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THIS IS A RIVER? -- Alain Bourbeau drags his way along the Qu’Appelle River, Sask. on a Voyageur’s trek across Canada. See Page six.
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and even though they’re pretty tired there can be 
no mistaking the obvious differences in their 
designs. And if there is still some doubt, Dad 
painstakingly took the lines off of our old 
Prospector and reproduced them in Song of the 
Paddle, and those sure aren’t the lines or measure-
ments of a Deer or Pal!

“Also, I wish your review hadn’t mentioned 
Ken’s comment of saying Dad lied about the kind 
of canoe he paddled because he found the 
Prospector name more appealing. I find it insult-
ing towards Dad that a falsehood has to be made 
up to explain Ken’s theory and make for a more 
interesting read. Dad wasn’t trying to dupe the 
public into thinking that all he ever paddled were 
Chestnut Prospectors, he was simply offering his 
opinion that for wilderness and white water trip-
ping a maneuverable high-volume canoe like the 
Prospector was his first choice.

“Dad loved all canoes, he couldn’t help it (I too 
have this inexplicable affliction!), and he would 
joyfully paddle anything with pointy ends that 
would float. Perhaps it is not the particular canoe 
that he paddled but the passion and love that he 
felt for this craft and its natural environment that is 
his most important legacy.

“Other than these two points that I have dis-
cussed I found Ken’s chapter on my Dad very 
complimentary. And I must say that the book as a 
whole was an enjoyable and enlightening read as 
well as an excellent source for many important 
historical facts and figures. I’ve made room for it 
in the front row of my canoeing bookcase so I can 
refer to it quickly and often.”

Becky also added some comments about a trip 
she and husband Reid MacLachlan made this past 
fall.

“Reid and I had a very rewarding and revital-
izing trip north of Superior in September. 
Although we seemed to walk a lot of the intermit-
tent stream they call the Sand River we had some 

wonderful weather and some truly spiritual expe-
riences along the coast, culminating in a visit back 
to the cliffs at Old Woman Bay. It was our first 
time on Superior in five years and Reid and I 
agreed that was far too long a hiatus and promised 
each other we would return again much sooner. 
The waters of that lake must be in our blood or 
something, it’s like a magnet.”

Wilderness paddler Steve Kohlhepp did 
what a lot of Che-Mun subscribers do 
- they bump into one another in the 

most interesting places.
“I just received the latest issue of Che-Mun and 

read with interest the info about Chris Morris and 
his brother John. I was one of those American pad-
dlers that met them in Chantrey Inlet.

“We were camped at Victoria Headland, just 
north of Cockburn Bay in Chantrey Inlet. There 
were a group of Inuit camped there with some 
Canadian fish biologist’s who were exploring the 
possibility of commercial fishing for char on the 
Back River. 

“Anyway, we were all sitting around camp 
sharing some of their tuktu stew when we noticed 
these tiny dots coming across Cockburn Bay 
which turned out to be Chris and John.

“We were being picked up by two boats from 
Mark Tootiak of Gjoa Haven and all of our crew 
and canoe’s and gear being hauled and towed back 
to Gjoa Haven. We had extra food and Chris and 
John were short and still had a lot of paddling to 
do so we gave them our extra food.

“We had flown out of YK on July 5th to 
Muskox Lake and had arranged to be picked up by 
Mark at Victoria Headland around Aug. 19th. 
There were a total of 8 people on the trip with four 
of us paddling the entire route and 2 people pad-
dling the first half and then exchanging out half-
way through with two more paddlers coming in. 
The paddler exchange (and also food resupply) 
took place on Pelly Lake via a Beaver from Kasba 

Lake Lodge.
“We had a great trip with hot weather the first 

3 weeks and the opposite weather for the final 
weeks with much cold and wind. We saw many 
caribou and muskox about six Arctic wolves and 
one barrenground grizzly and much bird life. The 
fishing for lake trout and grayling was the best. We 
did not see any people the entire trip until we got 
to Chantrey Inlet.

“The town of Gjoa Haven was one of the high-
lights of the trip. We met many interesting and 
friendly people there. Many of the Inuit were 
going to and fro to the mainland hunting caribou 
and seal in the ocean. It seems as if there is a single 
focus in GH that time of year to get the caribou 
meat and hides in before the winter sets in. Also 
the seal hunting and fishing for Arctic char was on.

“I am a relative newcomer to Northern travel I 
have paddled parts of the Quioch River north east 
of Baker Lake and parts of the Seal River in 
Manitoba. .

Will be looking forward to hearing more about 
Chris’ and John’s trip. Happy Paddling.”

Steve added a later e-mail:
“One of our group member's (Todd Duncan) 

has put together a website of our voyage down the 
Back that you and your readers would be interested 
in taking a look at. The address is: www.indyweb.
net/~dunk/

“We had some good tips from another one of 
your readers Jim Murphy, who paddled the river in 
’94. His was the last entry in the log in the water 
survey cabin that is about half way down the river. 
He sent me some of his maps with his and other 
people's notes on which we copied onto our maps. 
He also gave us a good tip on a pickup person 
from Gjoa Haven.

Although I don't think I will be able to swing 
that much time away again in the summer of 1998. 
Some of us our dreaming about another trip in the 
summer of 1999 
or 2000. And that 
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Editor's  Notebook

As I write this, much of the Ottawa and Montreal regions are encased 
in ice and millions of people are without power. Nature is again 
proving its might, with these bizarre and disastrous ice storms. 

Combined with last year’s flooding in Manitoba it makes you wonder if a 
bout of pestilence is due next. Don’t bother asking what we did to deserve 
this. The answer should be obvious.

On a lighter note, in Outfit 91, we are happy to feature a couple of inter-
esting stories from a pair of hardy adventurers who both undertook exten-
sive canoe journeys–and risks–on recent expeditions. One of them was 
successful in his aspirations, Jean-Philippe Bourgeois and friend, Alain 
Bourbeau, paddled across Canada from Calgary to Quebec by the less tra-
ditional southern route. His enjoyable writing and wonderful pictures take 
us all along.

Christopher Morris attempted a similar venture last summer in the 
Arctic, trying to be the first treeline to 
treeline via tundra canoe trip in quite some 
time. He didn’t make it – through no lack of 
effort and kindly sent us in his thoughts and 
recollections on not achieving his Arctic 
dream. Many of us dream of trips like these 
two paddlers did. Few of us get the chance 
but we all wonder what it would be like if we 
could capture that dream.

