
THE JOURNAL OF CANADIAN WILDERNESS CANOEINGF A L L  2 0 0 3 O U T F I T  1 1 4

Down the Naskaupi 
with Coffin in 1968
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Labrador tragedy: 
Two paddlers gone

ONE ROOM SERVICE -- Robert W. Service, Bard of the Yukon, stands literally at death’s door on the Mackenzie River in early July 1911. He was a passenger 
on the Hudson’s Bay Co. steamer Mackenzie River along with George Douglas and others on his way back to the Yukon via the Rat and Porcupine rivers. The 
boat stopped at this trappers cabin at the junction of the Salt River and the Mackenzie. Read about this truly ironic northern moment on Page 9.



The peripatetic Duke Watson writes from 
Seattle on the A. P. Low expedition story 
in Outfit 111. Mr. Watson’s canoeing trav-

els have criss-crossed the continent following 
many of the great historical routes. He has pri-
vately published his complete trip journal listings 
(in two volumes) which he thoughtfully provided 
Che-Mun with some time ago. We look at it from 
time to time when we think we have done a lot of 
canoeing only to be sorely reminded how much 
there is still to do!

“Written correspondence is not one of my fa-
vourite endeavors but I been motivated quite 
strongly to pass on to Che-Mun a few thoughts and 
reminiscences after reading Jim Stone’s delightful 
article in Outfit 111. My motivations are threefold.

“1. The three consecutive trips which I took in 
1974 from midway on the Rupert River, along the 
upper Eastmain and part of the Fort George, and 
thence down the Kaniapiscau to Fort Chimo [Ed. 
Note: now called Kuujjuaq] were among the most 
challenging and rewarding of my numerous expe-
riences in the north.

“2. Fascination with the travels of A. P. Low. 
Like Stone and Finkelstein, I poured over Low’s 
accounts in Annual Reports of the Geological 
Survey of Canada. Pertinent excerpts were repro-
duced and brought in our map cases. It was in-
triguing to read Low’s description for a given day, 
at the start of our travel days, and then follow his 
route, comparing observations about the country 
traveled through. So little had changed, for the 
most part, during the interval (81 years in the case 
of the Kaniapiscau section.)

“3. A comparison of our experience on Low’s 
Long Portage with that of Stone and Finkelstein so 
aptly related in Che-Mun. We seem to have had 
better luck in locating and following the trail than 
they, but after all was said and done, out portage 

time was nine hours, the same as theirs. We did it 
the easier (?) way by exploring across with rela-
tively light loads; then, after a night’s sleep, dou-
bling back and hauling canoes and remaining gear.

“The upper end of the portage (Stone-Finkel-
stein start; our finish) was clearly defined in 1974 
and the lower half, although it required careful 
scouting, could be followed. Giving full credit to 
Stone and Finkelstein for their ability to “sniff out” 
portages, it would seem the notorious Long Por-
tage trail has deteriorated significantly in the inter-
vening 28 years between my trip (1974) and theirs 
(2002). It is quite likely that the Cree no longer use 
it, and that it has become and obscure rarely trav-
elled route (although that was also the way we felt 
about it in 1974). I believe it probable that the 
blazes followed by Stone and Finkelstein in the 
forested portion are the ones we made to expedite 
our return crossing with canoes. (We found no 
blazes whatsoever.)  

“In summary, based on the Stone-Finkelstein 
description of Long Portage and several other ex-
amples, my guess is that the countryside along 
Low’s route has changed more in the 28 year span 
than in the 81 year interval mentioned above. 

“My admiration for Low is tremendous, and it 
calls forth admiration as well for Jim and Max in 
their projected biography of the great geologist-
explorer. I await its publication with great inter-
est.”

We heard via e-mail and phone about 
several interesting trips this past sum-
mer which we will feature in greater 

detail in later Outfits of Che-Mun.
Troy Gipps, who runs a burgeoning Web site 

wildernesscanoe.org wrote to tell of his group’s 
impressive feat in retracing one of the great trips a 
century later.

“It was tough going at times ... but we did it. 
We retraced the 1903 route of Leonidas Hubbard, 
Dillon Wallace and George Elson from North 
West River to Lake Hope (upstream!), we then 
pushed on to follow the 1905 Mina Hubbard and 
Dillon Wallace routes through Smallwood Reser-
voir and down the George River to Kangiqsualujj-
uaq, Quebec.

“The 650-mile journey took our team 50 days 
to complete. Our three-man team set off from 
North West River on June 24th, reached the Hub-
bard Memorial at the junction of the Susan River 
and Goose Creek on July 4th and reached our only 
resupply on Orma Lake Road (40 miles north of 
Churchill Falls) on July 17th. We were joined there 
by a fourth team member. We then headed north-
west, then north, through Smallwood Reservoir, 
over the height of land that separates Labrador and 
Quebec, through Cabot Lake and down the 
George River. We arrived at the village on August 
12th.”

Troy has promised something for Che-Mun 
and will be updating his Web site soon with his 
impressive trip’s info.

We also heard from new subscriber Sylvie 
Michaud of Montreal who did the Payne (Arn-
aud) River in northern Ungava which the HACC 
did as part of a complete crossing of the peninsula 
in 1990. She wrote before and after her trip and 
was able to find the elusive (for us) Hammer of 
Thor. An impressive T-shape man made rock for-
mation thought, by some, to be a beacon for Vi-
kings who may have visited the area 800 years 
ago. We look forward to hearing more from Sylvie 
on that trip.

Dick Irwin, along with Carl Shepardson and 
family, called to promise an upcoming  trip report 
on his 55-day epic trip out of the east arm of Great 
Slave Lake and arcing back north west towards the 
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Ottawa, in August, initialed an agreement 
that would allow the Inuit of Labrador 
governance over a territory almost half 

the size of New Brunswick, to be called, Nunat-
siavut, which means 'Our beautiful land' in Inuktitut.

