brochure published for the VISTA IV class listed McMillan, Wallace Olson, Samuel Cody and 

Sanderson as staff. VISTA V staff instructors included McMillan, Olson, Jim Huntington, and 

Sanderson.13 The background information in these brochures indicates the staff and trainers came 

from diverse and culturally-relevant backgrounds. Soboleff, Sanderson and Huntington were 

Alaska Natives: Soboleff a leader in Southeast Alaska's Presbyterian Church; Sanderson an 

active member of the Alaska Native Sisterhood; and Huntington a recognized expert in 

Athabascan/Dena' culture and outdoor survival.
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By the late 1960s, the training program for Alaska volunteers was conducted from the 

University of Oregon campus in Eugene. Among the VISTAs trained there were Frank 

Pommersheim, Mike Davis and Stephen Cysewski. Davis recalled the excitement and 

conversations from the initial volunteer meeting when they were bused from the Portland Airport 

to Eugene, “Each had something to share . . . about the effort to stop the war, about Alaska.” 

Davis's group was labeled VISTA X, the tenth group of volunteers to be trained, and he instantly 

found common ground among his peers, “We were almost all recent graduates, many of us were 

concerned about our country, and mostly we were all crazy enough to want to go to Alaska.” 

These volunteers remembered training topics similar to those described at the Fairbanks campus, 

with short placements in the homes of impoverished rural families and a cross-country hike in 

the Cascade Mountains that focused on outdoor survival. Davis indicated that he specifically 

requested placement in rural Alaska. He considered the application and acceptance process to be 

easy, noting a response from the VISTA administration which basically said, “Anyone 

requesting Alaska was given Alaska.”

Upon arrival in the state, this group trained for several additional days at Alaska 

Methodist University in Anchorage where Father Loyens, Irene Reed and Willie Hensley 

lectured on Alaska Native issues and languages. Davis noted that VISTA administrators and 

VISTA leaders were also present. The VISTA leaders had recently served in rural Alaska and 

continued on in the program in a supervisory capacity. Among them were Frank Pommersheim 

and Bob Shapiro. Davis described their instructional methods and discussion as unorthodox and 

challenging to the trainees.

For the most part, the volunteers agreed that their purposes were to further important 

objectives as well as to experience adventure. Pommersheim recalled, “We were told to work 
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with the people” and Len Kamerling reported they were to, “act on the felt needs of the 

community to initiate social change.” Mike Davis wrote, “We were supposed to work ourselves 

out of a job. Our job was to teach people skills so they wouldn't need us anymore. After our 

language training, half of us were sent to Yup'ik speaking villages and the other half scattered 

over the rest of the state.”

In addition to their initial training, the VISTAs were to travel either to Anchorage or 

Fairbanks for quarterly in-services, briefings and policy update orientations. Stephen Cysewski 

noted that blocks of rooms were rented for these in-services at the Voyager and Captain Cook 

hotels in Anchorage. Several volunteers commented on extracurricular partying and excessive 

alcohol consumption. During one in-service Czysewski and his wife brought a Shaktoolik 

teenager along with them to a Fairbanks session. He remembers the teenager's curiosity and 

amazement on her first visits to Fairbanks and Anchorage. As will be discussed below, these in

services provided the volunteers an opportunity to coordinate efforts. One convening held in 

early 1970 created a major disruption to the program.
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Chapter 4

Village Placements, Honey Buckets, Hauled Water and a Culture of Visiting

The volunteers were enthusiastic and readily took on projects that produced a full 

spectrum of results. Throughout the interviews, the VISTAs commented on their immersion into 

new cultures, their unfamiliarity with gas lanterns and honey buckets, and village ways. As they 

settled into their tasks, the volunteers adjusted to a lifestyle with frequent visits and spontaneous 

adventures.

4.1 Assignments, Adjustments, Immersion, Initiatives

VISTA Volunteer: A youngster sent out to teach Indians how to live but ends up learning 
how to live the Indian way of life.

- Tundra Times, November 19, 1965

And you know I was in this village where there were all these interconnections beneath
the surface that I didn't see. So I was very lonely there and isolated. But you know I 
slowly got a foothold into the community and felt comfortable getting out.

- Len Kamerling, Kasigluk, 1965

On a blustery day in late August 1965, a small group of ambitious poverty warriors 

invaded the village of Emmonak, a village in the Yukon River Delta. Among them were Carl 

Berger, Don (Dominic) Annotti, Mary Alice Seville and Patricia Schultz Rawert. Throughout 

their interviews, Rawert and Berger offered humorous and poignant anecdotes about their 

experiences and conveyed pride in their accomplishments.

Rawert recalled the ambitious efforts of Annotti and Berger to construct a lumber mill. 

These two volunteers also coordinated the purchase and installation of a flash freezer and 

established a village-wide fishing cooperative. However, their efforts to improve rural economic 

conditions did not always meet with broad acceptance. Annotti quickly became an outspoken 

supporter of proposed legislation that would have enhanced the business potential for rural 
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fishermen.14 In a letter to Senator Ernst Gruening, Alaska State Representative Axel C. Johnson, 

who opposed the legislation, angrily accused the VISTAs of being in collusion with Father 

Astruc of the Catholic Church and with the Northern Commercial Company. Johnson accused 

Annotti and the other volunteers of overstepping their political bounds by inappropriately 

swaying public sentiment on the issue.15

14Fisheries Legislation, 1965 (Pacific Salmon Conservation, Fishery Loan Fund Extension, and 
Conservation and Development Program for Anadomous Fish): Hearings Before the Merchant Marine and Fisheries 
Subcommittee ... Eighty-ninth Congress, First Session on S. 909, a Bill to Authorize the Secretary of the Interior to 
Initiate a Program for the Conservation, Development, and Enhancement of the Nation's Anadomous Fish in 
Cooperation with the Several States, S. 998, a Bill to Extend the Term During which the Secretary of the Interior is 
Authorized to Make Fishery Loans Under the Fish and Wildlife Act of 1958, and for Other Purposes, and S. 1734, a 
Bill to Conserve and Protect Pacific Salmon of North American Origin, May 11 and 12, 1965. United States: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1965.

15Axel Johnson to Ernest Gruening, n.d., “VISTA Volunteers,” Box 544. Series 5C2h, Folder 114 - Public 
Works (1960-1968)-1-E-VISTA, Ernest Gruening Papers, Alaska Political Collections, Alaska and Polar Regions 
Collections & Archives (APRCA), Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks.

Rawert also observed that while men assumed leadership positions on village councils, 

women were oftentimes the silent powerhouses. Rawert's many projects were smaller in scale 

than Annotti and Berger's, yet they met with wide community support. She taught first aid 

classes to the adults and established a Girl Scout troop and a women's club, where the women 

would gather to knit, sew skins and make kuspuks. Likewise, Jennifer Jolis (Chalkyitsik) and 

Maggie Billington (Venetie) worked with the women and observed that many of them were quite 

timid at first, but with time they opened up. As the Catholic Church was central to community 

life in Emmonak, Rawert also taught catechism. High school students from Emmonak typically 

attended St. Mary's, a Catholic boarding school. Rawert observed that the graduates from the 

boarding school were more politically active and capable of running government programs.

Emmonak at the time was heavily reliant on subsistence activities and Rawert was 

impressed by the resourcefulness of its residents. She clearly recalled the community seal harvest 

and the collective efforts to process the blubber, meat, and hides. Trapping was vital to the 
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village economy and residents could trade furs at the local village store for cash or goods. She 

also remembered the frequent evening drumming, dancing, and impromptu storytelling sessions. 

As noted in other interviews, this was a time before television, when residents maintained active 

social schedules.

The four Emmonak volunteers were placed in substandard housing conditions similar to 

the homes throughout the rest of the village. The two young women lived in a two-room cabin 

and the men in an abandoned construction trailer that was modified to house them. Like many of 

the villages throughout Alaska, Emmonak in 1965 had limited electricity and no running water. 

Berger recalled the burdensome process of acquiring water during the winter months. The group 

had to cut river ice and sled it to their residences. Cabins typically had a barrel located near the 

stove where the river ice was melted. Berger reminisced about the volunteers' bathing routine. 

The four would meet weekly for a group dinner at the women's cabin, during which time they 

would melt enough ice to heat water for one bath. They then took turns using the same water. 

Later in their service year, the men were invited to participate in communal steam baths in the 

village sweat house, an experience that Berger enjoyed.

Other volunteers noted communal sweat house bathing in their villages. Mike Davis was 

honored to be invited for the first time to a sweat house session in New Stuyahok. The rigors of 

the heat and steam were a new experience to him, and he was amazed by the village residents' 

ability to tolerate such extreme heat. He became accustomed to the ritual, however and 

acknowledged that later he would choose a sweat house bath over a shower when given the 

opportunity. Rawert also enjoyed occasional women's sweat house sessions in Emmonak. The 

sweat house experience, spelled variously by the volunteers as qasgiq, maqai and kazim, was 
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segregated by sex and an important social event in many of the Lower Kuskokwim, Bristol Bay 

and Yukon River Delta villages.

Kenneth Pletter was assigned as the sole volunteer to Alaska's northwesternmost village 

of Point Hope in 1965. Early into his time there, Pletter published an editorial for the Tundra 

Times entitled “VISTA Volunteer Finds Genuine Warmth in Eskimo Village Work.”16 Pletter 

emphasized the hospitality of Point Hope residents and commented on the cohesive and 

cooperative nature of its residents. He noted the lack of village infrastructure, particularly with 

regard to fire services. When a late-night house fire broke out, the entire village rallied to fight it. 

The house was lost, however, and several youngsters perished.

16Kenneth Pletter, editorial, “VISTA Volunteer Finds Genuine Warmth in Eskimo Village Work,” Tundra 
Times, Sept. 20, 1965.

The village council first assigned Pletter to serve as the village clerk. He worked with the 

council to draft a resolution that requested the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to construct a 

seawall to protect the nearby archaeologically significant site known as Old Tigara. They sent 

the resolution to congressmen, senators, technical experts and local media, but no action was 

taken on the seawall construction. Pletter also substitute-taught 4th, 5th and 6th graders when the 

arrival of two BIA teachers was delayed. Later in his service year Pletter worked alongside 

villagers to develop a preschool program and a Boy Scout troop.

His popularity among the younger Point Hope villagers opened a variety of recreational 

opportunities and experiences, from starting a rock band to hunting caribou. He spent almost two 

months in a whaling camp and participated in the processing of the whale meat and blubber. 

When I interviewed Pletter in 2018, he remembered many villagers by name and noted his 

continued contact with them through correspondence and the Internet. One of the Point Hope 
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elders, Eli Stone, was particularly fond of Pletter and gave him the Inupiaq name, Ayuruq. Pletter 

summed up his experience, “As I saw it, being a nonjudgmental white guy, doing what they did, 

eating what they ate was a large part of my mission . . . as opposed to teachers and such.”

As an undergraduate college student in the Denver area, Linda Keene Rinard sought local 

volunteer opportunities and accepted a summer assignment as a social worker on the Shoshone 

Indian Reservation in Wyoming. This experience motivated her to apply to VISTA with 

requested placement in an urban ghetto. During her training in Chicago, she was recruited to the 

Alaskan program and was quickly dispatched to Fairbanks for further training. Keene Rinard 

initially went to Noorvik with a volunteer group composed of a married couple and two single 

women.

When the interpersonal dynamics of these four grew uncomfortable, Linda and the other 

single woman boated downriver to the village of Kiana where they introduced themselves. Since 

the two women had not been assigned to Kiana, they immediately set out to meet with the village 

council, explain their mission, and work with the community to request (after the fact) VISTA 

support. The village found accommodations for them, and they quickly settled into projects that 

included the establishment of a Head Start program, a library, first aid courses and recreational 

activities. They also worked with the Kiana village council to apply for grants.

After Keene Rinard's year in Northwest Alaska, she re-applied and was assigned to 

Akhiok on Kodiak Island. There she encountered strongly contrasting conditions to Kiana. The 

teaching couple in the state-operated school in Kiana supported Keene Rinard's efforts to 

establish the Head Start program. The community offered up facilities such as the community 

and national guard buildings for these new programs. Akhiok, on the other hand, had a BIA-run 

school with unfriendly teachers who were not receptive to Keene Rinard's desire to establish 
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preschool educational opportunities. In Akhiok Linda noticed greater impacts from alcoholism 

and found less acceptance or appreciation of her efforts. In spite of her desire to contribute to 

Akhiok's educational programs, Keene Rinard was assigned to work as a community health aid.

Len Kamerling was nineteen when he was assigned first to Bethel and then to Kasigluk. 

He considered himself to be part of the post-war generation that had become radicalized, “We 

weren't a polite group of children.” He had decided to take a year break from his comparative 

religion studies at Franconia College when he joined VISTA. When Kamerling first arrived in 

Bethel with a large group of VISTAs, he noted that many volunteers were assigned to jobs that 

nobody else wanted, such as teaching typing. Wanting more independence and cultural 

immersion, he transferred to Kasigluk to be the sole volunteer at that time.

As a member of the first group of volunteers in this area, Kamerling concedes that both 

the mission for the volunteers and the vision from the village were unclear. Kamerling helped 

elders with wood gathering and subsistence activities. He recalled that his shy character and 

reserved disposition proved to be assets rather than liabilities as he befriended and worked with 

the residents of Kasigluk. He maintained an open-door policy and enjoyed visits from many 

residents, some of whom would merely sit in silence with him. He was there for the village and 

the village watched over him. Kamerling's photographs and collected Yupik poems and short 

stories were published shortly after his year of service. His interest in documenting Yupik culture 

led to his return to college to complete a degree in cinematography. His publication set the stage 

for the funding of Uksuum Cauyai: The Drums of Winter, a highly acclaimed ethnographic 

documentary film that he co-directed, that took place in Emmonak.

John Shively learned about VISTA when a recruiter visited his sociology class at the 

University of North Carolina, where he was about to complete his undergraduate degree. Upon 
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graduation in 1965, Shively joined VISTA and was sent to Bethel where he spent six months 

involved in community development and youth employment projects. From there he went to 

Yakutat where he met and developed a life-long friendship and working association with Native 

leader Byron Mallott. These two would become the foundation for ASCAP/RurAL CAP 

development. In 1965 Mallott was appointed as Executive Director and in 1969 Shively the 

Deputy Director of ASCAP/RurAL CAP.

Shively noted the association between RurAL CAP and VISTA's actions and the 

inception of the ANCSA regional non-profit organizations. As an example, he discussed how a 

VISTA volunteer by the name of Eric Hager became involved with an OEO medical program. 

Hager wrote and facilitated a grant for an older persons' health program that subsequently 

evolved into the first Norton Sound Health Corporation based in Nome. Shively and Mallott 

purposefully scheduled ASCAP/RurAL CAP board meetings in conjunction with VISTA in

services and Native organizational meetings. He attributes the establishment of the Alaska 

Federation of Natives (AFN) in October 1966 to RurAL CAP's intentional and coordinated 

efforts to combine travel and resources for VISTA in-services with RurAL CAP meetings and 

Native organizational meetings. For the events leading to the establishment of AFN, RurAL CAP 

subsidized airline tickets and hotel expenses for many of the Alaska Native leaders who served 

in RurAL CAP board positions. Of particular note, the RurAL CAP administrative regions from 

this period align with the boundaries established for the ANCSA regional corporations, and 

many regional RurAL CAP board members progressed into leadership roles on ANCSA 

corporation boards.

In 1967 Stephen Cysewski was assigned to the old town site of Shaktoolik, a village of 

120 residents bordered by the Norton Sound on one side and the Siksik River on the other.
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Shaktoolik residents hauled their water and used honey buckets in the absence of indoor 

plumbing. Residents used dog teams for subsistence activities and to transport wood gathered 

along the coast. Cysewski chuckled at the pervasiveness of discarded fifty-five-gallon oil drums 

scattered about the area. In defiance of VISTA regulations prohibiting pet ownership during their 

assignments, Cysewski adopted a village mongrel and named it Sargent Shriver, with the hope 

that its name would soften any discipline from the VISTA state administration. Cysewski and his 

wife Catherine rented a room from Paul Asicksik, Sr., a resident who would later become a 

respected teacher and a recognized cultural expert. This rental arrangement led to a life-long 

friendship between Stephen and Paul. The highlight of Cysewski's time there were trips made 

with Acksicksik and other villagers to their family fish camps.

Mike Davis, Ken Caldwell and other VISTAs were quickly put to work when they 

arrived in New Stuyahok in 1969. By their second day they had met many of the adult residents 

who tasked them with interpreting legal paperwork and other correspondence gathered by the 

village council. Davis and Caldwell were housed in a one-room structure equipped with a 

Coleman stove and lantern. Without running water, the two adjusted to taking steam baths or 

maqai with the village men.

In letters written to Caldwell's parents, Ken described the daily routine of receiving 

numerous visitors in their tiny cabin. In one letter, he noted they had twelve visitors in their 

cabin and that they were averaging twenty to twenty-five visitors each day, with usually two or 

three staying for dinner, “Privacy is truly a white man's concept. Here all the doors are open all 

of the time.”

Mike Davis helped the New Stuyahok village council apply for a $16,000 development 

loan or grant to open a cooperative store in New Stuyahok. Davis explained that a village store 
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had been a longtime dream of resident Greg Moxie. To assist the village in applying for funding, 

Davis informed the village council of the cooperative concept, which the council readily 

accepted. Before the store was established, residents used their cannery earnings for an annual 

food order that was shipped to Dillingham. Residents would then transport their groceries by 

small boats from Dillingham to New Stuyahok. It was an expensive endeavor. A local store was 

very much needed to supplement subsistence resources with groceries. With a local sawmill, the 

village men constructed the store building from local lumber. When the building was complete 

and the cooperative was ready to open, nearly the whole village of New Stuyahok ceremoniously 

boated to Dillingham to freight the goods to the village. It was a special moment for the village 

to see this project to completion, and Davis is proud to have had the opportunity to support the 

effort. Once it was established, Greg Moxie served as the initial store manager. Moxie and Davis 

developed a wonderful working relationship and lifetime friendship through this process. Moxie 

joked that Davis was not a VISTA volunteer, but instead a pista, which translates from Yup'ik as 

a servant.

Bill Simeone reminisced about his 1969-1970 placement in St. Michael, a village on the 

Yukon River Delta. Among projects that Bill and his wife undertook were surveys in anticipation 

of land claims. He and his wife also irregularly taught in an adult education program; their 

teaching schedules were frequently interrupted by participation in hunting and fishing activities. 

Simeone's observations of rural conditions spoke to the community's limited reliance on outside 

support through state and federal agencies and of the importance of subsistence,

In 1969 there was no welfare, St. Michael had just been electrified by AVEC17 and that 
was a big deal. Many of the young people were outside at boarding school. Houses were 
very small and families were stuffed into them one on top of another. There was little 
money and people were living off the land. There was no Fish and Game presence and 

17Alaska Village Electric Cooperative.
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people generally did what they wanted. I went on several long hunting trips with 
members of the community and we once went to Kotlik at the mouth of the Yukon River 
to attend a Eskimo Dance. The entire village went on sleds across the ice of Norton 
Sound.18

18Other volunteers observed that village residents received transfer payments of one form or another. Some 
volunteers also reported they assisted villagers complete the paperwork necessary to qualify for the various transfer 
payment programs.

Simeone noted that the Alaska Commercial Company store in the village was minimally 

stocked with groceries because residents had no money to buy commercial goods. Some of the 

men worked for the barge lines or fighting fires during the summer months. The only permanent 

jobs in the village were the teacher positions (which were filled by non-locals) and the school 

janitor position.

Throughout the interviews the volunteers recounted stories of their involvement in 

subsistence activities. Among the VISTA documentation found in the Alaska State Archives 

were memoranda issued by the Office of the Governor to the Department of Fish and Game that 

requested issuance, at no charge, of hunting and fishing licenses to the early recruits. Nearly all 

of the volunteers reported some hunting or fishing activity. Several reported hunting caribou and 

moose. Patricia Rawert participated with Emmonak women in small game harvest, trapping 

ermine. Maggie Billington recalled grayling fishing excursions with Venetie residents where 

they caught the fish, placed them whole in the fire coals, and then picked the flesh and ate 

directly from the fish carcasses.
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The volunteers served in eighty different rural Alaska villages as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Assignments for Volunteers in Service to America in Rural Alaska, 1965-1970.

