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INTRODUCTION

Alaska is big, beautiful, and wild. For good reason, the state is a popular tourist destination in the summer. Where else can you see bears catch salmon in a shallow river, walk on a glacier, or watch pods of orcas, humpbacks, and fin whales as they feed in the nutrient-rich waters nearshore? Unfortunately, the state also has a dark side that is unseen by most tourists.

Alaska suffers grim statistics for violence against women, particularly violence against Native women. The Violence Policy Center lists Alaska as one of the most dangerous places in the United States for women. According to a 2020 University of Alaska Justice Center victimization survey, 60 out of every 100 women residing in Alaska at the time had experienced intimate partner violence, sexual violence, or both. This was a 14.7 percent increase from a similar study conducted in 2015. A 2016 report by the VPC ranked Alaska first nationwide as the state with the highest homicide rate per capita of female victims killed by male offenders.

Alaska Native women are the most at-risk group to become victims of violent crimes. Alaska Natives comprise only 20 percent of the state’s population, but Alaska Native women represent 54 percent of the state’s sexual assault victims. Compared to all other women in the United States, Alaska Native women are ten times more likely to experience domestic violence.

Alcohol and substance abuse contribute to these staggering statistics. According to the Alaska State Troopers, approximately 37 percent of all crimes they investigate annually involve alcohol and substance abuse, and drugs and alcohol contribute to 62 percent of all violent crimes. Alaska Native communities experience the highest rates of family violence, suicide, and alcohol abuse in the United States. Rape in Alaska occurs at three times the national average, and the suicide rate is four times the national average.

Law enforcement is minimal or even nonexistent in rural Alaska. The three major cities (Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau) and all the large towns in Alaska have local police departments, but the Alaska State Troopers are responsible for patrolling most of the state. Approximately three hundred troopers patrol a state one-fifth the size of the continental United States, leaving Alaska with one state trooper for every million acres of land. Also, around 180,000 Alaskans cannot access a modern 911 system, and in rural Alaska, there is no Amber Alert when a child goes missing. Even where the 911 system is operational, residents in many small, remote villages must wait hours, if not a day or longer, for the troopers to respond to a violent situation. Due to the lack of roads, the rugged terrain, the changeable weather conditions, and the high cost of air transportation, response by law enforcement to a critical situation in many remote communities requires time and resources.

Crime ran unchecked in the early 1900s, when gold prospectors flooded the state. Gold mining was a difficult endeavor, and only a few lucky, hardworking miners got rich from it. Many criminals found it easier and more profitable to ambush and rob the miners when they made the long journey to transport gold from their remote claims to the bank, and some thieves had no qualms about killing miners to steal their gold. With little law enforcement in the territory during this time, thieves and murderers often operated with impunity.

A crime wave also followed the construction and early operation of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline in the 1970s and 1980s, and today, drugs have infiltrated every community, from the largest cities to the smallest villages. This book’s true crime stories span from the early 1900s to 2024. One case is so recent that I heard the results of a sentencing hearing during the final editing of this book.

Alaska abolished the death penalty in 1957, before the territory became the forty-ninth state. Alaska’s first-degree murder statute states that someone convicted of first-degree murder can be sentenced to prison for a term between twenty and ninety-nine years. Throughout this book, you’ll read of judges handing down ninety-nine-year prison sentences to convicted murderers. A judge can sentence a convicted murderer who kills more than one person or commits other crimes to a prison term longer than ninety-nine years; a judge can also impose a sentence and then “suspend” part or all of the sentence. A suspended sentence allows the defendant to leave custody sooner than the original remand.

In Alaska, a “worst type of offender” is a defendant whom the court considers to be (as the term implies) the worst type of offender when compared to others who have committed the same crime. Judges can only impose the maximum sentence if they declare that the defendant is a “worst type of offender.” Factors determining such a label include prior convictions, age, military records, employment history, drug or alcohol addictions, and pre-sentence report evaluations.

The cities of Anchorage, Juneau, Kenai, and Kodiak have active Crime Stoppers Programs and are members of the Crime Stoppers USA organization. While Crime Stoppers is not part of the local police or sheriff’s department, the program does assist law enforcement with solving crimes by passing along information provided by citizens about a particular crime. In some cases, the organization offers a cash award to encourage the public to come forward with information.

Not only does Alaska have a high rate of violent crime, but it is also a mysterious place where boats, planes, and people regularly disappear. Each year, an average of 2,250 people disappear in Alaska, twice the national average. Some of these people are found alive and well, and the remains of others are eventually discovered, but many disappear without a trace.

Most of Alaska is a vast, untamed wilderness, and the state draws adventurers from around the world to climb its mountains, kayak its raging rivers, or otherwise experience nature in its rawest form. Alaska also attracts dropouts, those running from the law or personal responsibilities, and young people trying to find themselves or wishing to experience a wilderness lifestyle. Reality rarely matches the fantasy; there’s a reason so few people live in the rugged wilderness of Alaska. Alaska is a place of extremes. The state is defined by bitterly cold temperatures, raging rivers, harsh storms, treacherous mountains, and wild predators at the top of the food chain. Those who have lived a lifetime in the wilderness respect the dangers and know not to take them lightly. Still, even those who are knowledgeable about the wilderness and its perils sometimes disappear.

The first chapter of this book describes the phenomenon known as the Alaska Triangle. While the idea of a mystical triangle where inexplicable events occur may not seem believable to many readers, the chapter highlights some of the strangest and most unexplained events that have occurred in the state.





THE ALASKA TRIANGLE

“What UFO?”

First named in 1972, the elongated Alaska Triangle stretches from Anchorage in south-central Alaska to Juneau in the southeast panhandle to Utqiagvik (formerly Barrow) on the state’s northern coast. Since 1988, more than sixteen thousand people have vanished from this area, and every year, approximately four people go missing for every ten thousand Alaska residents. This rate is twice the national average.

It’s surprising to learn how many people disappear in Alaska, but they disappear throughout the state, not just in the area outlined by the hypothetical triangle. Many disappearances and other mysteries in Alaska have never been solved. Planes vanish, boats disappear, UFO sightings baffle military officers, and, in one instance, the population of an entire village fled their homes to escape a giant, hairy, manlike creature. Here are a few of the stories.

