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GEORGE II -- This trip down the awesome 
George River in northern Quebec was even more 

scenic and challenging than the first time the 
HACC did it. Here, Geoff Peake and 

Tom Stevens tackle a tricky tidal-influenced rap-
ids near Ungava Bay. At high tide this rapid dis-
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We love getting letters from you read-
ers, in fact, it is one of the great joys 
of Che-Mun. Unfortunately the rate 

of letters is never a constant. This issue marks 
the first time the packet contains letters– none 
of which was picked up at the trusty Postbox 
548. Both letters arrived electronically via the 
Internet. 

While this method is almost immediate  and 
convenient – especially for your humble Editor 
who doesn’t have to re-type it – but the simple 
and expectant joy of opening an envelope and 
reading someting handwritten is lost. Progress.

Upon returning from our George River 
trip one of the first e-mails I read was 
this wonderfulsubmission from Daian 

Janitis of London, Ontario. It made me and my 
wife Margaret laugh especially in it’s references 
to Marypat Zitzer who is my wife’s icon of 
female canoeing toughness.

“This request comes form a whiny, fifty-plus 
female who has reluctantly accompanied the 
whole family on canoe expeditions to 
Algonquin, Quetico, Lake Superior Provincial 
Park (my personal hot pick for killer portage of 
my life) and the wussy but breathtaking 
Killarney.  

“I have used the memories mainly to tell 
self-deprecating stories about my own wilder-
ness ineptitude to captive friends  on our return 
-no spunky Joanie McGuffin or Marypat Zitzer 
trapped in THIS wrinkled and graying body!  

“The stories are barely exaggerations. My 
kids still won’t let me within strolling distance 
of a fishing pole: I have deadheaded a variety of 
them as neatly as the marigolds in my garden. 
My only sources of pride are a technique for 
killer campfire pizza and an oatmeal mixture fit 
for canoeing gods.  And I did earn my son’s 
admiration for filleting his first lake trout in 
minutes. How gratifying to count a memory of 

me flinging fish guts into the lake against the 
setting sun as one of his “favourite family 
moments”.

“Sure that I had put behind me the threat of 
ever contemplating another canoe trip, I made 
the Great Canadian Mistake this morning - got 
caught up by the siren CBC airing one of the 
late reports from the George River canoe expe-
dition. Have spent the entire morning clicking 
all over the website and recalling a mixed stuff-
sack of indelible memories of the very first trip 
my then-new husband dragged me on to 
Quetico – a solo trip for both that lasted thirty 
days and gave me a life-long abhorrence for 
black flies and traveling Y camps.  Only the lat-
ter has been eliminated.

The husband is still around - rueful, I think, 
that he did not marry a Mina Hubbard instead of 
a mean-mouthed Harridan – and his 55th birth-
day approaches: I know that he would be a 
reader and appreciator of what you are doing in 
“Che-mun”. Please enter a year’s subscription 
for Henry. 

“I will put the subscription payment in the 
mail at once, and look forward to seeing him 
receive it.  Grudgingly, I may borrow it now and 
then myself from the Kilimanjaro of wilderness 
and fitness mags that tower beside his part of 
the nuptial bed.“All the very best to you in your 
endeavours.”

Christopher Morris, who in between 
writing controversial articles for Che-
Mun, does get around in a canoe is back 

at Magdalene College at Cambridge, England 
and let us know - via e-mail - about his epic 
Yellowknife to Yellowknife trip which he had 
planned for this summer.

He had already given us a quick phone call 
when passing through Toronto’s Pearson 
Airport to the U.K., so we already knew that his 
ambitious plan which would have seen him pad-

dling until late into September and ascending 
the Coppermine River, had fallen through.

Chris promised us a more detailed story of 
the nevertheless ambitious summer but gave us 
this e-mail summary of his summery adven-
tures.

“Four of us began at Yellowknife, my broth-
er Jonathan and I, and two friends who were 
scheduled to be picked up in the Hoare Lake 
area on the Hanbury River, with the outbound 
leg of the flight bringing our first food-drop.  

“But due to illness, we were only at the top 
end of Artillery Lake at the appointed day, and 
as a result, we were left about a week behind 
schedule both in terms of time and food. We 
pushed on in a vain attempt to make up the time, 
but I had been cutting things rather fine as it was. 
When we reached the junction of the Back and 
Meadowbank Rivers, having crossed into the 
headwaters of the Meadowbank from below 
Schultz Lake, we tallied our food and found that 
we would be almost a week short of what we 
needed to get to our next food drop on Hope Bay 
- and that was assuming no more weather delays.  

“With a little luck from the weather we had 
just enough food to reach Gjoa Haven. 
Fortunately, when we arrived at Chantrey Inlet 
we met some Inuit as well as some American 
paddlers who were about to be picked up, and 
therefore gave us their remaining food. The 
paddle to Gjoa Haven involved three big cross-
ings: 15 km from Cape Barclay to Montreal 
Island;  17 km from Ogle Point to Hovgaard 
Island; and 18 km from Hovgaard Island to 
Gjoa Haven. All of them were uneventful, 
although a snowstorm kept us on Hovgaard 
Island overnight.”

{Ed. Note. There is obviously much more to 
this story and we hope Chris will fill in some of 
those gaps in our next issue.}

2.

Fall Packet



3.

Editor's  Notebook

Well, it was a hell of a ride down the fabulous George River this sum-
mer, just us six canoeists and the thousands of others who were 
along for the ride on the Internet.

The North to Ungava expedition has come and gone and like so many things 
that took months to plan, the 20 days of the actual trip flew by very quickly. 
Once again the George River treated us to a wonderful trip, it is a beautiful 
river, both wild and amazingly untraveled. We know of only three other groups 
- two of them solo - who  paddled the river this summer - and we saw no one.