In contrast to rural assignments and time frames, Mike Powers and Teri Spires served in 

Anchorage in 1980. While their motivation to serve and training experiences resembled those of 

the late-1960s rural Alaska VISTAs, their assignments were highly specialized positions based 

on their college studies and previous work experience. For Powers, a year of teaching literature 

overseas led to his assignment with the Older Persons Action Group, a political advocacy senior 
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group. Spires, a recent geriatrics and recreational therapy graduate, took a position with the

Community Mental Health Geriatric Unit where she studied elder abuse. Powers and Spires

recalled their cohort worked through the local community action program and with community

agencies such as STAR (Standing Together Against Rape).

4.2 VISTAs' Perceptions of Poverty Across Rural Alaska

Two-thirds of the towns in Alaska have fewer than 200 inhabitants; the median
size community is 129 people. The typical remote village is a collection of 
residences, a school, a church or two, a small general store, and usually nothing 
else. Unemployment is high, and the incidence of welfare assistance is high. There 
are often only four or five full-time employees in a village. There is a great 
dependence on fish and game for food. Far from the railroad and highway, the 
only outside contact for many of these villages is through radio, the bush plane, 
and the arrival of a boat once a year.19

19John L.S. Hickey, “Electric Power and Environmental Health in Alaska Native Villages,” Public Health 
Reports, December 1964, 1087.

- John L.S. Hickey, U.S. Public Health Service, 1964, Anchorage

Part of the controversy was its definition as a poverty program. I think that in these 
targeted areas people didn't think they were poor and that they had been getting along 
fine for a long time without VISTA volunteers.

- Len Kamerling, VISTA 1965, Kasigluk

Volunteer interviews touched on a variety of observations and interpretations of village 

poverty. Notably, several volunteers observed that many villagers did not consider themselves to 

be poor. VISTAs commented that the culture of sharing created a safety net among residents 

whereby hunger and housing needs in these close-knit communities were oftentimes met without 

outside assistance. The volunteers also recalled the resourceful nature of the villagers. As an 

example, Patricia Schultz Rawert observed that nothing went to waste; even cardboard from 

shipping boxes was used for building insulation. These perceptions differed significantly from 

the political and press descriptions of conditions in rural Alaska.
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When the OEO programs were created, Alaska's politicians sensationalized poverty in 

both rural and urban settings to compete for program support. Among those advocates for 

maximum program funding was U.S. Senator Ernest Gruening, who visited Bethel in May 1965 

to assess rural Alaska's conditions and the vital need for anti-poverty support. Following a tour 

of the village and several individual homes, Gruening commented, “Such stark poverty. No 

human should have to live like that.”20 Other reports from politicians and government employees 

that were intended to effect greater appropriations to Alaska's programs appeared periodically in 

news articles and in Congressional Record testimonies.

20 “Stark Poverty Impresses Sen. Gruening at Bethel: No Human Should Live Like That,” Tundra Times, 
May 24, 1965.

In 1967 Diane J. Wickstrom, an anthropologist from the University of Washington, was 

employed by the VISTA executive office to review the rural Alaska VISTA program. Of the 

thirty-six villages she visited, only ten had electricity and none of them had water or sewer 

infrastructure. Wickstrom described the volunteers' working and village conditions. The typical 

volunteer's village residence was a small cabin furnished with two beds, a kerosene oil stove and 

lanterns, a table and a few chairs, and very little in the way of other belongings. The ‘honey 

bucket' bathroom was located either in the cabin or in a nearby outhouse. Wickstrom pointed to 

the absence of safe water as a contributing factor to rural Alaska's high infant mortality. A 

combination of BIA and state-run schools provided formal education only from grades one 

through eight. High school students often went to boarding schools. Wickstrom cited the lack of 

economic and employment opportunities as the driving force behind the underdeveloped 

conditions in rural Alaskan villages. The few paid positions were seasonal at best. Village 
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residents relied on federal and state transfer payments to supplement their subsistence foods and 

to meet other needs.21

21 Diane J. Wickstrom, “Alaska: the 49th State--Some Problems, Some Answers,” The Vista Volunteer, 
(February 1967): 5.

22 Charles Overholt, “Former PCVs Aid Alaskan War on Poverty, The Peace Corps Volunteer, A Quarterly 
Statistical Summary 4-5 (1964): 29.

Residents looked beyond the basic housing and absence of community infrastructure and 

prioritized employment and economic development opportunities. Testimony before Congress in 

February 1966 regarding conditions in Alaska included comments from Sven Haakanson, an Old 

Harbor restaurant owner and Alaska Native leader who appealed for enhanced economic and 

employment opportunities. Haakanson emphasized that without funding for occupational 

development through OEO programs, the welfare programs in place would kill his culture by 

destroying villagers' initiative.22

In contrast, the rural VISTA volunteers observed and identified the consequences of 

poverty in a different and more detailed manner. Jennifer Jolis believes that one of the 

Chalkyitsik village council's motives for requesting VISTAs was to bring more money into the 

community, both through the volunteers' expenditure of their meager funds at the local store and 

through the volunteers' efforts to bring in grant funds. Jolis also observed that while some village 

adults were illiterate owing to limited or no educational opportunities, they displayed their 

abilities to solve complex mathematical and mechanical problems on a daily basis. Many parents 

relied on their school-aged children to read and interpret their mail and other paperwork. Adult 

education was therefore identified as a village need that the volunteers could effectively address.

While in Chalkyitsik, Jolis and Lee Rice established excellent rapport with Marian 

Nicholson, the long-time BIA schoolteacher there. Nicholson was concerned that her students 
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were unfamiliar with modernity and would not adjust to urban situations when medical 

appointments, secondary schooling and employment necessitated travel to Fairbanks, Anchorage 

or to boarding schools. Nicholson cited as an example a Chalkyitsik teenager who had recently 

traveled to Fairbanks. The teenager's experience was traumatic as she had never encountered 

indoor plumbing and had never been into a restaurant, and therefore avoided these amenities. 

Jolis took these concerns to heart and developed a life skills educational unit for Chalkyitsik's 

forty students.

In nearby Venetie, where tuberculosis was a serious threat, Maggie Billington found strict 

measures to counter disease. Residents partook in basic sanitation practices, such as boiling their 

cups and utensils following teas and other social events to avoid the spread of disease. As a 

cautious newcomer, Billington was initially reluctant to participate in community events where 

potluck dishes such as moose soup were served. She noted that the ravages of the disease were 

still present. Some residents had tubercular skin lesions and other compromised respiratory 

conditions.

Stephen Cysewski observed that Shaktoolik and surrounding villages lacked modern 

medical clinics. When a villager needed medical attention, a health aid would radio to Nome to 

report the patient's condition and follow the advice of physicians and nurses stationed at the BIA 

hospital there. If necessary, a Wien Airlines plane would be dispatched to the village to transport 

the patient to Nome or to Anchorage. Cysewski reported that medical evacuations were 

oftentimes delayed or canceled during windy and poor weather conditions.

The VISTAs also discussed social problems associated with poverty. Several VISTAs 

touched on the devastating effects of alcohol that sometimes disrupted the harmony of their 

communities. Jennifer Jolis recounted that Chalkyitsik was a “dry” village, strictly prohibiting 
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the importation and possession of alcohol. By the mid-60s, alcohol was a pervasive concern

among village councils. “Damp” villages allowed importation of alcohol for personal 

consumption while “wet” communities allowed importation and sale of alcohol. Most village 

councils and regions opted to ban alcohol outright, however the state rarely provided law 

enforcement. Therefore, village patriarchs and council members often met airplanes and 

inspected incoming freight and luggage for smuggled alcohol that would be seized and destroyed 

on the airstrip.

Toward the end of Jennifer Jolis's Chalkyitsik assignment, the BIA began construction of 

a new school in the village and hired nearly every able-bodied man in the community. Jolis noted 

for the first few payroll cycles that paychecks went directly toward basic necessities and to a few 

new household amenities. As the construction progressed, later paychecks were spent 

increasingly on alcohol and the entire village suffered.

On occasions when alcohol was smuggled into Shaktoolik, Stephen Cysewski recalled 

the village response,

Life would be crazy. People would hide in their houses when people were drinking.
Villagers in Chevak would talk about hiding under their beds when there was (alcohol- 
related) shooting in the community. People changed as if a switch was thrown and it was 
insane.

Elsewhere, several respondents noted prevalent sexual abuse and domestic violence during 

periods of village-wide alcohol consumption.

In her memoir, Judy Wicks attributed the social problems she observed at Chefornak to 

the rapid cultural transformation she observed. Language shift, the loss of oral traditions, and the 

transition from subsistence to a cash economy were among her greatest concerns. She attributed 

the rise in alcohol abuse and other social problems to returning Alaska National Guardsmen and 

to the community's improved mobility (planes, boats, snow machines). Her comments revealed 
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her personal ambivalence regarding whether to encourage villagers to assimilate or to retain their 

traditional lifestyles. Wicks equated these issues to the benefits and costs of globalization versus 

cultural preservation.23

23 Wicks, Good Morning America, 25.
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Chapter 5

Volunteer Interactions, Involvement, and Program Successes

In general, the VISTAs reported excellent rapport with both life-long and itinerant rural 

residents. Likewise, some teachers responded positively about the incoming volunteers. The 

successful connections between volunteers, other itinerants and villagers were most notable in 

interactions with teaching couples who were committed to teaching their entire careers in 

Alaskan villages and with dedicated church leaders such as Episcopal Bishop Bill Gordon. 

However, some volunteers noted occasional tensions among the itinerants such as school 

teachers, store owners and government employees.

5.1 Schools, Churches, Private Businesses

As discussed earlier, many itinerant village residents were suspicious of the volunteers 

and feared that the volunteers would usurp their authority within the village structure. As the 

state-run VISTA program paid on credit for the volunteers' groceries at the village stores and for 

their housing, several volunteers also noted uncertainty and hostility directed toward them when 

the state failed to make timely payments to these private businesses.

Some volunteers commented on isolationist and bigoted behaviors of school teachers, 

while others portrayed their experiences with both the BIA and the state-run schools in a positive 

light. In Venetie, Maggie Billington noted the school teacher was disengaged from the 

community and resented the presence of other outsiders such as VISTAs in “his” community. He 

had previously taught on Lower 48 Indian reservations, and Billington noted his attitude was 

racially calloused. Billington was particularly upset by the fact that the teacher refused to let 

students speak their Native language while on school grounds.
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Rosaire Kennedy, a VISTA who served for fifteen months in Noorvik, expressed similar 

concerns in 1968. In testimony to Senator Robert Kennedy, then Chairman of the Senate 

Subcommittee on Indian Education, Rosaire pointed to the deficiencies in both BIA and state-run 

rural education efforts, particularly in that they were eroding the students' cultural heritage. She 

cited irrelevant and inadequate curriculum, segregation between the teachers and villagers, and 

the unintentional devaluation of the students' self-worth. Rosaire suggested that the school 

systems consider more extensive orientation for new teachers and more culturally relevant 

curricula.1

1“VISTA Takes Penetrating Look into Native Education System,” Tundra Times, March 8, 1968.

In contrast, Jennifer Jolis found that Chalkyitsik teacher Marion Nicholson welcomed the 

volunteers' willingness to participate in educational efforts. Schoolteacher Deanna Cole, whose 

career included assignments in BIA and state-run schools throughout rural Alaska, recalled the 

early volunteers positively, particularly their efforts to establish Head Start programs. Cole 

specifically remembered Blanche Andrews and Andrews' special connection to residents in 

Kongiganak. Cole noted that Andrews had a beautiful singing voice and the village residents 

loved to sing with her. Several volunteers worked with Cole to develop a summer school 

camping opportunity that included students from several villages along the Kuskokwim River. 

She contends that the volunteers excelled in developing preschool educational opportunities 

across the state.

Cole noted that the cohesive character of the villages changed dramatically over her 

career. In the mid-1960s, older village residents disapproved of the concept of transfer payments 

and resisted the transition toward a cash economy. Despite these misgivings, the transition took 

place. Television and the influx of employment opportunities through oil development and 
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through ANCSA-related programs detracted from the geniality Cole originally experienced in 

her early teaching assignments.

In contrast, the churches played an important yet varied role in promoting community 

health. Billington noted the synchronization of Native ways in the Episcopal church's efforts in 

Venetie, where services were conducted in the Dena' (Athabascan) dialect (Neets'aii Gwich'in) 

and residents were encouraged to participate in church leadership positions. Billington recalled 

the excitement when Bishop William Gordon flew his small plane into the village for church 

confirmations, weddings, funerals and occasional Sunday services. Village resident David 

Salmon was the church deacon. He conducted regular services and his wife Sarah worked in the 

capacity as a women's counselor. As with Pat Rawert's observations in Emmonak, Billington 

emphasized that the church was central to village life in Venetie.

Both Len Kamerling and Carl Berger discussed the development of cooperatives that 

directly benefited village residents. An arts cooperative established in Bethel and surrounding 

villages enabled Native craftsmen to directly sell their work, thus circumventing what the 

volunteers' perceived as exploitative middleman buyers. Carl Berger worked to establish a 

cooperative among Emmonak fishermen. In both situations, the private businesses these 

cooperatives competed with objected to the volunteers' efforts to create greater economic 

opportunities for village residents.2

2Notes from file labeled “VISTA,” December 3, 1965. Senator Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett Archives, Alaska 
Political Collections, Alaska and Polar Regions Collections & Archives (APRCA), Rasmuson Library, University of 
Alaska Fairbanks.

Several of the volunteer training cycles included instruction supportive of the cooperative 

concept. After volunteer William “Skip” Deegans' VISTA assignment at Portage Creek, he 
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worked for several years with the Community Enterprise Development Corporation (CEDC), a 

private, non-profit organization that provided start-up loans and technical assistance to 

community-owned businesses. With the collaboration and technical support of University of 

Alaska ceramics professor Stan Zielenski, the CEDC was unsuccessful in developing a 

community ceramics cooperative at Toksook Bay. In spite of an excellent local clay source near 

Toksook Bay, Zielinski and Deegans were unable to coordinate the supplies and equipment to 

bring the make the cooperative successful. CEDC was a private, non-profit organization that 

provided start-up loans and technical assistance to community-owned businesses. Later, CEDC 

was funded through an OEO Research and Demonstration grant. By the end of the 1960s, CEDC 

facilitated the establishment of six fish marketing cooperatives, five arts and crafts cooperatives, 

and five consumer co-ops. Additional cooperative projects included a reindeer herd, a boarding 

school, and specialty foods such as canned marine mammal products. At the close of the decade, 

CEDC was looking to develop a timber products cooperative in the Lower Kuskokwim and 

Yukon River regions.3

3“CEDC -- It's Role With Bush Co-ops,” Tundra Times, May 20, 1970.

4Remarks by Mr. Bartlett, VISTA in Alaska - An Opportunity to Serve, 89th Cong., 2nd sess., 
Congressional Record (112), (February 18, 1966): pt. 3:3431.

5.2 Individual and Collective Program Successes

The program's original mission directed volunteers to work with residents and village 

councils to prioritize each community's needs. By early 1966, Alaskan politicians forecast the 

VISTA program would have a positive impact on rural Alaska. The Congressional Record 

published Senator Bob Bartlett's detailed report of initial program successes.4 In it he lauded 

VISTA projects and described village conditions as “worse than conditions in the worst big city 
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slums without taking into consideration the subzero winter climate.” Bartlett singled out the 

unique accomplishments of individual volunteers like Dennis Schmitt, who planned to develop a 

system for Anaktuvuk Pass residents to transport nearby coal to their homes.5 Bartlett also 

praised Schmitt for his efforts to promote bilingual education, through “teaching English by 

learning Eskimo from the natives.”

5Senator Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett Archives: September 10, 1965 - Anaktuvuk Pass tractor fiasco. A 
federally owned surplus tractor had been located and was to be delivered to Anaktuvuk Pass, however the airstrip 
there was not long enough to accommodate an airplane large enough to carry the tractor.

6Remarks by Gov. William A. Egan, Graduation of VISTA Volunteers, Juneau, Alaska, December 10, 
1965. 89th Cong., 2nd sess., Congressional Record (112), (February 18, 1966): pt. 3:3432.

John Shively, who was assigned to Bethel, supervised the design and construction of a 

levee to alleviate spring flooding. Throughout the state, VISTAs initiated preschool programs, 

tutored students and adults, built sawmills, and served as nursing assistants, grant writers and pro 

bono attorneys. Bartlett included for the record a speech that Alaska Governor Bill Egan had 

presented recently to a group of VISTA initiates, upon completing their training and prior to their 

dispatch to their village assignments. In it, Egan expressed optimism that VISTAs would make a 

difference:

At no other time in our history have conditions for improving the lot of our people 
been as good as they are today. We are indeed fortunate to have in the White House 
a sensitive, compassionate man who sees poverty as a degrading blight and is waging 
total war against it through such programs as the one in which you have enlisted.6

In spite of his optimism, Governor Egan's actions, both in exerting excessive control over local 

initiatives associated with VISTA and in withholding federally mandated state support for 

VISTA, revealed his true reservations about the program and the volunteers.

Perhaps the most significant contribution from the VISTA program at this point was 

through its support and development of local leadership. In a February 14, 1966 memorandum to 
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Senator Bartlett, VISTA administrator Bob Arnold noted that young VISTAs appointed to 

Southeastern Alaska villages had met with the Alaska Brotherhood. Arnold reported on the 

volunteers, “I was very impressed with their enthusiasm for their tasks and their affection for the 

Native people . . . I felt I had a much greater sense of the meaning of the brotherhood in my 

meeting with the VISTA people than in the staged brotherhood meeting later that Sunday 

afternoon.”7

7Robert Arnold to Edward L. “Bob” Bartlett, September 6, 1965. Correspondence Files Senator Edward L. 
"Bob" Bartlett Archives, APRCA.

8J. Kenneth Fleshman, M.D. to Gerald Miller, “VISTA Volunteers,” n.d., Box 544. Series 5C2h, Folder
114 - Public Works (1960-1968)-1-E-VISTA, Ernest Gruening Papers, APRCA.

Before the end of the first year, the VISTAs and the programs they had initiated or 

supported were recognized for their positive impacts. Observations of the program included a 

letter from Dr. Kenneth Fleshman, the Chief of Pediatric Services for the Alaska Native Medical 

Center expressing his pleasure in his recent encounter with volunteers in Hooper Bay.

During my stay I had a chance to briefly observe some of the activities being 
carried on by the VISTA workers assigned to Hooper Bay. I was particularly 
pleased and impressed with the preschool program. I made a very brief visit to the 
classroom but during my examination of the preschool children the increased 
faculty with English and their better ability to communicate was quite apparent.8

Elsewhere funding for construction and other projects took hold. In Lower Kalskag, 

William MacFarland and his wife Joan spearheaded the construction of a multi-use building. 

With the help of the entire village, the structure was completed almost entirely from materials 

prepared by a village-owned sawmill, which had been funded through a Rural Development 

grant. This cooperative project involved the village men and women, the 4-H club, and BIA 

teachers and the itinerant Cooperative Extension agent. Half of the building was designated as an 

adult education annex, library, sewing room, council meeting room, and storage for club and 
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preschool activities. The other half comprised a housing unit for the MacFarlands and future 

VISTA volunteers.9

9Joan MacFarland, “Lower Kalskag Village People Launch Housing Project,” Tundra Times, February 10, 
1967.

Interviews, VISTA reports and other correspondence confirm that the volunteers placed 

their greatest effort in the improvement of educational opportunities to all age groups across rural 

Alaska. Appendix B of this report shows over ninety Alaska volunteers who listed among their 

service accomplishments their participation in Head Start and similar preschool programs. Other 

efforts addressed community outreach, development and delivery of specific services such as 

nursing and legal services, and broad initiatives to enhance community infrastructure and 

economic development. While politicians, administrators and the media touted VISTA-initiated 

projects such as construction of flood levees and community halls, the volunteers reported with 

great satisfaction their having impacted individual lives. They also coordinated recreation 

activities and established scouting organizations. More than one volunteer commented during 

their interviews that they have occasionally encountered residents from their former assigned 

villages. These reunions, be they in airports or grocery stores, generally have elicited pleasant 

memories of the volunteer's role as a teacher, or of shared adventures in and around their 

villages.