* * *

My first book detailed the mysterious disappearance of the plane carrying House Majority Leader Hale Boggs and Alaska Representative Nick Begich in 1972. This disappearance occurred along the southern leg of the so-called triangle.

That year, Boggs agreed to help Begich campaign for his reelection to the House of Representatives. On the morning of October 16, 1972, Boggs, Begich, Begich’s special assistant, Russell Brown, and pilot Don Jonz departed Anchorage in a Cessna C-310 aircraft for an estimated three hour and thirty minute flight to Juneau and a planned election rally. The weather forecast en route was marginal, with turbulence, low visibility, and icing conditions. Jonz was an experienced pilot but had a reputation as a risk-taker. He called the tower ten minutes after takeoff, but neither he nor his passengers were ever heard from again.

An hour after the Cessna C-310 failed to land in Juneau, an intensive search was launched that would last for thirty-nine days. Four hundred aircraft searched for any sign of the downed plane, but nothing was ever found.

Conspiracy theories swirled around the apparent deaths of Boggs, Begich, and the others. The most prominent theory suggested that FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover had a bomb placed on the plane to silence Boggs, whom some suspected wanted to reopen the Kennedy assassination investigation. For proponents of the Alaska Triangle theory, this is the most famous case to support their beliefs.

* * *

Alaska has some of the most intimidating terrain and geography on the planet. Huge mountains covered by glaciers, pockmarked with deep crevasses and canyons, descend into heavily forested slopes that plunge into the North Pacific Ocean. Couple this daunting landscape with unpredictable weather conditions, and you can understand how and why small planes often disappear in the forty-ninth state.

Planes started vanishing in Alaska as soon as humans began to fly them there. Sometimes, hikers find wreckage from a downed plane decades after it disappeared, or fishermen might spot a seat cushion washed onto the shore, hinting at the aircraft’s final resting spot. But at other times, as in the case of the Boggs/Begich flight, searchers never find a scrap of material or metal, and the fate of the plane and its occupants remains a mystery.

While troubling, one can understand how a small airplane in Alaska could crash into thick brush, plunge into a deep crevasse or the ocean, or slam into a mountainside and end up covered by snow. The mystery deepens when a much larger plane disappears mid-flight in fair weather.

At 11:15 a.m. Alaska Standard Time on January 26, 1950, a Douglas C-54D Skymaster, the military version of the Douglas DC-4, departed Elmendorf Air Force Base in Anchorage and headed for Great Falls, Montana. The plane held thirty-six passengers and eight crew.

The flight from Anchorage to Great Falls was scheduled to take eight and a half hours. The pilot expected good weather with clear skies for most of the journey. The excellent visibility afforded the passengers a view of some of the most beautiful scenery on the planet.

The pilots reported their position to the various communication stations as they passed over them. After two hours, the Skymaster flew over the Alaska border and into Canada’s Yukon Territory. When the plane flew near Beaver Creek, Yukon Territory, the pilot called the local station, called the Snag Radio Range, and estimated that the aircraft would reach the next reporting point at Aishihik in twenty minutes. His call sounded routine. He didn’t mention any problems with the plane, and the weather remained favorable. The Aishihik station heard no call from the C-54 and received no other transmissions from the aircraft.

When the C-54 failed to arrive in Great Falls, officials listed it as missing. An intensive search involving the US Army, the US Air Force, Canadian military, and civilian aircraft failed to find any clues as to what had happened to the Douglas C-54D Skymaster.

A Canadian Forest Ranger reported seeing a low-flying plane on January 26, traveling about forty miles southwest of Snag, Yukon Territory. He said the airplane suddenly disappeared, and he heard a loud explosion followed by columns of black smoke. Searchers found this sighting credible but could find no evidence of a downed airplane in the area the ranger had indicated. Other reported sightings of the C-54 sent investigators in several different directions, but they discovered no remnant of the missing plane.

Experts believe that whatever happened to the Skymaster was both sudden and catastrophic, and structural failure, navigational error, or crew incapacitation must have caused the accident. Those who believe in the Alaska Triangle might suggest other reasons.

* * *

The previous two aviation disappearances occurred decades ago, but even with modern navigational equipment, emergency gear, and transponders, planes in Alaska continue to vanish. A more recent tragic airplane disappearance in Alaska occurred on September 9, 2013. Alan Foster, a professional charter pilot with over nine thousand hours of flight time, was flying his recently purchased PA-32-360 airplane from Atlanta to Anchorage. He was only 360 miles from home when he landed in Yakutat, Alaska, to refuel. After he departed Yakutat, he called the Juneau flight service for a weather update, telling them he would stay in Cordova if the weather wasn’t good enough to make it to Anchorage. Eighteen minutes later, radar showed a transponder target confirmed as Foster’s plane at 1,100 feet. The aircraft was never seen again, and despite an extensive search, no one has ever sighted any sign of Foster or his plane.

* * *

No description of strange happenings in the Alaska Triangle would be complete without reports of UFO sightings, and one of the best-documented UFO encounters ever recorded occurred in the airspace near Fairbanks on November 17, 1986. (The description of something as a UFO simply means that it is an “unidentified flying object” of some kind, and does not indicate the presence of an alien technology; the term “unidentified anomalous phenomenon,” or UAP, is often used today as well for such mysterious sightings.) This sighting was significant because of who saw it, what they saw, and because military radar recorded the event.

Japan Airlines (JAL) flight 1628 was en route from Paris to Tokyo with a cargo of Beaujolais wine. The flight was scheduled to refuel in Reykjavík and Anchorage. At 5:09 p.m. on November 17, 1986, JAL 1628, under the control of Captain Kenju Terauchi, was 104 miles northeast of Fort Yukon, Alaska. The flight controller asked the pilot to adjust his heading to fly south of Fort Yukon and Fairbanks. The copilot complied and turned the plane left about fifteen degrees.