The agreement, 26 years in the making, calls for a one-time, $140-mil-
lion payment to the Inuit. That's in addition to $115 million for annual 
funding for education, health and social programs.

The Inuit will own almost 6,000 square miles of land and will have 
limited resource and management rights over 28.800 square miles in Lab-
rador, but Nunatsiavut will not be a reserve, which means the Inuit will 
have to pay federal and provincial taxes.

The 5,300-member Labrador Inuit Association, the last Inuit group in 
Canada to negotiate a land claims settlement, will spend several months 
selling the agreement to its membership. A ratification vote on the agree-
ment is expected next spring. With an agreement-in-principle initialed last 
week, the Labrador Inuit Association is looking toward ratifying the agree-
ment.

Labrador Inuit will begin to inform the public about the land claim, and  
are being trained right now to explain the agreement to the 5,500 Labrador 
Inuit.

They’re hoping to see a final agreement done 
in the next 13 months.

In August, community of Kangirsuk the the 
east side of Ungava Bay remembered Martha 
Kauki, her husband Joanassie Epoo and two 

of their children, Victoria and Jacob - all four now presumed dead after the 
Canadian coast guard recovered Kauki’s body and the family’s overturned 
canoe August 21.

Friends, family and acquaintances travelled from across Nunavik and 
southern Canada to attend the ceremony - so many people that local offi-
cials moved the service from Kangirsuk’s Anglican Church to the local 
school to accommodate them all.

Kauki, a revered interpreter and Makivik Corp. board member, her 
husband and their two teenage children were last seen near Aupaluk Aug. 
15. They were on their way back to Kangirsuk after attending a wedding 
in Kuujjuaq.

When their canoe never arrived home, a week-long search and rescue 
ended after an Air Inuit plane discovered the family’s overturned canoe 
and Kauki’s body about 10 miles off the northern tip of Labrador. The 
other bodies were not recovered. The area experienced high winds, rain 
and fog for much of later August.

Well, that was quite a summer - both 
good and bad. Some great moments 
and a tragic one.

Our family vacation to Georgian Bay was a 
great success. What a few weeks we had!  In fact, 
when the rest of the east coast of North America 
was plunged in to darkness by the massive power 
failure, our solar and propane cottage never blink-
ed! It certainly gave me a new perspective on how 
to outfit a cottage.

We paddled throughout the rocky islands and 
clear, warm (!) water - all in all the next best thing 
to a northern canoe trip.

The sad news arrived on our second last day of 
vacation when we heard about the missing canoe-
ists Dan Pauze and Susan Barnes.  It provoked 
some thoughts which I have shared with you all 
on page five.

We have reported on such incidents over the 
years but this is the first time we have been per-
sonally involved. It’s certainly a reminder of the 
dangers that are possible when travelling in rough 
country. Still, I would rather go somewhere in the 
Torngats than a freeway traffic accident!

We are honoured to have the incomparable 
Stew Coffin’s words grace our pages. This leg-
endary northern paddler has written of his travels 
and the forthcoming book, My Black Spruce Jour-
nals, will be published next springb y Natural 
Heritage Books.

And I should correct something we wrote in 
the last issue. Stew did not have his knees re-
placed, his companion did, he says his are still 
fine which he attributes to youthful years picking 
tobacco.

And finally, Lands Forlorn. We have done a 
lot on this seminal 1914 book by George Douglas. 
This latest nugget regarding Robert Service (page 
9) got me thinking that this book is really the  Ro-
setta Stone of northern historical travel.

Douglas met and mingled with such an aston-
ishing array of people; Hornby, Service, Radford 
& Street, Coronation Inuit, Father Rouviere and 
LeRoux and on it goes. This book would be a su-
perb one to reprint - an idea we have been musing 
with. It needs a high quality job to reproduce the 
great photos that record a dying era. Maybe that’s 

F r o m  t h e  E d i t o r

Canoesworthy

A recent business to the spectacular 
city of Stockholm found canoes right 
at hand in the heart of this multi-is-
land city. These ladies are paddling 
Grumman clones which are all the 
rage in Scandinavia. Canoeing is 
popular in Sweden much of which 
looks like northern Canada - with bet-

Continued on Page 10

Michael Peake

– Michael Peake
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Labrador Tragedy

What happened?
That’s the question everyone is asking following the disappearance of Susan 

Barnes and Daniel Pauze. The pair, from Mississauga, just outside Toronto, were 
living the trip of their dreams in northern Labrador on the Korok River.

Daniel, 31, and Susan 32 are now certainly dead and their bodies have not 
been recovered despite several attempts to find the pair who were reported miss-
ing Aug 24 , two days after they missed their charter flight at the mouth of the 
Korok.

Labrador RCMP officials said yesterday the search included military helicop-
ters scanning the remote, mountainous area which lies on the Quebec-Labrador 
border south of Nachvak Fjord .

Rescue officials finally called off the search for two Ontario hikers on Sept 10.  
The reality is the pair ran into trouble weeks earlier at the very start of the trip 
when the mountain climb was planned for. At 5413 feet, Mt. D’Iberville (also 
known as  Mt. Caubvik on the Labrador side) is not a technical climb but the area 
is extremely remote and rugged.

Deteriorating weather conditions combined with the rugged terrain made the 
search time sporadic and it necessary to stop the search for safety reasons, RCMP 
Staff Sergeant Dominic Broaders said. Air and ground searches of the area turned 
up a canoe, a loaded rifle and a satellite phone.  The canoe was cached several 
miles away back at the Korok all other items were at basecamp.

 Sgt. Broaders said a climbing harness belonging to Mr. Pauze was also found 
away from the camp with no obvious signs of anything untoward. He said the 
case will be left as an open file, but searchers won't be able to get back into the 
area until next June.