VISTAs prioritized the expansion of literacy and other educational opportunities for 

village residents at all age levels and their approach was oftentimes fluid. The Tundra Times 

article “79 Out of 107 in Adult Class at Kasigluk” applauded Joli Morgan's evening adult 

education classes and his development of a preschool program that engaged village elders in 

storytelling sessions. For adults, Joli organized reading and discussion sessions; oftentimes the 
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adults read from recent issues of the Tundra Times and study materials provided by the State 

Department of Education. The village was unable to obtain Head Start funding owing to the 

absence of a space dedicated specifically to the Head Start program. To solve this problem, 

Morgan offered his small cabin for preschool activities. Working with a VISTA Neighborhood 

Youth Corps employee, Morgan conducted a weekly village-wide meeting in the local movie 

hall, since the BIA school would not permit the event in its space.10 11 The article emphasized the 

optimal use of resources and the community's enthusiasm toward the VISTA programs, in spite 

of the absence of a community hall to support program expansion.11

10Throughout the interviews, several volunteers commented that BIA and state operated school principals 
declined to allow villages to use the school buildings for non-school events. The policy appeared to vary from 
village to village.

11“79 Out of 107 in Adult Class at Kasigluk,” Tundra Times, April 19, 1968.

12William Whyte, “Emancipatory practice through the Sky River Project,” Systems Practice 9 (1996): 151
157. Likewise, VISTA volunteer Tim Kennedy (Noorvik, 1966-68) employed film-making to document cultural 
patterns throughout rural Alaska. Kennedy is best known for the Skyriver Project, a CEDC-funded anthropological 
research program that employed participatory development, a process where the study groups are given film and taping 
equipment to document and visualize their own surroundings and therefore identify their needs.

13“Smithsonian Grants Village of Kasigluk to Film Its Village Life,” Tundra Times, June 21, 1968.

Morgan also received $300 from the Smithsonian Institute Wenner-Gren Small Grant 

Program for the purchase of filmmaking equipment. The purpose of this anthropology-based 

grant was to study the way of life of the Kasigluk residents and of nearby villages. In an 

interview with the Tundra Times, he explained the significance of this film project, “They can 

also take the camera with them when they go on short visits to other villages. It will help us to 

learn more about life in other villages.”12 Morgan noted that Kasigluk, by virtue of its isolated 

location on the Johnson River, a tributary to the Kuskokwim, had retained many of the cultural 

patterns of the past whereas villages along the coast and major rivers showed more Western 

influence.13
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The VISTA files located at the Alaska State Archives in Juneau, Alaska revealed various 

efforts to evaluate the performance and individual volunteer accomplishments. Among the 

earliest files were confidential forms completed presumably by VISTA program director Willie 

Allen. These forms assessed the volunteers for their reactions to the village assignments, their 

aspirations, the amount of time spent developing projects, the assessor's perception of the 

individual volunteer's effectiveness, and difficulties the volunteers encountered, notably access 

to clean water, adequate housing and availability of groceries. Several evaluations elaborated on 

one volunteer couple's characteristics and commented on how their easygoing supervisory styles 

when they worked with village residents would contribute to their success. The evaluations 

emphasized the positive attributes and working styles of the volunteer couple, noting that the 

wife worked “the female side of the village structure” while elaborating on both the husband's 

and wife's demeanor:

(His) slight stature has a negative impact at first but his warm, friendly understanding 
manner soon takes over. Commitment to enthusiasm all expressed quietly . . . (She is) . . . 
quiet, warm, understanding still a little lack of self-confidence but is becoming more 
confident.14

14“Confidential Evaluation Report of New VISTA Volunteers,” undated, VISTA Files, DPR 197-4090, 
Alaska State Archives (ASA), Juneau, Alaska.

15Wickstrom, “Alaska - the 49th State,” 6-7.

Other assessments included anthropologist Diane Wickstrom's report introduced earlier 

in this thesis.15 Wickstrom summarized the volunteers' accomplishments in seven separate areas:

Community Development: The male volunteers were generally more involved and 

engaged in community development activities. Wickstrom speculated that since the village 

councils were male-dominated groups, the male volunteers found greater acceptance of their 

ideas in coordinating major development projects.
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Leadership Development: Wickstrom noted that several VISTAs had been selected by 

villages for council positions and they mentored community leaders. This would later raise 

objections because volunteer service in a political position was deemed to be a violation of the 

Hatch Act.

Economic Development: Wickstrom cited an initiative in a village on Nunivak Island as 

an example of economic development. Through the efforts of volunteers, the village procured a 

flash freezer unit for use by the village residents. This enhanced selling capacity of resident 

fisheries products created a new economic base for the community. Wickstrom also cited 

cooperatives developed to reduce costs among rural Alaska consumers, including sawmills, arts 

and crafts sales and greenhouse agriculture.

Educational Development: Notably, early volunteers made the greatest contributions with 

the establishment of Head Start and preschools in twenty of the thirty-six villages where they 

were assigned. While many of the volunteers initially taught and administered these programs, 

their efforts fostered the recruitment, training and development of local teachers and 

administrators. Adult education met with mixed successes, as volunteers tended to lack the 

specialized training needed for teaching adults to read. Additional educational endeavors 

included teaching specialized courses such as first aid, establishing libraries, tutoring, and 

advising high school students to pursue educational opportunities such as vocational training. 

Several VISTAs developed speech groups for the young adults that encouraged participants to 

carry on discussions and debates.

Social Development: Volunteers organized a suite of clubs and community-wide 

programs ranging from scout groups to women's clubs and recreational activities. The VISTAs 

sought to develop community leaders in these clubs so that the activities would continue after the 
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VISTAs had completed their service terms. The volunteers also developed Neighborhood Youth 

Corps (NYC) employment programs in several of the villages. NYC was an OEO-funded work 

and training program that served economically disadvantaged adults between the ages of sixteen 

and twenty-one. Perhaps the most important aspect of social development involved the 

volunteers' integration into these close-knit communities. Volunteers commented to Wickstrom 

that their unfamiliarity with the village conditions contributed to mutual dependency between the 

volunteers and community members, which in turn fostered trust building. Relationships 

deepened as the volunteers and community members helped one another and as they learned 

together.

Volunteer Growth: The volunteers Wickstrom interviewed expressed finding a sense of 

purpose and reported profound personal growth from the experience. Several mentioned that 

they gained more from the experience through their development of self-confidence than what 

they may have provided in services. They took great satisfaction from their accomplishments and 

the experience caused some of the volunteers to orient their careers goals toward social work and 

community development.16

16Wickstrom, “Alaska - the 49th State,” 6-7.

Drawing from Wickstrom's first four categories, Figure 2 summarizes the reported 

participation in terms of projects and accomplishments:
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Figure 2. Reported Participant Activities for Rural VISTAs from 1965-1971
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5.3 The RurAL CAP Legacy Programs

As previously mentioned, RurAL CAP (formerly ASCAP) was established by the Office 

of Economic Opportunity in 1965. The mission of the predominantly federally funded RurAL 

CAP was to oversee community action activities in the non-urban or rural areas of Alaska. Many 

of the early rural VISTA volunteers worked through RurAL CAP to develop and implement 

programs within their individual communities. Below is a timeline and recap of the legacy 

programs established between 1965 and 1971 that continue to operate throughout rural Alaska.

5.3.1 Head Start

Project Head Start was among the first RurAL CAP programs that took hold in rural 

Alaska. Established in 1965, Head Start not only emphasized early childhood education, but also 

focused on the training and employment of village residents as teachers and program 

administrators. Head Start in rural Alaska followed the tenets of the national program and was 

designed to provide preschool to children from low-income families while addressing the 

emotional, social, health and nutritional needs of its students. Head Start was to be culturally 

responsive to the communities it served.17

17 “About Alaska Head Start,” Alaska Head Start Association, accessed May 12, 2022, 
https://www.akheadstart.org/about-alaska-headstart/.

The program was originally designed for delivery over an eight-week period, typically 

during the summer months. In 1966, the ASCAP Board of Directors shifted the focus on funding 

and program development to encourage operation of Head Start during the winter months, when 

families were in their home villages and not involved in summer subsistence activities. Village 

councils typically hired the Head Start teachers and administrators. RurAL CAP and the OEO 

encouraged village councils to hire four local employees for each program. These included a 

teacher-director, an assistant teacher, a cook, and a janitor. The VISTA volunteers reported 
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participation as teachers, assistant teachers, cooks and janitors in the program and emphasized 

their desire to ensure continuity as the program progressed.

Much credit to Head Start's design and success in rural Alaska can be attributed to Flore 

Lekanof, an Aleut leader who served as the director of ASCAP. Lekanof held a Masters of 

Education and taught elementary school in rural Alaska. In 1965 he participated in Head Start in 

Kotzebue and from this experience he emphasized the importance of starting a child's preschool 

experience with culturally familiar people. In 1969 the Nixon administration shifted the Head 

Start program's oversight from the Office of Economic Opportunity to the US Department of 

Health, Education and Welfare.18 Of the VISTA volunteers for which reports on their efforts 

were found, 96 reported participation in Head Start and other preschool programs in their 

assigned communities.

18Rose Barquist and Mary S. Lewis, “Growing up in the Alaska Bush with Head Start,” Children Today 19, 
no. 3 (1990): 6-11.

19“Access to Civil Justice Task Force: Report and Recommendations,” A Report of the Equal Access to 
Civil Justice Task Force (Appointed by the Alaska Supreme Court), November 1997, accessed March 19, 2022, 
https://public.courts.alaska.gov/web/appellate/docs/civjust.pdf.

5.3.2 Alaska Legal Services

Alaska Legal Services was founded in 1966 and began operation in 1967. Its mission has 

been to provide legal assistance to low-income Alaskans, enabling clients “to obtain the basic 

necessities of life, such as food, safety, housing and medical care; obtain effective access to 

courts and administrative agencies; and to assert and enforce the legal rights of the poor in these 

forums.”19 VISTAs contacted who were associated with Alaska Legal Services reported 

providing legal advice primarily addressing family issues such as adoptions and assistance in 

land claims. Other services included civil issues such as family law (divorce, custody, domestic 

abuse, child support), landlord/tenant issues, probate, and consumer claims.
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Gail and Hamlet “Chips” Barry were assigned to Dillingham in 1969 where Chips served 

as the region's first Alaska Legal Services attorney. Gail recalled their accommodations were a 

small building that was both their house and the legal office. Chips' tiny office was barely large 

enough to hold a desk and two chairs. The Barrys' friendly open-door policy was enjoyed by 

both Dillingham residents and volunteers en route to and from nearby villages. For the many 

resident visitors and their children, Gail served tea and crackers. For the occasional visits from 

volunteers, Gail paid extra attention to providing a nutritious meal, complete with “green stuff to 

decorate their plates.”

Gail recalls the unusual silence during some of their frequent visits from villagers. She 

commented that on these occasions there was very little conversation among the visitors and the 

Barrys, but that she and Chips nevertheless enjoyed the visits. Dillingham at the time had no 

television or radio, and visiting was a regular form of entertainment. One late evening the Barrys 

received two teenage girls. The couple followed their usual custom of serving tea and crackers, 

while conversation was quite limited. Eventually one of the girls asked for help; her father was 

beating her mother and she needed Chips to intervene. The reserved nature and shyness among 

the Yup'ik and other lower Kuskokwim residents became a concern to VISTA trainers. Gail 

recalled that by the late-1960s the volunteers, especially ALS attorneys, were placed in mock 

discussion sessions during their training. Here they learned important skills to prompt 

conversation and open lines of communication with their clients.

Gail's primary volunteer project was to establish a community library. In addition to 

serving as the community attorney, Chips was active with the volunteer fire department. The 

Barrys also built an ice rink and in Gail's home state of Colorado, her parents solicited donations 

of ice skates and sent them to Dillingham. Gail also substitute taught in the schools and tutored 
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in their special education classes. The Barrys had a great deal of respect for Mr. and Mrs. Jim 

Bishop who for many years had been Dillingham residents and the school teachers there.

Chips listed among his attorney duties providing “legal representation of the local

Eskimo and Indian populace in a variety of legal and quasi-legal problems - formation of 

consumer and producer cooperatives, incorporation of villages into fourth class cities, wage 

claims, adoptions, welfare problems, consumer frauds, fishing, labor and union problems, and 

various economic development projects.”20

20Hamlet J. Barry, III, résumé, [undated], image IV, Papers of Hamlet J. "Chips" Barry, III, Water 
Resources Archive, Colorado State University, accessed May 20, 2022: http://hdl.handle.net/10217/90213.

21“RurAL CAP History: The Sixties,” Rural Alaska Community Action Program, accessed March 19, 2022: 
https://ruralcap.org/our-story/history/.

In a report on the history of RurAL CAP, Alaska Legal Services originally focused on 

collaboration with Alaska Natives to “ensure their awareness of the events jeopardizing land 

ownership.” Through Alaska Legal Services, RurAL CAP also partnered “with the Alaska 

Federation of Natives to advocate for congressional support to pass the Alaska Native Claims 

Settlement Act in 1971, all while filling 10,000 allotment claims to secure land.”21 Other RurAL 

CAP activities for this period included jobs programs that resulted in construction of roads, 

community halls, telecommunications systems and parks. Some of the VISTA volunteers 

reported participation in these activities.

5.3.3 Community Enterprise Development Program

The Community Enterprise Development Program (CEDP) was established through 

ASCAP and RurAL CAP in 1967 and became an independent, non-profit organization in 1969. 

Its purpose was to promote community-owned business and industrial development throughout 

rural Alaska. VISTAs who were involved with CEDP developed fishery, consumer and arts 
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cooperatives.22 CEDP's scope has changed since 1970. The organization is now known as 

Alaska Village Initiatives and its function is to promote community agricultural opportunities for 

Alaska Natives.23

22Guide to the Community Enterprise Development Corporation of Alaska records, 1968-1980, UAA/APU 
Consortium Library Archives website, accessed May 13, 2022: https://archives.consortiumlibrary.org/ 
collections/specialcollections/hmc-0091/.

23Alaska Village Initiatives website, accessed May 13, 2022: https://akvillage.org/.

5.4 Operation Grass Roots, Budget Uncertainty and the Quest for Local Control

The conflicts that arose for the VISTA program across Alaska during the study period 

resemble the issues documented in other U.S. regions. New federal programs such as Operation 

Grass Roots, described below, which was designed to be integrated into the CAPs, faltered from 

the start. The state's delayed management of the VISTA and associated OEO budgets introduced 

uncertainty, and the reluctance of the state to relinquish program oversight to Native 

organizations created tensions that challenged the overall effort. This mismanagement angered 

many of the VISTAs and community action program employees and motivated rural 

campaigning that contributed to Governor Egan's loss to Walter Hickel in his bid for re-election.

5.4.1 Operation Grass Roots

Operation Grass Roots was a national Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) initiative 

designed to employ urban and village community aids and team members to work with the 

VISTA volunteers on community projects. Eligible village residents had to be articulate, 

preferably bilingual (when working with non-English speakers), and friendly low-income people. 

Their role was to assist with anti-poverty program development by fostering effective networks 

within the communities, through “contacting individuals, distributing materials, organizing and 

publicizing meetings, gathering needed information, and generally helping to link the rural 
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people with resources which are available to them.” In Alaska, the program was intended to 

foster indigenous leadership, strengthen Native associations, and facilitate new economic 

opportunities. Alaska's Operation Grass Roots block grant provided for a project director, four 

team captains to oversee twenty community aids, and clerical support.24

24Informational memorandum, Box 545. Public Works - (1960-1968) - 1-# - Grass Roots Program - 1967. 
Ernest Gruening Collection, APRCA.

25“Poverty War Jeopardized by OEO Re-Organization: Head Start, Legal Aid, Others May Be In 
Difficulty,” Tundra Times, August 5, 1966.

26Sargent Shriver to Edward L. Bartlett, December 20, 1966. Senator Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett archives, 
APRCA.

While Alaska VISTAs exhibited much energy and enthusiasm for Operation Grass Roots, 

funding uncertainty thwarted its development in rural Alaska. An article in the August 5, 1966 

Tundra Times “Poverty War Jeopardized by OEO Re-Organization” portended nationwide cuts 

to OEO agencies, including Operation Grass Roots and VISTA itself.25 A December 6, 1966 

telegram from VISTA executive director Sargent Shriver to Senator E.L. "Bob" Bartlett assured 

Alaska's VISTA office administrators of funding through the 1966 fiscal year, most of which 

was directed toward OEO's Title II community action programs and Title VI administration and 

coordination of VISTA. Shriver reminded Bartlett that the federal grants supporting these 

programs required maintenance of effort, a stipulation that the state would provide 10 percent of 

the program's support for each budget cycle. Several weeks later, Shriver responded again to 

Bartlett's request to increase Alaska's VISTA budget, emphasizing the need for the state to 

comply with its maintenance of effort.26 At issue was Governor Egan's (and the legislature's) 

intentional delay in committing to a state funding match for the rural community development 
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grant that was to fund Operation Grass Roots. Delays in funding contributed to a shaky start for 

the short-lived program.27

27The initial Operation Grass Roots grant of $196,000 was a community aid program that would have 
employed twenty-three villagers over a six-month period.

When the press inquired about the state's reluctance to pay its share, ASCAP director 

Fothergill responded, “Governor Egan has thirty days to veto or accept the grant.” Egan later 

noted technical reasons for the delay; the Alaska State Legislature, which was not in session, had 

to approve the 10 percent state matching funds. Fothergill's follow-up remarks illustrated the 

state's top-down approach that violated the spirit of Operation Grass Roots. He noted that 

Alaska's unique geography justified a statewide “umbrella approach” to Operation Grass Roots, 

owing to the absence of organized entities in rural areas to manage the grant funds. He said the 

state office provided much-needed technical advice to the ASCAP board of directors, but the 

ASCAP board would retain its power over program approval and retention of administrative 

staff. The state's control of the OEO's distribution and administration of the Operation Grass 

Roots funds angered many of the volunteers and potential program participants.

One vocal opponent to the state's control of the OEO block grant designated to support 

Operation Grass Roots in Alaska was Ruby Tansy, a Grass Roots team captain and an Alaska 

Native from Cantwell. She sensed that the state's selection of the program Executive Director 

was politically motivated and not in the best interest of the villagers and the program. Her 

opposition marked the beginning of the effort to transition state-run federally funded anti-poverty 

programs toward local control models. Tansy spoke enthusiastically of Operation Grass Roots' 

accomplishments:

It is so hard to fully describe the great work the Grass Roots staff have been doing. For 
the first time people are coming into the villages and working with the people to help 
them help themselves. As a team captain . . . I made the existing agencies aware of the 
needs. For many years we have had agencies to help them, but never before have the 
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villagers been involved in helping themselves. They were finally given the opportunity 
by us.28

28Ruby Tansy to Ernest Gruening, February 6, 1967. Ernest Gruening Papers, Box 545. Public Works - 
(1960-1968) - 1-# - Grass Roots Program - 1967. APRCA.

29Charles Overholt, “Former PCVs Aid Alaskan War on Poverty, The Peace Corps Volunteer, A Quarterly 
Statistical Summary 4-5 (1964): 28.

5.4.2 Budget Uncertainty for Alaska State Community Action Program (ASCAP)

Similarly, the Alaska State Community Action Program (ASCAP) experienced 

difficulties in fulfilling its objectives owing to obstruction in Juneau. In 1966, ASCAP Director 

Fothergill and a federal representative from the Community Action Office in San Francisco were 

asked to respond to allegations of state mismanagement of the ASCAP budget and operations. 

The ASCAP board voted unanimously to remove the operation and supervision of the State 

Division of Economic Opportunity from the governor's office and to operate ASCAP as an 

independent entity. Fothergill, in several news articles, expressed frustration over ASCAP's 

inability to deliver services on account of interference from the governor's office. Fothergill 

wanted to maintain control at the state level, but not within the governor's office.

In the midst of this controversy, in December 1966, Governor Egan publicly commended 

VISTA efforts for having the most “constructive impact on poverty in Alaska in its 100 years 

under the American flag.”29 Yet Egan's unwillingness to meet the maintenance of effort for the 

rural community action programs in a timely manner contributed to growing resentment in rural 

Alaska that ultimately cost him the gubernatorial election. John E. Peterson documented the 

election upset in a 1973 Congressional Record retrospective “How the OEO Aided Radicals.” 