On a more personal note, it has been two 
years since I have run a photo of my son Tom 
who will be two in February. I think that 
shows a great deal of restraint! We went for 
hour first skate together recently–on the ice 
at famed Maple Leaf Gardens in Toronto. 
Hockey is a pastime of many northern 
canoeists–Bill Mason being the most famous 
example. I hope Thomas, like his father and 

Bill Mason, will enjoy both activities to the fullest. Michael Peake, Editor.

We received word from Gwyneth Hoyle that, Sherwood 
Platt, featured in Outfit 90’s Fording the Rat story, died in 
Chicago on December 29th, at age 94. She also included an 
Associated Press article, taken from the Christian Science 
Monitor of November 24, 1926 which we reprint here: 

CANOES AND $100 CAR CARRY HARVARD 
ARGONAUTS TO ARCTIC: FOUR STUDENTS 
TRAVERSE CANADIAN WILDERNESS WITH 
SCHOOLBOOK MAP AS ONLY GUIDE, 
SUMMER’S ADVENTURES COST LESS THAN 
$300 APIECE

Four young argonauts have returned late for the open-
ing of their classes at the Harvard law and business 
schools with a stirring tale of adventures in the far 

northwest to explain their tardy arrival. After the close of 
their classes last June they paid 100 for a much-used auto-
mobile in which they drove to Regina. Leaving their 
gbhnnvuiiiii8 there they proceeded to Edmonton, where 
they purchased two canoes shipped them to Waterways, 
paddled down the Clearwater to the Athabaska River, 
through Lake Athabaska, down the Slave River, through the 
Great Slave Lake and on down the Mackenzie to the tide-
water of the Arctic Ocean – more than 4000 miles from 
Harvard.

Returning, they selected a section of the Continental 
Divide which seemed to offer a good crossing and portage, 
paddled, and waded by way of the Rat, Bell, Porcupine, and 
Yukon Rivers to Fort Yukon. There they found a govern-
ment radio and one of them sent through the air a long-
suppressed query to his family:”Safe, did I pass my 
exams?”

The four adventurers were Alfred E. Driscoll of 
Philadelphia, Sherwood K. Platt of Chicago, Alexander P. 
Leete of Pittsburgh, and Pierce Onthank of Boston, all 
graduates of Williams College. They made all their plans 
from a map of North America in a high school geography 
class. Although they had to live for weeks on game, only 
one of them had had experience with firearms and that as a 
member of the Williams Rifle Club. Yet except for snow in 
August and mosquitoes all the time, they had no complaint 
to make. 

Each spent about $250 beyond the cost of the automo-
bile, and they are satisfied that the trip gave them more 

1926 Rat 
River paddler 

Sherwood Platt 1903-1997
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Northern Journeys

We asked Chris Morris to tell us something about last summer’s planned  trip from 
Yellowknife to Yellowknife via the Arctic Ocean. Though he didn’t fulfill his ambi-
tious dream, we wanted a few thoughts about the trip that wasn’t - and was.

By CHRIS MORRIS

More than one traveller on the barrenlands has sat in a windswept camp-
site and watched the best laid plans unravel. In fact, it is hard to think 
of any explorer to whom this didn’t happen at one time or another. 

Even the best of them, like the Tyrrell brothers, on occasion only made it out by 
the narrowest of margins. In most cases there was one apparently overriding rea-
son that lay behind the failure, but of course it is never as simple as that. Often (I 
think, always) the deeper and perhaps more important reasons, never come out.

As I sat at my desk and tried to work through September and early October, I  
would periodically gaze out my window wishing I was elsewhere and reflecting 
on why my trip had ended a month and a half earlier than planned. The basic facts 
were clear enough, indeed they had been as we sat beside the Back River measur-
ing our supplies and looking at our maps. We had one full week’s food less that we 
needed, factoring in an unduly optimistic amount of fish, greatly reduced portions 
and assuming nine uninterrupted days of ocean paddling making 50-60 kilome-
tres a day. I had nearly starved once before on a trip (on James Bay when the bush 
pilot came a week late) and had no desire to face that again; my brother John 
wasn’t too keen on the idea either.

For two years the trip had been taking shape in my head. The previous sum-
mer’s journey from Yellowknife to the Hood River served as a practice run. The 
idea was appealing: no one since Franklin had made the round trip from the 
treeline to the Arctic coast and back in a single season. The closest was George 
Back and Anderson and Stewart in 1855, both of whom returned the same way 
they had come. Even Hanbury took two seasons, wintering on the Thelon. I 
thought it could be done, but with the way I had planned it, things were going to 
be tight.

As planned, the trip seemed too ambitious; it wasn’t impossible, but too many 
things had to work perfectly for it to succeed. Without a doubt, the deciding factor 
was the delay we suffered because of our friend’s illness on the first three weeks 
of the trip. Barring that, I think we could have made it. But with no leeway in any 
other area, it started a domino-effect that proved to be decisive.

To begin with, we departed to late. It couldn’t be helped, because of my aca-
demic and rowing commitments. but it was still too late. When we got to the point 
on the Thelon River near Baker Lake where we had to go north and began to 
worry about food, we couldn’t afford the time for the trip into Bake Lake to 
pickup more supplies. The extra four or five days that that would have taken 
would have left us on the Arctic coast far later in the season than was wise. And 
being stranded somewhere on the coast would have been at best, an expensive 
proposition to get removed from.

Furthermore, we went too far east. When our friends flew out from Artillery 
Lake, we could easily have altered our route and headed north to Bathurst Inlet via 
the upper Back River and the Western River. That, in retrospect, would have been 
the wise thing to do. But instead, we headed all the way east to the Meadowbank 
River, thinking we could make up the time. Why? For no better reason than 
because I wanted to see that part of the country. We were strong paddlers and I 

wanted to see what we could do. I thought we could make up the time, which we 
did. On the Hanbury and Thelon Rivers, we had many consecutive days when we 
made 60-80 kilometers. But we lost it, again, waiting out windy weather.