Meanwhile, Captain Terauchi, seated on the cockpit’s left side, saw bright lights shining through his window. The lights were to the left and below JAL 1628, and Terauchi assumed they were military planes. The captain ignored the lights until he realized they were keeping pace with his aircraft.

Terauchi quickly contacted the Anchorage Center (officially the Anchorage Air Route Traffic Control Center) and asked if any other aircraft, either civilian or military, were in the vicinity of his plane. The Anchorage Center flight controller said the ground radar showed no air traffic other than flight 1628. The controller then contacted Elmendorf Air Force Base’s NORAD Regional Operations Control Center, where the controller confirmed that no military aircraft were in the area.

At that moment, the lights began to move erratically. They suddenly appeared directly in front of the JAL plane, and Terauchi said the inside of the cockpit shone brightly. He felt the warmth of the UFO’s thrusters on his face.

Terauchi said he and his crew were not immediately frightened but instead watched in amazement as the lights pulsed and kept pace with the jumbo jet. When Terauchi reported the strange lights, the Anchorage Center controller said he’d seen nothing on his radar. However, the plane’s radar showed a large round green object seven to eight miles away.

When the cargo plane arrived above Eielson Air Force Base near Fairbanks, it was a clear night, and the bright city lights lit up the sky. Terauchi looked out his window and saw the silhouette of what appeared to be a gigantic spaceship following their plane. He later said the UFO was twice the size of an aircraft carrier. He could only guess this was the mother ship of the smaller UFOs the plane had previously encountered.

The massive, unidentified craft struck fear in Terauchi, who attempted evasive maneuvers to avoid it. The UFO mirrored his every move. The Anchorage Center controller offered to scramble a military jet, but Terauchi declined, fearing the enormous vessel would consider such an action confrontational. When a United Airlines passenger jet flew into the area near the JAL cargo plane, the air traffic controller asked the United flight crew to get a visual of the situation. Terauchi said that as soon as the United Airlines plane arrived, the UFO disappeared, and he didn’t see it again.

* * *

One week after the JAL 1628 incident, John Callahan, the FAA Division Chief of Accidents and Investigations in Washington, DC, received a call from a flight control supervisor in Anchorage. The Anchorage flight controller told Callahan that the Anchorage FAA office was full of members of the media and asked him what they should do. Callahan asked what had happened, and the Anchorage official replied, “It’s the UFO.” Callahan asked, “What UFO?” The Anchorage official explained that a week earlier, a UFO had chased a 747 across Alaska’s skies for approximately thirty minutes.

Callahan told his Anchorage associate to gather the data and immediately ship it to him in Washington. Callahan said he wanted everything, including the radar recordings and the recordings between the controller on the ground and Captain Terauchi. Callahan also contacted the military, but the Air Force refused to send their tapes.

When Callahan received the tapes, he listened to the three-way conversation between Anchorage Air Traffic Control (ATC), Elmendorf Air Force Base’s NORAD Regional Operations Control Center, and Captain Terauchi on JAL 1628. He also played the tape of the ATC radar sightings. Callahan noted that there was no sign of the UFOs on the ATC radar. Still, from listening to the conversation, it was clear that those at Elmendorf with their more sophisticated radar had seen the UFOs and were tracking their maneuvers. The military controller noted that the UFOs were traveling at thousands of miles per hour as they swirled around the 747. One of Callahan’s most surprising findings was near the end of the incident, when the United flight arrived. At that moment, Captain Terauchi no longer saw the giant UFO, and the United pilot never saw the craft. However, military radar clearly showed the UFO, which had tucked in behind the United flight and had begun following it. No one at Elmendorf’s NORAD Regional Operations Control Center notified the United crew to inform them that a giant, unidentified vessel was following them.

Callahan’s boss told him not to tell anyone about the UFO incident until they could meet with intelligence and security personnel. The following day, his boss set up a briefing. The meeting included three FBI agents, three CIA agents, and Ronald Reagan’s scientific study team. Callahan and his staff presented everything they had and answered questions. When the meeting concluded, one of the CIA agents swore the participants to secrecy and told them this meeting never happened. The agents admitted the UFOs were not stealth bombers (then in development) or any other military aircraft type. The CIA agents told Callahan they could not release this information to the American public because it would cause panic.

The CIA confiscated all the original voice recordings and radar tapes connected to the UFO incident, but they did not know that Callahan had copies of everything at his office. Callahan said he believed Captain Terauchi had seen three UFOs, and Reagan’s scientific team agreed. They said this was the only time a UFO had been recorded on radar for such an extended period.

Commercial airline pilots again reported UFO sightings in Alaska’s skies in January 1987, a little more than two months after Captain Terauchi claimed he and his crew had seen three UFOs. On January 29, 1987, the crew of Alaska Airlines flight 53 sighted a fast-moving object on their onboard weather radar. The plane was flying at 35,000 feet and was approximately 60 miles west of the Alaskan town of McGrath on a flight from Nome to Anchorage. The crew calculated that the UFO was moving at 18,000 mph as it sped away from them.

On January 30, 1987, a US Air Force KC-135 jet traveling from Anchorage to Fairbanks sighted a huge UFO. Still, other than the recording of the conversation between the Air Force crew and the Anchorage Center, little was relayed about this sighting.

Over the years, people have reported numerous other UFO sightings in the skies over Alaska, but none were as well documented as the one by the crew of JAL 1628. Since 1998, around 560 UFO sightings have been reported in Alaska.

* * *

Hundreds of people have wandered into the Alaska wilderness and have never been seen again. Some of these people come to Alaska unprepared for the harsh climate, rugged landscape, and wild animals, but even experienced outdoor adventurers, mountain climbers, and boaters disappear here.

One such unfortunate soul was Richard Lyman Griffis of Spokane, Washington, who invented a wilderness survival cocoon. In the summer of 2006, he headed into the wilds of Southeast Alaska to test his invention. No one reported him missing for a year. When the authorities began searching for him, they learned a bus had dropped Griffis off along the Alaska Highway. He stopped at a lodge near the White River, where he left some of his gear and told people he planned to hike upriver to McCarthy, a small town in Wrangell–St. Elias National Park. He was never seen again. Because Griffis had told friends he might spend the winter in Alaska, no one worried about him for several months, but finally, a friend called the Canadian Mounties and reported him missing. His friend had no idea where Griffis had planned to go to test his wilderness cocoon. No trace has ever been found of Griffis or his bright orange cocoon.