Working with rural VISTAs, Operation Grass Roots community organizers and community aides 

launched a campaign to register Alaska Natives to vote. VISTAs focused on educating rural 
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residents on political issues and assisted in transporting voters to the polls. In the November 

1966 gubernatorial election, the village voting bloc overwhelmingly favored Walter Hickel, 

which contributed to Egan's defeat.30

30119 Cong. Rec. 16,830 (1973).

31Article 3 of the Alaska Constitution specifies that the gubernatorial election take place on the first 
Tuesday of November and the governor takes office on the first Monday in December.

32“ASCAP Suffers Another Snarl: Internal Battles Rage Within ASCAP Inc. Organization,” Tundra Times. 
February 3, 1967.

ASCAP fared no better, however, with the new governor. Within months of the election, 

a January 30, 1967 Fairbanks Daily News Miner article reported on the program disruption that 

stemmed from a contentious ASCAP meeting when the Board of Directors dismissed its Director 

Fothergill and “24 Eskimo, Aleut and Athbascan (sic) Indian community organizers resigned in 

protest” of what they described as Governor Hickel's attempt to quash self-help activities of 

poverty-stricken Natives.31 The community action program would continue on with new 

administration and a revised board of directors. Fothergill was replaced by Alaska Native leader 

Flore Lekanof, who had not formally applied to the position, but was appointed by the remaining 

board members who had not resigned.32

5.4.3 Transitions - State- and National-Level Program Revisions

Other disruptions to the organizational and operational harmony of VISTA surfaced 

during this period. At one point, Congress considered replacing the Alaska VISTA program with 

the Peace Corps. The idea to trade one program for another was rash and baseless, and evolved 

from complaints received from representatives of various federal agencies already in place across 

rural Alaska. Senator Bob Bartlett defended VISTA, emphasizing the Peace Corps' international 

mission as opposed to VISTA's domestic presence. The senator placed some blame for the 
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problems VISTA experienced in Alaska on the Bureau of Indian Affairs' animus toward the 

program and suggested that replacing VISTA volunteers with Peace Corps volunteers would not 

fix the problem:

They (the Bureau of Indian Affairs) do not like VISTA and I do not believe they would 
like Peace Corps any better . . . If we want this type of work going on in Alaska, we 
would be far better off to pursue our present cordial relations with VISTA rather than 
doing damage to them in the faint hope that the Peace Corps would take over.

The adverse responses toward VISTA from both the state governor's office and from federal 

agencies such as the BIA continued to plague VISTA's effective operation over its initial five- 

year period in rural Alaska.

By the summer of 1967, Governor Hickel announced the federal allocation to Alaska's 

VISTA program for the coming fiscal year and voiced his support for the establishment of the 

VISTA Associates, a program designed to replace Operation Grass Roots, that would also train 

local residents to work alongside the volunteers.33 In November 1967, seventy-eight new 

VISTAs were assigned to villages throughout the state. Program administrators were in the 

process of considering another sixty-six applications, far fewer than needed to fill the 202 urban 

and rural requests for volunteer placement.

33Fairbanks Daily News Miner, July 26, 1967.

34William Crook to Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett, November 21, 1967. Senator Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett 
Archives, APRCA.

The newly appointed ASCAP Director William Crook, in correspondence with Senator 

Bob Bartlett, summarized the rural challenges “where the statistics of poverty are the nation's 

greatest,” with 65 percent unemployment, 80 percent on welfare, and with the greatest incidence 

of disease and infant mortality in the nation. Crook described the plight of the Alaska Native as a 

“lack of opportunity to bring himself into the mainstream of American life.”34 This outsider's 
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perspective contrasted sharply with many rural Alaska Natives' perceptions of their conditions 

and their priorities. The VISTAs opened lines of communication among rural residents to voice 

their desires for addressing rural Alaska poverty. They found that residents prioritized enhanced 

educational opportunities within their villages.

In 1968 several VISTA administrators recognized that the one-year terms were too short 

for the volunteers to fully implement projects that communities could bring to fruition. Joli 

Morgan proposed and later became the first program leader for VISTA Associates, an auxiliary 

employment opportunity for village residents. The formal proposal stated:

The purpose of the VISTA Associates Program is to train potential village leaders 
in the science of village organization. The VISTA Associates service will be an 
educational experience that will be primarily geared to the development of the 
human resources found in the rural villages.

Associates were selected by their village councils and were to be “well liked and 

respected” individuals who possessed a “reasonable command of English.” The program would 

operate from October to May, so that Associates could participate in summer subsistence 

activities. Associates would receive $215 per month in pay, while the supervising VISTA 

volunteer would have $50 “put away for him” every month and redeemed at the end of his/her 

service. In an interview with a Tundra Times writer, Morgan stated, “This associate program is 

part of a plan to phase-in Native citizens into positions of responsibility and leadership. We want 

to work ourselves out of our jobs.”35

35“Morgan Named Coordinator for Village VISTA Associates Program,” Tundra Times, July 5, 1968.

The Associates were also to participate in week-long training sessions at Alaska 

Federation of Natives meetings held annually in Fairbanks. The anticipated outcome of the new 

program, as described by Morgan, was to provide continuity because “when the volunteers from 
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the Lower 48 leave the village, they leave behind a person who has the skills and capabilities of 

carrying on the job of community development within his village.”36

36Diane Anderson, “VISTA Workers End Tour,” Anchorage Daily Times, October 12, 1968.

37Joli Morgan to Eric Hager (copied to Edward Bartlett), August 7, 1968, Senator Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett 
Archives, APRCA.

38Keith Miller replaced Walter Hickel on January 26, 1969, when Hickel resigned from the governorship to 
accept the United States Secretary of the Interior position.

By late October 1968, 252 VISTAs had served in Alaska, of whom 103 had been 

assigned to fifty-seven different villages. The program had grown to include forty-eight VISTA 

Associates, of whom twenty-seven were Alaska Native.37 In 1968 ASCAP was re-incorporated 

to become Rural Alaska Community Action Program, Inc. (RurAL CAP). It continued as a non

profit corporation structured geographically to facilitate the development of the twelve non-profit 

regional native corporations associated with ANCSA.

In a memorandum to Governor Keith Miller dated April 15, 1969, the Native VISTA 

Volunteers of Alaska (the first group of VISTA Associates) presented their agenda for their 

meeting scheduled the following day.38 This group traveled to Juneau for their final training 

conference; the intent for the program and conference location was to familiarize the Associates 

with state government operation and to provide an opportunity to discuss the state's role in rural 

development, education, and land claims. As this group of volunteers was nearing completion of 

their eight-month appointments, they sought to discuss three broad issues with the governor. The 

primary issue was land claims, as the young Native leaders sought to better understand the state's 

position and how the state would work in conjunction with the federal government to settle the 

claims. They acknowledged that some villages were not in agreement with settlement through 

land, monetary compensation, or a combination thereof. No notes for this meeting were found in 

the governor's or VISTA Associates files.
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5.5 Conflict and Termination

VISTA as it operated in rural Alaska through the late 1960s came to an abrupt end in 

mid-1970. The decisive blow was the state legislature's unwillingness to commit its 10 percent 

matching funds, thus causing suspension of the federal program. As the decade drew to a close, 

government memoranda from the Washington, D.C. OEO Office, policy directives dispatched 

from Juneau to volunteers, and rebuttals drafted by the volunteers reflected growing tensions. 

Newspaper articles and volunteer recollections provide additional detail to describe this 

transition. Considerable discussion about the Alaska program's waning popularity occurred as 

early as April 1969.

An Associated Press article “VISTA Program Has Hit and Miss Results” cited few 

successes for VISTA projects throughout the nation in contrast to its many failures. It pointed to 

conflicts between volunteers and local officials in Appalachia and Texas. Reorganization was 

proposed to eliminate the recruitment of teenage “drop-outs” and enlist college graduates with 

specialized skills, particularly lawyers, architects and business majors. The article also noted 

dissatisfaction with the limited time that volunteers had to organize programs before their year of 

service ended, citing that over 50 percent of the VISTA projects had failed. Volunteers placed on 

the Navajo Indian Reservation, for instance, lacked foresight, resources and opportunities to 

facilitate change, from Navajo leaders' perspectives, the article alleged. Consequently, Navajo 

leaders called for major administrative restructuring whereby young Indian leaders would select 

incoming volunteers with needed skills, particularly carpenters and teachers, and would 

supervise their projects. The article noted, on the other hand, the use of protest as “not an 

uncommon weapon in VISTA's arsenal” to effect changes in public policy. It explained how the 

volunteers' protests led to enactment of legislation designed to aid coal miners afflicted with 
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black lung disease. Several concerned volunteers assigned to Appalachian coal towns worked 

with a West Virginia anti-poverty lawyer to draft the legislation. Their efforts coincided with a 

statewide strike among West Virginia miners, thus accelerating the enactment of the Federal 

Black Lung program. Elsewhere VISTA activism generated conflict and produced mixed results, 

including suspensions of regional groups and individual volunteers. In Houston, VISTAs 

protested school lunch program budget cuts, while the same school district approved legal 

funding to fight a desegregation lawsuit. In another part of Texas, twenty VISTAs were 

suspended by county commissioners, for allegedly inciting protests among residents of Val 

Verde County, Texas. The Val Verde volunteers were part of the Minority Mobilization 

Program, whose mission was to develop leadership among Mexican-Americans within the 

community. When the Texas governor suspended the local VISTA program, Mexican-Americans 

from that community marched in protest of the mass suspension.39

39“VISTA Program Has Hit and Miss Results,” Fairbanks Daily News Miner, April 6, 1966.

These examples of contention surrounding VISTA activism in the Lower 48 correlated 

directly to the conflicts noted in the rural Alaska VISTA program. Volunteers and rural Alaskan 

leaders lobbied for continuity and developing local leadership through the VISTA Associates 

program. Alaskan volunteers had also developed a reputation for challenging authority, and the 

conflicts and program disruptions described in the article resembled those experienced in rural 

Alaska. For instance, VISTAs encouraged Alaska Natives to advocate for their rights in ways 

that challenged the status quo and the current power structure in the state. The volunteers who 

began their service in 1969 advocated for local program control. Their use of protest posed 

challenges to the programs' operations, and VISTA administrators in Juneau developed negative 

opinions of the volunteers. By early 1970, Alaska's volunteer recruitment was restructured 
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toward selection of young professionals who would be assigned specific positions through 

Alaska Legal Services.

In December 1969 VISTA supervisors Paul Hixon and Chris Cooke sent memoranda to 

the volunteers in the regions they supervised. These memoranda described the VISTA 

administration's and the volunteer leaders' perceptions of the failures within the program. Hixon 

and Cooke had met recently at a “summit” meeting and both left with an impression that the 

program's mission continued to deteriorate. Of primary concern was the delay in scheduling and 

release of funds for the upcoming statewide in-service training. Cooke explained what he 

perceived as the reason for the delay in scheduling the conference: one administrator reported 

that the VISTA administration was not interested in sponsoring a “confrontation.” Hixon also 

reported on his communications with VISTA administrators in the San Francisco OEO Office, 

noting that one administrator acknowledged that scheduling the in-service training around issues 

such as lands claims was good, however the volunteers' attitude or “the statewide drift of the 

Alaska VISTA project just had to stop.” In other words, the VISTA administration indicated that 

the volunteers' confrontational attitudes were an unwelcome feature of the group convenings. 

The volunteer supervisors, on the other hand, had lost faith in the administration's willingness to 

support the volunteers. They were particularly suspicious of Bill Allen's actions in the program.

In January 1970 Bill “Willie” Allen abruptly fired Blanche Andrews, a volunteer who 

was midway through her second year of service in Kongiganak, a village near the mouth of the 

Kuskokwim River. Andrews was terminated from VISTA service ostensibly for disparaging the 

VISTA program. Andrews reportedly alleged that VISTA had become a “farce” and called for 

development of greater local program control. Alaska Legal Services assisted Andrews in filing a 

lawsuit in the U.S. District Court in Anchorage, claiming that her termination was arbitrary, 
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capricious and without proper authority. Andrews claimed that double standards and conflicting 

policies were applied toward her when she was told she could not remain an additional year in 

Kongiganak. She also claimed that on account of her race (she was Black), that the VISTA 

administration discriminated against her and that it sought to prevent assigning minority 

volunteers to Alaska villages. Andrews, along with the Village Council of Kongiganak and thirty 

of its residents, asserted lack of due process, absence of consultation or consent from 

Kongiganak and its residents, and therefore a breach of agreement between the VISTA 

administration and the village. The supporting affidavits filed by eighteen residents recognized 

Andrews for her accomplishments that included her commitment to the village's Adult Basic 

Education and Head Start programs, individualized tutoring and assistance working with 

government agencies. When VISTA cut Andrews' support, the village stepped in to pay her 

living expenses so that she could remain in the village. Andrews remained in Kongiganak until 

she was assured the Head Start program had taken hold. She then moved to Bethel and accepted 

a position in the Alaska Court System.40

40“VISTA Volunteer Miss Andrews Files for Job Reinstatement,” Tundra Times, March 25, 1970.

41Throughout the period, several rural volunteers noted their service and membership on village councils 
and boards.

VISTA administrators also expressed concern about volunteers' participation in restricted 

activities. An undated internal document located in the RurAL CAP archives entitled 

“Restrictions of Political & Other Volunteer Activities” counseled the volunteers on “the law and 

OEO/VISTA policies.” It forbade volunteers from accepting village leadership positions because 

doing so would hinder the leadership development among village residents. It emphasized that 

the Hatch Act prohibited federal employees from participating in any political or electoral 

activities.41 At the village level, the Act prohibited VISTA membership on CAP councils and 
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active engagement as school board members and on other municipal boards. The volunteers were 

expected to impartially support citizenship education by encouraging village residents to register 

and vote, but volunteers could not endorse specific political candidates or positions. The 

document emphasized the concept that “real change among people can only occur when they 

themselves take the initiative.” Throughout the interviews for this project, volunteers reported 

they provided clerical support to village councils and individuals in preparing grant applications, 

resolutions, and letters to politicians, government officials, and political agencies. VISTAs also 

provided accounting support for village projects.42

42RurAL CAP (ASCAP) Collection, OEO/VISTA Files (Part 2, Series 3, 25/15 or 25/16), University of 
Alaska Consortium Library Archives.

43Undated two-page informational document entitled “Hatch Act,” Files (Part 2, Series 3, 25/15 or 25/16), 
RurAL CAP (ASCAP) Collection, University of Alaska Consortium Library Archives. OEO/VISTA.

Regarding the volunteers' rights to organize demonstrations and protests, the RurAL

CAP document urged moderation. In this case, the RurAL CAP administration, headed by Byron 

Mallott and former VISTA volunteer John Shively, acknowledged that volunteers could lawfully 

participate in protest activities. However, it discouraged volunteers from participation in events 

that might include unlawful activities. It prohibited representation of personal opinions as being 

the collective opinion of the VISTA program.43 Mike Davis recalled that documents like this 

were frequently distributed by mail to the village volunteers. Topics of urgent or contentious 

concern also arose at quarterly volunteer training sessions conducted in Anchorage and 

Fairbanks.

In January 1970, volunteers presented their concerns through a position paper, “A Series 

of Events in VISTA Alaska” co-authored by Joli Morgan and Frank Pommersheim and 

distributed to the governor, administrators and local newspapers. Morgan had recently been fired 
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from his VISTA Supervisor position, but remained in the state. This position paper called for the 

transfer of state sponsorship to a restructured program that engendered greater local control. In 

response and in support of the VISTA position, Byron Mallott, Executive Director of RurAL 

CAP, called for the RurAL CAP executive committee to conduct an investigation of the VISTA 

program. “All sides of the story should be put out in the open and in a form that would guarantee 

everyone's integrity,” he wrote. Mallott claimed that the villages perceived that the program 

never “reached its full potential,” in part because of the limited time volunteers spent in their 

placements and on account of poor state-run administrative oversight. He contended that the 

volunteers were “a positive force for necessary change in the villages” and that the RurAL CAP 

Board of Directors, AVCP and the AFN called for a thorough review of the pros and cons of the

44program.44

44Byron Mallott, Letter to the Editor, January 29, 1970, Tundra Times, February 6, 1970.

45Byron Mallott to Keith Miller, January 26, 1970, State Office of Economic Opportunity: VISTA Budget 1 
- Division of Planning and Research, 197-90, AS4090, ASA.

In conjunction with Mallott's request, the Association of the Village Council Presidents 

(AVCP), a consortium of fifty-one Lower Kuskokwim village councils, issued a resolution 

calling for local control of the program. The resolution asserted that VISTA in its present form 

operated without regard for the wishes and needs of the villages. The AVCP requested that all 

“pros and cons of the present VISTA program be aired in an open and impartial hearing.”45 A 

resolution by VISTA Volunteers was finalized on February 2, 1970. It openly supported the 

transfer of oversight of Lower Kuskokwim VISTA activities to AVCP, whereby administrative 

and volunteer selection, training and program implementation would be managed through an
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AVCP non-profit corporation. The volunteers signing the resolution also called for Native 

control of VISTA throughout the rest of rural Alaska.46

46“Resolution by VISTA Volunteers,” February 2, 1970, Box 197-90, State Office of Economic 
Opportunity: VISTA budget 1 - Division of Planning and Research, AS 4090 (1965-1970). ASA.

47Susan Taylor, “Villages ask VISTA Change: 51 Lower Kuskokwim, Yukon Villages Want Major 
Reshuffling,” Tundra Times, January 23, 1970.

In partial response to this movement to restructure the rural programs, VISTA 

Coordinator Willie Allen provided a list of thirteen potential Volunteer Leaders (all male) to the 

Governor's Office. The addition of Volunteer Leaders, who would serve an extra year in Alaska, 

was intended to provide greater program continuity and better lines of communication between 

village residents, leaders, and new incoming volunteers. The individuals on Allen's list of 

suitable candidates were ranked for their attitudes and personalities, village service successes, 

communication skills, maturity and leadership. Of the thirteen candidates, the nine most highly 

ranked volunteers declined an added year of service as Volunteer Leaders. The bottom four 

ranked VISTAs were offered and accepted the positions. These were JP Godfrey, Paul Hixson, 

Chris Cooke and Frank Pommersheim. Shortly after their appointments as Volunteer Leaders, 

Allen fired Godfrey, Cooke and Pommersheim for allegedly poor behavior. Allen claimed that 

their negative attitudes and actions were not in the best interests of the program.

As an alternative to the placement of Volunteer Leaders, Allen requested the creation of 

VISTA Supervisor positions. Supervisors were to be Alaska Natives or native Alaskans who 

would supervise volunteers in specific regions. These supervisors did not need to have VISTA 

experience, but instead a familiarity with the regions and residents where they worked. On 

account of the program's chaos and uncertainty, the early 1970 volunteer convening was 

postponed. The delay caused additional concern and dissatisfaction among the volunteers.47
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News coverage of this program discord surfaced in the February 13, 1970 Tundra Times

article “VISTA Volunteers Requesting Village Control of Program.” The article reported a 

grievance letter signed by twenty-four VISTAs sent to state and federal OEO offices. In response 

to the letter, the Tundra Times requested a meeting between program administrators and Native 

leaders in Bethel to explore the possibility of transferring program oversight to AVCP. The 

article cited a need for more individualized village project planning, greater input on policy 

development from VISTAs and village leaders, extended volunteer service periods of two years, 

and greater local supervision. The grievance letter accused VISTA administrators, especially 

statewide VISTA coordinator Willie Allen, of being unresponsive and secretive in program 

development. As tensions grew, the town of Bethel protested VISTA's outside administration 

and announced it would decline to request any more volunteers until the issues were resolved.48

48 “VISTA Volunteers Requesting Village Control of Program,” Tundra Times, February 13, 1970.

49 “Mallott Blasts Remarks by Cox on VISTA,” Daily News Miner, February 13, 1970.