So there we were, unable to even try the return leg south from the ocean, for 
want of a couple of weeks of food. Yet even with the extra food, we would still  
have been dangerously late scuttling south towards the treeline. We had to go 
somewhere and the only possibilities were Baker Lake and Gjoa Haven. The lat-
ter was more risky–we had enough food to make it, but only just and given the 
difficulties that canoeists have had with Chantrey Inlet, it would be no cake-walk. 
But heading south to Baker Lake seemed a fate worse than death, at least Chantrey 
Inlet was new territory for us.

In normal circumstances, paddling up Chantrey Inlet and over the Simpson 
Strait to Gjoa Haven would have been the sort of adventure I look forward to. 
But this time, it was, at best, anticlimactic. We were running for an airstrip 

with our tails between our legs and there was just no denying it. From the moment 
that we headed for Gjoa Haven, the trip ceased to be fun. In effect, it was over. But 
there were still hundreds of kilometers to paddle and every stroke became a chore.

At the final Water Survey cabin on the lower Back River we read with dismay 
the entries of previous paddlers, many of them passing through much earlier in the 
season than us, who I knew had subsequently become stranded somewhere on 
Chantrey Inlet. Out food was very low and the fishing had been poor. But there 
was a fresh entry as well by some paddlers five days ahead of us who were being 
picked up in just two days at Chantrey Inlet. We caught them, a mere three hours 
before their pickup [Ed. Note - See their letter on page two] and with the remain-
der of their food we had no reason to take any chances on our paddle up Chantrey 
Inlet. Getting the extra food made things, psychologically, even worse. We now 
had no reason to hurry and still no reason to dawdle. Under the circumstances it 
was no longer any fun just being out there.

Crossing the Simpson Strait was a relief in many ways, not the least of which 
was the actual crossing. For half a day we bided our time on Ogle Point until 
impatience, all-pervasive sand and the lack of freshwater became too much. The 
17 km jump to Hovgaard Island was uneventful (despite what the maps show 
there is only one island and some shifting sandbars). For the first half hour we 
were paddling towards bare horizon. We stopped and made dinner and then 
decided despite the gathering darkness to make the final 18 km crossing to Gjoa 
Haven. Less than a kilometer out though, the wind began to pick up and the snow 
began to come down heavily, reducing visibility to a few hundred yards. Despite 
the lack of water on the island, we turned back and spent the night. But it was clear 
in the morning and Gjoa Haven was an easy landmark to aim for.

It would be untrue to say that I didn’t enjoy the trip but it would also be untrue 
to say that I went back to work feeling good about it. It is an unhappy experience 
at best to watch fall to pieces what one has so carefully put together and be power-
less to do anything about it. But it is even worse to carry on with just as much 
effort and just as much danger, when the trip is effectively finished.

Yet the lure of a round trip from the treeline to the Arctic coast and back is still 
out there. There is something so tempting about covering a great amount of the 
country in the course of one trip, of starting with the ice and finishing with the 

Arctic Unravelled



Schwatka’s Last Search
By Frederick Schwatka
Annotated by Arland S. Harris
University of Alaska Press, 1996
278pp  $20US
ISBN: 0-912006-87-0

Frederick Schwatka is one of the intriguing 
names of 19th century exploration. His just 
claim to fame is a remarkable expedition 

that succeeded in finding remains of the missing 
Franklin expedition in 1879. The trip featured a 

3000 mile dog-
sled journey to the 
Arctic Ocean and 
back in one year. 
The account was 
little heard of and 
a 1987 translation 
finally appeared 
written by a mem-
ber of Schwatka's 
party as Overland 
to Starvation 
Cove  by Heinrich 
K l u t s c h a k . 

(ISBN: 0-8020-5762-4)
That book is a riveting read and worth finding. 

As for Schwatka himself, he died 13 years after that 
trip and very little was ever published. Now an 
Alaska editor has uncovered the account of 
Schwatka’s final trip through Alaska and the Yukon.

The 1891 trip was sponsored by the New 
York Ledger newspaper which serialized it in 
their magazine the next year. One of the rea-
sons Schwatka’s narrative of this trip disap-
peared is because the newspaper did too, a few 
years after the trip. 

The expedition started and ended in Alaska 
and passed through Yukon and British 
Columbia. Rivers travelled included the 
Copper, Nezina, Yukon, Teslin and Taku. They 
finished their trip in Juneau.

Schwatka was writing for a popular news-
paper and his style reflects that. As today, 
people craved vicarious excitement and no 
doubt a few facts were spared to enliven the 
narrative. Combined with interesting photos 
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Updates

It  has been some time since we’ve done 
anything on the Hydro-Quebec scene. 
Recent developments have made it clear 

that the envsioned future of hydro  is flawed. 
Also there is some talk of the megaprojects sit-
ting on the back burner beginning to heat up.

Reports out of Quebec in the past few 
months have indicated a resurgence in interest 
in what is perhaps the grandest water scheme 
of all and one we first reported on way back in 
Outfit 41 - the Grand Canal Project

This was, naturally, a vision of the late 
Quebec Premier Robert Bourassa, the man who 
conceived and executed the original James Bay 
hydro project. The Grand Canal Project, while 
not invented by Bourassa, was certainly cham-
pioned by him in the 1980s and even had the 
support  of  then-Prime Minister  Brian 
Mulroney. 

I recall the federal environment minister of 
the time thought little of the idea and was 
against it. That person is now the separatist 
premier of Quebec, Lucien Bouchard, and no 
doubt his views on that, as in many other 
things, have changed.

The Grand Canal scheme involved the 
building of a 100 mile wide dam across the 
northern end of James Bay with the idea of 
turning it into a freshwater lake. The water 
would then be channeled by canals and old riv-
ers southward towards the thirsty United 
States.

For the record, Quebec is home to one third 
of Canada’s supply of renewable fresh water 
and 3% of the world’s. Canada, the U.S., China 
and Russia each house 9% while the leader is 
Brazil with 18%.

A recent provincially-sponsored symposium 
on managing Quebec’s water resources focused 
on ways the province could export water for 
financial gain. The schemes involved various 
ways of moving water around the world, from 

bulk bottles to a pipeline across the ocean. 
Water is heavy and expensive to ship around.

The cost of transporting a cubic metre of 
fresh water costs twice what Middle East coun-
tries now pay to desalinate ocean water.