The water levels were very high when we flew in on August 2. A wet and 
windy July had risen water levels which were at June heights. But our arrival 
seemed to signal the end of the rain for we had very little and the water con-
tinued to drop quickly so that by the time we reached the huge lower river it 
had dropped to more normal levels.

The trip created a lot of interest on the Web and fun for us but it wouldn’t 
have happened at all without our sponsors. Our budget this year was $30,000 
which is way beyond our abilities. David Earthy of Woods Canada, who have  
been our primary patron since 1991, were once again our lead sponsor. Woods’ 
great products are everywhere in our kit from sleeping bags to bug jackets to 
tents. And a big thanks also to Chet Galpin of Clorox Canada and Gardiner 
Shelley of R.G. Shelley Ltd of Toronto for their financial contributions. Chet is 
an old friend of my brother Geoff and Gard is a pal of mine. We clinched the 
Shelley deal over a couple of beers and Cuban cigars in our local pub just 
weeks before we left.

Thanks also to Bell Mobility especially their technical rep Marc Fafard 
whose satphone we used. Marc knows about this sort of stuff having done a trip 
to the magnetic North Pole while sending back pictures. His help was invalu-
able. And of course the folks at Nikon deserve praise. Their great digital cam-
era let everyone see what we were doing.

It was a real treat to get messages on the river from people around the 
world. It added a whole different dimension to our paddling. The people at the 
CANOE website were amazed by the response. We had over 30,000 hits and 
the head of CANOE called it the best thing they have done in their two years 
of existence. Those are flattering words! What it meant was all the work was 
worth it. Michael Peake, Editor.

Three Toronto tourists were roused from their sleep on an 
August night in Auyuittuq National Park near 
Pangnirtung when a polar bear animal took a bite out of 

Peter and Joan Joel’s tent. 
They were camped about 70 kilometres from Pangnirtung, 

near the base of the Turner Glacier, when the encounter 
occurred. 

Startled, Peter Joel yelled, waking their friend Olaf Kraulis 
in the next tent, an experienced hiker on his seventh trip through 
Auyuittuq Park. 

“I said, ‘Peter, it’s probably a weasel or a lemming, but have 
you got your bear spray?’ “

Joel’s bear spray, a solution containing the same active 
ingredients as cayenne pepper, was in his backpack outside. “I 
remember getting out of the tent — I was scared,” said Joel, 
who works as a computer operations manager. “I screamed very 
loudly,” Kraulis said. “After I screamed the tent started to move. 

“I heard growling and huffing, and then I heard Peter’s 
scream: ‘Bear, go away!’ and I realized that my tent was being 
pulled.” 

After the bear let go of the tent Joel let go with a squirt of 
bear spray and the huge animal took off. Polar bears are consid-
ered to be marine mammals — and they’ve never been seen that 
far inland. 

The hikers activated a personal locator beacon belonging to 
Kraulis in the moments following the encounter and were 
picked up the next day unharmed.

A popular TV actress and her film-director boyfriend 
died together in a fiery crash in mid-August when their 
small floatplane collided with the side of a mountain in 

northern Quebec. 
The bodies of Marie-Soleil Tougas, 27, and Jean-Claude 

Lauzon, 43, were pulled from the wreckage by provincial 
police, near the Larch River, 100 kilometres south-west of 
Kuujjuaq. Investigators believe the accident resulted from a 
combination of poor weather and pilot error. 

Lauzon, an experienced pilot who is best known for direct-
ing two award-winning films, Un Zoo la Nuit and Léolo, was at 
the controls of the Cessna 180 when the crash occurred. It’s 
speculated that rain and winds gusting to 80 kilometres an hour 
foiled Lauzon’s attempt to land the plane on the river, where 
they had hoped to camp for the night. 

Other floatplane operators in the region were reported to 
have suspended flights until the weather conditions improved.

Newsline
Countdown to April 1, 1999
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Historic Journeys

which floated free. Pete’s rifle and rod were also lost. Righted canoe and got 
up to nearby sandy point and built fire for we were most frozen. A discouraged 
bunch as we discussed what to do and drank tea out of some camphor tins Pete 
scared up, which gave the tea a vile taste. Ate Jake’s bread which was very 
very good in spite of having gotten soaked in canoe upset. 

Monday, August 2. Loafed in camp all day and argued on what to do. 
Counted and apportioned grub supply and found we had only 
enough for fourteen frugal days, and no cooking utensils. 
Much discussion and deadlock. Finally compromised 
and decided Jake and Pete should go back while Al 
and I scouted canyon ahead.

Tuesday, August 3.  After breakfast Pete and Jake 
off for McPherson for supplies. They hadn’t 
gone 200 yards ere their canoe filled and sank 
in cross current in shallow water. We helped 
them out and they went on. Al and I watched 
them disappear downstream around the bend 
and were a good deal worried. Just as we got 
back to camp it started to hail and then to 
snow. Woods, pines and mountains perfectly 
beautiful, but ‘tis awful to think of Pete and 
Jake wading those rapids with their clothes and 
blankets soaked from the tip-over. The two 
remaining in camp explored on foot until their 
way was blocked by the Barrier River. 

Saturday, August 14. Set out on foot down the river in 
hopes of meeting Jake and Pete and help them bring 
their canoe up the rapids. River divided into three channels 
and we feared to miss the others. By luck I was driven out on a 
point by the mosquitoes and found Jake and Pete toil-
ing upstream with their canoe. Sure a glad exchange 
of yells and good to be united again. They told us 
great tales of having shot the rapids of the Rat after 
finding it impossible to wade downstream and having 
upset a second time. Two days later they reached the permanent camp, finding 
bear tracks around the tent, but nothing disturbed. For the next six days they 
tracked up rapids and through canyons.