A Fairbanks Daily News Miner article emphasized the tensions between RurAL CAP 

director Byron Mallott and the VISTA state administration. “Mallott Blasts Remarks by Cox on 

VISTA,” quoted the RurAL CAP Director Mallott's objection to Frank Cox's unduly negative 

testimony in a special legislative meeting held in Juneau. Cox, Director of Research and 

Planning for the State of Alaska, allegedly accused the volunteers of “doing a poor job” and 

portrayed them as “unclean longhairs” and “not particularly clean” during a briefing on the 

VISTA administration's stand regarding the program's problems. Mallott called for a more 

positive approach and argued that if the state administration continued to decline to support the 

changes to the program, that “only Alaska's rural people (would be) the losers.”49
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In response, VISTA administrators claimed that only a few volunteers had spearheaded 

these protests against the state's administration of VISTA programs. The protestors responded 

that all volunteers would be given the opportunity to collectively sign the position paper when 

they passed through Anchorage for their next conference. When the Anchorage in-service was 

eventually conducted, thirty-one of the thirty-four volunteers from the Lower Kuskokwim 

villages signed the position paper. They also worked with AVCP administrators to develop the 

“VISTA Proposal for the Association of Village Council Presidents,” an organizational 

document that set out AVCP's plans to manage the rural program without state support. 

Furthermore, they appointed volunteer Jeff Smith to represent them at any hearings conducted by 

the state in Juneau.50

50“Draft Proposal for the Association of Village Council Presidents,” Box 197-90, State Office of 
Economic Opportunity: VISTA budget 1 - Division of Planning and Research, AS 4090 (1965-1970). ASA.

51Lois Pritchard to Governor Keith Miller, n.d., 1970, and draft response from the Governor's Office. 
Governor's Correspondence: Keith Miller, Series 88. ASA.

Additional letters in support of and in opposition to VISTA Alaska circulated between 

the Governor's Office, outside agencies and the volunteers themselves. As an example, in a letter 

to Governor Miller, Lois Pritchard, who represented the Alaska Congress of Parents and 

Teachers, voiced her concern regarding potential VISTA cuts in rural Alaska. Pritchard 

emphasized the academic benefits enjoyed in villages where volunteers were addressing 

education issues. A draft response by newly installed Governor Keith Miller ignored the call for 

local control, emphasized his desire for greater program control through the Alaska Governor's 

Office, and optimistically discussed expansion. The tone of this response indicated the 

governor's unawareness of the movement to transfer program control to Native-run non-profits 

or his resistance to the idea.51
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Several letters sent by rural volunteers complained of ongoing issues of non-payment for 

village services. Additional opinions regarded the postponement of the periodic volunteer 

conference. An April 7, 1970 memorandum from a government specialist for the Local Affairs 

Agency in Dillingham noted strife between one Dillingham volunteer and the Assembly of God 

Church. The volunteer accused members of that church of stealing from “hard luck food 

shipments” that were being transported by small plane to surrounding small villages. The local 

affairs agent insisted that the volunteer, an Alaska Legal Services attorney, be removed from his 

position and expelled from the community.52

52N. Roy Goodman to Frank Cox, “VISTA Volunteer Complaint in Dillingham,” April 7, 1970. 
Correspondence file to VISTA Coordinator, 1969-70, VISTA Collection, ASA.

53John Buccholdt to Frank Cox, October 24, 1969, VISTA Collection, ASA.

One of the most widespread protests among volunteers surrounded the abrupt termination 

of VISTA Associates program developer and director Joli Morgan. Jon Buchholdt, the executive 

director of the Greater Anchorage Area Community Action Agency, in an October 1969 letter to 

Director of Planning and Research Frank Cox, accused Cox of having fired Morgan in retaliation 

for his efforts to transfer the sponsorship of the Alaska VISTA from the state to an Alaska Native 

organization. Buccholdt suggested that Cox backhandedly canceled the grant that supported 

Morgan's position because Cox was insecure about the fact that the Lower 48 OEO offices had 

sent agents to Bethel to investigate the alternative of Native sponsorship.53

5.6 Program Suspension and Restructuring

While VISTA programs elsewhere in the nation suffered from budget cuts and program 

revisions, the VISTA Alaska program as it operated in rural Alaska between 1965 and 1970 
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experienced similar disruptions when it was abruptly altered in early 1970. Influenced by the 

newly-appointed conservative governor Keith Miller, the Alaska State Legislature refused to 

approve the state's 10 percent budget match, which resulted in VISTA Alaska being temporarily 

suspended in mid-July 1970.54 William “Skip” Deegans, who served in Ekwok and Portage Pass, 

villages near Dillingham, from 1969 to 1970, understood that the suspension was based on the 

governor's belief that the volunteers were organizing Alaska Natives around the land claims 

issue. Deegans had heard rumors that the State Police were intercepting and reading VISTA 

personal mail.55 Participants interviewed for this research largely agreed that the state suspended 

the program in an effort to hinder the volunteers' efforts to transfer administrative support from 

the state to Native-run organizations. Some participants commented that the governor feared the 

rural volunteers would influence the Native vote in the upcoming election.

54Gerald McBeath and Thomas Morehouse, The Dynamics of Alaska Native Self-Government 
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1980), 43.

55William “Skip” Deegans, “VISTA Research,” email message to Carol Hoefler, June 6, 2021.
56C.C. Brown to All Village Council Local Sponsors, June 5, 1970, “Memorandum to All Village Council 

Local Sponsors,” Office of Economic Opportunity: VISTA budget 1 - Division of Planning and Research, AS 4090 
(1965-1970), ASA.

The VISTA Region X office released a memorandum in June 1970 to “All Village 

Council Local Sponsors” that stated that the early terminations of rural volunteers were 

undertaken “to allow the Regional Office and the State Office to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

VISTA Program in the State of Alaska.” No mention was made of relinquishing the state 

sponsorship to a Native organization, particularly to AVCP. Instead, the VISTA administrator 

stated, “I am not certain at this time what the possible loss of these support funds may mean to 

the Alaska VISTA Program.”56
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By August 1970 VISTA Alaska had placed only a handful of volunteers who served as 

lawyers (along with several spouses) in Barrow, Kotzebue, Nome, Dillingham, Kodiak, Galena, 

Fort Yukon and Kake. While these volunteers were technically VISTAs, the state's matching 

support for this effort was routed through Alaska Legal Services Corporation accounts, thus 

bypassing the defunct Alaska VISTA program. Additional correspondence to and from OEO 

Region X administrators expressed uncertainty about the program's future, as the turnover in the 

OEO office created new management unfamiliar with operations. In upcoming volunteer cycles, 

VISTAs were dispatched to Alaska but in very small numbers and directly through the 

supporting agencies.

A letter from Tundra Times journalist Susan Taylor to Keith Hart, who succeeded Frank 

Cox as Director of Planning and Research for the State of Alaska, sought clarification of the time 

frame and sequence for the mass terminations of the rural volunteers. Taylor reported that the 

Tundra Times had been contacted by former volunteers who emphasized that the volunteers had 

been told their termination resulted from program restructuring, as opposed to funding cuts.57 On 

behalf of Keith Hart, Jerry White, the director of the state Economic Opportunity Office, offered 

clarification. He stated that the rural volunteers were terminated early “to acknowledge the many 

problems and concerns expressed by volunteers and by several of the Native organizations in 

Alaska” and to redirect the program toward meaningful goals. White continued to express his 

confidence in the quality of the Alaska VISTA program, citing the trend to hire Alaskan 

volunteers through the VISTA Associates, which was balanced by placement of non-Alaskan 

volunteers selected based on their skills and academic backgrounds.58

57Susan Taylor to Keith Hart, August 13, 1970, VISTA Files, DPR 197-4090, ASA.

58Jerry White to Susan Taylor, September 10, 1970, State Office of Economic Opportunity: VISTA budget 
1 - Division of Planning and Research, AS 4090 (1965-1970), ASA.
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At the national level, President Nixon slashed the OEO and VISTA programs following 

his 1969 election. He transferred the OEO-supported education programs to the Department of 

Health, Education and Welfare and the employment programs to the Department of Labor. For 

most of the volunteers, the terminations cut short their one-year commitments by several months; 

this in turn opened opportunities for many volunteers to remain in the state. The assignments of 

the few volunteers who remained in their positions or who signed up for an additional year of 

service were specific, such as service as attorneys through Alaska Legal Services or as 

community planners through the Community Enterprise Development Corporation. The rural 

Alaska VISTA programs would never be the same.
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Chapter 6

Aftermath - Continued Service in Alaska

Following their rural assignments, the career trajectories of the Alaska VISTAs expanded 

into multiple sectors. Some entered service-oriented positions that addressed the needs of the 

underserved. Approximately 20 percent of the volunteers for which biographical information was 

gathered remained in Alaska for continued employment that lasted from a year or two to full 

careers. There is no documentation that describes the phenomenon of the volunteers' ongoing 

service and continued employment throughout rural and urban Alaska. This section reviews 

several of the volunteers' work histories following their village assignments, as recounted during 

interviews.

After serving at Shaktoolik, Stephen Cysewski wanted to remain in Alaska. He worked as 

a planner for agencies that fell within the umbrella of the Greater Anchorage Community Action 

Programs and then accepted an Upward Bound position through Alaska Methodist University. 

Cysewski's interest in working with teens and young adults led to progressively more 

challenging positions with the State of Alaska, the Cook Inlet Tribal Native Association and the 

Anchorage School District, where he served for over a decade as the Indian Education 

Community Counselor at West Anchorage High School. He then returned to Alaska Pacific 

University to complete a Master's degree in Indian Education. His final position was as faculty 

of computer instruction at the University of Alaska Fairbanks Community and Technical College 

where he retired with emeritus status.

Cysewski recalled one of his favorite Anchorage projects, the establishment of a teenage 

group home in Anchorage called “All of Us.” This co-ed, multi-age home was influenced and 

inspired by Cysewski's observations of Shaktoolik teenagers who were sent from the village to 
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attend boarding schools and struggled to adjust to their new surroundings. Throughout his career 

he sought to alleviate the negative consequences he observed when students left their villages 

and struggled with loneliness and drug and alcohol addiction.

When Jennifer Jolis returned to her home in New York City, she felt as if she was a 

changed person. An urban career and social norms such as fashionable dressing no longer 

interested her. After six months in New York, Jolis returned to Alaska where she eventually 

signed on for another year of VISTA service in Fairbanks in 1972. Her VISTA class and work 

associates included Patrick Cole, who would also remain in Alaska and experience a long career 

as the Fairbanks City Manager. In Fairbanks, Jolis worked with the Community Child Care 

Council of the Tanana and Yukon Valley, Inc., a Head-Start program. Volunteer trainers in 

Fairbanks included Niilo Koponen, who at the time was the director of research and planning for 

the Fairbanks North Star Borough School District and would later serve for a decade in the 

Alaska House of Representatives. Jolis clearly expressed her enjoyment of the frontier flavor and 

classless society associated with Fairbanks, where “even taxi drivers had Ph.D.s in philosophy!”

On completion of her second year of VISTA service, Jolis worked with public health 

nurse Blanch Bronk to establish the Fairbanks Child Abuse Task Force. Through her experience 

in Chalkyitsik and work with urban families, Jolis observed poor communication between the 

different agencies that handled child abuse. She recognized the need to organize coordinated 

services for children. The Fairbanks Child Abuse Task Force eventually developed into the 

Fairbanks Resource Center for Parents and Children. Jolis's career progressed through additional 

service-oriented positions including the Fairbanks Visitors Bureau where she sought to ensure 

that indigenous Alaskans traveling from villages to Fairbanks found a welcoming environment. 

She spearheaded a successful effort to convince the Alaska Federation of Natives to hold its 
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convention in Fairbanks every other year, alternating with Anchorage. She has enjoyed an active 

career teaching culinary arts at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, has owned and operated 

several successful restaurants, and has directed operations of the Bread Line Stone Soup Cafe, a 

non-profit meal center that feeds the homeless in Fairbanks. In 2016 the Farthest North Girl 

Scout Council recognized Jolis for her many contributions to the community with its prestigious 

Women of Distinction Award.

The New Stuyahok store that Mike Davis helped build continues to operate to the 

present. After his year of service, Davis later used earnings from Bristol Bay commercial fishing 

activities to continue his education, earning a Master of Arts in Teaching from the University of 

Alaska Fairbanks in 1978. Since that time, he served four terms in the Alaska House of 

Representatives and has enjoyed a meritorious career as a faculty member at the Dillingham 

campus of the University of Alaska system. The highlights of his five-decade connection to the 

Bristol Bay region are the friendships fostered with rural Alaskans, particularly the residents of 

New Stuyahok.

Frank Pommersheim returned to New York City where he found work with a consumer 

affairs organization. He was an organizer of The Camden 28, an Anti-war group that was 

charged with interfering with the Vietnam draft process.1 Upon completion of a Master in Public 

Administration from Harvard's Kennedy School of Law, Pommersheim moved to the Rosebud 

Indian Reservation in South Dakota where he worked with legal services programs. He then 

accepted a faculty position in Indian Law at the University of South Dakota School of Law. 

Pommersheim has written extensively on American Indian legal rights and issues.

1Wikipedia, “Frank Pommersheim,” last modified January 16, 2022, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/.
Frank_Pommersheim. The members, who included Catholic priests and a protestant minister, broke into the 
Cambden, New Jersey Draft Office and stole draft cards. The result of the ensuing high-profile trial produced 
acquittals for all of the individuals.
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A number of volunteers ultimately settled in Fairbanks. Volunteers interviewed who 

spent time in the Interior include Linda Keene Ridney, who raised her family in Fairbanks and 

Anaktuvuk Pass. Maggie Billington and Jeff Jacobsen enjoyed careers employed by the 

University of Alaska Fairbanks. Patricia Rawert settled in Fairbanks where she married, raised a 

family, and continued to serve the community through several social work positions.

Like many of the early rural VISTAs, Michael Powers and Teri Spires remained in 

Alaska and eventually married. Spires' career was as a recreational therapist with the State of 

Alaska while Powers worked in several executive positions with the Fairbanks Memorial 

Hospital and the Tanana Valley Clinic. Powers served as interim chancellor at the University of 

Alaska Fairbanks in 2015 and 2016.
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Chapter 7

Conclusions and Discussion

We - the VISTA Volunteers - didn't realize what an unprecedented adventure we were 
about to take part in, what a positive contribution to the people and communities we 
would make, and what a lasting impact they, the people and communities, would have on 
our lives.

We were lucky and we survived thanks to the local people that took responsibility for us.

- Joli Morgan (2021), 1968, Kasigluk and later VISTA Associates Leader

VISTA continues to operate in Alaska under the AmeriCorps-VISTA banner. During 

2021, 429 volunteers served in 153 locations across Alaska, 37 of which are considered rural 

communities. Volunteers are now assigned specific tasks and projects such as work in science 

centers, senior facilities, and as environmental stewards.1 The program has evolved dramatically 

since its inception in 1965. Yet the first five years in rural Alaska were particularly 

transformative both for the volunteers who collectively report positively of the experience and 

for rural residents and communities as they enjoyed tremendous growth and development 

opportunities. The most significant impact to rural Alaska for the study time frame was the 

development of civic activism leading to ANCSA and the improved educational opportunities 

through programs such as Head Start.

1“Americorps: National Service in Alaska,” accessed March 15, 2022, https://americorps.gov/national- 
service-report/ak.

The operational details for the rural Alaska program reveal both strong similarities and 

contrasts to VISTA programs across the nation. Recruitment and volunteer training produced 

results similar to VISTA-manned programs operated elsewhere across the country. The 

volunteers all reported positively about the culturally-sensitive curriculum and appropriate 

preparation for their village assignments. The rural Alaska VISTAs served in remote and isolated 
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locations unlike any others in the nation. Nearly all the villages were off the road system and 

accessible only by small plane or boat. These volunteers tolerated the rural and underdeveloped 

living conditions, and many deemed their experiences as memorable adventures combined with 

important career development opportunities. The volunteers also collectively reported positive 

interactions and lifelong friendships with rural Alaskan residents.

While volunteers experienced adverse conditions, as a group, they fondly recall their 

experiences as having been impressionable periods in their lives and careers. This was an era 

before television and other electronic media changed social dynamics in rural Alaska, a time 

when the genial customs of visiting and receiving visitors created special moments. The rural 

Alaska VISTAs' experiences coincide with the motivations, benefits, and outcomes discussed in 

evaluative studies on volunteerism. As Frumkin found elsewhere, the rural Alaska VISTAs 

employed civic activism and sought to engage rural Alaskans in a variety of programs and 

leadership development opportunities. The experience provided the VISTAs themselves with 

personal direction and clarity, and many found that it contributed to their personal growth. Their 

contributions to the early development of legacy programs such as Alaska Legal Services and 

Head Start, in conjunction with community and leadership development across rural Alaska 

merits recognition. In particular, these associations encouraged political efficacy among rural 

Alaskans that contributed to the settlement of the Alaska Native land claims.

The volunteers also take pride in their accomplishments related to rural development and 

improvement of the rural condition and they also observed and commented on village poverty. 

The underdeveloped rural condition for the study period included many communities that did not 

have electricity, clean water, sewage treatment or adequate housing. Families relied heavily on 

subsistence activities as employment opportunities were minimal. Some communities suffered 
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from the effects of alcoholism and domestic violence. In spite of these conditions, several 

VISTAs commented on the resilience of rural Alaskans and contend that most rural residents did 

not consider themselves as poor.

Under the umbrella of the Rural Alaska Community Action Program, the VISTAs 

established preschool programs, particularly Head Start, created various community educational 

and recreational opportunities, and developed small business cooperatives. The history of 

Alaska's rural cooperative development merits additional research. This business model was 

introduced and emphasized later in the study period, and volunteers who remained in rural 

Alaska continued to be active in cooperative development following their VISTA service. They 

were also instrumental in filling advisory and legal roles in Alaska Legal Services. The legacy of 

their efforts is in the continued successful operation of many of these programs throughout rural 

Alaska.

The administrative structure of the program also evolved and transformed. At the outset, 

the federal agencies overseeing the establishment of VISTA Alaska believed the only entity 

capable of administering the program was the Alaska Governor's Office. Throughout several 

gubernatorial administrations, the governor or the legislature resisted devolution of control of the 

VISTA programs and projects to localities by deliberately stalling or withholding the 10 percent 

matching funding required for the VISTA program operations. Eventually, however, 

opportunities for local initiative increased. As with VISTA programs across the nation, VISTA 

Alaska implemented Operation Grass Roots and VISTA Associates as employment and training 

programs for rural residents. These two programs contributed to the development of Native 

leadership.

97



One of the greatest outcomes from this program has been the retention of volunteers, 

who continued to serve in educational, legal and social services positions. Approximately 20 

percent of the volunteers remained in Alaska following their service; many completed long and 

successful careers in public service positions. The volunteers recognized the need for greater 

program oversight at the local level and VISTAs made several attempts to transfer VISTA and 

RurAL CAP administration to Native-run organizations. This created tensions between the 

volunteers, administrators, and the communities they served. The volunteers report that the 

tensions between the administration and the volunteers reached a pinnacle in late-1969, as 

volunteers began to organize to support Native causes such as land claims resolution. When the 

state legislature declined to budget matching funds, the program was cut in early 1970. 

Volunteers in village placements were terminated without cause; however, many chose to remain 

in Alaska. The program continued in rural Alaska, but on a much smaller scale with volunteers 

placed in specific positions through Alaska Legal Services Corporation. Competing ideologies 

between the volunteers and the VISTA administration arose within VISTA operations elsewhere 

in the United States.

For rural Alaska, this was a period of opportunity when the concept of Native 

sovereignty took hold and the VISTAs encouraged Alaska Natives to advocate for their rights in 

ways that challenged the status quo and the current power structure in the state. For the 

volunteers, the unique circumstances of their rural assignments impacted the program and 

individual outcomes. The earliest groups encountered administrative disorganization that at times 

led to budget uncertainties. However, volunteers recognized the dysfunction as an opportunity 

for more autonomous project development and the ability to restructure opportunities that would 

result in greater local program control. The volunteers actively challenged the colonial power 
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structures in place. Alaska's operational trends echoed those of VISTA programs across the 

United States in the efforts to achieve increased local control and to foster greater voice for the 

populations served. The efforts of the rural VISTAs to promote leadership development among 

Alaska Natives is exemplified through their support of VISTA Associates and Operation Grass 

Roots. While the state resisted calls to decentralize control of VISTA and refused to accede to 

the Association of Village Council Presidents' desire to sponsor VISTA Alaska, the concept and 

execution of AVCP's proposal exemplifies a period when Native organizations asserted the right 

to manage programs within their regions. Leadership development among both the volunteers 

and Alaska Natives strengthened local governance and greater political efficacy at the state level.

