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Glacier 
Priest
Father Bernard 
Hubbard’s Alaskan 
explorations
BY MICHAEL ENGELHARD

FATHER BERNARD HUBBARD, 
a Jesuit and geologist who led 32 
expeditions to Alaska between 
1927 and 1958, once listed the 

requisites of an explorer as “a strong back, 
a strong stomach, a dumb head, and a 
guardian angel.” A strong back he certainly 
had. He always carried his mass kit 
together with food, camera, and other
equipment, which added up to a burden of 
100 pounds. And his guardian angel 
worked overtime. On his � rst Alaska 
venture, Hubbard braved the Juneau 
Ice� eld’s crevasses. While surveying the 
e� ects of the 1931 Aniakchak volcanic
eruption from the air, Hubbard and his 
� oatplane crew almost crashed. On the 
land route to the still-active crater he 
killed grizzlies. Earlier that year, he’d driven 
a dog team down the Yukon River from 
Nenana to Nulato.

Another requirement for being an 
explorer he could have mentioned is the 
ability to spin an exciting yarn. In that 
respect as well, he had been blessed. “I’m 
a good showman,” Hubbard admitted, 
adding that “God has given me the ability, 
and I’m using it for the work.” General 
Patton, with whom Hubbard entered 
Vienna in 1945, concurred. He “talks very 
well when he forgets to advertise himself,” 
“Old Blood and Guts” wrote in his diaries. 
In Europe, Hubbard lectured to the armed 
forces, a career he built upon after the war 
and which made him the highest-paid 
speaker of his time. 

Wild country had long been calling to 
Hubbard; it brought him closer to his 
creator. Natural wonders were evidence of 
the divine shaping the world. When he 
was 10, his father bought a large tract of 
land south of San Francisco. Wielding gun 
and camera, Bernard roamed redwood 

forests in his free time, accompanied by 
his dog. He rode shotgun on a six-horse 
stagecoach, and scaled mountains and 
seaside cli� s. Places like Aniakchak Crater 
or Katmai’s Valley of Ten � ousand 
Smokes became sources of spirituality as 
well as testing grounds for scienti� c 
ambitions. During studies for the 
priesthood at Innsbruck’s Ignatius 
College, he proved himself in Tyrol’s Alps, 
earning the epithet “Glacier Priest” from 
his guides. His interest in mountains and 
glaciers might rather have hindered his 
theological career. At Santa Clara, a 
California Jesuit college, he continued his 
order’s intellectual tradition by teaching 
geology, German, and Greek in 1926. From 
1930 on, his superiors freed Hubbard from 
all duties so that he could devote himself 
fulltime to lecturing, writing, and further 
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killed grizzlies. Earlier that year, he’d driven 

explorations.
In 1937, three decades before the King 

Island Inupiat left their Bering Strait 
home to resettle in Nome, Hubbard fell in 
love with their storm-besieged outcrop. At 
the time, it housed 190 people, a Catholic 
church, and a school in the only village. 
� e ways of these Ukivokmiut—honed 
between sheer cli� s and surf for millen-
nia—were largely unknown to outsiders, 
and with their mainland move, irrevoca-
bly changed. � anks to Father Hubbard, 
who added “documentarian” and 
“ethnographer” to his resume, a superb 
record of their traditions survives. 

Ful� lling the wish of a Jesuit predeces-
sor, Hubbard helped to erect a bronze 
statue of “Christ the King” on a peak of 
the island that overlooks mainland Alaska 
and Siberia, as a beacon of peace between 

Father Hubbard 
feeds an orphaned 

polar bear cub on 
King Island. 
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the two hemispheres. � e locals, in turn, carved two statues of 
Christ from walrus ivory, which Hubbard delivered to Pope Pius 
XII. Hubbard constructed a hall to show his � lms; his generators 
provided electricity for the village. He shot over 20 hours of 
black-and-white footage (now at the Smithsonian) and nearly 
4,000 still photos: a kaleidoscope of Ukivokmiut customs and 
routines. It includes rare scenes from the men’s qagri or “club-
house”; of women splitting walrus hides; kayak and umiak races; 
funerals and the now defunct Polar Bear Dance; and children 
playing “Wild West stick-up.” To top things o� , Hubbard and an 
Inupiaq crew, constantly drenched, made a weeklong crossing in 
a walrus-skin umiak from King Island to Kotzebue.

Combined with his images from Aniakchak, Kodiak, Katmai, 
the Aleutians, and the Taku Glacier, Hubbard’s is one of the 
largest collections of motion pictures and photos made prior to 
WWII in the territory. Modern researchers appreciate the e� ort, 
though some of the cleric’s contemporaries did not. “� e too 
frequent moving pictures developed a craze for pictures in the 
[King] Islanders. On their visit to Nome this summer it was 
observed…that they were no longer as simple as they used to be.” 
Naysayers notwithstanding, modernity and the media had 
arrived in the north. 

Ever drawn to coastal settings, in 1943 Hubbard served on 
Attu Island as chaplain to the Seabees, the US Navy’s construc-
tion battalions, or “C.B.s.” � us began his a�  liation with the 
military, which culminated after WWII when he was asked to 
serve as Arctic Consultant to the U.S. Coast Guard and Alaskan 
Air Command. But the man who befriended generals, who 

hobnobbed with Abbott and Costello, Disney, and Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, had a way with common folk too.

Before TV or the internet, newsreels and lecture circuits 
satis� ed America’s craving for visual stimulation, and Hubbard—
a riveting narrator, author of three autobiographic books in the 
style of Jack London’s—used multi-media presentations and 
oratory � air to draw crowds. His science, according to volcanolo-
gists, anthropologists, and paleontologists, sometimes was 
� awed; he also feuded with mountaineer-photographer Bradford 
Washburn and promoted products in his � lms. His skills with 
live audiences, however, were beyond doubt. � e National 
Geographic contributor and mushing man of the cloth appeared 
on TV shows and entertained up to 7,000 people in lecture halls, 
including Carnegie. During two months in the war’s last year he 
gave nearly 100 talks.

In 1955 Hubbard su� ered the � rst of � ve strokes (unsurpris-
ingly, on a lecture tour) but, recovered from paralysis, returned to 
Alaska once more in 1958. He climbed in and out of boats there, 
still driven, clutching his � lm camera with his limp right hand 
and operating it with his left. Even physically disabled, at age 70, 
he still had all it really takes to be an explorer: determination 
and grit. 

Michael Engelhard is the author of Ice Bear: � e Cultural History of 
an Arctic Icon and of American Wild: Explorations from the Grand 
Canyon to the Arctic Ocean, a Foreword INDIES gold medalist. He 
lives in Flagsta� , Arizona, and works as a wilderness guide.

A group of King Island 
Inupiaq children gather 
around Father Hubbard 

and his typewriter.