Georgette Pauze was convinced soon after the pair  missed their flight out that 
something bad happened to her youngest son, an adept winter camper who left 
her a detailed map of where the couple would be each day throughout their jour-

ney, as well as the number for the satellite phone he carries on all trips.
She last heard from him Aug. 8 and believes the couple ran into trouble climb-

ing the mountain. "Where else would they go? They left their canoe, their phone, 
their rifle, everything at camp.

"They were a couple that like to do everything together," she said, beginning 
to cry. "They would clean their cars together, get groceries. They were just like 
one person. They were in love."

After the couple failed to meet a plane they had arranged to fly them out of the 
wilderness near the Quebec-Newfoundland border to Goose Bay on Aug. 22, 
Georgette Pauze contacted police.

Recently, the couple’s van was returned from labrador by a friend. Their per-
sonal effects were inside: identification and photos processed by the authorities in 
search of clues that were made from reels of film left in the couple's tent.

All were moments retracing the steps of the missing duo that the Barneses had 
never seen, including photos of Susan Barnes disembarking from the Air Inuit 
flight that dropped the couple off near their last known campsite.

The Barneses have accepted the search is over. "We have asked them to leave 
the food there, enough for three weeks, (along with) the tent and the boat and a 
satellite phone ... one kilometre from the (mountain) base on the Quebec side," 
Betty Barnes said.

And while they hope against hope the pair return to their waiting tent, they are 
planned a memorial service in Mississauga for Oct. 11. Gaston and Georgette 
Pauze, Daniel's parents, will be driving from Sudbury to stay with them during 
the week.

Betty Barnes and her husband John Barnes received a fax from the RCMP's 
detachment in Nain, northern Labrador, telling them the search for the missing 
Mississauga couple was officially over.

"These two persons have not been located and are presumed to be dead," read 

Canoeists’ fate in rugged Torngat Mountains to remain a mystery - for now
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Essay

The terribly sad news of the disappearance 
of two paddlers was felt very strongly 
throughout the HACC. Daniel Pauzé and 

Susan Barnes visited me to buy a canoe for their 
journey that was partly inspired by our Labrador 
Odyssey 2001 online trip. 

It began with an e-mail to me last February 
from Dan who mentioned he was planning a trip to 
climb Mt. Caubvick/Mt. D’Iverville which lies on 
the ragged and remote Labrador-Quebec border 
south of Nachvak Fjord. It is the highest point in 
each province, hence the two names.

He wrote that he had seen our Web site and was 
very interested in our trip and decided, based on 
LO 2001, to add an element of our trip into theirs. 
That being, the ascent of the Palmer River from 
Nachvak and a trip down the Korok. After the ter-
rible events of August, I returned to my e-mail 
reply to him, just to see if I had responded in the 
proper way. Thankfully I had. I wrote, “

“I want to make sure you understand one thing. 
This trip is VERY strenuous and difficult and I 
hope you realize that. We have been doing up-
stream trips since 1985 and are quite experienced 
at it. The Palmer/Korok route is for a very experi-
enced tripper and one canoe is not the best logisti-
cal number to work with. Six is a more efficient 
group for a trip of this type. I am not sure how 
many people you are going with.

“So please bear this in mind, it is important 
and I felt I had to make that clear. Having said 
that, please contact me for any questions you 
have.”

Dan responded that he was aware of the chal-
lenges and mindful of them. And until, if ev er, we 
find out what happened to them - we will never 
know if that statement is true or not.

The facts that have appeared leave many ques-
tions unanswered. 

The fact is the trip was originally planned with 
two men. Dan’s friend dropped out and Susan took 
his place. It was a factor that certainly played on 
my mind. And I recall thinking, if only in passing, 
while  taking their photo with their new canoe in 
front of my house; would these two be up to the 
task of a very hard trip?

We have found the most efficient and economi-
cal group is six. It allows for the most productive 
use of people and power. It was no accident that we 
went with that number and we would not have 
done the trip with a single canoe but probably 
would with two, though three boats is what we 
wanted.

My concerns were not life-threatening ones; 
merely the huge amount of physical labour re-
quired to get up the Palmer River and the ability to 
get down the Korok’s rocky course. I mentioned 
this to Daniel and he replied that the trip was 
planned to minimize weight - no generators or 
computers for them, and wisely so.

We traded e-mails on and off through the 
spring and right up until they left. Most of the con-
cerns were logistical and about the route. In fact, 
he kindly offered to help get our three Labrador 
Odyssey canoes back south. The last I heard from 
Dan was a surprise phone call from Nain in early 
August. They had elected to get a charter boat up 
from this last outpost of life on the northern Labra-
dor coast. Dan called to ask for some help after 
their charter boat left before they arrived at the 
beginning of August. We looked at their options; 
they could fly to Saglek as we had, but they had no 
ocean maps or charts and a lone canoe on that part 
of the coast was not a good idea.

 He was in a pickle - one we had been in before 
and I gave him some ideas to try and get help. That 
included making your problem known; to newspa-
pers, radio, outfitters etc. The dynamics of such a 
thing are remarkably strong in small northern 
towns. And when I did not hear back from him, I 
assumed something had worked. 

They obviously got plugged into the scene and 
finally flew into the Korok, bypassing the difficult 
Palmer section altogether. They flew into the upper 
Korok since it is closest to the mountain but it was 
hard to get exact info.

I thought about how the pair was doing while I 
was on vacation in Georgian Bay. It was the day 
before the end of our stay there when my office 
phoned (for the first time!) to tell me the mother of 
Susan was looking for a Michael Peake who had 
sold them a canoe. I called right away and found 
out what had happened and where they had land-

ed. At this point they were a few days overdue and 
a search was about to begin. I assured the parents 
they would most likely be found safe since they 
were travelling the river and it should be easy to 
spot them. I assumed they had been delayed and 
not realized they were heading for the mountain.