The study time frame marks a period when numerous local, regional and national Native 

organizations emerged and realized a greater voice in national Indian affairs. Within Alaska, the 

coalescence of the Alaska Native Brotherhood, the Iñupiat Patiot and the Association of Village 

Council Presidents to form the Alaska Federation of Natives contributed to enhanced Native 

participation in the resolution of Alaska's land claims and this study demonstrates that VISTA 

volunteers supported this process. For the emerging Alaska Native leaders however, there was 

very little involvement in national Native issues. Few if any of the local Native organizations 

affiliated with the National Congress of the American Indian. Furthermore, the more radicalized 

groups such as the American Indian Movement did not gain traction through protests and illegal 

occupations until the early 1970s.

The earliest VISTA volunteer groups (~1965 to 1967) did not note concern among 

village residents over land claims resolution. Later participants (1968-1970), however, recalled 

volunteers' engagement in interpreting and assisting with ANCSA-related paperwork among 

rural residents. All the volunteers who were interviewed commented on the positive outcomes 
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from ANCSA. Stephen Cysweski (1968) summarized ANCSA's benefits as having “broke(n) the 

culture of poverty” and brought about an awareness of new opportunities for rural Alaskans.

For many of the volunteers, the VISTA experience was “like stepping off a cliff” in that 

the program's fluid and occasionally disorganized structure contributed to formative 

opportunities. Alaska's growing participation in the OEO programs, particularly through Head 

Start, Alaska Legal Services, and the various community action agencies, opened new positions 

to volunteers, many of whom remained in the state to enjoy extensive careers in both rural and 

urban Alaska. VISTA and the social programs of the 1960s enhanced rural Alaska's ability to 

engage with the state's and nation's political structures, and its volunteers made lasting impacts 

on Alaska's communities, and political and social development.

The VISTA program outcome was serendipitous. The rural Alaska VISTA volunteers 

view their service as an unprecedented adventure that not only impacted rural Alaskan 

communities and individuals, but left an indelible impact on their own lives. The VISTAs 

recognize the Alaska Natives they served as influential in their own career development and 

trajectories. The VISTA volunteers' role in shaping rural Alaska in the latter half of the twentieth 

century is a largely unrecognized development in Alaska history.

100



Bibliography

“Access to Civil Justice Task Force: Report and Recommendations.” On the State of Alaska 
Court System website, accessed March 19, 2022. https://public.courts.alaska.gov/ 
web/appellate/docs/civjust.pdf.

Alaska Head Start Association. “About Alaska Head Start.” Updated 2022. 
https://www.akheadstart.org/about-alaska-headstart/.

Alaska Political Collections. Alaska and Polar Regions Collections & Archives (APRCA). 
Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks.

Alaska Village Initiatives website. “Who We Serve,” Updated 2022. https://akvillage.org/.

Americorps: National Service in Alaska. Accessed March 15, 2022. 
https://americorps.gov/national-service-report/ak.

Arnold, Robert. “The Administrative Situation in the North: A Survey of the Administrative 
Situation in Alaska As It Affects Eskimos, Indians, and Aleuts.” Federal Field 
Committee for Development Planning in Alaska Background Paper 2.A. (1969): 1-24.

Barquist, Rose and Mary S. Lewis. “Growing up in the Alaska Bush with Head Start.” Children 
Today 6 (May/June 1990): 6-11.

Bartlett, Edward. “Remarks by Mr. Bartlett - VISTA in Alaska - An Opportunity to Serve.” 89th 
Cong., 2nd sess., Congressional Record (112), (February 18, 1966): pt. 3:3431.

Bigjim, Fred and James Ito-Adler. 1974. “Letters to Howard: An Interpretation of the Alaska 
Native Land Claims.” Alaska Native Knowledge Network, 
http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/ancsa/letters.html, Accessed February 8, 2014.

Case, David. “Alaska Natives and American Laws.” Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press, 
1984.

Case, David S. and David Voluck. “Alaska Natives and American Laws.” Fairbanks: University 
of Alaska Press, 2002.

Economic Opportunity Act. U.S. Code 78 (1964). §§ 1 et seq.

Finkelstein, Marcia. “Individual/Collectivism and Organizational Citizenship Behavior: An 
Integrative Framework.” Social Behavior & Personality: An International Journal 40, 
no. 10, (2012): 1633-1643.

101

https://public.courts.alaska.gov/web/appellate/docs/civjust.pdf
https://public.courts.alaska.gov/web/appellate/docs/civjust.pdf
https://www.akheadstart.org/about-alaska-headstart/
https://akvillage.org/
https://americorps.gov/national-service-report/ak
http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/ancsa/letters.html


Fisheries Legislation, 1965 (Pacific Salmon Conservation, Fishery Loan Fund Extension, and 
Conservation and Development Program for Anadomous Fish): Hearings Before the 
Merchant Marine and Fisheries Subcommittee ... Eighty-ninth Congress, First Session on 
S. 909, a Bill to Authorize the Secretary of the Interior to Initiate a Program for the 
Conservation, Development, and Enhancement of the Nation's Anadomous Fish in 
Cooperation with the Several States, S. 998, a Bill to Extend the Term During which the 
Secretary of the Interior is Authorized to Make Fishery Loans Under the Fish and 
Wildlife Act of 1958, and for Other Purposes, and S. 1734, a Bill to Conserve and Protect 
Pacific Salmon of North American Origin, May 11 and 12, 1965. United States: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1965.

Frumkin, Peter and Brendan Miller. “Visions of National Service.” Society 45, no. 5 (2008): 436
443, 2008.

Gruening, Ernest. Testimony on May 26, 1966. 89th Cong., 2nd Sess., Congressional Record. 
11573.

Hickey, John L. S. “Electric Power and Environmental Health in Alaska Native Villages.” Public 
Health Reports 79, no. 12 (1964).

Ironside, R.G. "Canadian Northern Settlements: Top-Down and Bottom Up Influences." 
Geografiska Annaler 82, no. 8 (2003): 103-14.

Johnson, Lyndon. “State of the Union Address,” Speech delivered January 8, 1964. The 
American Presidency Project: http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=26787.

Korstad, Robert R., and James L. Leloudis. “Citizen Soldiers: The North Carolina Volunteers 
and the War on Poverty.” Law and Contemporary Problems, 62, no. 4, (1999): 177-197. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1192272.

McBeath, Gerald and Thomas Morehouse. “The Dynamics of Alaska Native Self-Government.” 
Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, 1980.

Oldfield, Kenneth. “The Early Years of VISTA: The Political Alteration of a Successful Public 
Policy” (October 1, 1988). Journal of Volunteer Administration 7, no. 1 (1988): 14-24.

O'Neill, Daniel. “The Firecracker Boys.” New York: St. Martin's Press, 1994.

Overholt, Charles. “Former PCVs Aid Alaskan War on Poverty, The Peace Corps Volunteer, A 
Quarterly Statistical Summary 4-5 (1964): 28-31.

Pass, David. “The Politics of VISTA in the War on Poverty: A Study of Ideological Conflict.” 
New York City: Columbia University, PhD diss. unpublished, Columbia University, 
1975.

102

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=26787
https://doi.org/10.2307/1192272


Peterson, Jon. “How the OEO Aided Radicals.” 93rd Cong., 1st sess., Congressional Record (119) 
(May 23, 1973): pt. 13:16,830.

Resnicoff, Stan. Sleetmute: A True Story of Alaska. (self-pub., Amazon eBook, 2012).

Rogers, George. “Goodbye, Great White Father-Figure.” Anthropologica VII (1970): 279-306.

Rural Alaska Community Action Program. “RurAL CAP History: The Sixties.” Updated 2022. 
https://ruralcap.org/our-story/history/.

Schwartz, Marvin. In Service to America: A History of VISTA in Arkansas - 1965-1985. 
Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1988.

“Stark Poverty Impresses Sen. Gruening at Bethel: No Human Should Live Like That.” Tundra 
Times, May 24, 1965.

Whyte, William. “Emancipatory practice through the Sky River Project. “Systems Practice 9 
(1996): 151-157.

Wicks, Judy. Good Morning America, Beautiful Business: The Unexpected Journal of an Activist 
Entrepreneur and Local Economy Pioneer. White River Junction, Vermont: Chelsea 
Green Publishing, 2013.

Wickstrom, Diane J. “Alaska: the 49th State--Some Problems, Some Answers.” The Vista 
Volunteer (February 1967): 5.

Wikipedia. Wikipedia's “Hatch Act” entry; last modified March 30, 2022. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hatch_Act.

Wikipedia. Wikipedia's “Frank Pommersheim” entry; last modified January 16, 2022. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Pommersheim.

Wilson, Edward. The VISTA Alaska Letters - Little Russian Mission. Self-pub: 
http://edwilsonsalaska.com/letters/little-russian-mission-letters/, 2014.

103

https://ruralcap.org/our-story/history/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hatch_Act
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Pommersheim
http://edwilsonsalaska.com/letters/little-russian-mission-letters/


Manuscript Collections

Alaska Polar Regions Collections & Archives, University of Alaska Fairbanks

E.L. Bartlett Papers
Ernest Gruening Papers
Jennifer Jolis Photos
Michael E. Davis Papers
William A. Egan Papers

Consortium Library, University of Alaska, Anchorage

ASCAP Records
RurAL CAP Records

Papers of Hamlet J. "Chips" Barry, III. Water Resources Archive. Colorado State University

Private Papers of Katie George Sanders

United States National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland

OEO/VISTA Records

Newspapers

Alaska Daily News (Alaska)
Fairbanks Daily News-Miner (Alaska)
Tundra Times (Alaska)

Interviews

Gail Barry, written telephonic interview by author, March 20, 2022, Fairbanks, Alaska. 
Carl Berger, recorded interview by author, April 20, 2019, Anchorage, Alaska. 
Maggie Billington, written interview by author, October 2, 2015, Ester, Alaska 
Kenneth Caldwell, email correspondence, June 2021
Deanna Cole, written interview by author, July 13, 2021, Fairbanks, Alaska 
Steven Cysewski, interview by author, December 2, 2018, Fairbanks, Alaska.
Jennifer Jolis, recorded interview by author, April 1, 2017, Fairbanks, Alaska.
Linda Keene Rinard, recorded interview by author, April 20, 2019, Anchorage, Alaska.
Leonard “Len” Kamerling, recorded interview by author, October 28, 2015, Fairbanks, 

Alaska.
Lael Morgan, recorded interview by author, July 3, 2015, Anchorage, Alaska.
Kenneth Pletter, telephone interview by author, March 7, 2018
Michael Powers, recorded interview by author, April 28, 2018, Fairbanks, Alaska. 
Patricia Schultz Rawert, written interview by author, July 18, 2017, Fairbanks, Alaska. 
Virgil Severns, recorded interview by author, April 10, 2018, Fairbanks, Alaska.

104



John Shively, interviewed by author, November 8, 2019, Anchorage, Alaska.
Bill Simeone, email correspondence dated April 19, 2019.
Teri Spires, recorded interview by author, April 28, 2018, Fairbanks, Alaska.

Transcript from Podcast Interview

Frank Pommersheim, interviewed by Credit Hour, a podcast in 
(https://podcasts.google.com/feed/aHR0cHM6Ly9mZWVkcy5hY2FzdC5jb20vc 
HVibGljL3Nob3dzL2NyZWRpdC1ob3Vy/episode/NWJkYzVhMjUyNjQwYzZi 
YTY2ZDRmMGE5?hl=en&ved=2ahUKEwi86u7sr6T2AhUULTQIHQrgBgAQjr  
kEegQIAhAF&ep=6) Accessed November 2, 2018.

105

https://podcasts.google.com/feed/aHR0cHM6Ly9mZWVkcy5hY2FzdC5jb20vc


Appendix A

(907) 474-7800 

(907) 474-5444 fax 

uaf-irb@alaska.edu

www.uaf.edu/irb

Institutional Review Board
909 N Koyukuk Dr. Suite 212, P.O. Box 757270, Fairbanks. Alaska 99775-727B

July 31, 2015

To:

From:

Re:

Mary Ehrlander, Ph.D.
Principal Investigator
University of Alaska Fairbanks IRB 

[765013-1] Rural Alaska's VISTA Program

Thank you for Submitting the New Project referenced below. The submission was handled by Exempt 
Review. The Office of Research Integrity has determined that the proposed research qualifies for 
exemption from the requirements of 45 CFR 46. This exemption does not waive the researchers' 
responsibility to adhere to basic ethical principles for the responsible conduct of research and discipline 
specific professional standards.

Title:
Received:

Exemption Category:
Effective Date:

Rural Alaska's VISTA Program
July 13, 2015

2
July 31, 2015

This action is included on the September 9, 2015 IRB Agenda.

Prior to making substantive changes to the scope of research, research tools, or personnel involved on 
the project, please contact the Office Of Research Integrity to determine whether or not additional review 
is required. Additional review is not required for small editorial changes to improve the clarity or readability 
of the research tools or other documents.

106



Appendix B

Biographical information on Rural Alaskan Volunteers

Participant name Service
Year

Village 
assignment

Contact details, documented service accomplishments

Abbott, Kathryn kmabbott@uaa.alaska.edu, 907-786-5419. Program 
Coordinator for the University of Alaska Center for 
Economic Development where she oversees the 
AmeriCorps VISTA program.
http://gov.alaska.gov/parnell/press-room/full-press-  
release.html?pr=6461 (accessed 6/5/2015)

Ackerman, Patricia look in wilkes-barre, PA, Danville, PA,
(http://www.intelius.com/results.php?ReportType=1&fo 
rmname=name&qf=Patricia&qmi=&qn=Ackerman&qcs 
=&focusfirst=1)

Adams, Michael 1969 Kake

Alder, John Nome 4713 Stanford Drive, Fairbanks, Alaska 99709. 
http://tundratimeslocal.ilisagvik.cc/Obj6556$15*982311 
8 (accessed 6/5/2015). In 1977 he was the Assistant 
Director to the Nome Recreation Center.

Allen, Douglas 1967 Teller

Anderson, Judy 1965 Kwigillingok • Adult education
• Head Start
• Taught health ed courses
• Organized girl scouts
• Organized outdoor activities for children
• Organized village clean-up
• Established library
• Worked on village sanitation
• Repaired community hall

Anderson, Mal 1966 Tuluksak

Andrews, Blanche 1969/
1970

Kongiganak Remained in Bethel and worked for Alaska Court 
System

Annotti, Domenic 1965/
1966

Emmonak/New
Stuyahok

• Organized Head Start
• Operated town sawmill 
http://www.newspapers.com/newspage/16424081/ .

Domenic A. (accessed 6/5/2015)
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Archbold, Bonnie 1965 Nunapitchuk • Child development center
• Community action program
• Campfire camp
• Established library
• Organized Campfire Girls club
• Cooked in school
• Taught preschool
• Taught Adult education

Arnold, Robert 1966 Associate to Senator Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett

Ahston, John 1971 Nome RurAL CAP (Inupiak Development Corporation)

Asner, Linn 1970 Fort Yukon ALS Attorney

Atherton, Jim 1968 Shishmaref

Austin, Jerry 1969 Stebbins

Austin, Kathy “Kappy” 1969 Stebbins

Baddy, Jean Marie 1969 Chalkyitsik/ 
Venetie

Fairbanks Daily News Miner 10/9/1969 - Jean Marie
Baddy and Sandra. They will be here for two weeks. The 
two VISTA volunteers . . . and Charles . . . left Venetie 
after one year in village.

Baker, Bruce 1969 Shungnak Remained in Alaska to work with UA musk ox project

Baker, Rita 1966 Tununak • Taught typing classes
• Worked with Mother's club
• Taught preschool
• Informal recreation - music

Baldwin, Robert 1969 Nome

Baldwin, Shirlaine 1969 Nome

Barclay, Gary 1965 Hooper Bay • Organized special school for “students hindered by 
language barriers”

• Adult education classes

Barnett, Vicki Lynn 1965

Barry, Hamlet “Chips” 1969 Dillingham • Field attorney - Alaska Legal Services
• Duties were legal representation of the local Eskimo 

and Indian populace in a variety of legal and quasi- 
legal problems -- formation of consumer and 
producer cooperatives, incorporation of villages into 
fourth class cities, wage claims, adoptions, welfare 
problems, consumer frauds, fishing labor and union 
problems, and various economic development 
projects

• Went on to become CEO of Denver Water. 
http://www.plattecanyon.org/page.cfm/ID/797/iNew 
sID/193 (accessed 6/5/2015).
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Barry, Gail Nelson 1969 Dillingham Organized community library

Bayes, Steve 1969 Point Hope Offered VISTA Leader position. Declined

Beals, Hallock 1966 Kipnuk Remained in Alaska to run crafts display in Alaska-67

Beaver, Daniel 1966 Tuntutuliak

Beckstrom, Marilyn 1967 Lower Kalskag

Beckstrom, Robert 1967 Lower Kalskag

Berger, Carl Joseph, Jr. 1965/1
967

Emmonak • Worked in town sawmill
• “Solved village's legal problems” 
907-229-5658

Beriou, Thomas 1966 Quinhagak • Village carnival
• Repaired village washing machine
• Obtained D-4 to move village
• Taught preschool
• Worked for village incorporation
• Taught Adult education
• Campfire Girls
• Townsite survey 
Lives in Minneapolis, MN

Billington, Margaret 1966 Venetie • Gave organ lessons
• Taught sewing
• Tended village garden
• Taught preschool
• Taught Adult education
• Started newspaper

Bland, Laurel 1968 Nome Legal Services - established office then moved to 
Anchorage

Boissy, Robert 1965 Emmonak • Establishing library
• Constructing library
• Constructing community hall
• Teaching adult ed. - carpentry, electricity

Bonde, John 1966 Buckland

Boor, Linda 1967 Elim

Bosma, Barbara 1969 Eek

Bracken, Margaret 1965 Dillingham • Community action program
• Organized volunteer fire department

Breniman, Lawrence 1966 Quinhagak • Village carnival
• Repaired village washing machine
• Obtained D-4 to move village
• Taught preschool
• Worked for village incorporation
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• Taught Adult education
• Campfire Girls
• Townsite survey 
Lives in Morgan Hill, CA

Brinton, Steward 1966 Chefornak

Brocken, Margaret 1966 Karluk • Girls Club knitting project
• Established library
• Teaching preschool
• Organized recreation for youth

Brown, Marion 1969 Eek

Bruce, Judy (Ames) 1965 Noorvik • Started Head Start and small library
• Started Girl Scout Troop
• Before her death, she ran a public relations firm in 

Washington, DC.