* * *

Mountain climbing is another dangerous pursuit. In addition to Denali, the highest peak in North America, Alaska boasts many of the most challenging mountains and glaciers any daring alpinist could hope to conquer. Mountain climbers die yearly in Alaska, but most climbers ascend in groups. If one or two group members tragically fall into a crevasse, their companions can tell the story about what happened to them. When a solo climber makes a fatal mistake, no one is there to record the details, and experts can only guess what happened.

In 1984, Naomi Uemura, a famous Japanese adventurer and mountain climber, attempted a solo winter ascent of Denali. Uemura had already successfully summited Denali on his own, but he wanted to try a more challenging climb in the winter. He made it to the top on February 13, 1984, but something happened on his descent, and he never returned to base camp. Conditions near the top of Denali when Uemura disappeared included high winds and a temperature of –50°F. Such brutal conditions leave little room for human error.

More recently, on March 7, 2018, two experienced climbers, Ryan Johnson and Marc André Leclerc, failed to return from a climb on a seven-peaked mountain near Juneau. However, in this instance, searchers found a clue hinting at the fate of the two men. They found an intact anchor rope at the top of an ice chute on one peak and saw two climbing ropes in a crevasse midway down the same peak. A spokeswoman for the Alaska State Troopers said the evidence showed the climbers had made it to the top and set an anchor. Then, she said, either an avalanche took them out, a rope failed, or something else catastrophic occurred.

* * *

There’s no question that more people, planes, and boats disappear in Alaska than anywhere else in the United States. Is something strange happening here, or is this just a dangerous place with huge mountains, treacherous glaciers, roaring rivers, and violent storms?

The Tlingit and Tsimshian Native people, indigenous to Southeast Alaska, tell stories about a mythical shape-shifting demon called Kushtaka. The name Kushtaka roughly translates to “land-otter man.” According to legend, this creature appears to travelers in an irresistible form, such as a child screaming for help. Kushtaka lures his victims to a river, where he either tears them to shreds or turns them into another Kushtaka.

Stories of a Bigfoot-like creature or a monster called the “Hairy Man” also abound in small villages throughout Alaska. In the 1930s and 1940s, after several villagers from Portlock, Alaska, on the Kenai Peninsula disappeared under mysterious circumstances, townsfolk became convinced that a giant manlike creature was preying on the residents. The remaining villagers packed their gear and left the area. The houses of the ghost town of Portlock remain.

One theory claims that the Alaska Triangle lies on what are known as “vile vortices,” causing the area to have powerful electric and magnetic anomalies and negative energy vortexes.

The Bermuda Triangle is the most famous example of a vile vortex, but according to the theory, vile vortices also exist in the Algerian Megaliths, Pakistan’s Indus Valley, the Hamakulia Volcano in Hawaii, the Devil’s Sea near Japan, the South Atlantic, the North and South Poles, and Timbuktu, Mali. Proponents of the theory hold that these energy vortices create strange phenomena and can allegedly induce disorientation, confusion, and hallucinations. They can also cause electrical instruments to malfunction.

According to this theory, positive energy vortices also exist, and people actively search these areas out to find inspiration, recharge, and feel uplifted. Humans have purposely built monuments in some such areas, including the Egyptian pyramids and Stonehenge. The Sedona Desert in Arizona is also believed to lie on a positive vortex.

An even wilder theory claims that a black pyramid twice the size of the Great Pyramid of Giza lies buried near Denali. According to this theory, the energy from this pyramid causes people, planes, and boats to disappear.

Alaska is mostly wilderness, and natural elements are linked to many of the mysterious disappearances here. The state has 33,000 miles of coastline and more than three million lakes. Hikers and mountain climbers can fall into deep crevasses. Also, an airplane might slam into a mountain, sparking an avalanche that covers the wreckage with snow in a matter of moments and leaves no trace of the aircraft’s final resting spot.

Accidental injuries occur at twice the national rate in Alaska and are the state’s third-leading cause of death. People wander into the wilderness, unprepared for what to expect, and authorities rescue hundreds of people yearly. Still, most hikers survive their wilderness adventures in the Alaska Triangle without suffering even a scratch, and most planes and boats in the area reach their destinations without any problems. Alaska is beautiful and safe—until it isn’t.





PART 1: JUNEAU AND SOUTHEAST ALASKA

Juneau, Alaska’s capital, is located in the state’s southeastern corner on the Gastineau Channel. Due to the rugged terrain surrounding the city, no roads connect Juneau to the rest of the state or the continental US. However, it is a major port for the Alaska Marine Highway System. Juneau is also a popular cruise ship destination because it sits at the heart of the beautiful, lush Inside Passage. A belt of islands seventy-five miles wide shelters the city from the Pacific Ocean.

The Tlingit people originally inhabited this region of the state, subsisting on salmon and other seafood from the rich waters of the Gastineau Channel. In 1880, prospectors Joe Juneau and Richard Harris discovered gold, and the area soon bustled with gold miners and merchants. Before long, large-scale mining had replaced the smaller operations.

The Treadwell gold mine operated on Douglas Island near Juneau. Between 1881 and 1922, it produced over three million troy ounces of gold and employed more than two thousand people. The mine shut down in 1944.

The stories in this section occurred in Southeast Alaska, beginning in 1909 with the man who would become known as the “Birdman of Alcatraz.” This story is followed by the mysterious sinking of a ship, the possible loss of a nuclear weapon, and the murky events surrounding the murders of two Juneau residents.





THE BIRDMAN OF ALCATRAZ

“Let’s face it, I’m seventy-three years old. Does that answer your question about whether I would be a dangerous homosexual?”

You might not associate the Birdman of Alcatraz with Alaska, but Robert Stroud, often called the “Birdman,” once lived in the state, and after murdering a man in a Juneau bar, he spent the rest of his life—fifty-four years—in prison. He spent forty-two of those years in solitary confinement. Stroud is one of Alaska’s most famous criminals, and separating the facts from the fiction surrounding his life is challenging.