Monday, August 16. The river soon changed from its muddy nature to a clear 
cold mountain stream. Water was frightfully cold and an icy wind sprang up 
so that we were chilled to the bone. Took long time before we could persuade 
ourselves to push on. Despondency turned to joy for we came to our longed-
for three forks in the creek - the middle one with a tiny fall as described. A 
great relief to at last be sure that we are on the right way. Many camps, tent-

frame structures and lean-tos which we believe were left by the old adventur-
ers and prospectors of ‘98 who didn’t get across but had to spend the winter 
and die there.

Tuesday, August 17. Portage from camp to small creek above [falls] and then 
started to paddle up it. Crossed lake, found well-marked portage trail and were 

elated to be sure we were on right way.

Wednesday, August 18. Started to rain and then to snow and 
was most unpleasant the whole day.  We portaged to a 

tiny lake, picked up the trail again and made the main 
half mile portage over the Continental Divide to 

Summit Lake, beautifully set in high mountains 
right on the Pass. The clouds hanging low, but 
the new mantle of snow made them grand and 
impressive.  Ate chocolate bar to celebrate 
having crossed the Divide and then embarked 
at last on our longed-for downstream paddle. 

It was clear sailing from here on, down the 
Little Bell, the Bell and Porcupine Rivers 
to Fort Yukon, arriving there on August 

31st. Along the way they met every person of 
interest, saw part of the caribou migration, and 

visited Old Crow. 
At Fort Yukon they sold the canoes, wired 

their families and received word back that they 
had passed their law exams. They had to buy tickets 

for the boat which took them down the Yukon and up 
the Tanana to Nenana, where they bought tickets to ride 

the caboose of a freight train going south, sleeping in freight 
cars or cow barns along the way.

At Seward they signed on as long-shoremen and 
worked their passage on a boat to Ketchican, where 
three of them caught the CNR boat to Prince Rupert. 
By train they reached Regina in a snowstorm at 6:30 
a.m. on September 23. It took them all day to find 

their car and replace the tires and the battery, but by 7 p.m. they were on the 
road. Fighting their way south through snow-drifts, they joined up with other 
travellers and formed a convoy, as far as Weyburn, where blowouts and further 
snow-storms forced them to give up, sell the car for $81 and take the train 
home. They reached Chicago on Sunday, September 26th.     

In later years, Sherwood Platt was a named partner in a well-known 
Chicago law firm. Alfred Driscoll - Jake - was the Governor of New Jersey in 
the 1940s, and afterward the president of Warner-Lambert pharmaceutical 
company. Pete Onthank was an attorney and Al Leete a successful business-
man. A few years ago, Al Leete’s grandson recreated the 1926 trip with friends.

Fording the Rat

Above: Al Leete, Jake Driscoll, and Sherwood 
Platt in Model T Ford just prior to leaving 
Illinois. Right top; Lining up the Rat. Right bot-
tom: Being dropped off along the Mackenzie R.
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Historic Journeys

BY GWYNETH HOYLE

In 1926 four young Harvard men celebrated the end of classes with a circular 
trip from Chicago, north to the Rat & Porcupine Rivers, and working their 
way home through Alaska. Sherwood Platt’s diary is one of a collection of trip 
journals in the archives of the Canadian Canoe Museum in Peterborough, 
Ontario. With his permission, what follows is condensed from his journal: 

On the morning of setting out from Boston, they found their car had 
been stolen overnight. In short 
order, they bought a 1922 

Ford for $100 and headed for 
Chicago. Pete Onthank went ahead by 
train to Edmonton, and the others left 
Chicago on July 1 in the Ford, loaded 
with gear. The hiss of tires going flat 
accompanied  them through 
Minnesota into North Dakota where 
they crossed the border into Manitoba 
and found the “Trans-Canada 
Highway” was “two deep ruts with 
g r a s s  be tween” ,  wor se  i n 
Saskatchewan.

Sunday, July 4. Ford began to miss badly 
when going slow and our attempts to fix it proved ineffectual. On all night, 
taking turns sleeping. Occasionally dozed off at the wheel even. I got miles off 
on a blind road with only a gallon of gas in the tank. Bet I made fifty miles on 
that gallon. Made one town but everything was closed so drained the hoses of 
several gasoline pumps and went on to Indian Head where we awoke garage 
man and got gas. Relieved to have full tank once more. On 
toward Regina.

Monday, July 5. Awoke suddenly at 6:30 
to find Ford stopped in middle of road. 
Jake asleep at wheel with map clutched 
in his hands. Al Leete a short distance 
off asleep on the prairie. How we got 
there none of us could tell. Woke all 
and started on. Ford acting badly and 
only hitting on three cylinders, but 
went right along. Gave gas to a fellow 
stuck in the road and so partially atoned for 
the help others have given us. Across barren 
prairie into big city of Regina. Took Ford to garage 
and found timer was worn out, got that fixed, and 
greased the car in the bargain. Edmonton was still 600 miles away, 
instead of the 400 we had figured, so obvious we could not make it in our 
worn condition. Found that a train left for Edmonton in an hour, so Jake and I 
took Ford up town in search of a place to park it. Left it with a sergeant of the 
city police, rushed back to station and caught the 10:20 train. Al and I rode in 

style with Pullman berths while Jake, ticketless, bummed his way on back of 
coal car and was pitch black but full of experiences by morning.

Tuesday, July 6. Reached Edmonton at 7:30. Pete met us and we got break-
fast. Over to Hudson Bay Store and bought two 16-foot grey Peterborough 
canvas covered canoes. Loaded them and duffle in truck and were taken a 
couple of miles out to the “Alberta & Great Waterways Railroad” station (train 
every Tuesday). Helped load baggage cars and especially our canoes. Great 
train: 52 cars, two of them passenger and the rest carrying every kind of 

freight from launches to 250 live wild 
buffalo being taken to the woods up 
where we are going by the Slave 
Lake. Hot slow ride, train would 
stop often and the passengers would 
get out and pick wild strawberries. 

