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F I R S T VIEW -- This is the first photo of
t h e
s t i l l
u n-

F I R S T VIEW -- This is the first photo of
the still unnamed falls in Dickson Canyon
on the Hanbury River taken by the first
canoeist down the river, J.W. Tyrrell in
1900 - the year after Mr. Hanbury went
up. It is one of thousands of gems stored
in Canada’s National Archives and await-
ing discovery by anyone with a computer
and a lust for history. See more on Page
6. The view of this cataract is notable be-
cause most modern portagers take the
south side of the river - J.W. - being one
of the first was on the north.

Five Rivers
N o r t h
An excerpt from the new
book - More of Canada’s
Best Canoe Routes 

Tyrrell, Douglas
& Low
As they were - As they are
Photos from the National
Archives of Canada
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Longtime subscriber Dr.
Randy Gangbar from Toronto
caught us up on his unique and
worthy summer trip

“You heard from me (Randy)
several months ago, and now we
are well and truly committed to
our efforts to raise money for Ju-
venile Arthritis. I'm writing to you
to direct you to our web site, to
ask if you can do anything in C h e -
Mun to get the word out to other
subscribers, and to ask if you or
any of your pals or others you
know may be interested in sup-
porting our venture with a dona-
tion. 

“Our son Josh has been chron-
ically ill with Juvenile Arthritis for most of his
life. We have a Web site up and running, as well
as posters, brochures, and even an article about
me and this venture in the Village Post Magazine;
true, as our daughter Kira says, the picture makes
me look like a “dork”... To be brief, I am raising
money for Juvenile Arthritis research at Sick Kids
through their Foundation. This summer, Josh and
our family will take a fundraising canoe trip down
the Old Voyageur Channel of the French River; I
am hoping you will sponsor us. My aim is to raise
$55,000, which will fund a research Fellow in
Rheumatology at Sick Kids for a year, and im-
prove the odds of kids like Josh getting more ef-
fective treatment and better care.

“Please visit the web site, which describes
things in more detail. I hope you will consider
making a donation; all donations are fully tax re-
ceiptable, and information on donating is on the
web site. Of the several ways of donating, the sim-
plest would be to call the Foundation with your

credit card number. Make sure you mention
Joshua’s Voyageurs (Code # 8076).”

Che-Mun is happy to make a contribution. The
Web address is: www.joshuasvoyageurs.org

J i m Abel, a veteran northern paddler from
Pelham, MA wrote a note to Che-Mun when we
inquire about this year’s trip. We featured one of
his trips in Outfit 103.

“You asked about my expedition plans this
summer. Well . . . there AIN’T gonna’ be a trip.
Damn. I’m not headed North this summer and I
can hardly believe it (first time in more than 25
years I haven’t been up there). But, the war with
Iraq and other current events helped squelch the
expedition’s plans. During and since the war, in-
ternational travel and/or shipments became much
more cumbersome and costly (plus, with terrorist
threats, even dangerous). Also, SARS seems to
be putting some clampers on travel into-and-
through Toronto and Quebec. 

“Then Air Canada went bankrupt.
Meanwhile, increasing fuel costs and
(consequently commercial and charter
flights) made transportation much
more expensive. In the interim, the war
produced a bunch of illegal immigrants
trying to cross from the U.S. into Cana-
da, so custom checks have gotten
MUCH tighter at the border (making
our re-entry with all the expeditionary
gear more problematic). Added all this
up, in what might proved to be an inef-
fectual attempt to reduce some of my
concerns and incertitude, I cancelled
plans for the 2003 expedition. It makes
me sad and sorry. But I do believe I
made a correct decision; if for no other
reason than to unload commitment to

which I was unable to devote the concentrated at-
tention needed.

“Now, I honestly don’t know what activities
I’ll be undertaking this summer. I suspect I won’t
be venturing very far from home. The principal
purposes for sticking around are because of the
war, and all the other above-mentioned crap.
AND I need to own up to the reality that the land
around our home (we have an acre but not a
“real” yard . . . NO grass; just trees, wild flowers,
a garden, rocks and bark mulch) is in great need
of extensive rehabilitation. That’s because, about
eight weeks ago, we had more than 30 huge
white pine trees and several scores of smaller
“shrubs” removed, those tall trees were excellent
lightning rods . . . we’ve been struck three times
and during storms they were dropping big limbs
around the house and garage. So, either the trees
or us had to go, the trees lost . . . for now.

“The yard clean-up should take me about four
to six weeks, at least. Next, the house need re-
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Spring Packet

Joshua and the Voyageurs: The Gangbar gang; Randy, Kira, Mary and Joshua.

Continued on Page 10
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Despite the absence of the HACC, there are a
couple of interesting online canoe trips
planned to go ahead this summer. One of

the most ambitious is a group from France who are
crossing North America in a large birchbark canoe. Dubbed the Boreal Con -
fluence Expedition the group of six paddlers in a birchbark North canoe will go
from the mouth of the Columbia River to Hudson Bay a journey of 3500
miles.That’s a very ambitious trip that includes the crossing of Athabasca Pass.
The updates so far have been sporadic. Their Web site is www.boreal-conflu-
e n c e . c o m .