It is a bit, but not too, surprising would they not 
be carrying their satphone in such a remote and 
dangerous area. In fact, they had never used it, 
which conjures up a number of possibilities. One 
theory is offered up by HACC Chief Guide Geof-
frey Peake, who has 20 years of mountain experi-
ence and has hiked in the Torngats. He thinks the 
pair may have been ascending one of the many 
large scree (loose rock) slopes that are dotted with 
snow and have streams underneath. These should 
be climbed at the edge of the field, not in the mid-
dle, where the possibility of a type of loose rock 
avalanche is real. These mountains are over three 
billion years old, they have a lot of rocks that have 
chipped off over the millennia. If that happened, 
and they were buried under a pile of rocks they 
may never be found although the search will re-
sume next June.

We are conscious of the image we dis-
play in our online trips and other. 
Also, we are all disdainful of the “X” 

factor inherent in media portrayal of extreme out-
door sports adventures. We never try to portray 
what we do as glamorous, dangerous, or foolhardy. 
And I was left thinking, did we portray the trip as 
we should have?

Our Hide-Away Canoe Club group is a team of 
experts, though we hesitate to use the term. But in 
fact we are a seasoned group of experienced travel-
ers who have done a good amount of remote trip-
ping over many years. Did we make the Labrador 
trip we did seem too easy? It is hard to get an accu-
rate reading on how you are perceived when you are 
so involved in something as big as that project was 
for us.

It is a question I will not take lightly again, in 
light of the Pauzé and Barnes tragedy. It is a sober-
ing reminder of the harsh price such a wild land 
can claim. The raw power or a true wilderness is 
what draws us there-and what leaves some behind, 

Recognition and responsibility



they were when they finally pulled in. When Jay spotted his belongings 
drying by the fire he ran up the bank and hugged me.

 Nearing the end of our tumultuous journey, one day I was paddling with 
Peter Garstang on the last major rapid when we had a slight mishap while 
rounding a huge boulder near shore and rolled our canoe over. Everything 
was easily rescued except my paddle. This was serious because our party 
had started with three spare paddles and we had already lost all three in 
previous mishaps. I raced down the shore for what seemed like miles look-
ing for it. Completely exhausted, I climbed a hill for one last look before 
giving up and turning back when I spotted a faint flash of red far down-
stream in an eddy. Those ugly plastic paddles of mine were not very rustic 
or traditional in appearance, but there was yet another instance where the 
bright red color saved the day.

Our last camp was just beyond the mouth of the river on the shore of 
Grand Lake. Every night of the trip, after Jay was asleep, I had turned 
on my little transistor radio. But except for the first night, dead silence. 
Here on the lakeshore not far from Goose Bay, the Happy Valley radio 
station came booming in loud and clear with some great country music. 
To this day, whenever I hear “Cryin’ Time” with Buck Owens and his 
Buckeroos and those sad lyrics, “I can see that far away look in your 

eyes,” it takes me back to that last camp. Lame, half starved, and nearly 
a week overdue, all I could think about were the comforts of home. At 
this point, I had seen enough canoe tripping to last me for a long time, 
and oh how I yearned to be back home with Jane and our three little 
girls. 

Buck Owens was followed by a newscast, and this is when things re-
ally got interesting. Around the campfire next morning, with a little help 
from me, the conversation turned to the Republican National Convention 
which was then ongoing, and in particular whom Richard Nixon might 
choose for a running mate. Four of my companions were Canadian, yet 
they were more interested in U.S. election news that I was. I said that I 
thought it would be Spiro Agnew, whom none of them had even heard of. 
I offered to make a $10 bet, which Jay immediately took me up on. Imag-
ine their surprise when we got to Goose Bay the next day and my “predic-
tion” proved to be true. None of them ever knew my secret. Jay promptly 
forgot the wager, but if he ever had offered to settle, I guess I would have 
declined his offer and revealed my secret.

6.

Black Spruce Journals

Black Spruce Coffin

GEORGE RIVER 1967 -- Then rarely travelled, the George River was an un-
known destination to many  paddlers a third of a century ago. But Stewart 
Coffin and friends travelled the incredible route to Ungava Bay many times.
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Black Spruce Journals

We are pleased to once again treat our readers to an excerpt of an up-
coming book by one of the major figures of northern wilderness paddling, 
Stewart Coffin. This New England-based paddler is one of those names 
you would always count on finding when doing research on who had pad-
dled many a Labrador river. He was also famed for his wonderful b&w 
photos of the rugged region. Stewart’s book, My Black Spruce Journals 
will be published by Natural Heritage books next spring.

By STEWART COFFIN

Introduction
Lakes and ponds, marshes 

and string bogs are sprinkled in 
bewildering profusion all across 
the land, interconnected by an 
incredible labyrinth of rivers 
and streams. Most are shallow. 
Lichen covered boulders pro-
trude everywhere. But it is the 
ubiquitous black spruce that 
dominate the landscape. Seen 
near at hand, they tend to be 
widely spaced on a lawn of yel-
low-gray caribou moss, rather 
like a well manicured rock-gar-
den park. But in the distance, 
they all muster into one solid 
dark green army by the billions, 
to the far off horizon and be-
yond, seemingly forever. This 
truly is the Black Spruce Coun-
try.

The above passage is taken 
from my journal of our George 
River trip in 1967. It describes 
my first impressions of this 
brooding landscape as viewed during our train ride northward through the 
alluring high lake country of the Labrador Plateau. From the iron ore port 
of Sept-Iles on the North Shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, the Quebec 
North Shore and Labrador Railway transports the traveler straight north for 
360 miles deep into the heart of this vast wilderness.