Wednesday, July 7. Reached 
Waterways, the end of the line, at 
eleven. Unloaded our baggage and 
canoes and carried them a hundred 
yards down to the Clearwater River. 
By the time we had loaded up our 
canoes everyone had disappeared 
and we were on our own. Into our 

tiny canoes and dipped our first paddles 
on our hoped for many thousand mile trip. Paddled four miles beyond Fort 
McMurray and camped. Not an ounce of sleep for any of us on account of the 
terrible mosquitoes which got in spite of our mosquito tent. Poured rain all 
night too.

Thursday, July 8. Headwind straight from the north made 
going hard. The waves threatened to swamp our 

heavily loaded canoes. By one o’clock I was 
utterly all in and thought it was my physical 

condition, but upon stopping on a tar sand 
beach and devouring a mess of baked 
beans I found my trouble was solely 
hunger.  Made camp some 27 miles 
below McMurray on a bluff. Beautiful 
evening. Still light in the north at 

11.30. Finally to bed, and so utterly 
weary that we slept soundly in spite of 

the mosquitoes.

Friday, July 9. At McKay, steamer passed us push-
ing scow loaded with wild buffalo. Temporarily lost other 

canoe and relieved when they appeared out of side channel far ahead 
of us. 

Saturday, July 10. Down the Athabasca and ate lunch on sandbar on 100-mile 
island. First mosquito-less place we  ➥ Continued on Page 11
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Photos by MICHAEL PEAKE
Che-Mun Editor

Preparing to write about this summer’s Hide-
Away Canoe Club expedition – North to 
Ungava./onriver.online – it occurred to me 

the story had already been told.
For those of you who were able to follow the 

trip on the Net (it’s still there for a few months at: 
www.canoe.ca/georgeriver) you already know 
what happened. Indeed, it was strange for us to 
arrive back from the trip and before we could begin 
telling family and friends of our adventures they 
began to tell us about them.

The technical side of things worked well, 
despite ample ammunition for disaster (see separate 
story). The George River itself was superb as was 
the weather, indeed better than one has a right to 
expect in Ungava. It was unusual for us to return to 
do a river we’d already paddled (in 1983). And I 
think that the thousands of miles of paddling since 

caused us to look at the George in a somewhat dif-
ferent way. 

It did not seem as menacing and scary as it was 
in 1983 and you can probably put that down to a 
combination of experience and weather. Back then, 
we still had chunks of ice on the side of the river 
and it was our first real taste of a far northern river.

Rather than recount the trip in our usual manner 
I have selected sampling of the superb daily jour-
nals written by HACC Chief Guide Geoffrey Peake 
and our Piscine Director Peter Brewster. The other 
members of the trip were David Peake, Peter Scott 
and Tom Stevens.These selections are meant to 
cover some of the highlights of the trip and its spe-
cial and memorable moments. I apologize to those 
of you who may have read these on the web but I’m 
sure they will please a second time around as well.

Geoffrey Peake, August 14. THE BIG ONE: 
The rapids started as soon as we left camp. First as 

swifts and easy waves, but about an hour after start-
ing, we entered a larger set that started off easy, but 
gradually grew in difficulty. In this set, I was fol-
lowing at the rear; the other boats had passed us 
when we stopped to fix our spraycover. I knew we 
were heading for trouble when Tom said “Hey, look 
at that cool line of white ahead!” I looked up and 
there were indeed a lot of waves ahead. Nothing 
unusual in that—but something sounded differ-
ent—there was a deeper roar to the rapids than there 
should be. The trip notes we had said nothing 
unusual about this rapid, so we just kept heading 
down, sure that everything would be fine. There is 
a rule in rapids, though, that says the steeper the 
drop, the harder it is to see. That is why such haz-
ards as ledges and falls can appear to be practically 
invisible to the upstream paddler, except perhaps as 
a line running across the river—A WHITE LINE...
oh oh. 

There is a point of no return in some rapids 

HACC 1997  Exped i t i on 

To Ungava: By paddle and satphone

A GEORGE VIEW - North to Ungava paddlers David Peake, Peter Brewster and Peter Scott take in the scenic view of one of three 
channels of the upper George River just before  they merge into one big and strong river.
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where, no matter how fast you backpaddle, no mat-
ter how deftly you manoeuvre, you cannot escape 
going through them. When I finally understood the 
significance of the ‘line of white’ all three canoes 
had now passed that point. The two Peters were 
now entering the worst of it, and as they dropped 
over the main ledge, their boat disappeared for a 
brief second before rolling up and over the standing 
waves, which, now in proper perspective were 
huge—almost 2 metres in height. I said nothing, but 
my mind thought ‘Holy Shit’. 

Finally, just as Mike and David were dropping 
over the ledge, Tom and I were finally close enough 
to see the true drop that had been hidden from us 
upstream. I think I yelled for Tom to 
paddle, but I can’t really remember 
because it all went by so fast. I just 
remember approaching that wave 
and thinking what a really big wave 
it was, even in our 20-foot canoe. 
Down, down we dropped, only to hit 
the amazingly steep rebound wave, 
that lifted nearly half of the boat out 
of the water and threatened to roll us 
over. A big wave washed clear 
across the decks, but we rode that 
wave out, and the next one, before I 
had the presence of mind to shout a 
few commands at Tom in the bow 

“Crossdraw! Crossdraw!” The 
canoe turned to the left and we pad-
dled hard toward shore to avoid the 
next big wave. Amazingly, both 

other boats had made it through, and we all headed 
for the first available eddy to pull our boats up and 
bail. There was a lot of adrenaline still pumping for 
the next half hour, as we relived that rapid over and 
over. Had we scouted that rapid there is no way we 
would have ever run the boats through that chute, 
but it’s nice to know that they are capable of a lot 
more than we normally do. 