Another hardy online adventure is being planned by Heinz Götze and Jan
Dettmer. Check out www.open-canoe.de/ellice/index.html to find the The Ellice
River 2003: By Fair Means Expedition which espouses the non-fly-in philosophy
of Stewart Coffin written here in Outfit 46. (It’s reprinted on their Web site.) They
are heading from the end of the road in Yellowknife to paddle the Ellice River
which drains into the Arctic Ocean north of the Back River. The two-month 750
mile trip begins by heading up the Yellowknife River. In addition, there will be no
food drops - they are doing it the pure way and good luck to them! One of their
sponsors is the superb Walker’s shortbread. Hmm . .  now there’s an idea for the
HACC to follow!

Among the more interesting non-online
trips is by a veteran pairing of Dick
Irwin and Carl and Margie Shepardson.

Dick gave us a brief synopsis. “I am doing a 60 day
trip with Carl Shepardson and family from Yellowknife to Kugluktuk (Copper-
mine) via the East Arm of Great Slave, Lockhart and Coppermine Rivers. Our
plan to connect the Lockhart and Coppermine is to ascend the Thonokied River
from the west arm of Aylmer to Thonokied Lake. From the north-west bay of this
lake it's a 5-6 mile portage through a chain of lakes to the east end of Lac de Gras.
At this point an Air Tindi 185 will fly in with Carl's wife, Margie and food for the
Coppermine; Carl's nephew Todd will fly out.”

Another interesting trip is by Troy Gipps and party who will do the Hubbard-
Wallace route of 1903. It’s a punishing route up the Susan and Beaver River enroute
to the George via the tree studded and virtually unnavigable Smallwood Reservoir.
The group plans to locate the spot where Hubbard died, marked by a plaque.

We’re not sure if anyone has done this trip in the last 100 years, no one
springs to mind. You might recall that an young British woman and lone Innu
guide tried to re-create the 1905 trip up the Naskaupi River two years ago with lit-
tle success. Of course Hubbard, Wallace and Elson took the wrong turn and ended
up a river with no natural or historical connections - until they arrived.

And so another Spring that feels kind of
empty without the maddening load of or-
ganizing a northern canoe expedition.

And it’s doubly strange as I have three Old Town
Trippers sitting in my backyard - killing the grass.

At least I’m in good company, as Jim Abel re-
minded me–his letter on ending a 25-year trip-
ping run appears on the page opposite. 

Seems the whole world is topsy turvey with
war and disease including SARS (highly
overblown, is the view from here in Toronto) and
the upcoming West Nile plague. It’s someone’s
idea of apocalyptic.

The West Nile Virus story of this mosquito-
borne threat seems to be changing weekly. The
latest info appears to say that northern travellers
should have little worry. It appears the Culex va-
rieties of mosquitoes, which have a limited range
and are urban-based, are the real threat. Still I sus-
pect the disease, which can spell paralysis for
healthy forty-somethings, may have more surpris-
es ahead. If nothing else, our cities will look like
it’s full of northern canoeists as Woods bug jackets
and fly dope will abound.

But in-between the gardening and garage-ar-
ranging (how is it always full?) - I will dust off
some of our HACC inventory. My major expedi-
tion will be heading up to Restoule Provincial
Park near North Bay with my son Tom, 7. We
camped and canoed there last year and will do so

again this July. There’s also a chance we will rent
a cottage on Georgian Bay in August – a recreation
area that has the true taste of the wild– and a great
place to do some paddling with a real feel of
w i l d e r n e s s .

We hope you enjoy some of the superb photos
from the National Archives of Canada featured in
our spread. George Douglas’ 1911-12 photographs,
both in content and quality are remarkable. And
how about J. W. Tyrrell? His trip down the Th-
elon River and back up in 1900 is little-known,
yet documented with some wonderful photos. The
end of an historic age dovetailed with the rise of
technology that allowed us to capture it forever.

And wherever your travels take you - please do
them safely and enjoyably. And keep the bug juice
f l o w i n g !

Fro m  t h e  E d i t o r

Canoesworthy

One of the most stunning of George
Douglas’ National Archive photos
seems largely benign at first. Then you
realize it’s of a skin-clad Inuk hunting
ptarmigan with a hand-hewed bow
and arrow. This was not done for
show, it’s a man making a living less
than a century ago. Amazing!

Continued on Page 10

Michael Peake

George Douglas/National Archives of Canada/PA-150887
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The following is an excerpt from the new book
Best Canoe Routes of Canada which is reviewed
on Page 11. Bert Horwood was a professor in
outdoor education at Queens University until 1992
when he retired. He’s also a lifelong paddler. 

By Bert Horwood

I break the spirit’s cloudy bands,
A wanderer in enchanted lands...
- Archibald Lampman

Consecutive trips on the same river can be
entirely different. In the accounts that fol-
low, I do not mean to characterize the

rivers, because they are much too changeable, but
I do characterize my inner response to them as
the trips I was on unfolded. It is also true that each
person on a trip will have different responses, at
different times. And the various sections of a river
will affect us differently. But in these trips, I re-
sponded most to one dominant characteristic.

My response to five rivers, one trip on each, is
best expressed in five words: picturesque, raw,
tumultuous, tranquil and sublime. The rivers are
the Coppermine, Nanook, Horton, Ellice and Ku-
ujjuak. This is the story of how those rivers re-
vealed themselves.