Besides all this water export talk, there 
are rumblings of plans to revive the 
Great Whale and NBR (Nottaway, 

Broadback, Rupert) hydro projects.
While these had been shelved for the “fors-

eeable future” by the previous Quebec premier, 
it seems like their eyesight has improved. Since 
much of the planning for these massive proj-
ects is already done it seems like they can bring 
up the subject whenever there’s a dull moment.

The recent ice storm and massive power 
losses in Quebec would serve as a reminder of 
the danger of huge transmission lines. Hydro-
Quebec has the world’s largest high tension 
lines – the 735kv lines some of which were lost 
during the recent ice storm.

Quebeckers are also a North American odd-
ity as more than 80% of people heat their 
homes by electricity instead of the more com-
mon oil and more environmentally benign–not 
to mention cheaper– natural gas. This is a 
result of the provincial hydro monopoly con-
trolling the energy playing field.

Bourassa and Hydro-Quebec created the 
demand to justify their plans to dam huge areas 
of northern Quebec. The St. Lawrence River 
valley has the world’s highest concentration of 
energy-hungry metal smelters. And they are 
only there for one reason–because they get 
cheap and guaranteed power.

There will be a lot of questions asked once 
the everything has melted and power is 
restored. Some of those questions must focus 
on the role of holy Hydro-Quebec and their 
electric dreams.The day of the megaproject 
located a thousand miles from the user s should 

James Bay
UPDATE
James Bay
UPDATE
Hydro-Quebec's Assault on the North

C a n o e l i t
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short growing season. Sparse gnarled trees and the 
abundance of colorful lichens create a surreal land-
scape.

One windy night, upon returning from gathering 
wood, my tent was nowhere to be found. In com-
plete darkness, my headlamp beam reflected off of 
something, far from shore. The blue tent fly was still 
visible but the whole body slowly sank. Everything 
I owned was in there. Without any time to get the 
canoe, I stripped and dove in. From then on, rocks 
were piled inside our tents to keep them from flying 
away. 

The ever constant fear of misjudging potentially 
hazardous situations took its toll. Intense concentra-
tion was needed in choppy seas as waves often came 
from all directions at once and switching our pad-
dles from one side to the other had to be calculated 
well in advance. To top it all off, Alain was terrible at 
reading maps, leaving me with another worry. For 
that reason I became monosyllabic. As with any old 
couple words became obsolete, our daily routine 
had taught us what to do a long time ago.  Hauling 
two tents is what saved this odd marriage. The other 
person's smelly feet never became an issue. 

Passing from one of the Great Lakes to another, 

the sword of Damocles which had hung over our 
heads for four weeks disappeared. Lake Huron was 
warm and with the rise in temperature our fears dis-
sipated with the early morning fog. We then started 
cutting across bays, took our lifejackets and the 
spraydeck off. Ignorance is bliss. Lake Huron was 
just as dangerous as her sister but kept that trait hid-
den.

The route we now followed up the French river 
had been used by the Jesuit missionaries since the 
mid 1600s. The last hard part of the journey was the 
historical “La Vase” portages in North Bay. seven 
miles of mud, swamps and thick bush near North 
Bay. Apparently ours was the first expedition to use 
this long abandoned carry in 21 years. We ended up 
walking across someone’s backyard, much to his 
surprise. 

Once on the once mighty Ottawa it felt as if 
the journey was already over. Summer cot-
tages, villages and cities dotted the land-

scape. There was no escaping the encroachment of 
civilization. The joyous paddle songs of the 
Voyageurs echoed in our minds accompanied us into 
Montréal. Here the fur-laden canoes were emptied, 
the pelts exchanged for winter supplies which would 

allow eager men to wait until spring thaw, when they 
would again paddle Westward to trade with the 
natives. The pelts destined to European courts were 
of no concern to the canoemen, freedom to roam far 
and wide was. A well deserved drinking binge would 
follow their homecoming, old scores would be set-
tled and those who had family went back to them.

We still had two more days to go before being 
able to portage into my parent’s backyard after pad-
dling over 3700 miles across land, time and history.

In the summer of 1996 nothing new was discov-
ered in geographical terms. Our minds simply fol-
lowed the timeless truth of the canoe; both exist for 
the purpose of always plowing forward into unchart-
ed territory. The lessons we learned will take a life-
time to digest, comprehend and we’ll hopefully be 
able to apply them to everyday life. The journey isn’t 
over, it has just begun. Now I know that a life without 
pursuing my dreams isn’t worth living.

Our arrival went almost unnoticed in the cold 
Autumn rain. It was September 22, 4 1/2 months 
after our snowy departure. In true Voyageur fashion 
we went on a drinking binge and passed out from 
exhaustion after two beers. Grand-Papa was right: 
“there’s no happier life than a Voyageur’s”.

Exped i t i on s 

Voyageurs in my veins
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Story and photos by 
JEAN-PHILIPPE BOURGEOIS

After a short ten days canoe adventure in 
Algonquin park the previous year, my 
mind was set, the fire of desire was burn-

ing my soul. 
Armed with a world atlas, a multitude of lakes 

and rivers began to take shape as a route meander-
ing through five provinces. Half knowingly I 
would retrace long sections of the fur-trading 
route across Canada. A ruler provided useful 
information on the length of my folly; 2800 miles 
(give or take an inch) was the total distance I 
would have to cover to reach Drummondville, 
Québec from Calgary, Alberta. 

Later, using the very scientific method of cal-
culating distances with dental floss, the actual 
length became more than 3700 miles. Over nine 
months of preparation, bits of eclectic information 
were slowly re-organized to form a semi-continu-
ous line, though many areas lacked decent 
description; i.e. from Calgary to Winnipeg, a 1200 
river miles stretch. My route was to be a southern 
one, going through less popular canoe destina-
tions such as the Qu’Appelle-Assiniboine-Red 
river systems. 

Pierre Benoit dit Livernois lived an adventur-
ous life. As a crew member on  a “canot de maî-
tre” in the 1780’s, he experienced the wonders of 
a young country not yet spoiled by the insanity of 
progress. He could well have been the one whom 
Marjorie Wilkins Campbell paraphrased in her 
book “The North West Company”; - “I could 
carry, paddle, walk and sing with any man I ever 
knew. I have been 24 years a canoeman, and forty-
one in service; no portage was too long for me. 
Fifty songs could I sing. I have saved the lives of 
ten Voyageurs. I have had twelve wives, six run-
ning dogs and spent all my money on pleasure. 
Were I young again, I would spend all my life the 
same way over. There is no happier life than a 
Voyageur’s”. Pierre had many descendants and his 
blood flows in my veins.