Nearly every year from 1958 to 1991, and less frequently thereafter, my 
companions and I have spent our summer vacations on wilderness canoe 
trips, first in the Maine Woods and later in the wilds of Canada. I have writ-
ten a few magazine articles about these adventures and distributed many 
copies of my trip logs for use by other trippers. There was also my pri-
vately published book of short stories Black Spruce Country (1991), and 
more recently My Outing Scrapbook (2001) and Kazan (2002), all printed 
in very limited quantity and mostly given out to friends.

This now seems like an appropriate time to combine all of these previ-
ous writings into this one publication. At my advanced age, I see little 

likelihood of there ever being much more of importance to add. Another 
reason is that I have always wanted to include many more photographs to 
accompany the text but lacked the means to do so. Over the years I have 
accumulated a large file of good black & white photos, always with the 
idea of eventually seeing them published. Many were taken with a medium 
format camera with tripod, and those until 1970 were processed by my 
father, who was an accomplished nature photographer. Accordingly, parts 
of this journal may more nearly resemble an annotated photo album.

Back in the late 1950’s when I first started writing magazine articles 
about river running, there was not a whole lot published on the sport, and 

some of us thought we were 
doing something rather special. 
Not any more. Every summer 
nowadays there are dozens of 
trips on routes that half a centu-
ry ago would have been consid-
ered pioneering exploits, and 
other trips that amaze us old-
timers in terms of length, dura-
tion, and difficulty. Many are 
now published as books or mag-
azine articles, some even on the 
web. I have nothing of that sort 
to report here - no incredible 
feats, no great hardships, no 
hair-raising escapes. What I can 
report, though, is relaxing 
around the campfire with like-
minded companions on the 
shores of some remote lake and, 
in the unearthly stillness of the 
evening, listening to the calls of 
a pair of loons, or if one is really 
lucky, the distant cry of a wolf. 
That’s what this book is really 

all about.

Chapter 12. 
Naskaupi River
Accompanying us on the QNS&L [Ed. Note - the famous Quebec North 

Shore and Labrador railway that runs from Sept-Iles to Schefferville] at the 
start of our George River trip was a party of four headed for the Churchill 
River. During the train ride I became friendly with one member of that 
party, Dick Irwin, as we swapped canoeing stories. We later kept in touch 
by mail. In one of his letters, Dick invited me to join his group for a trans-
Labrador adventure the following summer, 1968, which I readily accepted.

Our plan was to take the train to Schefferville and be transported by 
truck to Astray Lake. We would descend the Churchill (Grand) River to 
Churchill Falls in order to view this spectacular waterfall, then retreat back 
upstream and through the large lakes of central Labrador to Michikamau 
Lake, the source of the Naskaupi River, and descend this river to North 

Russ Binning and Ralph Climb on the boisterous lower Romaine River 1980.
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Black Spruce Journals

West River on the Labrador coast. It sounded to me like quite a challeng-
ing route, and I had my doubts that it could be done in the allotted time of 
three weeks. Studying the maps, I discovered what looked to me like a 
shortcut around the large lakes by way of the Portage River. Even the 
name of the river sounded promising. The others readily agreed to this 
change. Little did I realize what a fateful decision that would prove to be.

Our first camp on this trip is memorable for two reasons. Sounds carry 
a long way over the surface of a lake, especially at night. In the stillness of 
the evening as we sat around 
the campfire we heard the 
haunting cry of wolves coming 
to us from afar. I had seen them 
a few times, but this is the only 
time I have ever heard this pri-
mordial sound of the wilder-
ness, and it made quite an im-
pression on all of us.

Also, burrowing deep inside 
my sleeping bag that night I lis-
tened to part of a Boston Patri-
ots (as they were then known) 
practice football game. It seems 
that just before the start of the 
trip, Jane had acquired in some 
sort of box top deal a small and 
very cheap transistor radio, and 
I was curious to see if it would 
work in Labrador. I did not tell 
any of my companions. My 
partner, Jay Cushman, was a 
sound sleeper, and as soon as I 
heard him snore I knew it was safe to put the radio to my ear. Only one sta-
tion came in that night - WBZ Boston. More about this later.

The side trip to see the falls was well worth the effort. We were one of 
the few canoeing parties, and probably the last, to see this spectacular 
waterfall before it was reduced to a trickle by the power project. Roads 
and other signs of construction were already much in evidence.

Our two-day ascent of the Portage River was arduous, but it probably 
shortened our trip by a day or two. We waded up miles of shallow rapids in 
frigid water sometimes up to our hips. The rocks on the river bottom were 
extremely slippery, and at one point I slipped and injured my knee badly. It 
couldn’t have happened at a worse place, since many long and difficult por-
tages lay ahead. It bothered not only for the remainder of the trip but for 
several years afterward. Worst of all, it hindered my kneeling in the canoe. 
Not until five years later (1973) did I attempt another canoe trip, on the 
Middle Fork of the Salmon River in Idaho. There, while scouting at the very 
first rapid, I slipped and injured the same knee again. Another five years 
would pass before it was healed sufficiently to resume wilderness trips. It 
never bothered me again. I think it was a chip broken off my kneecap, and I 
have to admit that it was very stupid of me not to have it operated on and 
fixed promptly.

A short portage and downstream run brought us to Michikamau Lake, 
where we were windbound for a day. From there the route was all down-
stream, following in reverse direction the historic route of Mina Hubbard 
in 1905. We had a copy of her book with us, and were able to locate some 
of the places that she identified and photographed, especially the many 
falls. We knew of no other canoeing parties to have come this way in the 
intervening 63 years. We would probably be the last to see the country as it 
was, for soon Michikamau Lake would be dyked and flooded by Small-

wood Reservoir, with its waters 
diverted to the power project. 
Sadly, we already saw survey 
marks.