Peter Brewster. Aug 2. FLYING IN: 
Flying in, rain streamers wept from graphite 

grey clouds while splashes of sunshine turned the 
water the kind of cobalt blue that doesn’t need a 
polarizing filter to make it glow. The wind off the 

lake, really just a widening of the upper George, is 
crisp and the air has that smell of an early fall. 
Informed thinking in Schefferville was that it 
always snows along the George in August. 
Meanwhile, the delicate grey moss outside the tent 
will look like snow in the moonlight. 

Sitting here in the bush, with a $4,000 laptop on 
my knee and waves pounding the beach - and cari-
bou no doubt grazing over the ridge - is a new hat 
that will take a few days to wear easily. Never mind 
the solar panel trickling power into the satphone 
battery and the digital Nikon lying on a sleeping 
bag like it, too, belongs. So what’s for supper? 
THAT I understand. Tomorrow we’ll see if there’s 

anything left of the Hubbard aura 
from 90 years ago as we point the 
boats downstream, snap on the 
spray covers, and get ready to 
dance with the George.

Geoffrey Peake, August 13. THE 
PERFECT DAY:

Well, it’s been a great day. We 
have paddled many miles on many 
northern rivers and today comes as 
close to being perfect as we are 
likely to expect in Ungava. The 
combination of bright sunshine, 
miles of runnable rapids, and 
exquisite scenery are the sort of 
things you dream about when plan-
ning a river trip. Today the dream 
became real. From Wedge Hills 

Exped i t i on s

The only real unknown in this summer’s George River canoe trip was 
how well and how easily would all the technology work. The bottom 
line is that it all worked perfectly. Getting to that point however 

required a lot of work and pre-trip preparation - and even then we came 
within a hair’s breath of disaster.

There were four elements to the technology; a digital camera, two laptop 
computers, a satphone and a solar power setup. The laptops proved no prob-
lem, the two Apple Powerbook 5300s worked well and lived safely inside 
their Pelican case. The satellite phone a somewhat bulky but extremely easy 
to use and reliable Mitsubishi ST150 worked perfectly but was our biggest 
energy user. The really key element was the solar charging system designed 
by Environergie of Quebec. We had one five foot and two three foot panels 
which charged up special battery. When feasible, the panels lived on the deck 
of Geoffrey’s canoe, charging during the day and once we realized that meant 
as often as possible everything worked like a charm.

When a picture was taken with the Nikon E2N digital camera, instead of 
film the image was recorded on a small data card which was removed from 
the camera and inserted into the computer, where the pictures were down-
loaded  to an imaging program, edited and sized down to 300 pixels wide. 
Pictures on the Web are small images and the resulting file size of the com-
pressed pictures was only 30K which was easy to post to the CANOE BBS 
on the slow 2400 baud satphone connection. Each day’s pictures and stories 
took about 10-12 minutes to send.

Our brush with disaster came with the Nikon E2N digital camera. I had 
somehow forgotten the charger and extra battery. On the second day of the 
trip the camera’s ni-cad unit began to flash, signaling failure. This meant no 
more pictures could be sent and the trip would be a flop. I removed the bat-
tery immediately and from then on it then lived in a pocket next to my body 
for the rest of the trip only appearing when needed. And it worked the rest of 
the way.

North to Ungava/onriver.online: How the technology worked

UNGAVA GANG - L-R Peter Brewster with laptop computer, David Peake and 
Tom Stevens behind satellite phone, Geoffrey Peake with battery and large solar 
panel, Peter Scott and Michael Peake with digital Nikon camera at Helen Falls.
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this morning we paddled in strong current almost 
non-stop for over 50 km. The river dropped a third 
of the total drop from Indian House Lake to 
Ungava in that 
stretch. The 
speed of the 
current was 
such that we 
covered almost 
all of that dis-
tance before 
lunch. I don’t 
really have 
much more to 
add to that 
except to echo 
what  Peter 
Brewster said 
about today 
being the kind 
of day we got 
into canoeing 
in the first place. 
Even as I write, large bands of high clouds have 
moved in from the west; I would be quite sur-
prised if we had the same sort of day tomorrow. 
You won’t hear me complaining, though, if it’s 
crummy tomorrow. What we had today will more 
than compensate for a day of rain. 

Peter Brewster, Aug 13. THE PERFECT DAY II
Today, in so many ways, was why we came. 

Finally, after being sideswiped by bad weather on 
Monday, and making only a disappointing 22-km. 
yesterday due to a nasty north headwind, this was 
a near-perfect day in Ungava to  be out on a big 
river. Oh, sure, the blackflies are doing their thing; 
and visions of Mina Hubbard can still be here only 
if you stand very still at night and try to project 
your mind back 90-some years to a more adven-
turous time. 

But the river is real, and today it is at its best. 
We covered 40-km. before lunch, rocketing 

down the George through the finest country yet, 
seen 14 years ago under a grey canopy that only 
shifted to rain again, as I recall. Today it was 
bathed in sunshine under a cloudless sky, with a 
cooling  breeze. 

The river drops 86 metres in the section we ran 
today, and the wonderful Pyramid Hills were in 
view for some time before we stopped for lunch at 
the confluence with the Gasnault. If the George is 

clear and clean, the Gasnault is almost ephemeral. 
I have never seen water of such startling clarity. It 
flows into the main river creating two distinct 

streams of different colors before they blend. 

Peter Brewster Aug 8. INDIAN HOUSE LAKE:
This demon of a lake, which caused us so 

much trouble 14 years ago on our first George 
River trip, has done it again. 