Stories change, and with the distance of time, historical characters often appear more benevolent and likable than they were in real life. I would love to tell you a tale about a man who’d received too harsh a sentence for manslaughter and was then mistreated in prison, and while some biographers have told this version of the story, other historians have not painted Robert Stroud in such a favorable light. I’ll try to relay both sides of his story, and you can decide if Stroud should have been released from prison at some point in his life or if he was a dangerous psychopath who belonged behind bars. You might even feel Stroud should have been hanged when prison officials ordered gallows built outside his federal prison cell in Leavenworth, Kansas. However, what has not been debated over the years is that Stroud had a near-genius IQ, and his research and writings advanced the field of ornithology.

Robert Stroud was born in 1890 in Seattle. His father was violent and abusive, and he removed Robert from school when he was in the third grade. At age thirteen, Robert ran away to become a hobo, riding freight trains around the country. He returned to Seattle when he was sixteen and worked installing electrical fixtures. He dreamed of Alaska and freedom from his abusive father, and in 1908, at age eighteen, he signed on with a section gang headed to Katalla, Alaska, to build a railroad. In a saloon in Cordova, Alaska, Robert met Kitty O’Brien, a prostitute twice his age.

Depending on which account of Stroud’s story you believe, he either fell in love with Kitty when she nursed him back to health after a bout with pneumonia or, according to another version, he became Kitty’s pimp. Of course, the two versions aren’t mutually exclusive (he could have been her pimp and in love with her), but whatever their feelings were for each other, the two became a pair, and in the winter of 1909, they moved to Juneau.

In Juneau, Robert ran into Charlie Dahmer, an old friend. Dahmer invited Robert and Kitty to his cabin for drinks and a meal, and during the evening, after Robert had left to run a quick errand, Charlie attacked Kitty and stole her locket. When Robert returned to the cabin, Dahmer was gone, and Kitty had two black eyes and a red ring around her neck where Dahmer had ripped off her gold chain and locket.

Again, according to which version of the story you believe, Stroud grew furious when he saw Kitty, either because Dahmer had attacked the woman he loved or because Dahmer had neglected to pay Stroud’s prostitute for sex. No matter which account you favor, Stroud’s response to Dahmer’s actions represents a pattern of behavior Stroud would repeat throughout his life. Whenever he felt someone had wronged him in any way, he reacted violently. In this case, Stroud either hunted down Dahmer and shot and killed him, or Stroud confronted Dahmer verbally; Dahmer then reacted aggressively, and Stroud shot and killed him in self-defense.

Stroud immediately went to police headquarters and confessed to murdering Dahmer, telling the police he and Dahmer had argued over money. Since Alaska was not yet a state, Stroud was tried in a federal court. His mother hired a leading Juneau attorney to defend her son, but the attorney was appointed to a federal judgeship shortly before the trial began. Stroud’s replacement attorney urged his client to plead guilty to manslaughter, convincing Stroud he would only have to serve two to three years in prison if he pleaded guilty. Unfortunately for Stroud, however, his sentence was determined by Federal Judge E. E. Cushman, a judge who had recently arrived in Alaska and was determined to bring law and order to the territory. Cushman gave Stroud the maximum sentence of twelve years for his crime and sent him to the federal penitentiary at McNeil Island in Washington State. Stroud left Alaska in 1909 when he was nineteen, never to return.

Stroud was a sullen, angry prisoner and was considered extremely dangerous. He remained in contact with Kitty for a while. She sent him weekly letters and even visited him once, but not long after her visit, her letters stopped. Years later, Stroud learned that his family had asked the warden to block Kitty’s letters because they believed it was her fault he’d murdered Dahmer and was sent to prison.

Stroud was assigned to work in the prison kitchen at McNeil Island. When another inmate accused him of stealing food, Stroud was denied parole. In retaliation, he stabbed the inmate in the shoulder with a paring knife. Stroud also assaulted a hospital orderly who had reported Stroud for threatening him unless the orderly gave him morphine. Due to this violent behavior, six months were added to his sentence.

In 1916, Stroud was transferred to the recently built maximum-security prison in Leavenworth. Although he had only a third-grade education, Stroud had a brilliant mind. He enrolled in a ten-month correspondence course in higher mathematics and finished it in four months. Next, he took astronomy and structural engineering courses and got an A in each class. He read every scientific book he could find and continued to take advanced mathematics and religion courses.

As Stroud’s mind expanded with new knowledge, his hatred for the guards who kept him prisoner grew. Six months after arriving at Leavenworth, Stroud’s eighteen-year-old brother traveled from Juneau to Leavenworth to visit him. The night before the planned visit, a guard named Andrew Turner caught Stroud whispering to a fellow prisoner after lights out, when the prisoners were supposed to remain silent. Instead of letting the minor infraction pass, Turner reported Stroud to his superiors, who revoked Stroud’s visitation privileges. Stroud was furious and confronted Turner in the cafeteria the next day. When the guard raised a club to hit him, Stroud sank a six-inch shiv in the guard’s chest, killing him instantly.

On May 2, 1916, a jury convicted Stroud of the first-degree murder of Andrew Turner, and the judge sentenced him to hang. In an appeal, the conviction was nullified. In May 1917, he was retried, and again, the jury found him guilty of first-degree murder. This time, he received a life sentence. Due to errors in the second trial, however, the court awarded Stroud a third trial. In May 1918, a jury again found Stroud guilty of first-degree murder, and the judge again sentenced him to death by hanging.

Stroud waited in solitary confinement and watched from the small window of his cell while workers built the gallows where he was scheduled to meet his fate. Stroud’s mother appealed to President Woodrow Wilson and his wife, and eight days before the planned execution, the president commuted Stroud’s sentence to life in prison in solitary confinement. The sentence pleased Stroud, who liked to be alone, where he could study and read.

One day in June 1920, Stroud found a nest of sparrows that the wind had blown out of a tree and into the prison’s exercise yard. He nursed the birds back to health and raised them to adulthood. Prisoners were sometimes allowed to buy canaries as pets, so Stroud began collecting canaries, raising them, and then selling them to help support his mother, who had moved to Kansas to be near him.