Picturesque Coppermine
The Coppermine rises in eastern Northwest

Territories and flows north across the Arctic Circle
and enters Coronation Gulf at the village of Cop-
permine. From the start, at Rocknest Lake, I was
awed by grand vistas on every bend. It is no won-
der that, in the absence of the storied rich deposits
of copper, outfitters have found other forms of
revenue on this river. My capacity to see its stun-
ning outlooks was enhanced by my decision to
carry a small watercolor kit instead of a camera. I
was an untutored and inexperienced painter. The
challenges of capturing the scope of the scenes
that unfolded sharpened my vision, even if the re-
sulting pictures were mere daubs. Although I paint-
ed on only four or five occasions, I found myself
recognizing paintable scenes and impossible colors

around every bend.
My journal is full of visual descriptions and

sketches. Low light angles emphasize the con-
tours, I noted, “shadows give shape and color to the
land.” The scene could shift from harsh to soft. The
high bald hills, parabolic clay banks and rolling
distant hills, clouded in misty rain, contrasted with
sharp cliff edges, grotesque chimneys and
hoodoos, and stark silhouettes of the last tough
sentinel spruces guarding the treeline.

The colors were particularly intriguing. The
walls of Rocky Defile seemed to glow with mem-
ory of the fires from which they emerged. In sharp
contrast, the black rocks near Muskox Rapids,
with minute flecks of copper, seemed cold and
chill. Flat white at midday, the clay banks could be-
come a rosy ocher, even muted violet when the sun
was skimming the horizon, contrasting with the
brilliant layers of rock sweeping across the distant
September Mountains.

Colors and contours combined to give the land
shape and feeling. The Copper Mountains and
then the September Mountains loomed, their cap-
tivating striations like a many-layered cake that had
been tilted for too long and had begun to slip.
There were long periods when we lived in broad
sweeping vistas of the river valley, marked by
riverside terraces rising to higher terraced hills.
Then there would be a sharp interruption in the
landscape, like the jagged entry to Rocky Defile or
the cliffs at Escape Rapids. The downstream vistas
made me feel the river ran forever between endless
lines of shrinking hills leading, wandering, down to
the invisible sea.

It is easy to focus on the large scene, the grand
vista, the sweeping view; but there was also beau-
ty in more modest scale. Occasional little waterfalls
graced cliff sides, tumbling down from a wash at
the top to be lost at the cliff base. One such water-
fall I blame for a close call at Escape Rapids. My
partner and I had shot previous rapids successful-
ly, though not without very heavy breathing and el-
evated blood pressures.

Escape Rapids looked entirely manageable on
scouting, and indeed every other canoe in our
party negotiated it as planned. But I was intrigued

with a little splash of white waterfall, a delicate
tracing that graced the cliff at that place. I watched
it when I should have been watching the river.
We lost our line and completed the run by taking
the path, which, if the accounts can be believed,
must have been the same one taken by Franklin’s
party, who gave these rapids their name. It is a
tribute to my partner’s skill, my good luck and a
well-fitted spray skirt that we emerged upright
and dry.

The Coppermine impressed me with its capac-
ity to inspire optical illusions. We experienced
mirages of such reality that we could see waves
dancing above the horizon and paddlers in the
sky. On a memorable morning we actually expe-
rienced being in a kind of mirage. Every canoe
tripper has surely paddled on one of those special
mornings when the water is still enough to make
nearly perfect reflections. One morning, we were
able to paddle water so perfectly still, so free of
flotsam, that the reflections were absolutely per-
fect. So perfect that, as I stared at the water, I ex-
perienced the illusion of being suspended between
sky and earth - and having no idea which was the
real and which the virtual image. Archibald Lamp-
man noted the same experience on the Lievre in the
L a u r e n t i a n s :

Softly as a cloud we go
Sky above and sky below . . .
There is a photograph of three canoes moving

in company that day. Held one way, the canoes ap-
pear doubled but normal, trailing a wake that
curves away behind each craft, and runs into its
neighbor. Held the other way around, each canoe,
complete with mirror image, appears to be moving
across the crest of a huge rounded swell. It is an ex-
citing view, where illusion is almost complete.

Raw Nanook
The Nanook River rises in the centre of Victo-

ria Island in Nunavut and runs north into Hadley
Bay. There were some warm days, so say my jour-
nal records, but I’m hard pressed to remember
them. A frequent cold wind tearing at us created an
atmospheric rawness and kept us tent-bound on
several occasions - long enough to start bedsores.

Five Northern Rivers
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The upper river was mean-spirited, narrow, and al-
ternately offering rocky shoals and deep pools
scarcely longer than the canoe. I broke my well-
loved paddle trying to maneuvre in this section.
The sudden changes, from impossible shallows
to 6.5-feet-deep (2 m) holes, guaranteed wet feet.
Progress was won at the cost of considerable frus-
tration. In other sections of the river, apparently
stable rocks, when stepped on, would sink into
the soft clay below, leaving me floundering,
muddy and swearing. Near the end of the river, we
were glad of a rocky side-channel, as it had just
enough water to allow us to drag, lift and float the
canoes around impassable whitewater. Even a
shallow passage is better than portaging.

The river dropped daily; it became a ritual for
one of us to build a pebble cairn at the water’s
edge each evening to check the loss of water
overnight. It seemed as though the river was little
more than a drainage ditch, and the lakes, extend-
ed shallow ponds. In places, the land was almost
flat and featureless, making navigation difficult.
Early one fine morning, breakfastless to catch the
calmest water, we crossed the mouth of a wide
bay, in which it would be tempting to get far down-

wind into the bay. The wind began to blow, driving
us deeper into the blind end, but it was almost im-
possible to find a landmark by which to deter-
mine the correct upwind course. Several difficult
hours later, we stopped to cook breakfast. Hot
food and liquids were badly needed, but we were
able to see that our labor had successfully kept us
from a potentially nasty trap.