Tonight, cold, wet and hungry, we are camped 

on a high point with a spectacular view after butt-
ing heads with a north-west wind all afternoon. 
Indian House Lake is a 100km. long widening of 

the river. It lies 
north-south and 
seems to catch 
just about every 
weather system 
imaginable. 

H o w e v e r , 
wind is its forte, 
and wind is what 
is happening 
right now. This 
particular breeze 
is of the kind that 
puts four-foot 
waves on the 
lake and shakes 
the tent like a ter-
rier with a rag. 

And after a 
long day of 

paddling it feels as though it is coming straight out 
of the Arctic. Which, of course, it is. 

We fetched up on a rocky, wave-lashed beach 
late in the day after a futile search for an aban-
doned fishing camp we believed was in a bay on 
the east side. There was an immediate scramble 
for dry footwear, pile pants, sweaters, and toques, 
and the rocky ground was soon strewn with dis-
carded wet windwear and boots. 

Rain streamers are flowing back and forth 
across the lake like translucent shower curtains, 
painting the hills a pale grey. It is a night for hot 
food, a fire if we can garner enough dry, gnarly 
willow, and maybe a shot of scotch, for medicinal 
purposes of course.

Peter Brewster, August 15. HELEN FALLS:
We are camped tonight, close to the end of our 

journey, at one of the most stunning scenic sites in 
all Ungava. 

This is a wild chute more than an actual falls, 
surging down through a rocky canyon. By some 
careful lining and a little brute force hauling the 
canoes over rocks, we have managed to reach a 
spot about one third to halfway down the wild 
water. I am sitting in the tent, on flat rock, a mere 
20 metres from the full majesty of the mighty 
George as it roars downhill, dropping 23 metres 
over the 1.6-km. chute. At one dramatic spot there 

Expedit ions

PERFECT DAY - Classic paddling just above Pyramid Hills at the mouth of the crystalline Gasnault River.
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Canoelit

The Story of the Chestnut Canoe
150 years of Canadian Canoe Building
By Kenneth Solway
Nimbus Publishing, Halifax 1997 256 pp
$19.95  ISBN: 155 109 221-2

One of the things that Ken Solway does in this 
book on the famed Chestnut Canoes of New 
Brunswick is deny the rumour that the boats 

were made with wood from the chestnut tree. It was, 
however, the Chestnut family tree which gave rise to 
this most famous and noble line of canoes.

Ken Solway originally began this book as a paper 
as was encouraged, as the book’s foreword shows, by 
Bill Mason and his enthusiasm for the  project - some 
13 years ago! One of Mason’s unique letters with sig-
nature cartoon drawings in reproduced in facsimile at 
the front of the book.

Of course, it is Bill Mason who really deified the 
Chestnut canoe. He spoke in glowing and loving 
terms of his beloved Chestnut Prospector canoe which 
he touted as the best all-round canoe ever made. 
Solway, a Chestnut expert and builder, was not entire-
ly convinced that Bill Mason’s boats were true 
Prospectors. And he was right. 

In turns out that Bill’s beloved and battered 
Prospectors, so often featured in his films and books, 
were actually the Pleasure, Pal and Deer models of 
Chestnuts. In fact, the Pal is Solway’s choice as 
Mason’s perfect canoe.

Solway says that Bill, whose first jobs were in the 
advertising field, simply liked the appeal of the name 
Prospector over Deer or Pal. 

The section on Mason is combined with the only 

man his equal in paddling, the late Omer Stringer. 
While much has been written on Mason, relatively 
little light has been shed on Stringer. Solway profiles 
these two towering paddlers near the end of the book.

Omer is credited with popularizing the leaned over 
style of solo paddling where the gunwale almost 
touches the water. Mason was also a master at this. 
Stringer taught his style at the famed Taylor Statten 
camps - Ahmek and Wapomeo in Algonquin Park. 
Late in his life he enjoyed some fame in Ontario for 
building the Beaver Canoes and paddles. They were 
good boats and very closely based on Chestnut 
designs with which Omer was very familiar. Solway 
also has the inside story on Omer’s personal paddling 
canoes in which he used to give incredible displays of 
paddling which included doing a headstand on the 
thwart of a small, highly rockered canoe!.

But of course the bulk of this book is about the 
Chestnut canoe in it many forms. Solway’s expertise 
and deep knowledge - this book was certainly not 
rushed to print - giving the text excellent detail and 
depth. He profiles the great builders and why their 
once-superb product started to slip as they let quality 
go to make a buck and produce canoes faster than 
quality allows. 

He includes one fascinating chart that shows who 
bought the original molds of each of their many mod-
els after the company finally when bankrupt. Not 
surprisingly there’s also a chapter (ad) on his own 
company which is one of several continuing the 
Chestnut excellence.

This is a scholarly book in its breadth of knowl-
edge. But fortunately it is also a very readable, well 
researched and entertaining one as well.

We still have a few special one-of-a-
kind, 100% cotton T-shirts available 
to Che-Mun subscribers. They were 

made for the 12th annual Maine Canoe 
Symposium last June and are the official Hide-
Away Canoe Club Lands Forlorn shirt featur-
ing a reproduction of George Douglas’ photo of 
Notman’s Dyke on the Dease River– made from 
the original photo. Sizes L, XL and a couple of 
XXL.Price $25Cdn or $20US which includes 
postage. Send orders to Che-Mun post box.