A new warden at Leavenworth made it his mission to turn Leavenworth into a progressive rehabilitation penitentiary. The warden was intrigued by Stroud and his canaries and provided Stroud with cages, chemicals, and equipment to study the birds. He also gave Stroud stationery to help him further his ornithological research. During his stay at Leavenworth, Stroud raised nearly three hundred canaries and wrote two scientific books on bird diseases. The first book, The Diseases of Canaries, was published in 1933, and a later edition with updated information, Stroud’s Digest on the Diseases of Birds, was published in 1943. Stroud found a cure for the hemorrhagic septicemia family of diseases in birds and gained respect in the field of ornithology.

Stroud’s canary endeavors overwhelmed the prison staff. Each piece of mail sent to or from the prison had to be read by a prison official, and the inmate sent and received so many letters that the prison had to hire a full-time secretary just to read his mail. He also allowed his canaries to fly around his cell, so it was filthy. When officials tried to force Stroud to cease his canary business, Della Mae Jones, a bird researcher from Indiana, protested and obtained fifty thousand signatures on a petition to allow the prisoner to continue his operation. She sent the petition to President Herbert Hoover, and prison officials not only allowed Stroud to keep his birds but even gave him an extra cell to house them.

In 1931, Della Mae Jones moved to Leavenworth and started a business with Stroud to sell his bird medicine. Prison officials were anxious to get rid of the “Birdman” and the problems he’d created with his business and his birds, but Stroud had learned that Kansas law prohibited married prisoners from being transferred out of the state, so he married Della Mae by proxy. This move infuriated not only the prison officials but also Stroud’s mother, who moved away from Leavenworth and refused to talk to her son for the rest of her life.

Stroud continued his business for a few years, but when prison guards discovered him making alcohol with some of the lab equipment they had provided for him, the officials finally had the ammunition they needed to shut down his business and move him to another prison, regardless of his marital status.

On December 19, 1942, Stroud was transferred to Alcatraz Federal Penitentiary, a maximum-security prison on an island off the San Francisco coast. Prison officials did not tell Stroud they were transferring him until a few minutes before it was time for him to leave. Since Alcatraz did not allow prisoners to have pets, Stroud’s birds and equipment were sent to his brother.

Alcatraz, built on a small, rocky island in San Francisco Bay, operated from the time of the US Civil War in the 1860s until it was closed in 1963. The island’s remote location made it the perfect site for a prison, but this location also made it expensive to maintain, and the cost of maintenance finally led to its closure. During the years it operated, Alcatraz housed many infamous prisoners, including Al Capone and “Machine Gun” Kelly, but the prisoner whose nickname is virtually synonymous with the prison is the Birdman of Alcatraz.

At Alcatraz (commonly known as “the Rock”), Stroud spent six years in solitary confinement and another eleven years segregated in the hospital ward. A psychiatrist at Alcatraz diagnosed Stroud as a psychopath with an IQ of 134, confirming his superior intelligence. Prison officials considered him extremely dangerous, and inmates and guards described him as “an aggressive homosexual with a bad temper.” Today, he probably would be categorized as a sexual predator. Stroud’s temper mellowed as he aged, and jailers considered him less of a threat. He loved birds, and because of his contributions to the field of ornithology, he had a following of thousands of bird breeders and poultry raisers who campaigned for his release from prison. However, since Stroud had been convicted of killing a federal officer, the court never lifted his sentence of life in solitary confinement.

In 1959, due to his failing health, the Birdman was transferred to the US Medical Center for Federal Prisoners in Springfield, Missouri, where he died on November 21, 1963, at the age of seventy-three. He had been incarcerated for fifty-four years and had spent forty-two of those years in solitary confinement. His thirst for knowledge never dimmed even as his health failed, and not long before he died, he was attempting to learn French.

In 1955, Thomas E. Gaddis, an advocate for prisoner rehabilitation, wrote a book called Birdman of Alcatraz. The book fictionalized Stroud’s life and made him appear much less violent than he was. It is largely due to this book that the facts about Stroud’s life have become so murky.

Gaddis’s book was adapted into a screenplay, and the film Birdman of Alcatraz was released in 1962. John Frankenheimer directed the movie, which starred Burt Lancaster as Stroud, Karl Malden as a fictionalized warden, and Thelma Ritter as Stroud’s mother. Like the book, the film portrayed the Birdman in a favorable light, but former inmates who knew him said he was much more sinister and unpleasant than the character Burt Lancaster played in the movie.

Stroud was not allowed to watch the film, but while preparing for his role as Stroud, Lancaster visited him in prison. According to the actor, Stroud told him he believed he had repeatedly been denied parole because he was a homosexual. He told Lancaster, “Let’s face it, I’m seventy-three years old. Does that answer your question about whether I would be a dangerous homosexual?”

Art Carney played Robert Stroud in the 1980 TV movie Alcatraz: The Whole Shocking Story, and Dennis Farina portrayed him in the 1987 TV movie Six Against the Rock. Stroud has also been the subject of songs and video games.

Was Robert Stroud a misunderstood man who was only trying to defend himself when he committed his crimes, or was he a violent, dangerous psychopath who needed to be locked away in solitary confinement? Was he rehabilitated in prison, and should he have been paroled in his later years? No matter how you feel about his imprisonment, Robert Stroud was brilliant. Considering how much he managed to further the field of ornithology with only limited resources and supplies, what could he have done with his life had he not shot Charlie Dahmer in a Juneau bar in 1909?





THE SINKING OF THE SS CLARA NEVADA

“The crew was drunk and unruly.”

Superstitions swirl around boats, and some captains believe bizarre myths. Renaming a vessel remains foremost among the maritime harbingers of bad luck, and if you dare change the name of your boat, you must follow a strict protocol to avoid certain doom. The Clara Nevada (formerly the Hassler) didn’t even complete her maiden voyage under her new name. Is this boat a case study to prove the truth of the old mariners’ superstition, or did her captain plot her demise?