Alain Bourbeau woke up early on the 7th of 
May as snow blew sideways. Portaging our gear 
from Calgary’s Youth Hostel to the Bow River, his 
mind probably went into overdrive. Still within the 
city, there was time to back out. 

Having been laid off from his mindless mechan-
ical engineering job, the timing was perfect though 
the weather horrible. Alain was out of work and he 
needed a real challenge in his life while I needed a 

partner. His outdoor curriculum wouldn’t have 
filled half a page. In fact, it wouldn’t have filled 
anything at all. He had never slept in a tent. He now 
does everything the same way as I. It seems that I 
have created a monster. 

On the 3rd of May, four days prior to our depar-
ture, a crucial piece of equipment was still missing; 
the canoe. A mere technical detail. Two potential 

sponsors had pulled out at the last moment but the 
owner of Totem Outfitters of Calgary came 
through.

Mother Nature bid us farewell by depositing 
two inches of snow during our first day and four 
more while we slept, exhausted by disorderly pad-
dling and the cold weather. The next morning, put-
ting his wet clothes back on, Alain admitted having 
never felt so good. With this statement, my appre-
hensions and fears melted away. He would accom-
pany me the whole way, no doubt about it.  

Admiration is the only word that comes to mind 
when I think about what he had to go through and 
the amount of determination involved. Leaving 
civilization behind, the course of time was altered. 
From then on our stomachs would rule our world. 

Floating down the Bow River we experimented 
with different paddle strokes and established sys-

tems for using them at the right moments. The 
commands were a mixture of French, English and 
German. We invented words when we didn’t know 
the proper terms and battled with esthetics. Seldom 
used muscles painfully came to life, demanding an 
ever increasing amount of food and stretching.

In the old days, Voyageurs were short, barrel-
chested men with legendary strength and good 
humour. We defied tradition with our tall bodies 
and questionable strength. Fortunately, we had 
good humour, were French-Canadians and knew 
all the words to the Voyageur songs which echoed 
through the woods long ago. Honour was saved.

With the passing of time, we became more 
confident and increased the amount of time spent 
paddling. Having started with six hours in the boat, 
we eventually paddled a solid twelve hours per 
day. My ancestor, Grand-Papa as I call him, pad-
dled 18-hour days, had only an overturned canoe 
to sleep under and portaged 180 lbs. at a time. He 
died at age 36 from a strangulated hernia, the lead-
ing cause of death among Voyageurs. Going 
through southern Alberta opened our eyes to an 
unsuspected world ruled by water and the quest for 
it. 

As with any desert area, the water’s edge teems 
with wildlife. It acts as the village well where 
everyone comes to drink, chat, eat and get eaten. 
We constantly encountered mule and white-tailed 
deer, pronghorn antelopes, porcupines, beavers, 
coyotes and the odd rattlesnake. Black tipped peli-
cans soon became our favorite animal. Effortlessly 
their V-shaped formations glide over the river, the 
tips of their wings occasionally touching the water. 
Only the ever-widening concentric circles remind-
ed us of their presence.  Reading “The Paper” 
became a morning ritual; tracks left in the mud 
while we slept told me of all the latest news. At 
night,coyotes howled us to sleep, sending shivers 
up our spines.

Over millennia, the South Saskatchewan has 
carved its way deep in the soft prairie soil. 
The scenery alternates between badlands 

and low rolling prairie. Once in Saskatchewan, the 
river flows through sand hill dunes stabilized by 
prairie grasses. These dunes were formed after 
glaciers disappeared, less than 10 000 years ago. 
Cactus, sagebrush, wild roses and clumps of cot-
tonwoods thrive in the area.

To satisfy Saskatoon’s ever increasing demand 
for energy, the South Saskatchewan has been 
dammed just south of the city, before the South 

Exped i t i on s
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joins the North branch to form the mighty 
Saskatchewan River. It drains most of the Eastern 
slope of the Canadian Rockies. My plan was to 
bypass the well known northern trading route in 
favour of a lesser known one. In all my research 
the Qu’Appelle River was mentioned once or 
twice but no decent information was found. 
Atlases differed because of the dam which backs 
water up, the South-Saskatchewan either joined 
up with the Qu’Appelle or it didn’t, leaving a huge 
gap. An earth dyke separates the two systems. 

Alain, through a deviant lack of shared infor-
mation from my part, did not share my anxiety. 
We paddled from Calgary to Winnipeg using the 
“Canadian Tire Road Guide to North-America”. 
Page 112 failed to reveal where the anticipated 
link with the Qu’Appelle was.

Standing on top of the dyke, we peered into the 
horizon and saw nothing but a few cows, ankle 
deep in a mud puddle, the only water in sight. 

Undeterred I went exploring while Alain 
cooked dinner. After chasing the cows, a meander-
ing stream appeared. Water didn’t flow in any 
direction. It just stared right back at me. A radioac-
tive looking green moss carpeted the banks, a 
horrible stench attacked my senses. Remains of a 
cow slowly decayed nearby. Death would become 
a common sight for the next five days. 

Advancing slowly in the dark waters, mud 
swallowed half of my legs. Alone in this apocalyp-
tic décor, visions of engulfing quicksands assault-

ed me. My downward travel ceased. Motionless, 
on the verge of despair, I summoned Grand-Papa 
and tried to imagine what he would have done in 
such a circumstance. The answer was easy; being 
a Voyageur wasn’t supposed to be all fun and 
games. The reason for the lack of information 
about this long forgotten route was now obvious. 
In summer there was simply no water in the river. 

We dragged our yellow craft through a deso-
late and colourless landscape under the watchful 
eyes of a few coyotes. Alain never quite under-
stood why I pulled with all my might and how I 
managed to keep a smile on my face throughout 
the ordeal. When every step was a constant battle 
with mud, a transformation occurred; projecting 
back in time, to the 1780’s, the present harsh trav-
elling conditions meant nothing. The utter happi-
ness of pursuing my dream and enjoying total 
freedom eclipsed all other concerns. Truly, there is 
no life so happy as a Voyageur’s.