Bruce, Harold 1965 Noorvik • Started Boy Scout Troop
• Recreation program for village youth 
Wheaton, Minnesota

Bruhn (Higbee), 
Virginia

late-
1960s

Point Hope Associated with Southern Utah University. 
http://www.heartwalkfoundation.org/board.php 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

Bryant, Donald 1968 Shishmaref

Buch, Arlene 1966 Hooper Bay • Started newspaper
• Established library
• Teaching Adult Ed.
• Teaching Kindergarten
• Working with Mother's Club
• Organized Youth Club
• Organized Girl Scouts

Buffington, Judith
Marie

1965

Bunn, John 1966 Chefornak • Head Start
• Adult Basic Education

Bunker, Diana 1965 Old Harbor • Head Start
• Established library
• Established newspaper
• Organized recreation program
• Taught health education program
• Village sanitation
• Village beautification
• Teaching English as a second language

Burkhardt, Russ 1971 Bristol Bay Area RurAL CAP developer

Butterworth, Carolyn 1969 Kaktovik

110

http://www.heartwalkfoundation.org/board.php


Appendix B continued

Butterworth, David 1969 Kaktovik

Cacy, Roselynn 1965 Old Harbor 1966-1968 - Mountain Village 
http://www.elections.alaska.gov/doc/oep/2012/cs/Sen- 
K-.
http://channel.nationalgeographic.com/channel/videos/c 
amp-tours-noorvik/ (accessed 6/5/2015)

Carroll, Christine Creative Kitchen - 
http://www.thecreativekitchen.com/the-creative- 
kitchen/team/ (accessed 6/5/2015)

Caldwell, Ken late-
1960s

New Stuyahok http://www.mhs1965.com/Classmates/KenCaldwell.htm
l (accessed 6/5/2015)
• Taught English as a second language
• Assisted with qualification and implementation
• Water and sewer projects
• Housing
• Co-op store
Remained in Alaska and worked intermittently on 
pipeline

Calhoon, David 1969

Calhoon, Linda 1969

Case, David 1974 Fairbanks Wrote book on Alaska Indian law.
Private practice in Anchorage 
http://www.sealaskaheritage.org/programs/CURRICUL 
UM/anep/ANEP%20Social%20Studies/Grade%208/Ap 
pendices%20and%20works%20cited.pdf (accessed 
6/5/2015)

Married to Dorothy Smith Case who also came to
Alaska as a VISTA volunteer

Casey, Edward 1966 Wales • 4H Advisor
• Organized Boy Scouts
• Promoted arts and crafts
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult education

Casper, Lawrence 1967 Alakanuk

Chenoweth, Jack 1969 Barrow

Clark, Russell 1966 Wales • 4H Advisor
• Organized Boy Scouts
• Promoted arts and crafts
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult education

Cody, Jane 1966 VISTA Administrator (Coordinator) - State of Alaska

Cole, Sheldon 1968 Regional Administrator - Western Region
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Coner, Mary Elizabeth 1965 Hooper Bay • Solicited college sorority to provide preschool 
materials

• On completion of VISTA year she entered graduate 
program at University of Alaska

Contento, Elaine 1965 Konginginak Organized HeadStart

Cooke, Christopher 1968
1969

Kotzebue Accepted VISTA Leader Position.

Later moved to Bethel; career attorney and 
administrator of Alaska Legal Services, superior court 
judge, and Anchorage private practice. Served on UA 
Board of Regents.
http://www.commerce.state.ak.us/dca/RGC/RGC_Final

6 99.pdf (accessed 6/5/2015).

Cooney, Charles 1969 Kaltag

Coots, Collin 1968 Stebbins Village BFA in Art (sculpture) 
http://www.colincoots.com/insideindex.html (accessed 
6/5/2015).

Cordes, Ron 1969

Creech, Mary 1970

Cristo, Ann 1967 Eek

Cornelius, Chattye 1965 Kwigillingok • Adult education
• Head Start
• Taught health ed courses
• Organized girl scouts
• Organized outdoor activities for children
• Organized village clean-up
• Established library
• Worked on village sanitation
• Repaired community hall

Cornell, Pam 1969 Noatak

Creech, Mary 1969 Shishmaref

Cross, Sue 1967 Pilot Station

Curran, Harold Returned to work for North Slope Borough as chief 
legal counsel.
http://books.google.com/books?id=IGmj2lOKRLMC& 
pg=PA414&lpg=PA414&dq=%22to+alaska+as+a+VIS 
TA+volunteer%22&source=bl&ots=TSsfgC3YJF&sig= 
25WPfE1SohEq5rioygXKvQ4TiiU&hl (accessed 
6/5/2015).
Ned

Cyprian, Michael 1966 Sleetmute • Worked with school teachers
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• Participated in summer camp activities

Remained in Alaska - drowned several years later near 
Sleetmute

Cysewski, Stephen 1967 Shaktoolik http://www.cysewski.com/wif/wandering2011/creamers 
2011/ .
http://www.cysewski.com/sabbatical/cvcysewski.htm . 
Oral history interview on UAF Project Jukebox 
(6/5/2015).

Dague, Douglas 1966 St. George • Improved airstrip
• Investigated reindeer project
• Worked on village move
• Spearheaded opposition to consolidate St. George 

with St Paul

Danielenko, Robert 1965 Old Harbor • Child development center
• Community action program
• Head Start
• Established library
• Established newspaper
• Organized recreation program
• Taught health education program
• Village sanitation
• Village beautification
• Teaching English as a second language

Davis, Jill 1969 Goodnews Bay

Davis, Julia Wray 1965 Bethel • Taught kindergarten
• Community relations program development

Davis, Mike 1969 New Stuyahok • Alaska state politics
• Commercial fisherman
• Water and Sewer
• Housing
• Co-op store

Following VISTA served as State Representative (4 
terms) and on UAF faculty

Deegans, William 
“Skip”

1969 Portage Creek Worked for CEDC in Anchorage for two years after 
VISTA, then on CEDC project in Toksook Bay. 
Now lives in West Viginia but has remained an active 
volunteer throughout entire life.

Delzell, Patricia 1966 Marshall • Established library
• Informal recreation program
• Townsite survey
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult education
• Organized girl Scouts
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• Organized Halloween party

Dick, Alan 1966 Sleetmute • Worked with school teachers
• Participated in summer camp activities

Dickey, Kai 1969 Nikolai

Dickey, Terry 1969 Nikolai

Dietz, Helen 1965 Old Harbor • Nursing
• Head Start
• Established library
• Established newspaper
• Organized recreation program
• Taught health education program
• Village sanitation
• Village beautification
• Teaching English as a second language

Domke, Loren 1971 Juneau RurAL Cap developer (Southeast Alaska CAP)

Dunbar, Stanley 1969 Manokotak http://www.newspapers.com/newspage/23924090/
(accessed 6/5/2015)
Offered VISTA Leader position. Declined

Eldridge, Thomas 1966 Koyukuk • Youth employment program
• Planned ski resort
• Worked on new village site
• Village movies

Elfrink, May 1966 Marshall • Established library
• Informal recreation program
• Townsite survey
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult education
• Organized girl Scouts
• Organized Halloween party

Elliott, Richard 1966 Pilot Station • Recreation
• Taught preschool

Eng, Weston 1966 Shungnak • Repaired airport
• Worked on road from airport to village

Lives in Port Townsend, WA?

Engelke, William 1966 Akhiok • Adult education
• Youth recreation

Article in Blade Sunday Magazine. mid-1966 
http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1350&dat 
=19660625&id=pOdOAAAAIBAJ&sjid=aAEEAA
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AAIBAJ&pg=2939,1821242

Ericksen, Linda Teaches computer courses in Arizona at present. 
http://www.alibris.com/search/books/author/Linda- 
Ericksen#
(accessed 6/5/2015).

Evans, William 1966 Eek

Eyinck, Margery J. 1966 Buckland • Organized preschool
• Taught adult ed
• Tutored high school students

Faltisko, Mary Ellen 1966 Grayling

Feeny, Barbara 1965 Nondalton • Nurse - battling hepatitis outbreak
• Organized recreation
• Taught health ed courses
• Established library

Feingold, Norman 1967 B'nai B'rith - published VISTA booklet on 
volunteerism and sent to all legislators. His report on 
VISTA alumni “alumni motivated others to volunteer, 
35% seek extended assignments, 33% advance to other 
positions to battle war on poverty, 25% moved into 
‘helping professions' and 33% continued on into 
graduate school

Fisher, Chris 1965 Kwethluk • Adult basic education

Fitzgerald, Patrick 1965

1966

Kivalina
Arctic Village

“Arrived in September, 1965” (Congressional Record)
• Townsite survey
• Assisting in village relocation
• Promoting fish cooperative
• Facilitated request for Head Start and Adult Basic 

Education
Remained in Alaska to attend UA

Fenger, Agnete 1967 Pilot Station

Fisher, Christine 1966 Kwethluk • Built community hall
• Expanded and improved village garden
• Rejuvenated school greenhouse
• Village sanitation
• Established library
• Worked in orphanage
• Taught preschool

Fleming, Karen 1966 Kwigillingok Moved to Fairbanks to work in preschool program

Fleming, Bill 1969 Little Diomede Offered VISTA Leader position. Declined.

Fothergill, Alfred 1965
1966

Director OEO
State of Alaska VISTA Administrator
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Fuller, Jerry 1969 Wales

Gabriel, Ray 1969 Kivalina Offered VISTA Leader position. Declined.

Gage, Steven 1965 Kwethluk • Adult basic education
• Built community hall
• Expanded and improved village garden
• Rejuvenated school greenhouse
• Village sanitation
• Established library
• Worked in orphanage
• Taught preschool

Gay, Robert G. 1966 Port Graham • Taught preschool
• Established library
• Conducted adult education
• Obtained soft drink machine
• Built community hall
• Established library

Gersting, George 1966 Kaltag • Working with Mother's Club
• Establishing Baby Clinic
• Organized Girl's Clubs (Jr. & Sr.)
• Teaching Adult Ed.
• Teaching preschool
• Promoting General Health Clinic
• Organizing Youth Recreation

Godfrey, JP 1969 Dillingham Offered VISTA Leader position. Declined. 
Remained in Bethel area. Deceased

Goggin, Kathleen 1965 Kwethluk • Nursing
• Home visits - hygiene instruction
• Built community hall
• Expanded and improved village garden
• Rejuvenated school greenhouse
• Village sanitation
• Established library
• Worked in orphanage
• Taught preschool

Gonzalez, Ramon 1965 Ambler • Home construction
• Established library

Gorshe, James 1966 Shishmaref • Constructed seawall
• Built road from airport to village
• Established library
• Organized Boy Scouts
• Taught adult education
• Substitute taught

Graham, Melvern 1966 Shishmaref • Constructed seawall
• Built road from airport to village
• Established library
• Organized Boy Scouts
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• Taught adult education
• Substitute taught

Graue, Margaret 1967 Kotlik

Gregor, Caroline 1966 Grayling

Greenwold, Stephen 
Michael

1965 Chalkyitsik • Tutored seventh and eight graders
• Instructed adult education
• Helped to restore post office
• Secured loan to purchase community sawmill 
Protested closure of Chalkyitsik Post Office 
McMillan Street, Cincinnati, OH

Greif, Kathryn 1966 Venetie • Gave organ lessons
• Taught sewing
• Tended village garden
• Taught preschool
• Taught Adult education
• Started newspaper

Greller, John 1969 Anaktuvuk Pass Offered VISTA Leader position. Declined

Groening, Philip 1969 Shaktoolik

Guy, Cheryle 1965 Nondalton • Adult education
• Community recreation

Hager, Eric 1965/6 Mekoryuk • Established halibut fisheries cooperative
• Established library
• Presided over village movies
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult ed
• Plans to develop mink cooperative

1967 Supervisor Assigned to oversee 40 VISTAs in Nome

Hager, Susan 1967 White Mountain “Susan grew up in Owensboro, Kentucky as the oldest 
of seven children. After graduating from Brescia 
University in Owensboro, Susan volunteered to live in 
the small Eskimo village of White Mountain, Alaska as 
part of the Volunteers in Service to America program, 
known as VISTA. While there, she initiated a 
community newspaper and began a Head Start program 
for this remote Alaska Native village. In Alaska, she 
met fellow VISTA volunteer, Eric Hager, and the 
couple married in 1967.”

Soon thereafter, they moved to Washington where 
Susan worked on behalf of VISTA and the Peace Corps 
as a recruitment officer. She then served as a program 
analyst for the U.S. Office of Economic Opportunity 
and program director for the national Center for
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Voluntary Action, before starting her firm. 1

Hakam, Meralee 1965

Hale, Mary Claire 1966 Goodnews Bay

Hall, Alan F. 1969 Kodiak

Hart, Val 1966 Savoonga • Established library
• Taught typing classes
• Taught preschool
• Taught Adult education
• Youth recreation
• Tackled sanitation issues
• “Built industry”

Hartwig, Carole 1967 Kotlik

Hayne, Richard 1967 Chefornak Now CEO of Urban Outfitters.
richard.hayne@urbanout.com (email 2/25/2018)

Heath, Roselynn 1966 Mountain
Village

Roselynn Heath Cacy, MBA, 11930 Johns Road, 
Anchorage, AK 99515-3437. 907-344-1261. 
roselvnn4AK@gmail.com. Sent email 3/2/18

• Informal recreation program
• Taught preschool

Hermance, Gayle 1969 Elim

Hermance, Warren 1969 Elim

Hixson, Paul 1969 Galena Accepted VISTA Leadership position.

Hofheimer, Charles 1965 New Stuyahok • Head Start

1966 Selawik • Promoted village owned coop store
• Built community hall
• Made improvements on pool hall
• Taught in school
• Organized Boy Scouts

Hofheimer, Diane 1966 Selawik • Promoted village owned coop store
• Built community hall
• Made improvements on pool hall
• Taught in school
• Organized Boy Scouts

Hoffman, Frank 1966
1967

Mekoryuk
Nenana

Coordinated loan of refrigeration units after Nenana 
flood

Hoing, William 1966 Training Officer

Hoist, Karen M. 1965 Deceased.

1 http://www.hagersharp.com/susan-hager-founder (accessed ??)
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http://www.newspapers.com/newspage/32223062/ died
while hiking in Juneau (accessed 6/5/2015)

Holland, Mary 1967 Participated in meetings when Tanana Chiefs joined 
with AFN to discuss land claims

Holst, Carol 1965 Died in Juneau area during hiking accident - before 
village assignment

Holton, James 1967 Chevak Researcher for Creosote Effects. 
http://www.creosoteaffects.com/bios/james-holton 
(accessed 6/5/2015)

Holton, Elizabeth 1967 Chevak

Honrath, Jean 1966 Kaltag • Working with Mother's Club
• Establishing Baby Clinic
• Organized Girl's Clubs (Jr. & Sr.)
• Teahing Adult Ed.
• Teaching preschool
• Promoting General Health Clinic
• Organizing Youth Recreation

Hopkins, Frances 1969 Teller

Hopkins, Robert 1969 Teller

Houle, John 1971 Kotzebue RurAL CAP (Kikitagruk Area Community 
Development Corporation)

Houle, Rita 1971 Kotzebue RurAL CAP (Kikitagruk Area Community 
Development Corporation)

Hoxie, Paul 1965 Arctic Village/
Hydaburg

• Marketing and design of native crafts
• Plans for a Head Start program

Huelsman, Michael 1966 New Stuyahok • Assisted Medical Aid
• Village Using School Clinic
• Maintaining library

Hulsey, Brett Dane County, Wisconsin. 
http://wisbusiness.com/mobile.iml?Article=143166 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

Jacobson, Steven 1967 Marshall sajacobson@alaska.edu

Jamin, Christine 1969 Old Harbor

Jamin, Matthew 1969 Old Harbor

Johnson, Brian 1967 Marshall

Johnson, Donald 1965
1966

Napaskiak Congressional record, 2/3/1966, p. 521
Remained in Alaska to work in Head Start programs

Jolis, Jennifer 1966 Chalkyitsik http://peninsulaclarion.com/stories/122701/ins_1227010
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010.shtml (accessed 6/5/2015). “Came to AK as VISTA 
volunteer in 1966. Remained - lives in Ester, active in 
culinary education - oversees local soup kitchen.
• Started village newspaper
• Opened bank accounts for children
• Planned tour for children to Fairbanks
• Taught preschool
• Taught “cultural” classes to children
• Cooked in school

Joyce, John 1966 Tuntatuliak

Kaehon, Jeff 1966 From NY. copied from Fairbanks Daily News-Miner > 
1966 > March > 29 March 1966 > Page 5 - . . . Jan. 4. 
1966 -- Eric Hager, and Jeff Kaehon our "eager 
beavered" VISTA volunteers went fishing on the ice for 
torn cods. To what amount of fish caught is not known 
at this time. Jeff, a \'ew Yorker, is an excellent 
fishermen taking his squaw with him on the ice. "Ah 
Hem!" . . . fishing anyone? Girls interested? Eric, a 
Bostonite is a rather quiet and shy person interested 
only in catching fish rather than women, however. I 
wonder on south forty eight. . .? Both have assisted us 
in "bettering or brushing" up on our English grammar, 
and have been very helpful - n every way. More like 
these two men are welcome to help us with our 
problems especially in school, and other things.

Kamerling, Leonard 
“Len”

1965 Kwethluk • As part of English program, worked with villagers 
to develop anthology of poetry

Karp, Mary volunteered early on 
http://www.westcascadepca.org/newsletter/201105- 
newsletter.html (accessed 6/5/2015).

Keithley, Kathie 1969 Galena

Keithley, Ron 1969 Galena

Kertula, Joan D. 1966 Akhiok 
Tununak

• Taught typing classes
• Worked with Mother's club
• Taught preschool
• Informal recreation - music
• Nursed
• Taught first air
• Held home demonstration courses

Keahon, Jeffrey 1965

1966

Mekyoruk • Adult education
• Plans to develop mink cooperative
• Established library
• Presided over village movies
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult ed
Remained in Alaska to work with Head Start program
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Keene Rinard, Linda
Kay

1965 Kiana • Taught First Aid Course
• Established Library
• Assisted in light plant repairs
• Women's Sewing Club

Keithley, Kathie 1969

Keithley, Ron 1969

Kennedy, Rosaire 1966 Noorvik • Repaired sawmill
• Established newspaper
• Assisted with preschool
• Taught Adult education
• Worked with health and sanitation
• Established cooperative store (Kotzebue)
• Assisted with airfield
• Member of City Council
• Assisted with choir
Remained in Alaska - took state-wide training position 

for community health aids.

Kennedy, Tim 1966-8 Noorvik • Repaired sawmill
• Established newspaper
• Assisted with preschool
• Taught Adult education
• Worked with health and sanitation
• Established cooperative store (Kotzebue)
• Assisted with airfield
• Member of City Council
• Assisted with choir
University of Tampa - emailed 3/2/18

Kimberlin, Steven 1967 Wainwright Worked on village electrical plant

King, Maxwell 1967 Tuntutuliak Worked as a reporter for the Philadelphia Enquirer. 
http://archives.sps.edu/common/text.asp?Img=16815& 
Keyword=&Headline=&Author=&SearchMode=0 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

King, Peggy 1967 Tuntutuliak

Kinzig, Joann 1966 Akiachak

Kirk, David 1969 Scammon Bay

Kirk, Sandra 1969 Scammon Bay

Klein,Henry 1966 Wainwright • Taught in school
• Established library
• Established newspaper
• Constructed playground
• Study Hall 
Pasadena, Maryland

Kleinman, Howard University of Ohio Journalism.
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http://www.units.muohio.edu/journalism/faculty.html 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

Kohn, John Deceased. Worked in Legal Aid in Alaska in the late 
1960s. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=FN5CTxieX48C&p 
g=PA1103&lpg=PA1103&dq=%22volunteers+in+servi 
c 
e+to+america%22+assignments+alaska&source=bl&ots 
=mEh412SJjO&sig=fcbuFiIUwF794O0ICblUs7e5 
K9c&hl=en&sa=X&ei=zT74UuXcPMmxoQTApoCIA 
w&ved=0CEUQ6AEwBQ#v=onepage&q=%22volu 
nteers%20in%20service%20to%20america%22%20assi 
gnments%20alaska&f=false 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

Kolash, Karla 1967 White Mountain (Eric Hager's wife)

Kolanowski, Sally 1 year as VISTA volunteer in Alaska. 
http://www.supporttribalchildren.org/Conference/2009/ 
ConfProgram09.pdf
Natives. http://pols.las.uic.edu/political- 
science/people/faculty/emckenzie/cv. (accessed 
6/5/2015).

Kozel, Gary 1971 Bethel RurAL CAP (through AVCP)

Kulka, Susan 1966 White Mountain • Established library
• Promoted marketing of Christmas trees
• Organized recreation
• Taught preschool

1967
(1944-2008) 

http://satellite.tmcnet.com/news/2008/08/02/358132 
2.htm White

Mountain - 1967 - started newspaper, launched Head 
Start program.