Last chance for HACC-T-shirt offer

is an 8-metre drop, with massive standing waves. 
I don’t know who Helen was, but she must have 

been one wild lady. When Peter Scott, Mike and 
Geoffrey Peake and I came this way in l983 the 
weather was grey, wet and misty. The traditional 
takeout for the portage around Helen Falls is, obvi-
ously, at the head of the gorge. From there, a maze of 
trails, some made by travellers, others stomped by 
caribou, leads around the falls. Mike and I were 
somewhere on these trails when Geoff and Peter 
stumbled onto the rocks and actually bumped into the 
legendary outfitter Bob May, who was dragging his 
boats up to start the season at his camp. They saw a 
little of the view, Mike and I saw nothing. 

Geoffrey Peake, August 17. THE END:
Well, for me, this trip is nearly over. I can see the 

tide is rising now, and soon it will be high enough to 
float us over the mud flats and into the inner harbour 
of the town of George River. And there, my responsi-
bilities as Guide end. Once those canoes hit the beach, 
the usual worries that I have concerned myself over 
the last 17 days will be gone; the scouting of rapids, 
the choosing of campsites, the making of bread, the 
charging of the batteries, all those daily worries will 
be replaced by others more complex and difficult to 
control. And, of course, I won’t have to worry about 
doing my daily journal any more. I figure that since 
the beginning of this trip I have written over 10,000 
words describing the many adventures that we have 
experienced in our journey down the George. At 
times I have cursed this daily task—you have no idea 
how difficult it is to file stories and pictures on a daily 
basis. At times I know there were typos, grammatical 
errors, or just plain dull or repetitive story matter. At 
times I wished for more time to polish up the story, or 
where it didn’t quite have the right tone but, due to the 
late hour, had to just ‘hold my nose’ and file it. In the 
end I am just a guy writing about our trip down a 
river, and usually writing at the end of a long day to 
boot. 

As I sit on this hill and view the amazing panora-
ma spread out before me, there is nothing more I can 
wish for. Today is truly one of those days I got into 
canoeing for and wish all my days could be as happy 
and productive as the days we have spent on the 
George. 

Until the next time (whenever that may be). Au 
Revoir!



BEACON FREAKIN’. . . Inuvik RCMP will lecture wilderness guides this fall 
about misuse of emergency beacons after two stranded canoeists set one off 
when they thought they had missed a plane. 

After the chat, guides and outfitters will instruct overseas clients to use bea-
cons and flares only in emergencies, said RCMP Cpl. Sean Neary. “Just because 
a plane is four or five hours late is no reason to set off all the bells and whistles,’’ 
Neary said.

This August, a Canadian Forces four-engine Aurora patrol aircraft was 
diverted after getting a distress signal from the Horton River, where two Danish 
canoeists were worried they missed their plane home. Sending the plane off on 
the 21/4-hour search cost an estimated $8,000.

The Danes were at the rendezvous point after spending a couple of months 
in the bush but their plane wasn’t there, so they set off their beacon. Neary said 
people on outdoor trips should know arctic weather often causes flight delays 
and plan accordingly. Officials at the Rescue Co-ordination Centre at CFB 
Trenton are still looking into August’s beacon bungle. They think the canoeists 
purchased the beacon in Europe and brought it with them, said Capt. Keith 
Hoey. The Horton River is roughly 1,600 km northwest of Edmonton.

VOISEY BAY DELAY . . . In the face of a native-led court ruling over envi-
ronmental reviews and other matters, nickel giant INCO has delayed the open-
ing of the huge Voisey Bay nickel operation in northern Labrador by at least a 
year.
Labrador Innu and Inuit won a recent court ruling that forced the company to do 
more work on the environmental review needed for the facility. That meant they 
could not get a lot of infrastructure work done in the summer and fall months 
when the weather was good. The delay means the $5 billion project will not go 
online until 2000 providing the environmental concerns can be worked out. 
Natives are also demanding meaningful participation in work at the site and 
have also asked for a minimum 3% net smelter commission on all production at 
the site which is believed to be the world’s largest. That would amount to an 
estimated C$500 million.

POWER PLAYS . . .It would seem there is no better barometer of better eco-
nomic times than the interest Hydro-Quebec has in damming new rivers.
Sources in Quebec say that there has been a surge of planning interest at the 
Quebec power monopoly. The story is that they have been sending more of their 
water through the turbines than is being replenished in the reservoirs. In short, 
combined with low rainfall the past few years they are running out of water.
One leaked document stated they now want to divert the Great Whale River 
south and the Rupert River north into the massive La Grande project. Other 
projects reportedly on the planning table include diverting tributaries of the 
Moisie including the Pekans in the current Ste-Marguerite project on the north 
shore of the St. Lawrence River.
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have yet found. Jake tried his hand at bread-baking and eventually produced a 
respectable looking loaf.

Sunday, July 11. Started off at 7:10 with Lake Athabasca for a destination. Bad 
headwind made going hard. Watched for mouth of Embarrass River but never 
found it. Then looked for Fletcher’s Eddy where we were to turn off 
Athabasca, but found a dozen places that fitted the description, and turned left 
always thinking we had only 8 miles more. Discouraging. Expected to see lake 
at every turn. Finally we got into a labyrinth of waterways with low marshy 
willow shores and masses of floating grass, impossible to camp. Everyone 
weary and discouraged. We felt pretty much lost. At last we found a small 
island of solid ground covered with soft dry grass and laden with driftwood for 
the campfire, an ideal camping spot. 

Monday, July 12. Awoke in bright hot sunlight at eight, embarked and contin-
ued our search for Lake Athabaska. After a mile’s paddling we were at our 
reward. An inauspicious looking lake at first, only about a foot deep and full of 
stranded dead tree trunks for miles out. Paddled out into lake in spite of rough 
water. Soon the waves got big and the going terrible and dangerous. Ten miles 
across the rough water with plenty of thrills as we watched our little canoes, 
laden within a couple of inches of the gunwales, ride the waves.Struggled 
toward the shore, shipped much water, often on verge of being swamped. 
Sargasso-like seaweed occasionally smoothed the sea and gave us a chance to 
rest and bail. Saw Al and Pete ashore on rocky point so headed for them and 
just made it. Relieved to get ashore together, even though separated from the 
town of Chipewyan by wide stretch of rough water.