This part of Victoria Island has large tracts of
dry tundra. Hiking one day, I crossed a huge hill
where the lack of features made me unable to tell
for sure whether the land was rising or falling.
The plant life was sparse, not many more than
two or three plants in a square yard. This apparent
rawness and barrenness matched the frequent ap-
pearance of small, noisy helicopters carrying dia-
mond prospectors from place to place. The yellow
and black choppers snarled and buzzed along the
horizon like angry mechanical bumblebees.

The harshness of these experiences gave a spe-
cial lift and grace to the presence of animals along
the river. For several days, a buck caribou shad-
owed us as we paddled. He would appear and dis-
appear as a silhouette limned against the west bank
of the river. When we felt convinced he had lost in-

terest, there he would be, trotting downstream
with us, almost companionably, to my imagina-
tion. Wind camps were sometimes made interest-
ing by the appearance of muskox - a cause for the
exposure of much film by the photographers. I
marveled at how well these animals make this se-
vere place their home.

But it was strong winds from the north that
dominate my impressions. A companion described
the occasional calms as the land inhaling before de-
livering another prolonged blast. The wind, of
course, confined the bugs to the lee of our tents and
boats, eagerly awaiting those lulls in order to dine.
One memorable camp was made, in fine weather,
beside a short gorge where there was evidence of
an Inuit fish camp. Within a few hours the wind
had resumed and I awoke to a most alarming sight.
The high arching poles of my normally aerody-
namic tent were being forced down almost into my
face. I could press them up while lying flat on my
back, but it was tiring and for how many hours
could I continue that? At length, my partner and I
struggled outside into the tearing wind and rotated
the tent so that its teardrop curve faced into the
wind. That brief discomfort was a wise invest-
ment. For we were there for another twenty-four

Continued on Page 8  

Being flushed out the end of the Coppermine River’s famed Rocky Defile - a wild ride. photo: Michael Peake  
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That real world connection in
reading authentic historical journals
strikes deep into the heart of

many northern wilderness paddlers. So
imagine being able to get your hands on
the photos taken by those very
authors/explorers at the end of that last
era of exploration.

It’s not a revelation that the National
Archives of Canada has thousands of
pictures from the golden age of northern
travel. The news is that you can access
and order these photos online - a lot easier
than making a trip to Ottawa.

The digital collections of the NAC
continue to grow and even though you can see
relatively few of the actual photos, a description
of them is there for avid readers and historians to
easily hook on to. You can order them as prints or
high quality scans burned to a CD for about $10 each.

One of the great unwritten canoe trip stories, apart
from a Dept of the Interior Report, is that of J.W.
Tyrrell, younger brother of the more famous J.B.  He
was the first person down the Thelon with a group of
eight in 1900. He descended the Hanbury and Thelon
to Aberdeen lake and then went back up the east
branch - or Thelon. He is pictured to the right in full
portage mode, a belt of bullets and a wide tump line.
Other photos as noted below are from the great George
Douglas and A.P. Low. The main Web address is
www.archives.ca but to get directly to the photo
section see www.archives.ca/02/020115_e.html

Pictured from the left: J.W. Tyrrell perhaps on his epic
80 mile carry from the upper Thelon to Artillery Lake in
August 1900 while the rest of the party went back up the
Hanbury; Douglas’ party going up the Dease River
towards the Coppermine 1911; J.W. again in his sleeping
robes and kit 1900; A. P. Low’s voyage in Wakeham Bay in
Hudson Straight July 28, 1897; and a truly amazing
picture (our Outfit 52 cover shot) of two Inuit and
hunting outfit with John Hornby, in bare feet,
perched knowingly in the background with a
cup of tea - shot by George Douglas in 1912. 

National Archive s

George Douglas/National Archives of Canada/PA-145221

J.W. Tyrrell/National Archives of Canada/PA-19557

Acquiring the NAC

J.W.Tyrrell/National Archives of Canada/PA-19613
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A.P. Low/National Archives of Canada/C-005592

George Douglas/National Archives of Canada/PA-150877
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hours, long enough for me to get well acquainted with Peter Mathiessen’s
Snow Lion - eminently suitable reading for such conditions.

In another wind camp, we were so tent-bound that it became easy to con-
vince ourselves the wind had dropped and we could travel safely close to shore
to the next bit of lee. We broke camp and set out. Fifteen minutes later, we had
turned tail and were reversing the process for another long stretch with the
Snow Lion. A strange kind of inertia comes with long periods in the tent. De-
spite being thoroughly fed up, we found it hard to summon the energy and will
to move.

The rawness of the Nanook River persisted to the bitter end, to our arrival
on Hadley Bay, where our pickup was arranged. At the airstrip we sat out two
days of rain, wet snow and bone-chilling winds. The dark gray, sometimes al-
most brown, overcast made the ice floes glow all the more whitely. Long hours
in our sleeping bags had wet the stuffing sufficiently to reduce insulation and
it was easier to feel the cold. We eagerly anticipated the arrival of our plane,
and had stripped down one canoe to accept a second nested inside. The rising
tide gave cause for concern that we might lose the canoes, so we moved
them well away from the water. Luckily, someone noticed the tide was even
higher than our wildest expectations, lapping up to the beach airstrip itself - the
canoes were gently drifting among the ice floes and seals downwind. Every-
one was well warmed up by the time we recovered the boats and secured them
from further misadventure.