On February 5, 1898, the SS Clara Nevada departed Skagway, Alaska, headed for Juneau and then Seattle. Hurricane-force winds of ninety knots (100 mph) pummeled the vessel with following seas of twelve to fifteen feet as the helmsman attempted to navigate the infamous (and misnamed) Lynn Canal of Alaska’s Inside Passage. (The inlet is actually a natural fjord.) When the decrepit old ship reportedly struck a rock and sank, the news surprised no one. Searchers found the body of only one man, the ship’s purser, but news reports stated that no one had survived the horrific accident.

The loss of the Clara Nevada at first seemed a tragic but foreseeable accident, and no one doubted the negligence of the ship’s owners and captain. However, before long, folks began asking questions, and the Seattle newspapers speculated wildly about the disaster. Crewmen believed to have died in the wreck turned up alive and well. Even the captain materialized and wasted little time beginning his next venture to ferry prospectors to the goldfields.

What happened on February 5, 1898, aboard the Clara Nevada? Was the wreck an accident, or did the captain and a few crewmen perpetrate the worst mass murder in the history of Alaska?

In 1886, three prospectors struck gold in a stream near the confluence of the Klondike and Yukon Rivers in the Yukon Territory. A year later, the gold rush hit full stride as men and women headed north to claim their fortunes. The streets of Seattle teemed with hopeful prospectors seeking passage north on any available vessel. Few worried about a ship’s seaworthiness, since their only concern was to get to the goldfields as fast as possible.

Various routes existed for reaching the Klondike goldfields, but the most popular one involved an ocean voyage from Seattle to the twin boomtowns of Dyea and Skagway, Alaska. Prospectors climbed the steep Chilkoot Pass ice stairway from Skagway or followed the longer, easier trail through White Pass. Once the “stampeders” (so named because they were in such a rush to get to their destination) crested the passes, they stepped into Canada. The Klondike gold rush occurred in Canada, not Alaska, but the fastest routes to the gold required challenging treks through Alaska into Canada.

Not enough boats were available in Seattle to handle the crowds of people demanding passage to Skagway. Businessmen eager to make a profit obtained marginal vessels—those not seaworthy enough to handle winter storms in the North Pacific, or ships already retired and headed to the scrapyards—and forced these derelict vessels into service. Many of these ships should never have been allowed to haul passengers, and Steamboat Inspection Service officials seemed not to notice when owners overloaded their vessels with passengers, animals, and freight.

Experienced captains and crewmen became a sought-after commodity on the docks of Seattle, and boat owners stooped to hiring anyone willing to take a job on an unseaworthy vessel. Undertrained crewmen on overloaded boats made the voyage from Seattle to Skagway a dangerous one. No ship better represents this situation than the Clara Nevada.

The vessel, christened the Hassler in 1872, originally sailed under the command of the US Coast and Geodetic Service, with the mission of charting the waters along the Alaska coast. The Hassler, a three-masted, iron-hulled steamship, was 151 feet long and had a beam of 24 feet, 6 inches. When the Hassler’s iron hull began to disintegrate after twenty-five years of service, the Geodetic Service decommissioned the vessel in May 1895. Two years later, the McGuire brothers of the Pacific and Alaska Transportation Company bought the Hassler for $15,700 and quickly renamed her the Clara Nevada.

The greedy McGuire brothers suffered poor reputations, and they spent little money refitting the ship or equipping her with adequate lifeboats and safety equipment. The brothers hired low-wage seamen who were reportedly drunk and obnoxious for most of the maiden voyage of the Clara Nevada. Like many other Seattle boat owners of the day, the McGuire brothers did not object to overloading their vessel with animals, freight, and passengers. Those who traveled on the Clara Nevada from Seattle to Skagway in January 1898 reported a harrowing voyage.

The newly renamed ship, under the command of Captain Charles H. Lewis, departed the pier in Seattle and immediately collided with a federal revenue cutter. The next day, the captain rammed the dock in Port Townsend, Washington, almost certainly instilling in his passengers little confidence in his abilities. The ship’s boilers experienced constant problems on the voyage, and at one point, the Clara Nevada briefly caught on fire. As Seattle newspapers would later claim, “The crew was drunk and unruly.”

The Clara Nevada stopped in Juneau overnight to unload freight and stayed a few hours longer than planned to allow the crew to work on the boilers. In Juneau, the mystery of the Clara Nevada begins. According to several sources, the vessel carried dynamite stored deep in her hold, bound for the Treadwell Mine on Douglas Island, near Juneau. The law forbade transporting dynamite with passengers, so historians believe the crew hid the dynamite beneath the other freight. When the vessel reached Juneau, however, no dynamite was unloaded for the mine. Historians think that either the Treadwell Mine did not send a representative to accept the dynamite, or perhaps the captain decided not to unload the explosives due to the presence of a steamship inspector on the dock. Whatever the reason, if there was dynamite on the Clara Nevada when the boat departed Seattle, it remained on board when the ship left Juneau, and no one unloaded dynamite in Skagway. Since the boat was scheduled to return to Juneau on her voyage south, perhaps the captain planned to offload the explosives then.

When the Clara Nevada reached Skagway, the captain again rammed the dock, shattering four pilings. The disgruntled passengers readily disembarked, and many felt lucky to have survived the voyage from Seattle.

We will never know what happened to the Clara Nevada once the vessel departed Skagway, but the ship had little going in her favor. She was well past her prime, and according to those with intimate knowledge of the vessel, the Clara Nevada should have been scrapped instead of carrying passengers across the rough waters of Alaska in the winter. The captain lacked skill at running the vessel, as demonstrated by his poor docking abilities, and the unqualified, often inebriated crew could provide little assistance in the case of an emergency. But Captain Lewis’s worst decision was to depart Skagway in the middle of a storm that was producing hurricane-force winds. Even large ships are often held up in such weather, so it remains a mystery why Captain Lewis thought the rickety old Clara Nevada could handle heavy seas and high winds.