Tuesday, July 13. Launched our canoes into the breakers in the inlet. Sure 
rough going and shipped much water but got across safely and found all 
Chipewyan down watching us, expecting us to swamp. First we went to the 
Hudson Bay Post and bought cookies and supplies. Then to a building labeled 
“restaurant” in an Indian’s private home which was all spick and span and 
some meal we got there: we all just gorged. I know not when I have appreci-
ated a meal more. And it only cost us seventy-five cents apiece. Camped on a 
rocky point at the entrance to the Rocher River Channel. 

Wednesday, July 14.  Early driven out of our mosquito infested camp and 
paddled down the Rocher River. Just below, the Rocher joined the Peace River, 
the current became much swifter and we struck frequent boilings and “rapids”. 
Camped late on a rocky beach fifty miles below Chipewyan. 

Thursday, July 15. Paddled down the river and over the Demi Charge Rapids 
of which we saw little save boilings and whirlpools. 

Friday, July 16. Up early and paddled five miles down to Fitzgerald. Docked 
under scrutiny of all the townspeople. Arranged about portaging around the 16 
miles of impassable rapids below. We asked if people hadn’t ever run the rap-
ids in canoes and they answered, “Yes, frequently, but they have never come 
through alive.” A Ford truck carried us and our canoes over the rough wagon 
road to Fort Smith. Jake went down to the Mackenzie River boat to see about 
passage across the Great Slave Lake and when he returned he informed us that 
if we would help load the boat we could go as far as we liked. We immediately 
went over to the boat and pitched in, hurling boxes and bales from warehouse 

to trucks to ship. Two hours of it and the mate told us we could eat with the 
crew so we piled into a tiny dining room with a dozen Indian mess-mates. 
Wish Mrs. Onthank could have seen Pete then! Meal was huge and good and 
we made the most of it. For the next three days the fellows worked like navvies 
loading fur-trade post supplies aboard the “Distributor”, and finally their own 
canoes and gear, for the down-river trip. The ship burned five cords an hour, 
and at any time of the day or night they were on call to hurl twelve cords of 
four-foot logs down from the woodpiles on shore and carry them aboard. In 
addition to the fur-trade posts, the stops could be anywhere along the river. In 
between, they enjoyed loafing on deck, watching the scenery, talking to the 
other passengers, and the free meals.

Sunday July 25. Finally reached the Peel Channel and went ashore at an Indian 
village where we left a couple of poor little Indian boys who had served their 
long term away at the Mission Schools and were apparently taken back by 
their forgotten parents with misgivings. We debated about going up to Fort 
McPherson for information, but before we decided the ship’s whistle sounded 
and we stopped alongside a god-forsaken mud bank, a special stop to let us off. 
Unloaded our junk and everyone waved us a last farewell. Felt a wee bit 
lonely as the old ship headed up the Peel River for Fort McPherson and left us 
there alone clinging to the narrow mud bank beside the wide river. However, 
we quickly loaded our canoes and took to paddling. A short stiff pull against 
the current and into the Peel River and then downstream a short distance and 
entered a small side stream, which we trust is the Rat River. Pretty paddling but 
too many mosquitoes. We all had to put on two pairs of trousers to keep them 
from biting through. Without a map, the next three days were spent finding the 
main channel of the Rat River. One canoed overturned and they lost rifle, 
camera, axes and potatoes.

Thursday, July 29. The river was mostly rapids now so we spent the day up to 
our waists in the river. Hard work but exciting fun. At first used long tow line, 
but later found it went better if one grasped bow and other stern of canoe and 
walked along beside it and fairly heaved the boat up the rapids. At times could 
hardly stand up in swift water. Entered deep canyon. On again and ever bigger 
rapids. Built huge fire to dry out our wet clothes and warm our chilled limbs. 

Friday, July 30. Chilly day and hard drizzle of rain, found it impossible to 
persuade ourselves to plunge into that cold stream so decided to lay over a day. 

Saturday, July 31. The river swollen by yesterday’s rain which enhanced the 
hardship. Waded valiantly but could make little distance. Water much colder 
too. Came to a big rapid requiring short but difficult portage through under-
brush. On again all afternoon, proceeding very slowly. Greatly encouraged 
when we came upon reasonably fresh human footprints, evidently of a woman, 
since we were told on boat that a couple of adventurous women were trying 
this route. [Lady Vyvyan’s book Arctic Adventure describes the trip.]  First 
thing to give us confidence that we were on the right river. 

Sunday, August 1. River had risen over night and was frightfully cold and 
nearly paralyzed one’s legs. Had gone only a quarter mile or so when the other 
canoe got caught sideways in the swift current while Pete and Al were tracking 
it, and over it went in midstream. Duffles and food were lashed in and were 
brought safely to shore but the cooking utensils went down save for one pot 

The 1926 Divide continued from Page 5
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Founded in 1973 by Nick NickelsWe’ll hear from Chris Morris who 
will fill in some of the details on his 
Barrenland trip last summer which 
featured a paddle across to Gjoa 
Haven in between snowstorms!

Also the latest Canoelit reviews on 
those great books they bring out 
around Christmas time so our friends 
and loved ones will have something to 
give us - besides a gift subscription to 
Che-Mun which is also a great idea!

Ahead in Outfit 91

A MACKENZIE MOMENT -- This classic 
photograph from the Platt collections shows 

the HBC supply boat The Distributor in the 
summer of 1926 loading and unloading at the 

Ramparts on the Mackenzie River. This   boat 
was a lifeline for many in the far north.