Late the next day, the last day for our scheduled return, sitting glumly
around a smoky fire of driftwood, behind a shelter of empty fuel drums, we felt
convinced that no aircraft could safely manage the low ceiling. At that point,
without the warning of engine sound, Twin Otter dropped out of the clouds and
swooped down to land and park almost at our feet. It was one of the few times,
once loaded and on board with the heaters on full, that I felt glad to leave a
r i v e r .

Tranquil Horton
The Horton rises north of Great Bear Lake, north of the Arctic Circle, in the

Northwest Territories. It flows northwest to Amundsen Gulf. The river
seemed gentle and nurturing. This impression was supported by the presence
of trees along the river valley, there even though well beyond the official tree-
line. It’s easy to feel nurtured when the weather is fine and the river flows
swiftly through interesting terrain. When there was rain, it tended to fall as a
fine, soft mist. My journal notes, “We’ve had series of fine days, then Scotch
mist, then fine again. On the former, I’m glad to be alive, on the latter, I know
I’m alive.” Campsites were frequent, roomy, dry and flat. There was a ready
supply of lake trout and grayling, better than any delicatessen. Near the end of
the trip, we were surrounded by thousands of caribou and watched belugas in
the ocean. A hospitable river.

The river itself is supplied by numerous side valleys, not often with
streams, but soggy swales draining small ice masses in valleys hanging high
above the river itself. Sometimes the hills were softly contoured. In other sec-
tions, there were statuesque rock columns and cliffs whose soft ruggedness
gave an air of age and gentility. One great rounded hill split, like gaping
jaws, into a small welcoming gorge. We easily negotiated almost all white-
water by paddling or lining. I recorded only two short portages. It was truly a
river well suited to my lazier impulses.

The most northerly section of the Horton traverses the Burning Hills,
where a coal-like mineral spontaneously ignites to produce clouds of reeking
smoke and a fine multicolor ash that washes into the river. This is a remarkable
process to witness. In a certain way, it is a kind of earth-building that is
going on: the materials locked into the rocks are being freed to join the soil
being eroded from the banks to form deposits which, who knows when, will
be lifted up as soil. There is a grand, long-term aspect to the nurturing face of
this place.

The river is marked by numerous gravel shoals, which provide challenging
choices. If the wrong route was chosen, we would find ourselves in a shallow
cul-de-sac with no option but to wade, lift and drag to deeper water, all the
while watching with envy our comrades who had made other choices and were
floating freely downstream and ahead. The only satisfaction was knowing that
soon, the positions would be reversed, because it was impossible to see far
enough ahead to be guaranteed the ideal route selection.

We chose to paddle early one morning in a mist that grew thicker each
minute. The sun was still low, dropping behind hills and reemerging, giving us
repeated sunsets and sunrises. The light made the mist glow with opalescent
colors, making it feel as though we were paddling inside a pearl. Here, the river
was very shoaly and the mist severely limited visibility to a few yards at best.
My partner and I decided to follow the bubbles of foam on the surface of the
river. This proved a more effective way of finding deep water than trying to
look far ahead. It gave a powerful meaning to the expression “go with the
flow.” For me, that characterizes my experience with this river.

Tumultuous Ellice
The Ellice, the first major river valley east of Bathurst Inlet, Nunavut, flows

almost due north to Queen Maude Gulf. It did not start out tumultuous, for the
upper sections of the river were smooth, shallow and swift, marked by sunny
hot days as we wound our way through sand dunes. Conditions were perfect
for those with a need to unwind and hospitable to abundant biting insects. It
was like an easy summer trip in southern Shield country, complete with ex-
cellent swimming on hard sand beaches. My journal notes sourly, “Had I want-
ed a trip in a hot desert, I’d have gone to Arizona.”

But after these few idyllic days, the river revealed its tumultuous character.
Gradually we moved into long series of rapids, many very rocky and almost al-
ways guarded at the end by a ridge of heaped boulders, niggardly with useful
openings. Sometimes we were able to paddle long stretches of whitewater,
picking our way as we went. More often, we shot part, lined part, and lifted the
loaded canoes over or around the terminal ridge. Lining gave me problems, as
early on I slipped and fell sufficiently to fill one boot. In a few minutes, a sec-
ond fall filled the other boot. Before the day was done, I’d slipped into a hole
up to my armpits. Luckily the water was not cold. The ease with which I lost
my footing gave me concern and I consoled myself that it was due, not to sim-
ple ineptness, but to the reduction in equilibrium that goes with aging. It
was only small comfort that others fell, too. Whatever the cause, the endless
strings of rocky jumbled rapids generated a kind of internal turbulence to
match that of the water.

There were huge falls that made the land shake and took my breath away
as I gazed, entranced, at this extraordinary evidence of gravitational power.
Our camps were often placed strategically at such places so that camping and
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portaging were efficiently parlayed into one set of moves. At one place, or-
ange-red granite slabs, galleon-shaped, rose out of slick black water sliding
down into a torrent below. Staring at them gave the illusion they were brave-
ly breasting the current and forging upstream to safety. Sleeping in sight and
sound of roaring water night after night reinforced the feeling of living in a
state of perpetual turbulence.

The hard carving effect of this river was evident in rampart piles of boul-
ders lined like windrows along the shore. The tangled channels among be-
tween islands hinted at the ravages of a mighty stream in millennia past. The
islands posed a dangerous trap - one that a wise navigator among us warned us
of. There were temptingly easy whitewater sections as far as we could see
down along an island. At first, seeking to avoid the harder way, I hoped to
cross the river and use the inviting route. It made sense. But suppose the water
was not negotiable below the island, then what? How long did I plan to
spend stuck there, I was asked. And I saw the point. Several miles downstream
on the harder path, I observed that had I followed my path, we might have
been trapped for a long time indeed.