No one knows how many people sailed from Skagway on the Clara Nevada; the only passenger list presumably went down with the ship. Reports of the number of passengers on board the ill-fated vessel vary between 25 and 150. Alaskan historian Steve Levi has extensively researched the sinking of the Clara Nevada and is a leading expert on the ship. In his 2011 book The Clara Nevada: Gold, Greed, Murder and Alaska’s Inside Passage, Levi estimates that about fifty-seven passengers boarded the Clara Nevada in Skagway, and the ship carried a crew of thirty.

Several sources reported that the Clara Nevada steamed south from Skagway, carrying $165,000 in raw gold (estimated at over $13 million in 2025 dollars). The gold belonged to one or more prospectors on the ship, and Levi points out that it would likely have been in the form of gold dust.

If we believe numerous but undocumented eyewitness reports, then a dilapidated ship with a dubious crew carried a small fortune in gold and a load of dynamite when it steamed out into a violent storm in the frigid North Pacific. This premise alone would make an excellent opening for a novel, but the plot thickens, and with the help of frequent articles in the two Seattle newspapers at the time, the legend of the Clara Nevada disaster grew daily.

On the afternoon of February 6, 1898, the SS Clara Nevada departed Skagway in a roaring storm with hurricane-force winds out of the north. When the ship passed through Berners Bay, about thirty miles south of Skagway, she ran aground on Eldred Rock. A witness eight miles away claimed he saw an orange fireball erupt and then embers flying into the sky. The man reported that a ship had hit Eldred Rock and exploded, although the storm and heavy seas made it too dangerous to launch a rescue until the following day.

Inspector T. A. Marquam, the deputy collector of the United States Customs service in Alaska, chartered the steamship Rustler to investigate the reported accident. He found clothing, photographs, furniture, and lumber on the shore near Eldred Rock. He also discovered life preservers and a hatch cover printed with HASSLER, the original name of the ship. When Marquam reached Eldred Rock, he saw the distinct outline of a vessel twenty-four feet below the water’s surface. A diver inspected the ship and noted a black hole in the hull in the location of the boiler room.

Seattle reporters speculated that one of the boilers had exploded when the Clara Nevada hit Eldred Rock, blowing a hole in the bottom of the hull. This conclusion initially made sense because the boilers had repeatedly malfunctioned on the trip from Seattle to Skagway. But when the diver reported that the hole had a black edge, journalists wondered why an exploding boiler would cause a blackened hole. The black marks more likely indicated a fire. When reports leaked about the illegal dynamite aboard, a new theory emerged. Perhaps one or more of the lanterns on the ship had overturned and started a fire on the Clara Nevada. If the blaze had reached the dynamite, an ignition of explosives would explain the blackened hole and would corroborate the eyewitness account of a fireball sending sparks into the air.

After an investigation, the Steamboat Inspection Service concluded that unsecured lanterns had overturned in the pitching, rolling seas, catching the ship on fire. While the captain and officers had battled the blaze in a frantic attempt to keep it from reaching the dynamite, they’d lost track of the vessel’s bearings, and the storm had pushed the Clara Nevada broadside onto the reef at Eldred Rock, where the ship split open and sank. The Inspection Service investigators deduced that the fire must have started before the ship hit the rock because divers had found a fire hose on her deck, and the hose was attached to the hydrants and coupled to the pumps.

While researching the wreck of the Clara Nevada for his book, Levi uncovered numerous inconsistencies in the records. The authorities presumed everyone on the ship had died, but a few crew members must have escaped the disaster because their names appeared in the 1900 census. Foremost among the survivors was Captain C. H. Lewis, who would go on to captain another vessel. How did these men survive the sinking of the Clara Nevada?

Levi also questioned what had happened to the $165,000 in gold reportedly stowed on the Clara Nevada when the boat went down. The vessel sank in shallow water, and numerous divers have explored the wreckage, but no one has ever found the gold. While the rumor of gold on the boat may have been false, if she was carrying gold, what happened to it?

Only months after the loss of the Clara Nevada, Captain C. H. Lewis bought a riverboat named the William H. Evans and headed to the Yukon River, where he planned to ferry prospectors and gear to Dawson City, Yukon Territory. Unfortunately, his captain’s skills had not improved, and he ran aground on a sandbar in the Yukon. He stayed on the boat for over a year but finally abandoned the ship when it became apparent the Evans would break apart before the Yukon flooded enough to allow the vessel to float.

Levi does not believe the tragedy of the Clara Nevada occurred by accident. Instead, he thinks the sinking of the vessel represents the largest mass murder in Alaska’s history. Levi admits he has only circumstantial evidence to support his theory, but he backs it up with compelling source material.

He postulates that thieves deliberately sank the vessel to cover up the robbery of $165,000 in gold dust. He suggests the thieves lit a small charge of dynamite in the boiler room and set several fires on the boat, hoping the fires would distract the passengers and crew until the dynamite had exploded. He also believes the plan to steal the gold went awry due to the raging storm.

According to Levi, most of the gold dust would have been in the purser’s safe, which only the purser or the captain could have accessed. He believes a small amount of dynamite, perhaps only one stick, caused the explosion and notes that even if the supply of dynamite had accidentally caught on fire, it likely would not have exploded without a blasting cap and a fuse attached to each stick. If dynamite caused the hole in the hull of the Clara Nevada, someone must have attached a blasting cap to one or more sticks and lit the fuse.

Levi thinks Captain Lewis and three other crew members decided to rob the Clara Nevada. They opened the safe, removed the gold to a lifeboat, lit the fuse for the dynamite, and then, just before they lowered the lifeboat into the water, they set several fires aboard the vessel. In the confusion, they believed no one would miss them. Levi gives the thieves the benefit of the doubt and assumes they’d hoped the passengers and crew would abandon ship before the Clara Nevada sank. According to his theory, the thieves believed that once the vessel disappeared beneath the surface, everyone would think the gold had sunk with it.

While this daring robbery might have been straightforward on a calm night in warm seas, the robbers must have fought to move nine hundred pounds of gold into a lifeboat on decks coated with ice while waves crashed over the railings and the boat pitched in raging seas. Then, they had to lower the lifeboat and get away from the Clara Nevada before the dynamite blasted a hole in the hull.

Levi does not
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