Our river drained the Qu’Appelle valley. 
Hills lined both sides of the river’s mean-
dering course. After four and a half days 

of pulling, dragging and the occasional swear 
word, we reached a lake which provided more 
than the usual four inches of water. We picked up 
speed only to stopped by log jams once the river 
narrowed again. Hacking and sawing our way 
through was actually faster than portaging. 

In Manitoba, the river empties its contents into 

the Assiniboine. With big river pride, the 
Assiniboine straightened its spine and picked up 
the pace. Had we been going in a straight line, 
hundreds of km would have been shaved off since 
Calgary.

A sordid dream was on the way to becoming 
reality. Re-supplying points slowly became a solid 
line. Days faded away to become weeks and 
months. A cut on my thumb healed and soon dis-
appeared. Time was running its course.

Summer arrived in an explosion of colour. The 
countdown had started on the solstice; from then 
on, days could only shorten. Storms transferred 
their energy to our aching muscles. Struggling, we 
stole yard after yard even when hail joined hands 
with the wind in frigid union. After such times, 
primary values resurfaced as, with our bellies full, 
we laid down in our shelters, content to live the 
simplest of lives. Living in such a way where the 
next minute is an uncertainty reconnects us to a 
life humankind has lived for thousands of years. 
Besides, we didn’t need to worry about paying 
rent.

Once in Winnipeg, we paid homage to La 
Vérandrye, the indefatigable “Coureur des bois” 
who spent his life pursuing his dream of reaching 
the Western Sea. He died penniless just as the 
King of France would finally reward him for his 
life-long achievements.  Standing in front of a 
monument erected in his honour I tried to imagine 

Expedit ions

SIERRA DESIGNS provided tough gear which 
made it through the entire journey. Their new Vortex 
jacket is just as practical on the water as on a techni-
cal climb. Their Lookout CD tent has a built-in TV 
set; the ceiling portion opens up to allow star and northern lights gazing. The 
tent fly doubled as a sail and held steam in when we built saunas. Their sleep-
ing bags withstood the ultimate test: 4 1/2 months of smelly feet. They were 
like brand new after a single wash. 

MERRELL’s Boulder shoes worn with a neoprene sock provided good 
support for the ankle teasing portages and traction on slippery river bottoms. 
GREY OWL PADDLES lasted the whole trip, their superior finish is worth 
the bucks. BTU STOKER energy bars provided the much needed fuel. As 
opposed to the “other” brand, they taste good while requiring less water to be 
digested. It is safe to say that I went into Stoker withdrawal after the trip. All 
our water was filtered using a PASSPORT gravity filter. The resin core is the 
same technology used aboard the space shuttle. Our ATWATER CAREY 
expedition first-aid kit came in its own dry bag. The high capacity 
SERRATUS portage pack provided more than enough space with its 120 
liters or space.  (It doubles as a sleeping bag for short people). When doubled 

up with a dry bag, it makes for the ultimate travel 
gear. TENDER CORPORATION makes the 
world-famous BEN’S 100. A bug repellent so 
potent it melts vinyl. Don’t trust anything else, 

95% DEET is the only deterrent bugs fear, believe me. The best way to carry 
your grub is to use a food barrel. TRAILHEAD of Canada has developed an 
ingenious system to haul a 60 litre barrel as a backpack. EAGLE CREEK 
makes a variety of packs to take care of all the loose ends. Our canoe was 
made by CLIPPER and the expedition lay-up kevlar withstood the ultimate 
test so well that we received our money back after the trip. The owner of 
TOTEM OUTFITTERS of Calgary held his promise.

The rest of the gear was my own. Alain showed up in Calgary with the 
clothes on his back and a box of dehydrated food my mother and he had 
prepared using a conventional stove. Being away from power I had to use 
a solar panel in order to recharge the batteries used in my Hi-8 Sony video-
camera. A military ammo case served as a waterproof and bombproof 
container. The interior was customized with a cut up ground mattress and 
foam panelling.

Needless to say our expedition was rather “organically homegrown” and 

Sponsors

Continued on Page 11➥ 
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Updates

There is revived interest in building a deep-water port in Bathurst 
Inlet - the outflow of several rivers including the Burnside and 
Mara. Kit Resources Ltd. – formerly known as Arauco Resources 

– and several other mining companies, along with the NWT government, 
raised $900,000 last summer to chart the waters at the southern end of 
Bathurst Inlet. 

The results show that water levels and the contours of the inlet are 
indeed suitable for large sea-going vessels. The inlet is only 100 miles 
from an existing winter-road system that serves the Lupin gold mine. And 
it’s just 40 miles north of the George Lake gold mining project owned by 
Kit Resources, the company that has most recently been floating the idea 
for a port. 

The plans would be for a port facility only;y where large ships can load 
and unload their cargo. Kit Resources Ltd. recently announced its inten-
tion to take over the Izok Lake base-metals property from Inmet Mining 
Corporation – formerly known as Metall Corporation. That project was 
shelved four years ago because high transportation costs would have made 
any mine there financially unsustainable. 

Currently, fuel and other supplies must be hauled up to 1400 miles from 
Edmonton by rail, and across winter ice-roads. Mining companies previ-
ously considered building a port near Coppermine in the Coronation Gulf, 
but studies showed it wouldn’t work. 

The Labrador Inuit and Innu are in talks with the government over 
the land settlement forced by the giant Voisey’s Bay nickel find. 
The Inuit won a court injunction stopping the project until the land 

claims are settled. The Newfoundland government released a proposed 
settlement recently which is still to be worked on. Some of the highlights:

•The proposed Labrador Inuit Settlement Area (LISA) is 28,000 square 
miles, or 20 percent of Labrador, of which 17,000 square miles is ocean;

•This land will be owned by the province and co-managed by an Inuit 
government; 

•Inuit would have rights to hunt, fish and trap according to their own 
rules; 

•The development of natural resources in the settlement areas would be 
controlled by the province; 

Impact and benefit agreements and environmental assessments of new 
projects would be standard; 

•Proposed resource royalty payments to the Labrador Inuit would be $1 
million of the first $2 million earned, and 5 percent of additional royalties; 

•About 6100 square miles of LISA would be selected by LIA members 
as Labrador Inuit Lands (LIL); 

•The Inuit would get 25 percent of the province’s share of royalties 
from development. 

•Revenue from the giant Voisey’s Bay nickel project was negotiated as 
a separate section

•Inuit would earn three percent of the province’s proposed mining tax 
of Voisey’s Bay.