Away from the river, the land was gentler. Wolves, muskox and caribou ap-
peared. We had signed on with the Canadian Wildlife Service to contribute to
the Northwest Territories breeding bird survey and devoted some time each
day, when the pressing demands of the river permitted, to recording all bird
sightings. One embarrassing day the absence of usual standards for judging size
led us to count geese, silhouetted on the high skyline, as caribou. After supper,
I would often walk out to see the world over the lip of the Ellice Valley. One
evening I came to the end of a high ridge and looked down into a lush swale of
wetland where a pair of muskox cows idly stood, fetlock deep, entirely at peace,
scarcely within sound of the roaring river. Beyond them, a pair of sandhill
cranes, humped and unlovely, stalked along. I felt a surge of familiar wild. This
must be much like the scene my hunter ancestors looked on 10,000 years ago.

The wildness of the Ellice, once started, continued to the end. At Queen
Maude Gulf, we were met by the customary bitter cold north wind, quicksand
and a navigation dilemma. According to the map, and more to the point, ac-
cording to the land, we were at the strip of hard beach where our plane could
land. The pilot had said we couldn’t miss numerous tracks his wheels had left
over the years of fetching canoeists from the river. Everything looked right, ex-
cept there were no tracks to be seen. There was no evidence, bar a couple of
ubiquitous fuel drums, that aircraft had ever landed here. 

Tumultuous to the end, the Ellice was not about to let us go without a cou-
ple of wild days and nights in the tents. We would emerge only to take on food
and to dump its remnants. The cold wind probed gleefully into every gap in
my clothing, hot tea nearly congealed between the time it was scooped into the
mug and conveyed to my mouth. While walking to shake out the kinks in my
back and to confirm for myself there was no better place along that rav-
ished coast where a plane might land, I flushed a tern off her nest, on the grav-
el near the top of the tide. There it sat, eggs intact, open to the tearing wind,
serenely domestic, home, despite my impressions of the harshness of this river.

Sublime Kuujjua
The Kuujjua rises in north-central Victoria Island and flows south and west

to Minto Sound on the Northwest Territories side of Victoria Island. There I
experienced what Thoreau and Emerson must have meant when they used the

word sublime. All along that river there was a grandeur and power whose spir-
it seeped into my soul. The river rises in the Shaler Mountains, which gird the
north-central part of the island. Here the shallow swift stream carried us
smoothly from the low hills in transparent water over rainbow-hued gravel.
The first day, my expectations were shattered by the appearance of sandhill
cranes, which all my books say are never found this far north. But there
they are, beyond any possibility of a mistake.

Grandeur was found in other animals, too. We met our first muskox at
camp after supper on the second day. On the hike for a closer look, rare
Peary caribou intercepted us, two elegant adults who cautiously kept their dis-
tance and two calves who acted as interested in us as we were in them. With
such charming distractions, it was hard to remember we were stalking
muskox. We soon learned muskox would be a daily event and realized their
passive defensive circle cannot always be relied on. Much later, there would
be arctic char in the thousands, enough to feast on, to fill the take-home
limit and surplus to offer a helpful Inuk for his family.

As the Kuujjua gains water and power from its tributaries, the surrounding
land also changes. The river drops more steeply, and rapids and falls appear.
There are black rounded hills, breast-shaped, that seemed to me icons of the
generous Earth Mother. Back from the river, tall cliffs, their towers and turrets
resembling giant castles and palaces, march along the length of the valley. I
found it easy to understand why my Nordic ancestors imagined trolls and gob-
lins, for their profiles were to be seen, frozen into rocky immobility by the cir-
cling sun, on every bend. One bank of rock resembled nothing so much as a
cluster of troll children naked and mooning us as we passed. The images of the
gods building their noble halls reaching into the clouds became a near reality
here. I was enthralled.

Grandeur goes with risks. Our flirtations with muskox resulted in a close
call with a solitary bull who was none too happy to be approached. The
powerful river was a challenge along many long miles of unremitting white-
water. As my partner said, when calling for camp to be made, “I’ve had
enough terror for one day.” The river rose suddenly after heavy rain over the
watershed, all but carrying our canoes away overnight. I found the portages be-
tween huge boulders especially challenging. There was no right solution to the
dilemma of whether to hop from rock to rock, the over-the-top method, or to
snake my way blindly on the sand below, the follow-the-swearing method. But
either way was better than lining down rapids hopping and hugging spray-
damp ledges on a cliff just too high for the length of the lining ropes.

When our descent of the Kuujjua ended among the gleaming ice floes of
Minto Sound, and we had reveled in an exuberant excess of char, I felt
strongly reluctant to leave this sublime enchantment. And now, years later,
when I idly stroke my canoe across the narrow waters of Desert Lake, here in
Eastern Ontario, I realize the enchanted lands are infectious. Their power fil-
tered into me through the sights of majestic vistas, eye contact with muskox,
the vision of delicate louseworts. The magic crept in through my ears in the
thunder of mighty waters, the whine of mosquitoes, the high, thin cries of fish-
ing ospreys. With each breath, I absorbed the essence of the place, musty an-
imal smells, high-flung river spray, itchy willow pollen. My body, shaking
with cold, aching with labor, or stiff from long storm-bound hours, soaked up
the spirit of all these rivers. The lessons of balance and oneness in the land last
for life. It feels good and right to be so captivated.
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As part of its 30th anniversary celebration, the Canada Council Art Bank
decided to enhance its collection and announced last fall that it would
make a special purchase of Aboriginal art. More than 400 artists from

across the country sent in photos of works to be judged.
Seventy-one works by 61 First Nations, Métis and Inuit artists - with a total

value of about $150,000 - were selected.
Thirty-nine of the 71 pieces came from Nunavut artists. The Council spent

about $33,000 on work by artists currently living in Nunavut, and an additional
$15,000 on pieces by Nunavut-born artists who live in other parts of Canada.