The upper Naskaupi 
River was a series of water-
falls, gorges, and heavy rap-
ids. The portages were dif-
ficult, with no trace of trails. 
Our wood & canvas Chest-
nut Prospector canoes 
weighed 85 pounds at the 
start, but probably close to 
100 pounds later on. Our 
food rations, which were 
slim to begin with, were 
now being rationed, as we 
were well behind schedule. 
It was quite an arduous jour-
ney, at least by my stan-
dards.

We changed partners each 
day, so sometimes our personal 

belongings ended up in another canoe. I much preferred paddling with 
Dick. One time, while Dick and I were in the lead, we had been running 
heavy rapids and had pulled ashore to carry around an impassable pitch. 
We looked back and saw that Jay and his partner had capsized while try-
ing to land. It looked like they had things under control with the help of 
the other two, but then I spotted Jay’s and my personal pack bobbing 
down the river in midstream. I immediately leapt into Dick’s canoe, 
which was empty and hauled up on shore at the foot of the pitch, and 
started after it. There was no time to explain to Dick. He may not have 
been very happy to see me paddling off with his canoe, but I figured he 
would understand, and there was no other choice.

Even paddling solo I could not power ahead because of the continuous 
heavy rapids, but after an exciting chase of several miles I finally caught 
up with the pack. It was too heavy to lift so I towed it to shore, emptied all 
the contents, and started a fire to dry things out. I then discovered that I 
was part way down one side of a long island. In order to avoid the possibil-
ity of my companions coming down the wrong channel and missing me, I 
hiked to the head of the island and erected a signal, making good use of 
my bright red paddle blade, with a note attached. An hour or more passed 
without any sign of my companions, and I was beginning to wonder where 

This huge chute on the Romaine River was on Che-Mun’s cover in Outfit 79.
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Robert W. Service

There are strange things done in the midnight sun 
By the men who moil for gold; 
The Arctic trails have their secret tales 
That would make your blood run cold; 

These now famous words mark the beginning to The 
Cremation of Sam Magee, a modern epic poem that 
many American canoeists often recite by heart. 

Which is a bit odd considering it was written about an 
event that happened in Canada’s Yukon Territory by a 
transplanted Englishman who became a Canadian war cor-
respondent.

Robert W. Service, the Bard of the Yukon, was a bur-
geoning talent in 1911. He had lived in Whitehorse for four 
years and a further three in Dawson. The former bank teller 
became a popular poet with his tales of the frontier and its 
heady mix of wilderness mingling with the raw edge of civili-
zation.  He didn’t begin writing full time until 1909 though his 
first book Songs of a Sourdough was published in 1907.

In 1911 he headed south to visit U.S. publishers and went to 
Cuba before returning back north that summer by the back door 
route to the Yukon via the Rat and Porcupine rivers.

That’s when Robert Service crossed paths with George 
Douglas and party who were beginning their year long trip to 
Coppermine country. The route north in those days began in 
Edmonton where a stage coach ran to Athabasca Landing. From 
there the famed Athabasca Brigade, a collection of large scows, 
made their way north down the Athabasca River  to Fort McMurray 
where the HBC steamer Grahame continued further north still to 
Smith’s Landing. Following a 16 mile portage the voyage resumed with 
the steamer Mackenzie River at Fort Smith. 

On Page 13 of Douglas’ classic narrative Lands Forlorn, he noted, 
“Our own little party had been joined by Robert Service, who was mak-
ing a journey to the north with the Hudson Bay Co’s. transport, and 
who like ourselves, had been surprised by the unexpectedly early de-
parture of the brigade.”

In fact Douglas included a photo of him in the book - but only an 
expert would know since there’s no caption info to identify him. But. 
in the National Archives of Canada, where George Douglas donated 

his papers, it is noted that the photo of the man in front of the trapper’s 
shack is Robert Service.

There, in this one incredible instant captured by George Douglas 
in early July 1911, you have a man known for his fanciful phrasing of 
sawing and burning frozen corpses; shooting and drinking in Mala-
mute saloons; coming face to face or rather nose-to-nose with the 

true reality of a frontier trapper’s life. There is something about the 
look on his face that one can read a whole story in itself about.

The scene is a real life trappers cabin on the Salt River at 
junction of the Mackenzie about 100 miles below Fort 

Wrigley. The bodies of two trappers had been discovered 
a month earlier and the scene was left undisturbed until 

the North-West Mounted Police inspector could at-
tend and he was on the Grahame with Douglas and 

Service. It was clear that one killed the other and 
then took his own life.

It was a grisly scene infused with a ghastly 
stench of which Douglas spares few details, in-
cluding a photo of the nearly decomposing bod-

ies. He even quotes from the suicide note.
“Cruel treatment drove me to kill Peat . . . I 

have been sick a long time I am not crasey, but 
sutnly goded to death he thot i had more money 
that i had and has been trying to find it. I have 

just killed the man that was killing me so good by 
and may god bless you all . . .”
The incredible irony of this moment is that the man 

most responsible for relating the often gruesome tales of 
trapper life in the far north to the world is being shown its 
true harsh reality. Service was not a trapper or skilled out-
doorsman by his day’s standards. He was a bank teller-
turned-writer, who lived in Whitehorse and Dawson and 
wove his tales from talking to people who lived in that 
atmosphere. 

The photo Douglas took of Service in his birchbark 
canoe [Outfit 113] was for that trip up the Rat River and 
though MacDougall Pass. In fact, Service did not 
make it too far before joining another party of five 
heading up the Rat in a scow named Ophelia. He ac-
companied Bill McTosh, a very colourful, hard-
swearing character whom he later wrote about in 
The Ballad of Blasphemous Bill.

Service wrote just one newspaper article about 
his Rat River trip before expanding on it in his 
1945 biography Plougman of the Moon. There, 
he dramatically sketches the hardships the party 
of six had ascending the Rat and blends in other  
relevant historical items of the era.