• The total could be worth about $40 million over 20 years. 
As well, the federal government will award the Labrador Inuit $140 

million for extinguishing their rights, and pay another $115 million to 
implement a final agreement, when one is reached. 

Erosion is carrying away archaeological evidence of Martin 
Frobisher’s voyages to Baffin Island, but Inuit elders in the area are 
keeping the knowledge of those expeditions alive. 

Lucassie Nowdlak is a descendent of one of Frobisher’s crew mem-
bers. He and his nephew, Inookie Adamie, are the only surviving members 
of his family and they are among the few Inuit who have carried on the 
oral history of the time their ancestors gazed out across the water to see 
Frobisher’s masted ships. 

“I’m sure it was bewildering and frightening to see such strange people 
and I’m sure there was a bit of conflict that first time,” Adamie said during 
a recent meeting in Iqaluit to discuss Frobisher’s voyages. “I’m assuming 
that. This is what I used to hear from the older people who carried on this 
oral knowledge.” 

Nowdlak and Adamie have been an integral part of the research into 
Frobisher’s three voyages from 1576-78. Researchers were in Iqaluit to 
report on their historical and archaeological findings in the Meta Incognita 
Peninsula, in southern Baffin Island. 

William Fitzhugh of the Smithsonian Institute has been part of a team 
of national and international scholars and researchers who’ve been study-
ing Frobisher’s voyages. The Smithsonian Institute carried out four years 
of research in the area, which Fitzhugh says is a race against time. 

“This region on the outer part of Baffin Island is sinking,” Fitzhugh 
said. “The sea levels are rising. It makes archaeology in the outer bay more 
essential to learn about while it still exists because so much has been lost 
to erosion.” 

For example, he said, there are no archaeological artifacts from visits 
by Dutch whalers in the 1600-1700s. Fitzhugh suggested a “little ice age” 
has erased that evidence.  

Professor Thomas Symons, co-founder of Trent University and a mem-
ber of the Meta Incognita Project Steering Committee, has also been active 
in the research being carried out in the area. 

“The Frobisher experience, that was so remarkable, has been so com-
pletely forgotten for centuries,” Symons said. 

He said research into the Frobisher expeditions has cast light on studies 
into Elizabethan shipbuilding and navigation, intercultural relations, geog-
raphy, cartography, mining and metallurgy, music and heritage conserva-
tion.
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WINTERSTUFF . . . There are the usual number of paddling related 
events taking place in the next few months. Toronto’s annual WCA 
Wilderness Symposium featuring talks on the Arctic was sold out a 

month before its Jan 30- 31 dates. The Canadian Recreational Canoeing 
Association has renamed and re-packaged it’s annual Ottawa paddling trade 
show and slide talks on Mar 13-15. Featured speakers include Rob Perkins, 
Becky Mason and Kevin Callan. It’s now called the Ottawa PaddleSport & 
Outdoor Adventure Show. Contact the CRCA for info at 446 Main St. West, P.O. 
Box 398, Merrickville, Ontario K0G 1N0
 (613) 269 2910, Fax:(613) 269 2908.
Che-Mun  Editor, Michael Peake, will be speaking at Canoecopia, touted as the 
largest canoe show in the US midwest in Madison, Wisconsin from March 13-15. 
Peake will be showing the Lands Forlorn and Eric Morse and The Voyageurs 
slide shows in addition to doing some work in the Old Town Canoe booth - and 
trying to sell some Che-Mun subscriptions! 
There’s also the annual Wilderness Paddler’s Gathering in Fairlee,Vermont - a 
small but cosy affair that takes place in mid-March.
A little later in the year is the Heritage Canoe Festival held annually in 
Peterborough. Michael Peake will also be speaking here and showing the North 

to Ungava/onriver.online slide show on last summer’s George River canoe trip. 
It runs the weekend of May 8-10, 1998.

WEBNOTES . . . Not surprisingly, there is more and more canoeing 
related info on the Internet. Just before we went to press we 
heard from Becky Mason who informed us of the website she 

had just helped to put together for her family activities. She developed the 
site to spotlight her father Bill Mason’s work along with her own paintings 
and Classic Solo Canoe courses and the paintings of her husband Reid 
McLachlan. You can find the sight at www.wilds.mb.ca/redcanoe/ You’ll 
find a nice sampling of Becky and Reids painting’s and a list of Bill Mason’s 
books and films and info about his paintings.
We were also happy to see that the Canadian Canoe Museum in 
Peterborough has finally gone online. You can find them at www.canoemu-
seum.net and the new site gives a good look at what happening - and more 
important - what’s going to be happening at this unique and valuable 
Canadian institution. There are a lot of interesting and interactive activities 
planned for the museum and it seems like it will be a real happening place 
in the years to come.

There are also a number of personal sites where people put in their canoe 
trips and experiences. We saw a nice site dealing with a trip on the Thelon 
River by Rolf Kraiker and his young family. Very nice photos though little 
narrative. Rolf lives north of Toronto and is a professional photographer and 
cinematographer which certainly makes a difference in producing a good 
looking site. Have a look at www.georcoll.on.ca/~rkraiker/canoe/

Has there been a better way to quickly and fairly disseminate informa-
tion that the Internet?
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Historic Journeys

landing at the confluence of the Assiniboine and Red River some 258 years ago. 
How the little fort he erected has changed! An Algonquin Chief had given La 
Vérandrye a crude map showing the way to Lake Winnipeg from then 
Hochelaga (Montréal). Ten lakes interconnected by rivers, the whole thing in a 
straight line. Our trip was a little similar as we also lacked the proper maps, a 
great adventure in an age where we’ve managed to take unpredictability out of 
our lives. 

Where the topos stopped, navigation was done with a 1:1 000 000 aeronau-
tical map, great for flying 747s while at 36,000 feet but somewhat tricky while 
sitting on the water. Strawberries, cattail hearts, crayfish and the odd fish offered 
relief from too much of the same diet, day after day. Couscous, oatmeal, ban-
nock, dehydrated meat and veggies constituted the bulk of our menu. The 
Voyageurs ate pemmican for months at a time. This native-introduced staple 
consisted of dried buffalo meat ground and mixed with fat. When a trailing line 
failed to produce anything, hungry canoe men would scoop up the odd dead fish 
to supplement their monotonous fare.