Twenty-eight artists from Clyde River, Kimmirut, Cape Dorset, Iqaluit,
Igloolik, Rankin Inlet, Baker Lake, Pangnirtung and Qikiqtarjuaq are represent-
ed in the purchases.

The art bank was created in 1972 to support the efforts of Canadian visual
artists and provide public-sector institutions with the opportunity to rent art-
work for their offices. Of the 18,000-piece collection, about 6,400 pieces are out
on rental to more than 200 government and corporate clients across the country.

The 2003 commercial muskox harvest in Cambridge Bay has been cancelled
and the chair of the muskox harvest working group says the earliest a com-
mercial harvest could be back up and running is the spring of 2005.

The commercial harvest differs from a domestic harvest in that meat from the
commercial harvest is sold to the Kitikmeot Foods plant in Cambridge Bay, which
must meet Canadian Food Inspection Agency regulations in terms of the how the
meat is slaughtered and processed.

The group determined that it would have cost about $460,000 to launch a har-
vest this spring. The money would have been spent to set up a temporary camp and
abattoir for a month and cover the operational costs of the hunt.

But there are new food inspection regulations on the horizon which would
mean another outlay of money for next spring’s hunt.The market for qiviut, the
woolly under fur of the muskox, is in high demand throughout the world right now
and little attention has been paid to other byproducts from the animal.

Now, hunters look at taking about 300 or 400 animals per year, which brings
in about $170,000 in meat and hides. While the commercial harvest is on hold, the
muskox population continues to grow out of control. The plan is for this year and
next year embark on the domestic harvest and take 300 to 400 animals per year
and satisfy the community in terms of meat.

Canada’s federal minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Develop-
ment has asked for a revised description of the Bathurst Inlet Port and
Road Project because its backers dropped a section of the develop-

ment's original plan.
The original project involved building two sections of all-weather road that

would connect a seaport on Bathurst Inlet to Izok Lake and its rich lead-zinc de-
posits. Accessing the Izok Lake minerals was considered the reason for the project.

The first road section would stretch 130 miles from the seaport to the eastern
shore of Contwoyto Lake. The second section would measure 50 miles and run
from the lake's western shore to Izok Lake.

But last fall, the mine's developers indefinitely postponed it's construction because
global zinc prices have floundered. In November 2002, the Bathurst road project's
backers followed suit and dropped the second road section from their plans.

U p d a t e s

painting. That’s another project. Also, if any time remains, it wouldn’t hurt to
paint and refresh several rooms inside the house. So, in summary, I can find
plenty of ways to occupy my time this summer. Had I been conducting an
expedition, I would have hired someone to do all the “real” work while I
dicked around in the wilderness, Now, guilt and financial restriction about
such a strategy impel me to take a more prudent approach.

Regarding the war and other conflicts mentioned in this letter:
“As despair for the world grows in me and I wake in the night at the least

sound of what my life and my children’s lives may be, I ho and lie down
where the wood drake rests in his beauty on the water and the great heron
deeds. I come into the peace of wild things who do not tax their lives with
forethought of grief. I come into the presence of still water and I feel above
me the day-blind flying stars waiting with their light. I rest in the grace of the
world and and free” - Wendell Berry, The Peace of Wild Things.”

Ottertooth Web site, Che reader Bob Grafton sent us this e-note after some
Canoelit reading. 

“Reading can be a dangerous thing.  I devoured Great Heart.  I was and
am stunned by the racism that native peoples have been subjected to (and
are yet), not because I wasn't aware, but because it hadn't been brought
home to me so personally and heart-rendingly as it was through Elson's fear
at having lost Mrs. Hubbard.  The matter-of-fact way he and the 'boys' con-
cluded they'd have to run for their lives because they'd never be believed
about her death, or even if they were, they'd be punished anyway just put the
frost in my gut.  Then Elson concludes they'd find him anyway.  What a
comment on our society. 

“Then, the way native people are portrayed in terms of their seemingly
mystical abilities in the woods, well, what can I say. Sure it's racist, too, but
having done many of these same tasks myself, I want to believe, I want to
look up to these people as models worthy of emulation, standards to measure
against.  Just because it's two white Americans pretending to write in the na-
tive voice might diminish the reality, but it does glimmer the path, so to
speak.  I don't know about you, but I'm always looking at my outfit and
thinking "How can I do this better?'  I always read the on-line stuff with a
view to improve my trips.  Food packs, map technique, GPS, satphone,
whatever.  When I read of the powers of discernment & the expertise of na-
tive people in the literature, I'm awed.  Gladdened too.  I can aim high, at
least.  I felt so great about this book.  