Kunkel, David 1967 Teller

LaPorte, David 1966 Nulato • Planned ski resort
• Established library
• Marketing arts and crafts
• Music instruction
• Youth employment program
• Taught preschool

Larson, John R. 1969 Nome

Lasley, Phyllis 1966 Koyuk • Church recreation program
• Assisted Health Aid
• Taught preschool
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Lautenbach, Ann 1966 Kwigillingock Moved to Fairbanks to work in preschool program

Leslie, Bruce 1969 Koyuk

Lewis, Richard 1971 Galena RurAL CAP developer

Liboff, Jerry 1969 Kolinganek Remained in Alaska - was active in various Bristol Bay 
Native Corporation agencies. Likely VISTA character 
portrayed in Letters to Howard

Lindsey, Gary Lee 1965

Livey, Jay Bethel http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=110&dat=197
91206&id=6dROAAAAIBAJ&sjid=IUoDAAAAIBAJ
&pg=5026,9629500 (accessed 6/5/2015

Ludden, Mary 1969 Goodnews Bay

Lurowist, Linda 1966 Alakanuk • Taught Adult Education on Individual Basis
• Prepared church for preschool 
Informal recreation program

MacKenzie, Evan From 1975-1977: Field Representative Alaska 
Federation of Natives, Bush Justice Project. “As a 
VISTA volunteer and later an employee of AFN, I 
conducted LEAA-sponsored field research into 
improving delivery of justice services to remote 
Alaskan villages, including development of curriculum 
for, and teaching of a community legal education 
program for village Natives.
“http://pols.las.uic.edu/political- 
science/people/faculty/emckenzie/cv (accessed 
6/5/2015).

Mandell, Robert 1965 Anaktuvuk Pass/
Hydaburg

• Head Start program
• Marketing of caribou meat
• Repairing caterpillar tractor
• Study on the marketing of oil shale
• Well construction project
• Starting cooperative to market masks

Marano, Veronica 1966 • Established library
• Health Ed Program
• Teaching Preschool
• Teaching Adult Education

Mark, Sheryl “Kathy” 1965 Kiana Married name Frazier, deceased. 
http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/peninsulaclarion/ 
obituary.aspx?page=lifestory&pid=167123410 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

• Taught First Aid Course
• Established Library
• Assisted in light plant repairs
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• Women's Sewing Club

McCarthy, Joseph 1966 Napaskiak • Established library
• Planned construction of community hall
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult education

McCarthy, Maryanne 1966 Napaskiak • Established library
• Planned construction of community hall
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult education

McCluchy, David 1968
1969

Akhiok http://mainelaw.maine.edu/faculty/pdf/cluchey-cv.pdf 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

McDonald, Carol 1966 White Mountain • Established library
• Promoted marketing of Christmas trees
• Organized recreation
• Taught preschool

MacFarland, Joan 1966 Lower Kalskag Originally from El Sobrante, California
• Constructed Model Home
• Obtained tractor for hauling logs
• Cooked in school
• Taught adult education
• Taught preschool

MacFarland, John 1966 Lower Kalskag • Constructed Model Home
• Obtained tractor for hauling logs
• Cooked in school
• Taught adult education
• Taught preschool

McGowan, Jerry 1966 Shungnak • Repaired airport
• Worked on road from airport to village

McHale, Margaret 1968 Training Officer

McMahon, Craig 1967 Bethel Deceased. VISTA attorney for ALS 1976 in Bethel. 
https://www.alaskabar.org/servlet/content/in_memoria 
m .html. (accessed 6/5/2015).

McMillan, George B. 1966 Fairbanks Project Training Officer. 10/28/1966 letter to 
Senator (?) Ralph Rivers.

McPhee, Gayle Ellen 1965

Meehan, Joseph 1969 Ruby

Meehan, Mary 1969 Ruby

Meredith, William 1965
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Robert

Metanowski, Victoria 1966 Goodnews Bay

Mikowski, Florence J. 1966 Hooper Bay • Trained nurses aids
• Village Using School Clinic
• Maintaining library

Miller, Gerald Vista Coordinator (1965-

Miller, Gifford 1966 Tuluksak

Miller, James 1965 Akhiok • Adult education
• Youth recreation program

Mischler, Craig Author of The Blind Man and the Loon and other 
books.
http://books.google.com/books?id=taYDPen6yDoC&p 
g=PR21&lpg=PR21&dq=%22to+alaska+as+a+VISTA
+ 
volunteer%22&source=bl&ots=972ju862Nq&sig=3z-
YABI7maduYDA_3uRgcGBVnc0&hl=en&sa=X&ei=I 
xL7Ut2SHoijqQGPzoHADQ&ved=0CCgQ6AEw 
ATgK#v=onepage&q=%22to%20alaska%20as%20a%2 
0VISTA%20volunteer%22&f=false (accessed 
6/5/2015).

Morey, Marie 1969 Toksook Bay

Morgan, Charles, Jr. 1966 Gambell • Promotion of fire fighting equipment
• Started newspaper
• Organized Boy Scouts
• Establishing library
• Assisting with preschool
• Adudlt education
• Adult social club

Morgan, Joli 1968 Kasigluk http://consortiumlibrary.org/archives/FindingAids/hmc-
1060.html (accessed 6/5/2015)

Morrison, Lynn 1967 Golovin

Morrison, Timothy 1967 Golovin

Mould, Allan 1966 Kipnuk • Marketing native baskets
• Established library
• Adult Ed.
• Teaching preschool
• Tutoring and counseling children

Murnane, Anne 1969

Murphy, Joseph 1969 Nunapitchuk
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Napper, Marjorie 1966 Koyuk • Church recreation program
• Assisted Health Aid
• Taught preschool

Newton, Richard 1966 Mekoryuk

Nichol, Allan 1968 Nikolai Sent email inquiry through his architectural website, 
3/3/2018

Nusbaum, M.J. 1965

O'Harra, Barbara 1965 Togiak • Established newspaper
• Taught adult education
• Taught preschool
• Individual instruction and tutoring
• Established library
• Created consumer guide

O'Harra, John 1965 Togiak • Established newspaper
• Taught adult education
• Taught preschool
• Individual instruction and tutoring
• Established library
• Created consumer guide

Oman, Lela 1968 Nome Legal services

Palmer, Frank 1969 Chignik Lake Offered VISTA Leader position. Declined

Paukstys, Birute 1965 Alakanuk • Adult basic education on individual basis
• Prepare church for preschool
• Informal recreation program

Pelkey, Christine Worked in Alaska Legal Services in Nome. 
http://www.fultonhistory.com/Process%20small/Newsp 
apers/Oswego%20Palladium/Oswego%20Palladium%2 
0July-
Aug%201974%20pdf/Newspaper%20%20Oswego%20 
Palladium%20July-Aug%201974%20-
%200389.pdf (accessed 6/5/2015)

Petro, Joanne 1967 Napaskiak

Pierce, Daniel 1966 Alakanuk Later worked as a reporter in Kodiak. 
http://www.poconorecord.com/apps/pbcs.dll/personalia 
?ID=037 (accessed 6/5/2015).

Pletter, Kenneth E. 1965 Point Hope • Substitute Teaching
• Advisor/legal council
• Started newspaper
• City Clerk
• City Council Advisor
• Promoted city participation in local election
• Youth recreation program
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• Established library
• Assisted village in becoming 4th class city
• Worked on seawall project

Livingston, NY, Liberty, NY - originally from Kearny, 
NJ. Studied anthropology. congaken@earthlink.net. 
Emailed 2/26/18.

Pope, Richard 1967 Wainwright http://books.google.com/books?id=idlcAAAAQBAJ&p 
g=PT2&lpg=PT2&dq=%22then+fight+for+it%22+%22 
fred+paul%22&source=bl&ots=eSDO9wO6Z7&sig=h 
Rhe8DRWRaqwCnGP2a5xe4I-
TWI&hl=en&sa=X&ei=XTj4UqnQNMP6oATP- 
IKYAw&ved=0CCsQ6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q=VIST 
A&f=false (accessed 6/5/2015)

Pommersheim, Frank 1968
1969

Dillingham Accepted VISTA Leader position.

605-624-4140, Frank.Pommersheim@usd.edu. Before
VISTA had been a member of the “Camden 28,” an anti
war protest group.
http://www.camden28.org/master.html?http://www.cam 
den28.org/camden28.htm

(accessed 6/5/2015).

Powell, Jean http://www.rluac.com/index.php/board-of-directors/2- 
uncategorised/37-rluac-chairman (accessed 6/5/2015).

Powers, Michael Alaska and 
Wisconsin

UA BOR/Fairbanks Memorial Hospital. 
http://www.alaska.edu/bor/members/michael-powers/ 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

Quinlivin, William 1965 Emmonak • Establishing library
• Constructing library
• Constructing community hall
• Teaching adult ed. - carpentry, electricity

Prosser, Elaine 1966 Mountain
Village

• Informal recreation program
• Taught preschool

Reed, Karen 1966 Stony River

Reeve(s), Elizabeth 
(Betsy)

1965/1
966

Hooper 
Bay/Wade 
Hampton

• Solicited college sorority to provide preschool 
materials

Resnicoff, Stan 1968 Sleetmute Author of “Sleetmute” described his experiences. 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/sleetmute/id56297884 
7?mt=11
(accessed 6/5/2015).
Offered VISTA Leader Position. Declined.

Rice, Lee 1966 Chalkyitsik • Started village newspaper
• Opened bank accounts for children
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• Planned tour for children to Fairbanks
• Taught preschool
• Taught “cultural” classes to children
• Cooked in school

Richards, David 1966 Kiana • Started newspaper
• Assisted in construction of seawall
• Youth employment program
• Established library
• Assisting in preschool

Richards, Susan 1966 Kiana • Started newspaper
• Assisted in construction of seawall
• Youth employment program
• Established library
• Assisting in preschool

Ring, Meredith 1966 Stoney River

Robertson, Dennis 1966 Pilot Station

Robertson, Dennis 1967 Chalkyitsik Juneau Archives
Found confidential evaluation report prepped 11/3/67 
by John Shively.

Robertson, Delores 1967 Chalkytsik Juneau Archives
Evaluation report by John Shively - 11/3/67

Root, Barbara 1969 Napaskiak

Root, Oren 1969 Napaskiak

Rothfelder, Fred 1969 Tuluksak Offered VISTA Leader position. Declined.

Rozanski, Gerald 1966 Koyukuk • Youth employment program
• Planned ski resort
• Worked on new village site
• Village movies

Roth, Steven 1965 Elim • Boardwalk construction
• Youth employment program
• Establishing library

Rothstein, Lori University of Minnesota, Cooperative Extension and 
civic engagement. 
http://www.extension.umn.edu/community/about/leader 
ship-civic-engagement/
(accessed 6/5/2015)

Rothstein, Steven 1966 Elim http://www.citizenschools.org/blog/tag/president- 
obama/

Ruhwedel, James 1969 Koliganek
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Sandy, Lyman Gage "worked on Native Land Claims Issues" , deceased 
2002, Albuquerque, NM.
http://www.kmitch.com/Pueblo/obits/sandpsao.html. 
(accessed 6/5/2015).

Schmitt, Dennis 1965 Anaktuvuk Pass http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dennis_Schmitt 
“Developed an easier system for Natives to obtain fuel 
for heat. He is now teaching English by learning 
Eskimo from the Natives.”

Schneider, Linda 1967 Savoonga

Schneider, Robert 1967 White Mountain

Schneider, Theresa 1967 White Mountain

Schuler, Robert 1965 Nunapitchuk • Child development center
• Community action program

1968 Statewide 
coordinator

Schultz, Pat 1965 Emmonak • Nurses aide.
• New wheat program
Written interview Summer 2017

Seville, Mary 1965 Emmonak • Nurses aide
• New wheat program

Shanahan, Cornelius 1966 Gambell • Promotion of fire fighting equipment
• Started newspaper
• Organized Boy Scouts
• Establishing library
• Assisting with preschool
• Adult education
• Adult social club

Shefelbine, John 1966 Chevak

Shively, John Terry 1965 Yakutat • Assisted school
• Member of CAP committee
• Served as advisor to mayor and city council
• In conjunction with advisor
• Applied for million dollar dock and flash freezer 

complex
• City beautification project funded under Nelson 

Amendment $22k
• Improved city water system
• Wrote Head Start proposal
• Proposed to change Yakutat from 2nd class city to 

borough form of government
• Wrote city budget
• Organized city property assessment
• Coordinated city garbage collection
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Bethel

• Facilitated school consolidation

907-250-6281. Moved into administrative positions. 
Was stationed in Yakutat and later had oversight of 
Interior, North Slope and NW Arctic VISTA 
regions. Progressed into RurAL CAP positions 
(1969-1972). Worked for AFN. Presently employed 
by the Pebble Project (development). 
http://www.akrdc.org/newsletters/2009/november/s 
hivelyalaskanoftheyear.html

(accessed 6/5/2015).
Interviewed in Anchorage, AK on November 8, 2019

Sheridan, Renee 1967 Savoonga

Silverman, Carol F. 1966

Silverman, Richard 1966

Simeone, Carolyn 1969 St. Michael

Simeone, William 1969 St. Michael

Simmons, Charles 1967 Kasigluk

Sly, Vince 1971 Fort Yukon RurAL Cap developer (Upper Yukon Development 
Corporation)

Smith, Dorothy 1974 Fairbanks Married to David Case

Smith, Howard 1965 Kwingillingok • Adult education
• Head Start

Smith, Jeffrey A. 1969

Smith, Kathryn Ann 1965

Smith, Ruth Ann 1969

South, Judy 1966 Savoonga • Established library
• Taught typing classes
• Taught preschool
• Taught Adult education
• Adult and youth recreation
• Tackled sanitation problems
• “Industry building”

Spano, Jim 1966 Eek

Spencer, David 1966 Elim

Sposato, Stephen 1969

Stanley, Jane 1967 Napaskiak

Stanton, Del 1968 Kotzebue Letter to Senator Edward L. "Bob" Bartlett inquiring
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2 http://opensourceecology.org/wiki/Del_Stanton

about funding for rammed earth housing2 
delstanton03@gmail.com. Email sent 3/3/18

Stein, Gordon (Spike) 1969 VISTA lawyer in NW Alaska

Stenswick, Elizabeth 
(or Judith L)

1966 Savoonga • Established library
• Taught typing classes
• Taught preschool
• Taught Adult education
• Recreation and youth activities
• Tackled village sanitation issues
• “Developed industry”

Stephens, Elizabeth 1966 Napakiak • Started village garden
• Established library
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult education
• Tutored one-on-one

Stern, Peter 1969 Arctic Village Remained in Arctic Village and attended UAF 
Helped village correct boundary for (official name 
for reservation) - resulted in much more acreage for 
Arctic Village.

Stoops, Reed 1971 Copper Center RurAL CAP developer (Copper Valley-Tanana Regional 
Corporation in Copper Center)

Streight, William 1966 St. George • Improved airstrip
• Investigated reindeer project
• Worked on village move 
Peoria, IL or Dallas, TX?

Sturdevant, Rick 1969 Koyuk

Suddock, John 1971 Kodiak RurAL CAP developer (Kodiak Area Community 
Development Corporation)

Taranto, Tom 1966 Chevak

Taylor, Barbara 1966 Nondalton

Timme, Carolyn 1969 Fort Yukon

Timme, William 1968
1970

Fort Yukon Middleton & Timme, P.C., Anchorage, AK “VISTA
Attorney 1968-1970) 
http://www.stoel.com/showbio.aspx?Show=6261 
(Accessed 6/5/2015).
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Titus, John 1965

Tropp, Joan 1965 Kotlik • Established library
• Health Education Program
• Teaching Pre-Scool
• Teaching Adult Ed

Tyler, Timothy 1965 Ambler • Home construction
• Establishing library

Uccelini, Cheryl 1966 Napakiak • Started village garden
• Established library
• Taught preschool
• Taught adult education
• Tutored one-on-one

Unterspan, James 1966 Wainwright • Taught in school
• Established library
• Established newspaper
• Constructed playground
• Study Hall 
Milford, Connecticut

Van Winkle, John D. 1969

Van Winkle, Leora 1966 Hooper Bay • Started newspaper
• Established library
• Teaching Adult Ed.
• Teaching Kindergarten
• Working with Mother's Club
• Organized Youth Club
• Organized Girl Scouts

Van Winkle, Mary 1969

Wagner, Florence 1965 Dillingham

Buckland

• Started health program - personal and home hygiene
• Established Library
• Started Mother's Club
• Taught and developed First Aid Course 
From Carroll, Iowa. Formerly a beautician, became
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nurse, 2 years in the Peace Corps and 2 years with 
VISTA

Walker, David 1965 Nondalton • Adult education
• Community recreation
• Nurse - battling hepatitis outbreak
• Organized recreation
• Taught health ed courses
• Established library

Is he the same David Walker who was in Holy Cross 
(vice mayor/municipal employee 2008)?

Wallach, George 1969 Oscarville

Warpeha, Frank 1965 Fort Yukon • First non-Indian on city council
• Preschool program
• Adult education
From Minneapolis, MN. If he was Frank Casimir 

Warpeha, deceased 2005.

Weidner, James 1965 Hughes • Adult education program
• Village council advisor-social reform programs

Wells, Virginia 1965 Bethel • Study hall
• Individual tutoring
• School drop-out counseling
• Counseling for mentally retarded
• Teaching preschool
• Organizing youth recreation
• Organizing Campfire girls
• Organizing Candy Stripers
• Organizing Teen Club Band
• Started teenage newspaper
• Established library
• Book Drive for Womens Club
• Working with Eskimo Dancers
• Marketing handicrafts

White, Gay Ann 1965 Bethel • Taught kindergarten
• Substitute taught at junior high level
• Taught residents how to vote
• Helped residents get to meetings and appointments
• Addressed housing issues - homes were inadequate. 

Political work to let Alaska Housing Authority 
know that new homes were substandard, lacking 
insulation.

• General education programs
• Tried to adjust people to using resources
• Started teen center. Traditional Yupik adults started 

dancing there. Got to compete with other villages in 
dance contests

• Community relations program development
• Head Start - first program in Bethel. With John
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Shively, turned Ben's house into the Head Start 
building. Ben (Bethel Native) provided snacks and 
water to students.

• Was offered a second year in VISTA
Stayed on in Fairbanks a second year as Head Start 
trainer - 10 years total in Fairbanks, Kotzebue and 
Bethel

• Masters Degree in Anthropology from UAF
• “Eskimo Village in Fairbanks AK” ~1945

Wicks, Judy 1967 Chefornak info@judywicks.com. Activist writer. Published “Good 
Morning, Beautiful Business.”

Willey, Shirlene 1965 Akiachak • Taught preschool
• Initiated Boy's Club
• Initiated Girl's Club
• Established Library

Williams, Leslie 
Rowell

1966 Nondalton deceased 2008 
(http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1090 
1020802059573), 
http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/nytimes/obituary . 
aspx?n=leslie-rowell-williams&pid=98733576

Williamson, Jeanne 1967 Elim

Wills, Sheila 1965 Bethel • Study hall
• Individual tutoring
• School drop-out counseling
• Counseling for mentally retarted
• Teaching preschool
• Organizing youth recreation
• Organizing Campfire girls
• Organizing Candy Stripers
• Organizing Teen Club Band
• Started teenage newspaper
• Established library
• Book Drive for Women's Club
• Working with Eskimo Dancers
• Marketing handicrafts

Willmouth, Jack 1967 Alakanuk Before coming to Alaska he volunteered with a 
Snohomish Tribe in Western Washington.

Wilson, Edward 1969 Little Russian 
Mission

Wilson, Elizabeth 
Susan

1969 Little Russian 
Mission

Witters, Susan 1966 Kasigluk • Teaching preschool
• Village clean-up
• Organized Campfire Girls
• Established library
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Wolf, Douglas 1965 Manakotak • Community action projects
• Village sanitation
• Housing relocation
• Youth employment programs
• Adult education

Wolfenberger, Theresa 
(Terry)

1965 Nunapitchuk • Child development center
• Community action program
• Child development center
• Community action program
• Campfire camp
• Established library
• Organized Campfire Girls club
• Cooked in school
• Taught preschool
• Taught Adult education

Wright, James 1967 Koyukuk Remained in Alaska to attend school

Wurtzburger, Kenneth 1966 Teller • Constructed community hall
• Constructed boat landing
• Scheduled garbage collection
• Youth employment program
• Village greenhouse
• Taught adult education
• Established library

Wurtzburger, Natalie 1966 Teller • Constructed community hall
• Constructed boat landing
• Scheduled garbage collection
• Youth employment program
• Village greenhouse
• Taught adult education
• Established library

Zachara, Thaddeus Q. 
(Ted)

1965 Nome • After school study hall
• Recreation program

Zuiker, Dennis 1966 Nulato • Planned ski resort
• Established library
• Marketing arts and crafts
• Music instruction
• Youth employment program
• Taught preschool
Returned to get a master's degree in Human Learning 

and Development (1976 Governor's College, 
Illinois)
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