Service left the Yukon in 1912, never to 
return. He became a war correspondent and 

writer and died in 1958 in Monte Carlo. A long way from the 

Douglas’ photo cap-
tures Service at a 
real Door of Death, 
the kind he so often 
wrote about
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Quebec’s new premier, Jean Charest, officially announced the cre-
ation of Pingualuit Park on Aug. 28 during a ceremony in 
Makivik Corp.’s head office in Kuujjuaq. Pingualuit Crater, aka 

Chubb Crater, is the centerpiece of the new park. The crater is a perfectly 
circular lake that was formed by a meteorite more than 1.3 million years 
ago. It is more than two miles wide and 800 feet deep, and is renown for 
the purity of its water.

The agreement between Nunavik and Quebec promised a budget of  
$5.7 million for start-up and $3.9 million for operating costs over the next 
five years. It was also the culmination of more than 30 years of anticipa-
tion for Nunavik, which has been pressing for regional park development 
since the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement was signed in 1975. 

The new park, which is expected to be operational by the end of this 
year, will be run by Inuit through the Kativik Regional Government. This 
means local Inuit will keep all traditional harvesting rights within the 
park. 

Charest said he hopes the new park will serve as a model for the devel-
opment of other parks in the region. Four other park projects are currently 
under study in Nunavik and he believes the creation of more parks could 
encourage eco- and adventure tourism in Arctic Quebec.

A canoe party of eight young women travelling by canoe who were 
rescued not once but twice in one day last week on the dangerous 
shoes of western Hudson Bay.

First, the canoeists, from a YMCA-affiliated camp on Wollaston Lake, 
Saskatchewan, had to be rescued from a polar bear. Then they needed yet 
another rescue after they were stranded offshore by tides not far from 
Arviat, their final destination.

Last Thursday, the group set up camp at the mouth of the south fork of 
the McConnell River, 30 miles south of Arviat. 

Police said that at 2:30 a.m. a polar bear entered the camp, tore down 
a tent and then broke into the food supply. The eight canoeists stayed in 
one tent while the polar bear circled around. They had a shotgun with 
them, but didn’t want to shoot the bear in the dark. It turned out the shot-
gun was rusty, and its owners low on experience. 

The scared women tried to fire emergency flares at the bear, with little 
effect. So they called the Arviat RCMP detachment via satellite phone, 
asking for help. At the time, they believed they were five miles south of 
Arviat.

When rescuers weren’t able to locate the camp three miles south of 
Arviat, they contacted the women via satellite phone and learned that they 
did not have a Global Positioning System device with them and did not 
know their exact position.

The officers continued to search and finally located the camp 30 miles 
south of Arviat after both parties had lit flares. When rescuers arrived on 
the scene, the polar bear, a young seven-foot-tall male, was sitting on one 
of the tents. They managed to scare the bear away using 30 mm rubber 
bullets and Thunderflashes - a kind of pyrotechnic or firework. 

The group left to continue the journey to Arviat via canoe, but found 
the headwinds and tidal waters on Hudson Bay too difficult to navigate, 
and again, called for help. 

Arviat’s search and rescue teams brought the tired canoeists back to 
Arviat overland on ATVs.

The previous week, a group of male canoeists from the same camp had 

also abandoned their canoes due to the tides.RCMP officers say most non-
residents can’t imagine the enormous tidal action in the lower Hudson 
Bay and are unprepared for it. Before the tide goes out, sometimes to a 
distance of three km, canoeists must head to shore and stay there or risk 
being caught in the tidal flats.

As for the bears, police say the canoeists should have carried wildlife 
scare cartridges that produce a noise when shot over the head of a polar 
bear. Maps are also of little value in the flat landscape of Arviat, compared 
with GPS devices.

They weren’t affected the August outage, which threw Ontario and 
much of the eastern U.S. into the dark. But the blackout lent a new 
urgency to hydroelectric developments in northern Quebec - proj-

ects that directly affect Sanikiluaq.
Last August, Quebec released a document setting how environmental 

impact statements for the Eastmain-Rupert hydroelectric project should 
be conducted. 

The 70-page package of directives left out any reference to Sanikiluaq 
and Nunavut, or to Inuit, although this project will alter the flow of rivers 
that empty into James Bay and Hudson Bay.

The $3.8-billion project, part of the controversial James Bay power 
development plan, would generate 1,200 megawatts of electricity when it 
is completed in 10 years.

As Quebec gears up to fast-track hydroelectric development, this 
means the Government of Nunavut will look at how it plans to honor its 
recent commitment to protect James Bay and Hudson Bay.

Shortly after Cree and Inuit signed deals with Quebec in the spring 
of 2002 that would pave the way for new hydroelectric projects, 
Sanikiluaq, fearing the effects of more hydroelectric development 

nearby, asked for the GN’s help.
An agreement created a Nunavut-Hudson Bay working group. The GN 

has already given the group $55,000.
The need to update aging electric infrastructure and meet increasing 

demands for power means new hydro-projects affecting James Bay and 
Hudson Bay are more likely now then they were 10 years ago.

But time is short. Quebec’s desire to speed up new projects means that 
the environmental impact statements on the Eastmain-Rupert project will 
be handed over next spring, followed by public consultations later in 
2004. A final go-ahead order for the project’s start could be issued early 
in 2005.

When its two proponents, the Societe d'Energie de la Baie-James and 
Hydro-Quebec, complete their environmental impact studies, these will 
be submitted to a provincial evaluation committee (COMEX), which has 
three representatives from Quebec and two from the Cree Regional Au-
thority. COMEX will then hold a round of public consultations with a 
federal review panel.

This federal body will then carry out its own environmental analysis 
of the project, and make its recommendations to the provincial adminis-
trator of the James Bay land claim agreement - which happens to be the 
Quebec environment department.