“Then I saw your brief review of Raffan's Deep Waters and picked it up.
My nostalgic romance with Labrador was over.  What a hard read, not the
style, but the content.  To have so many children die in that way was crimi-
nal, even if the coroner didn't think so. “Lost brother”, what a thing to write
in a resort guest book. The SJSO attitude of 'devil take the hindmost' is so an-
tithetical to expeditionary thinking, so disrespectful of the wild & of those
with whom we venture out, it makes me see black. Deep Waters should be
mandatory reading for anyone taking a minor into the woods, or taking any-
one, for that matter.  I'm sure I'll get over it, but the image of a turned over
boat and kids in the water hasn't left me for a week now. I guess it's a good
lesson, to be aware and take good care. 

“Keep up the great work.”

SPRING PACKET  cont’d from Page 2CANOESWORTHY  cont’d from Page 3
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C a n o e l i t

A trio of old Callans have been released by the
newly reborn Boston Mills Press. Following the bank-
ruptcy of the popular publisher who featured many
canoe-friendly titles, many authors were left in limbo.
Firefly Books bought up the company and it is running
a g a i n .

The new
p u b l i s h i n g
house has reis-
sued several of
the popular and
successful se-
ries of Callan’s
O n t a r i o - b a s e d
canoe route
books. Perhaps
as a marketing
lesson - gone
are the catchy ti-
tles like  Up the
C r e e k, replaced
by the zingy: A

Paddler's Guide to Ontario! and Further Up the Creek i s
n o wThe Rivers of Ontario &Q u e b e c . One wonders if
they reissue the classic Fahrenheit 451 would it be-
come Burnt Paper?

Despite the prosaic new titles which rob Kevin of
his natural wit, it's great to have access to these books
again - for those of you that didn't already. Callan real-
ly knows his stuff and all the reissues have great colour
photos and great maps. It certainly makes you realize
how much good work Kevin has done over the years
and how well documented routes he has amassed.

It appears we can look forward to much more
from Mr. Callan in the years ahead. We have heard
that he is branching into more narrative-based books
about canoeists and their stories.

Cliff Jacobson is a star. You won’t find him on a
red carpet - well, perhaps a carpet of red leaves in the
North Woods. Cliff is a huge draw at the many canoe
shows he speaks at in the U.S. Midwest. His many
books offer myriad tricks to help your life along the
trail. And now there’s Cliff – The Video. F o r g o t t e n
S k i l l s could as easily be titled, Tents, Tarps & Tinder.
Those are the three main topics covered in detail in this
90 minute video. Now, slick, it ain’t. There are not a lot
of fancy video effects and the lighting and sound is
well . . . very real. But more importantly, it’s really the
closest thing to being at one of Cliff’s talks.

The whole thing is photographed in the woods and
Cliff takes you step by experienced step over the im-
portant tips on buying, using and customizing a tent and

tarps. He also
gives a fine run
though of build-
ing a proper fire.
You can learn
new things
every time to
talk – or listen –
to Cliff. We
have not taken
axes on trips for
years since they
are the primary
cause of acci-
dents. But Cliff

shows us some very smart – and safe – ways to handle
and use an axe.

He certainly knows his stuff – and not by simply
giving talks. He has been tripping for decades in the
U.S. and in Canada’s north. We always have time
for Cliff, now we can simply pop him in the VCR.
Now, Cliff, have you heard about those new fangled
DVDs? They also double up as a great drink coaster!

A Paddler’s Guide to:
O n t a r i o
Cottage Canoeing
Rivers of Ont. & Q u e b e c
By Kevin Callan
Boston Mills Press - Toronto
Each book $19.95
ISBN: 1-55046-385-3, 383-7, 387-X

More of Canada’s Best
Canoe Routes 
Edited by Alister Thomas
Boston Mills Press - Toronto
304 pp $19.95
ISBN: 1-55046-390-X

The Forgotten Skills
Expert Techniques and Tips to
Make Your camping E x p e r i e n c e
More Rewarding
By Cliff Jacobson
90 min. video.
Mike Leitner Productions 2002There are a lot of great canoe trip stories in

Canada and editor Alister Thomas is working his
way through  them one book at a time.

It began with Paddlequest a few years back, it
was changed into Canada’s Best Canoe Routes a n d
now  the sequel has arrived.  A number of interesting
rivers are covered over a many years. The stories are
short and told in  a variety of styles. Glenn Hodgins
reveals his early days on the Nahanni a quarter of a

century ago.
And young
Eric Pelly,
with the help
of famed pad-
dler and fa-
ther David,
gives a
child’s eye
view of
northern pad-
dling - in
your own
b a c k y a r d .

There are
trips down

the Rupert, Winisk, Coppermine, Notokwanon and
Kazan by tales by notable paddlers including Joanie
McGuffin, Bert Horwood, Max Finkelstein, Bruce
Hodgins (one of three Hodgins tales!) and C.E.S.
Franks. Oh, yes, and Kevin Callan too - as if he’s not
everywhere else!

The books has a liberal number of photos, well
reproduced in black and white but no colour plates.
It’s a great book to pick though and jump around.
The stories are seldom more than eight pages long
and usually quite entertaining.   

What makes the good ones sing are the reflective
tone many of the tales offer. Often they are looking
back at a great trip that changed the writer in a special
and memorable way.
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George Douglas had much interaction with the Coronation Gulf Inuit on his over-
land trips to the Coppermine River from Great Bear Lake in 1911-12. He had the chance to wit-
ness - and more importantly - document the end of a way of life. One one of his passages he
cached some food enroute to the Coppermine in August 1911., When he returned a while later a
small amount of food  was gone and a beautiful pair of handmade sealskin slippers, ivory carv-
ings and spear tips and other items had been left as payment– perhaps by some of the people
pictured above.

George Douglas/National Archives of Canada/PA-120531