Halfway up the Winnipeg River the Canadian Shield took over with its 
evergreen covered granite. Good-bye muddy banks, hello crystal clear waters. 
Ontario was our kind of place. Which was good because it took two full months 
to go across. Lake of the Woods greeted us with its 14,632 islands. The town of 
Kenora sits on the lake’s edge. We had both feared the multitude of islands and 
the ease with which one can get lost. None of the disaster scenarios occurred 
and from then on our fears were dealt with on the spot, not two weeks in 
advance. 

At the southern end of the lake, we found “Les Iles de Sable” which were 
just that: sand. We chose to camp on the western side as only water was visible, 
no coastline, no islands, just the endless lack of anything. A storm brewed up 
over supper. Inaudible lightning bolts illuminated the setting skies at regular 
intervals. The phenomena continued well into the night. Hypnotized by this 
grandiose display of nature we forgot about our weariness. Leaving the multi-
tude of islands we paddled up river on the Rainy to Fort Frances. From then on 
we followed part of the longest unguarded border in the world. We would share 
a vast expanse of pristine land, lakes, rivers and portages with our American 
neighbours, all the way to Lake Superior.

An ugly paper mill stretches across the river from Fort Frances to 
International Falls, U.S.A., barring the way. It was within our rights to demand 
to be portaged or trucked from and to navigable waters. Even if we had known, 
my mind was set on doing things as historically as possible. The portage took 
us through the middle of town. After two months in the bush, we stood out like 
two polar bears in the Sahara.

The never ending quest for maps became a nightmare. We left Fort Frances, 
headed into a vast stretch of wilderness for which we were missing maps.  We 
had been told that maybe some of the fishing lodges along the way might be 
able to help us. Other canoeists we met allowed us to copy their maps and one 
hand-drawn paper place mat from a fishing lodge provided, decent, if not accu-
rate information. At the height of summer we finally enjoyed good weather and 
the bugs which came with it.

We still had 250 miles to cover in order to get to Lake Superior. That meant 
36 portages through a labyrinth-like area and a lot of sweat. To top it all off was 
the Grand Portage. Nine miles of mud took their toll; wet shoes caused blisters 
under our blisters as flies buzzed around our heads in a mad ballet. Three trips and 
eleven hours later we finally saw the “La Vieille”, (the old woman). The name 
coined by the Voyageurs, relates to Lake Superior’s foul temperament. 

Following an old tradition we stopped at the nearby Witch Tree and depos-
ited an offering of tobacco between its gnarled roots. This was supposed to 
appease the spike-tailed monster living in the lake. Two days later a four day 
storm prevented us from going anywhere. Maybe the monster had given up 
smoking.

The inland sea we faced is considered one of the nastiest navigable chunk 
of open water in the world. Winds from the south gave life to waves 
which only intensified in height as they travelled towards our path, the 

north shore of the lake. Over time, “La Vieille” has claimed the lives of many 
men, I could only try to imagine fully laden Voyageur birch-bark canoes battling 
giant waves, and losing. Thanks to our sturdy expedition lay-up Kevlar boat, we 
were able to land on rocky beaches without any damage to the hull, a luxury the 
Voyageurs would have sold their own mothers for.

When Mother Nature went on a rampage we had to wait for her to calm 
down. The best times to paddle were at dawn and dusk. We only paddled 19 of 
the 28 days it took to cover the distance to Sault Sainte-Marie, the whole length 
of the Canadian north shore. Unplanned rest days were quite unnerving as most 
of the time was spent scouting for a break in the weather. We still hadn’t a clue as 
to how long the rest of the journey would take, and sometimes felt impatience but 
knew that respect meant a longer life-span. Had we flipped in waves far from 
shore, our lives would have been cut short within the hour. With an average depth 
of 600 feet, the lake never warms up. Close to the water, the vegetation has to 

endure taiga-like weath-
er; constant winds and a 

The Voyageurs Life continued from Page 8

We received this e-mail 
from Becky Mason, 
daughter of Bill Mason, 

who lives in the Gatineau north of 
Ottawa.

“Regarding your article on Ken 
Solway’s book The History of the 
Chestnut Canoe (Outfit 90) I thought 
that the review was excellent and it 
did get me interested in the book. 
However I do have a few concerns 
about some of Ken’s opinions on my 
Dad’s character and his knowledge 
of canoes. 

“To give Ken Solway credit he 
did kindly send us a copy of his gal-
leys on the Bill Mason chapter of the 
book and at that time I expressed my 
misgivings to him concerning some 
passages about my Dad. I have just 
finished reading a published copy of 
Ken’s book and I appreciated finding 
that most of our corrections had been 
made. For that I thank Ken very 
much. But I still must disagree with 
some of the passages on my Dad 

where the author presents his opin-
ions as fact.

“At the risk of droning on about 
the trivial historical details of our 
canoes I would like to clarify a few 
things that were touched on in your 
review. Dad owned a whole bunch of 
Chestnuts including a Cruiser, a 
Prospector and a Pleasure model (all 
16-footers) as well as a 11-foot 
Featherweight and 5 or 6 other old 
Chestnut hulls that he saved from a 
trip to the dump. He loved paddling 
all of these canoes and it certainly 
was no secret that he used the Pal in 
many of his movies (see p.146, Song 
of the Paddle).

“However it is also an indisput-
able fact that my Dad owned and 
paddled a 16-foot Prospector. He 
ordered this Prospector and the 
Cruiser and Pal directly from 
Chestnut using the Chestnut cata-
logue and names, and we have called 
them by those names ever since. I 
still love to paddle these old friends 
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Founded in 1973 by Nick NickelsCarl Traeholt, the daring Dane 
from Malaysia, takes us on a 
55-day, 1100 mile Arctic 
Odyssey across the Barrenlands.

Ahead in Outfit 91
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FLYING MASON -- There’s no keeping 
those Masons down. Paul Mason, son of 
Bill and brother of Becky, took this excit-
ing run on the churning Hog's Back Falls 
on the Rideau River in Ottawa just before 
Christmas. Mason, who has been boating 
for 15 years, was up for the "thrill of his 
life" when he took the ride in above-
average temperatures. Paul is a world 
class whitewater rodeo expert and lives 
for the thrills of big water. It looks like he 
certainly got it here.