The GN can make sure a member of this committee is appointed from 
Nunavut to represent the interests of Nunavut, Inuit, and the people of 
Sanikiluaq. 

Updates

CANOESWORTHY  cont’d from Page 3
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Canoelit

Reviewed by Michael Peake

The name Alex Hall, first came to my 
attention in an article in The Beaver in 
1974 bearing the irresistible title 

Seven Rivers North. I have always loved that 
phrase and borrowed it a few times over the 
years.

The article, by Hall, tells of his trip with 
friend Dennis Voight across the NWT in the 
summer of 1973, paddling seven different 
major rivers. (Dubawnt, Ethan-eldili, Thelon, 
Mary Frances, Hanbury, Lockhart, Cop-
permine.) We used it as a model for our 1985 
Morse River Expedition and that’s when I first 
contacted Alex for help. 

I still have his generous longhand replies in 
my files. He signed off with “May the wind 
always be in you face.” This we thought odd 
but as Alex explained, “That’s so the bugs don’t 
bother you”, which we found later to be so true.

Two years later, Hall did a solo trip from 
Lac de Gras north into Contwyoto Lake and 
then down the Burnside River. It was here, in 
early July, he met a massive throng of caribou, 
estimated to number 125,000. 

Following these epic journies, Hall settled 
in Fort Smith in the bottom corner of the NWT 
and set up the first guiding service in the north in 
1977. A quarter of a century later, he is still at it. 
Running a modest, successful and very tight ship.

He is, by no means, the MBA model for expedi-
tioning. For one thing, he doesn’t tell people exactly 
where they are going. His trip descriptions are of the 
area and sights and not the name of the river. He 
doesn’t sell the name ‘Thelon’ unlike all the rest of 
destination-based outfitters. Yet, he knows it better 
than any person alive. 

The book first describes his early trips, then Alex 

takes us through some of the life of an outfitter in the 
far north who are usually met with the question, 
“What do you do for the rest of the year?” 

Plenty, as it turns out but the first thing he does is 
rest. Because unlike most outfitters, Alex is THE 
guide. He doesn’t hire strong, young kids to take his 
clients out into the land. He  does it himself and with 
him comes a tremendous reservoir of knowledge of 
the land and its stories. That’s why he is so tired 
come late September. The books contains some 

great bear and client stories - two things guaranteed 
to produce drama and humour.

But what Alex Hall really brings to this story is 
his perspective. For the man who has visited Horn-
by’s cabin over 50 times has a unique position to 
look back over the last 30-plus years to see the 
changes that are creeping over the north.

And he sees them. The air is not as pure, there are 
more forest fires, fewer songbirds and more paddlers 
who leave scars on the land. In fact, the greatest 
compliment I have received as a tripper, was from 

Alex Hall. He followed our route down the Tazin 
River in 1995. He said he saw no trace of us and I 
was deeply honoured. Alex has a real disdain for 
those (mostly Europeans, he says) who build mas-
sive fires with the scarce wood above the flood line.

It was Hall’s concerns over these changes that 
led him to co-author a 1999 report on some of these 
problems. He is deeply concerned by all the new 
mining projects and the proposed roads that kill 
wilderness.

A chunk of Discovering Eden is about pre-
serving it. Hall, and well-known author and 
paddler David Pelly, have been working on a 
plan to create a 50 million acre wilderness sanc-
tuary combining the Thelon and Queen Maud 
sanctuaries and other important areas. The plan 
is beset with myriad rules involving several lay-
ers of governments especially the new native 
areas like Nunavut and smaller land claims. It’s 
a tough slog and the World Wildlife Fund is 
now involved to help get something to happen.

But this book is all Alex Hall. When you 
see a chapter heading Some Favourite Places 
and the subhead The Most Beautiful River, you 
sharpen your senses and await the definitive 
word from the master.  

“The most beautiful river in the Bar-
ren Lands isn’t my favourite. I didn’t discover 
it until the mid-1980s . . . But there’s no deny-
ing this river’s staggering beauty. It’s in a class 
by itself. No other river even comes close.”

Oh, boy, you think, reaching for a pen and 
then the answer comes . . .

“The most beautiful river in the Barren 
Lands is my secret. For eight years only my 
clients and I canoed it. Then one of my clients 
revealed it’s location and now others go there.

“My secret river is clear as glass and full of 
rapids. It boils through canyons and braids 

through gravel bars . . .” and on it goes.
Now, I have had the good fortune to paddle this 

river and happened to write Alex about it before we 
went there. That’s when I found out his reverence for 
the place. He asked me to not publicize it too much. 
And I haven’t. And I won’t now. 

Discovering Eden is a wonderful read and makes 
for a great record of northern paddling issues–both 
on and off the river–over the last 30 years. It also 
comes with some big warnings. Alex Hall has been 
in a unique position to monitor and experience the 

Discovering Eden
A Lifetime of Paddling Arctic 
Rivers
By Alex Hall
Key Porter Books, Toronto 2003
224pp, $27.95
ISBN: 1-55263-221-0
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This photo from the National Archives of Canada was taken by J. B. Tyrrell on their 
famous 1893 trip down the Dubawnt River and eventually - and barely - to 
Churchill. It is featured in the book Across the Sub-Arctics of Canada. Six mem-
bers of the party are shown on the near shore. The caption info says “Ptarmigan 
Rapid, Dubawnt River, Esker in distance July 1893 / Dubawnt River, N.W.T. ” That 
rapid name is not familiar to the HACC but it certainly looks characteristic of 
lower Dubwant rapids. It appears similar to the one coming out of Hinde Lake on 
the lower river. Maybe some of you sharp-eyed readers can help with info?

James B. Tyrrell/National Archives of Canada/PA-03706

From the Archives




